Mastering The Masters: A Look At Graduate Screenwriting Programs

By Ray Morton

(Originally published in Sc(i)pt Magazin)e

Fifty years ago, the idea that a serious person would go to university to study film was so far fetched it was almost laughable. That such a course could actually lead to a career in filmmaking was even more ridiculous. All that changed in the 1960s and 70s, when the so-called “movie brat” generation (Francis Ford Coppola, George Lucas, Brian DePalma, John Milius and the like -- film school grads all) revolutionized Hollywood. All of a sudden film school became not just an acceptable way of beginning a career in filmmaking, but the primary way.

Initially, most film programs were general ones, incorporating all of the individual filmmaking disciplines into a single degree. Most current undergraduate programs retain this general focus, but over the course of the last twenty-five years, the country’s major film schools have diversified their graduate programs and established separate Masters level professional degrees for each discipline, including, of course, screenwriting. These programs help students develop the skills they need to become competent craftspeople and to forge professional careers in their chosen disciplines.

Many of the most important new screenwriters of the last twenty years have come out of these programs. With more coming every year, a Masters program is now one of the major entrees into a professional screenwriting career. With this in mind (and with application season rapidly approaching), Scr(i)pt thought it would be a good idea to take a look at the screenwriting Masters programs offered by the country’s five most prominent film schools: USC, UCLA, NYU, AFI and Columbia. To assemble this survey, we reviewed program materials and course catalogues, spoke with some faculty and staff and, most importantly, talked to graduates of all five schools to get their thoughts and opinions on the programs they chose to launch their professional careers. The result is, we hope, an in-depth look at each program and what they have to offer aspiring screenwriters.

1. USC

Consistently rated (by U.S. News & World Report, among others) as the number one film school in the nation, the University of Southern California’s School of Cinema-Television was also the first and -- with alumni such as George Lucas, Robert Zemeckis, Ron Howard, John Milius, et al -- arguably the most famous. Recent alumni include Andrew Marlowe, John Singleton, Amanda Silver, and David Veloz. 

The Program: The Master of Fine Arts with a Major in Writing for Screen and Television is a two-year program. In the first year, students take “Fundamentals” classes in which they learn the basics of narrative structure by writing scenes, short scripts, treatments and full-length feature screenplays. Students also take elective classes in producing, directing, editing, the history and theory of film and television and the business aspects of the entertainment industry. In one elective class students even have the opportunity to join the writing staff of episodic drama and comedy series produced at the school. Students also attend lectures and a speaker series that brings top writers and executives to the school. In the second year, students continue to take classes, many of which focus on writing for television. In addition, students take workshop classes in which they write their thesis screenplay or teleplay (by graduation, students assemble a portfolio that includes two or more feature screenplays and several TV drama and comedy specs). In the spring of their final year, students have the chance to participate in First Pitch, an event in which they pitch their best scripts to agents, managers, development executives and production companies. Approved thesis scripts are placed on the Writing Division Script List, which is mailed out to production companies, agencies and executives, often resulting in inquiries, readings and sales. Industry internships are available and students are also paired with mentors who help them transition into professional careers.

Courses: Year One/Semester One: Writing the Short Script, Basic Dramatic Screenwriting, Filmic Communications, Directing Actors for Film and one Elective. Year One/Semester Two: Basic Dramatic Screenwriting, Writing the Situation Comedy OR Writing the Situation Comedy Pilot, Advanced Motion Picture Script Analysis and two electives. Year Two/Semester One: Writing for Film & TV Genres: Episodic Drama, Entertainment Industry Seminar, Practicum in Screenwriting (Thesis Project), Directing for Scriptwriters. Year Two/Semester Two: Entertainment Industry Seminar, Practicum in Screenwriting (Thesis Project), Editing for Scriptwriters. Electives:  Seminar in Theory and Textual Analysis, Case Studies in National Media, Seminar: Non-Fiction Film/Video, Seminar in Film and Television Genres, Seminar in Film and Television Authors, Advanced Scene Writing Workshop, Writing from the Unconscious, Comedy Writing, History of the International Cinema: Silent Film, History of the International Cinema: Sound Film, Survey History of the American Sound Film, Seminar: Non-Fiction Film, Advanced Scene Writing Workshop, Adaptations: Transferring Existing Work to the Screen, Writing for Animation, Writing Staff for The USC Dramatic TV Series. 
Current Faculty:  Howard A. Rodman (Chair), Tom Abrams, Sandra Berg, Don Bohlinger, Theodore Braun, Pam Douglas, Kenneth Cosby, Jack Epps, Jr., Nina Foch, Ron Friedman, John Furia, Jr., Robert Gardner, Lance Gentile, Scott Gorden, Amy Halpern, David Howard, Joseph Janeti, Georgia Jeffries, Paul Koval, Mardik Martin, David Scott Milton, James Nathan, Suzanne Patmore, Mark Shepherd, Noreen Stone, David Weber, Paul Wolff.

