
 

5: The Short Film Script 

A short film script will inherently be very different to that of a feature film; it will be shorter. In 
some cases, a short film may only be a few minutes long and working on the maxim of “1 
page per minute”, a script may only be 4 or 5 pages long. Trying to accomplish every 
element that is suggested for what would be a feature film is, therefore, not necessarily a 
sensible approach. Therefore, consideration should be taken into account for the specific 
form of short films and their very specific nature.  
 

1. It must characterise the personality of the speaker.  

Below are some key tips and advice that could be adhered to in order to create a successful 
short film script. 
 

Engage the viewer. 

Whilst this is something that is relevant and important to every script, it’s especially 
important for a short film. Given that you will have less time to make an impression, it’s 
vitally important that you do so from page one. Establish key elements quickly and 
efficiently. Where are we? Who is our main character? How do we feel about them? What 
are they trying to achieve? Establish key things quickly and efficiently.  
 

2. Keep it visual. In fact, make it extra visual.  

All scripts need to be visual and short films need to ensure that they do this, but to an even 
greater degree, so much so that short films need to be predominately visual. With less 
screen time available, a short film script should use visual cues to explain and provide detail 
quickly. For example, in Lunch Date the lady polishes her fork before using it. What does it 
tell you about her? A simple image, a quick moment and we learn a lot.  
 
Section 5, Resource 1A: Character inference from images. As stated above, a short film 
script has to be especially economical in terms of length. One thing that is key to achieving 
this is to ensure that characters are expressive of their personality and character with action 
and decisions. For example, a character who will steadfastly use only their own pen, tells us 
just as much about a person as them explaining why to someone who offers them a pen to 
write their signature but is then rebuffed. It’s also more interesting visually and shows a 
confident ability in your ability as a scriptwriter and storyteller. For this activity, look carefully 
at the images included on the worksheet each from a different short film. For each one, 
consider what the character appears to be doing and how they are doing it. Then, next to 
each, explain in your own words what you think we learn about this character-what are they 
like as a person, how do they behave, how do they treat others or even something as 
straightforward as how old they are or where they live, based purely on the visual clues. 
 
Section 5, Resource 1B. Writing economical action for characters. As previously 
mentioned, a short film script has to be especially economical in terms of length.  
For this activity, look carefully at the images on the worksheet, each from a different short 
film. For each one, consider what the character appears to be doing and how they are doing 
it. Then, next to each, explain in your own words what you think we learn about this 
character-what are they like as a person, how do they behave, how do they treat others or 
even something as straightforward as how old they are or where they live, based purely on 
the visual clues. 



 

3. Restrict your characters. 

Whilst you may have plans for a sweeping epic, with dozens of characters who intermingle 
with thousands of extras and cover a wide sweep of the globe, your short film doesn’t have 
the time (or the budget!) to manage this. A short film needs focus, so keep the focus on a 
very small, ideally just one or two, characters. Focus the audience on their plight, their 
struggles, their goals and achievements, their conflicts and their triumphs. Not only will it 
ensure that your script is more focused and able to resolve key elements in the short run 
time, it will also allow you to engage the audience more. By using just one or two characters 
almost exclusively, your audience will be able to focus their energies and attention on them, 
creating a close cinematic relationship than a larger, more unfocused film may struggle to 
achieve.  
 

4. Make the characters immediate and memorable 

With a short story you’re only going to have a limited amount of time to establish your 
characters so make sure that they are almost instantly memorable. Is there a specific aspect 
to their personality? What makes them unique? How are they different from other characters 
in your film?  
Your planning should ensure that you know your characters well, so ensure that your 
audience can appreciate this as quickly as possible, perhaps by having your character react 
to something in a memorable way. That’s not to say that your characters must be simple and 
without facades and depth, but the audience must be able to remember who these 
characters are and to do recognise them almost instantly.  
 

5. Keep it simple 

Short stories often suffer from a significant and recurring issue; being too complex, too long 
or too detailed. Remember that running time is an issue and whilst having grand and 
ambitious ideas for your short film is laudable, more importantly, is that the film works. A 
useful piece of advice is to not make it a full story and instead make it just one part of a 
larger story. Give the audience a taste of the world, of the characters of a larger narrative. 
Perhaps turn your grand idea for a feature film into key scenes or moments and use that as 
the basis for your short film? Whilst it still needs to be a self-contained narrative with a 
recognisable structure, using one part of a larger story is a useful way of creating a short 
film.  
 
Section 5, Resource 2: Write a very short script. As explored in the main section of this 
text, a short film script has to be especially short compared to that of a feature length script. 
In order to develop these skills, the task for this activity is to use some of the ideas, 
characters and perhaps even dialogue from previous activities and then use them to create 
a short script of no more than 3 pages in total. This script MUST feature the expected layout 
and presentational devices and contain one page that establishes a beginning, a middle 
page that encompasses the narrative developing and a final page that creates a satisfactory 
ending.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

6. A twist.  

This one isn’t a definite but sometimes a short film is effective if it has a twist at the end. 
Using a short narrative structure with only one or two characters can be somewhat 
restrictive. Trying to create something effective and affecting, memorable and shocking can 
be difficult. Consider using a surprise ending or twist in the expected narrative to create a 
memorable ending that plays with audience expectation. This does not need to be dramatic-
it could be something as straightforward as a character not ‘behaving’ in a way that reflects 
their character type, but a twist can add an enjoyable and memorable ending to a film.  
 

7. End it well. 

Whatever your ending is, it needs to be successful. With a short film everything is much 
more restrained, condensed and focused than a feature film and the overall quality and 
satisfaction that will come from your ending needs to be just as focused. An ending needs to 
be worked through, revised and played with. Ask others to read it aloud, ask others for 
opinions and try different endings but whatever you do, ensure that the thing that’s been 
building up is satisfactorily paid off. A feature film can afford to use ambiguous endings or 
endings that lead onto sequels or set up franchises, a short film is much more of a 
statement, a sign of what you are capable of. In that respect it needs to successfully contain 
a full story and a narrative that is satisfactorily ended for your audience.  


