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Week #1  
  
Passion! 

READING: Chapter 1 (pages 1-7)

Discuss with your students what impassions them in their daily lives, what stories have impassioned them and influenced them, and what they think their personal stories would be if they were free to create whatever was personally meaningful to them.   Have them write their own personal declaration of independence, spelling out where they have made restrictions on their artistic choices, and trying to empower themselves to have the freedom to go beyond those. 

Week #2   
 
Why Do We Watch Movies?  

READING: Chapter 2 (pages 9-21); Hero With A Thousand Faces
Evolutionary psychology is the study of humans and their behaviors.  Discuss with your class why the process of storytelling has been endemic in society for as long as man could communicate.  Divide the class up into various groups and assign reading Joseph Campbell’s Hero with A Thousand Faces.  Discuss why human stories seem to follow the same steps in every culture, and historical time with every religion or myth.  Discuss the theory that there are only 6 or 7 basic plots and how each of these is tied to a facet of human nature.

Week #3

Yes, But Can I Write? 

READING: Chapter 3 (pages 23-42)

Discuss with your class the vulnerability of being creative and the uncertainty of setting out to build something from your imagination that has never previously existed.   Discuss the discovery process in relationship to other forms of exploration and invention, such as Edison who took 4,000 different attempts to create the light bulb and Lewis and Clark who explored virgin territory.  Why do we as creators expect ourselves to instantly get it right?  It would also be incredibly valuable to explore each student’s perceptions of their strengths in search of what they most naturally create when allowing themselves to free themselves from outside expectations and allow their life experience, their personal nature and their passion to communicate to come forward. 

Week #4  

Nobody Knows Anything!
READING: Chapter 4 (pages 43-47)

In Hollywood it’s easy to say “no”.  Selling is about overcoming rejections.  As a role-playing exercise, try to come up with examples of real films that have overcome these rejections:         

1. There is no movie like that that has succeeded yet.  2. Movies about that topic don’t sell.  3. We can’t produce this because the writer has no previous experience.  4. This movie is all in a foreign language.  5. The actors in this movie are all too old to appeal to the market.  6. Movies must have happy endings in order to be successful.  7. This script is way too long, no one will ever sit through the movie. 8. You can’t make a hit movie with just two characters. 9. No one wants to see movies about a sport, they’d much rather see the real thing being played. 10. The youth audience doesn’t want to see historical movies.  11. You can’t make a hit movie where the heroes die at the end.  12. Scripts must always have a beginning – middle – and end, and they must always come in that order! 
Week #5  

The Thesis, The Nugget, and The External Story 

READING: Chapter 5 (pages 49-62)

Take the movie The Wizard of Oz.  Describe the thesis of the movie (its objectives in human terms).  Describe each of the main characters’ nuggets (Dorothy, Tin Man, Lion and Scarecrow).  How are these needs demonstrated in the characters and how do we feel when they accomplish their goals?

Week #6  

Some Character Tools

READING: Chapter 6 (pages 63-69)

Can you come up with nugget stories for characters and then suggest the external stories that they might be present in?  I.E. a man got a woman pregnant and married her constantly blames his daughter - the child - for trapping him in a marriage, creating a woman who has deep uncertainty with her own relationships.  When she realizes she is not responsible for her father’s feelings, she is able to throw them off and become her true self.).  This story could take place in any background – ancient Rome, on a spaceship in the future, or in a romance where the woman must learn to trust herself before she can trust the love of another.  Find other similar, internal nugget plots and discuss how these affect you emotionally as these are the hidden emotional engines of most really powerful stories.

Week #7  

Villains

READING: Chapter 7 (pages 71-75) 

Sometimes the greatest villains are people whose goals and objectives we can understand and relate to – except they have been carried to an extreme that becomes anti-social or damaging and therefore must be stopped.  Can you put together some human characteristics that, when personified and carried to an extreme, create a villain who is a hero unto himself, but an antagonist to the goals of the movie’s heroes?  

Week #8  

Editing

READING: Chapter 8 (pages 77-87)

Take 10 pages of each student’s script, read them aloud and then discuss how hearing them might give you insight into how effective they are, whether they can be shortened or given clarity.

Week #9  

Selling

READING: Chapter 9 (pages 89-99)

The secret to finding a market is to research the producers and directors who might have a similar taste to a project that you have written.  As an exercise, research a potential buyer for your project and write a 1 page letter that spells out why you appreciate and understand their work, how your project could be an extension (and certainly not a duplication!) of their taste and goals, and sum up your story in very simple terms that reflect your perception of the buyer’s taste.  Make sure that you are authentic and truthful in your appreciation of their work, that it’s not empty flattery, and present yourself as somebody who they would feel comfortable dealing with, as you have an intelligent understanding of their goals.  The objective is to write a query letter that is personal and effective.  To really understand more about how powerful personal communication is, read How to Win Friends and Influence People.  The tools in that book will never go out of date.  
Week #10 

Pitching

READING: Chapter 10 (pages 101-109)

Choose a favorite existing movie, one that you would most want others to see.  You have 2 minutes to sell the film to your classmates in a non-linear conversational pitch by 1) describing the film in terms of other movie successes (example: ALIEN is JAWS in outer space) 2) why it impassions you and 3) sell the emotional strengths, the dynamics of the story, including only the most powerful plot points or character issues in any order that most effectively makes the movie seem dynamic (i.e. you might tell the ending first).  Now apply what you’ve learned to one of your own projects. Again, you have 2 minutes.  Discuss afterwards what the group found most effective.  

Week #11 

Un-Starving

READING: Chapter 11 (pages 113–118)

Read the attached article “Where The Heck Do I Start” at the end of this course outline.  After, have a group discussion about getting a career started, and what kinds of jobs can keep you learning and positively challenged. 

Week #12 

A Filmmakers “Positive” Thoughts on Stress

READING: Chapter 13 (pages 129–142)

If it seems appropriate for your group of students, set up a meeting environment that breaks the formality of the normal classroom. Encourage the discussion of sharing the emotions of being a creative person with each other, and any tools that students may have discovered either reading the book or in their personal lives.  Cover areas like writers block, self-doubt, anxiety before a meeting, procrastination, networking with others.  The goal is to discover that many people have similar doubts and stresses and that these are a normal part of the creative business life.  With patience, persistence and caring relationships, one can navigate through some pretty rugged difficulties and these are not abnormal in a business where there is an extremely high rejection rate, and frequently not because of the quality of the material. 

Week #13

Instant Library

READING: Chapter 15 (pages 181–222)
Have each student pick a published book on writing, screenplay writing or pitching or selling one’s work to the business.  Each student will be required to create a single paragraph that sums up the book and the 10 most powerful and personally important things that they learned from this book.  Present those points in 4 minutes to the rest of the class.  Use the Instant Library chapter in Riding the Alligator as reference example.  This not only helps the students get familiar with pitching a point of view to the others in the class, but distills many valuable concepts into digestible form.  If the results are also written up it enables the students to have printed reviews of as many reviews as are covered.  

Where the Heck do I Start?

Posted by Pen Densham on Thursday, March 24, 2011 – ScriptShark.com

At the end of my adjunct semesters at USC Film School I meet individually with each of my MFA students.  Most of these smart, cool and disciplined young women and men are about to graduate. I encourage them to share their goals and concerns.  Many want to be writers/directors. A large number engage me about their next life step - getting a paying job, so they can survive to develop their art.

Among the challenges they see are beating the economy, translating school accomplishments into sellable skills.  And there is a common fear that making a mistake in one’s first career choice can send the rest of their lives spiraling away.

A very frightening thought to embrace.

Many try to puzzle out their future in their heads, valiantly weighing all the options and choices that these futures theoretically might offer, trying to divine “the” correct path. More education? An assistant’s job?  Try to start their own company? Will I be rejected outright? This is like trying to think out a whole chess game, playing an imaginary grand master, without moving an actual piece - an impossible and sometimes demoralizing task. 

No matter how good your thinking skills, they can be swamped by so many imponderable variables, leading to doubt and hesitation.

Kinda like job-seeker’s block.

The answer is to start somewhere!

We are designed by nature to solve problems.  Hell, we expect to use multiple takes to capture a movie scene, tweaking each take until we find the one that fits our taste.  We write scripts knowing that the finer essence is found in the rewrites… To graduates, I ask they try to give themselves that same career freedom.  

Breaking in should be seen as a search to inspire your self. You are not looking to become a drone. You are looking for a way to develop and exploit your artistic passions and your business instincts. Create relationships and learn from like-minded people. The arts are a business and a creative ecosystem and a lot of areas don’t make sense until you live in it.  Whales eat tiny krill - who would have thought?   

Employment opportunities, no matter how lowly, don’t feel like wasted work when you see them as a valuable growth path.  

A student often has paid good money and invested years to gain an “education”. But that learning should not stop now. Keep your sense of humor, believe you have the right to try out different, (possibly wildly different) approaches to harnessing your creativity.  Try to see possible occupation changes as logical growth rather than indications of some condemnation of your value.

We are not locomotives locked on some karmic track. Get comfortable with the fact that we are all navigating our lives like human sailing ships, changing directions and sails with the winds and currents of life.  

Technology is going to change all our lives faster than many anticipate.  The ability to think laterally, incorporating new discoveries into your skills and keeping your personal authenticity will be the keys to an enjoyable future.

Human babies don’t come with an instruction manual laying out our optimum capabilities and functions.  We have to discover them.

Unraveling what you are naturally good at and getting paid to do it has to be a great life accomplishment.  This applies even if you have already chosen writing as your mission.  Each of us is a creative instrument and finding what themes we play best means that we are focusing our strengths.  And probably becoming an original voice.

Truthfully, there is no wrong direction if you follow the compass of your feelings. You may change jobs, goals, and cities.  You will naturally evolve, gain mastery, and strengthen your true convictions.

See this as an adventure to discover your authentic self. The same goes with the stories you choose to explore as a writer… try the full variety of ideas that your intuitions suggest.  See this as investing your time - experimentation with a value. 

The return is a greater understanding and development of your true creative self. 

Go for it!

You can learn more about Pen’s book at --- Ridingthealligator.com.  Pen Densham: co-founder of Trilogy Entertainment Group considers himself a triple-hyphenate: a writer – producer – & director.  He writes for both TV and feature films and is responsible for reviving  'The Outer Limits' and 'The Twilight Zone' to television, Robin Hood Prince of Thieves, etc.  His personal favorite is Moll Flanders which he wrote and directed, starring Robin Wright and Morgan Freeman.  Pen also teaches as an adjunct prof. at USC Film School and is completing a book on Screenplay writing for publisher Michael Wiese - titled "Riding the Alligator: Strategies for a career in screenplay writing ...And not getting eaten" (ridingthealligator.com).
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