What The Grads Say: USC got consistently top marks from all of the grads we spoke to. The high quality of the faculty was cited the program’s strongest asset. All of the teachers were rated as excellent instructors who had a lot to teach the students about structure, pacing, characters, and dialogue, about perseverance and hanging in there and about how to write as well as they possibly could. The grads also really liked the fact that the instructors were all working industry professionals who could teach them the realities of being a working Hollywood screenwriter.  The program’s variety – the fact that students got to write everything from features to short films to TV dramas to sitcoms, which allowed them to develop a diverse and marketable set of skills and a comprehensive portfolio -- was also cited as one of its strongest assets. The many and varied guest lecturers and speakers were also considered a high point of the program – allowing the students to meet one-on-one with some of the biggest names in the business. Grads also appreciated that the program gave them an education in both the art and the business of screenwriting. In the words of John Patrick Nelson (’98), “We worked with lawyers, producers and journalists, learned to read contracts, how to interpret Hollywood economics – everything a writer should learn.” The internships were also highly praised, providing students with invaluable real world experience and contacts as well as the opportunity to begin building a strong resume. 

There weren’t many drawbacks cited, but one that was mentioned was the inability of the writing students to do much more than write. Beyond a few basic video production classes, there wasn’t much opportunity for the writing students to direct or produce their own scripts. “It’s a great program if all you want to do is write,” said one grad. “But if you want to produce or direct, you might want to think twice.” Some grads also felt that a well-connected school such as USC could and should do more to help students find work after they graduate. The Writing Division Script List was given middling marks. Grads felt that the concept was a good one, but that the list is often poorly laid out and that once it was sent out, that was it. “Considering the amount of money we pay in tuition,” remarked one grad, “ the school really should do more to promote us and our work.”

Overall, however, the grads we spoke to felt that the program was a great one and that USC’s reputation as the nation’s number one film school was more than justified. All of them enjoyed their time in the program and felt that they benefited from the experience immensely. Glennon Poirier (’98) summed it up when he said “It’s one of the best things I did with my life. It changed my life.” 

2. UCLA
Established in 1965, the Screenwriting Program of the Department of Film, Television and Digital Media at UCLA's School of Theater, Film and Television focuses on preparing students for professional careers as film and television writers. As UCLA’s materials explain, the program “…provides a scholarly, creative and professional approach to the study of both media” and provides programs in “history and theory as well as the creative and technical aspects of the moving image.” Recent alumni include: David Koepp, Ed Solomon, and Mike Werb

The Program: The Master of Fine Arts in Screenwriting is a two-year program, during which students take a variety of courses covering film history, theory and the fundamentals of screenwriting. Four of those classes are required to be Advanced Screenwriting – intensive workshops that emphasize the elements of character, dialogue, scene, setting, texture, style, and tone. In the course of participating in these four workshop classes, students are required to write a total of four feature length screenplays:  two before advancing to candidacy; a third after advancing, and a total of four in order to graduate. These scripts are accepted as a body of work for the Masters Thesis requirement and must be approved by the Candidate's Thesis Chair. Each year, MFA Students are eligible to enter one of their screenplays in the Showcase competition, where it is read and scored by eight industry judges. Five or six winners are chosen, excerpts from which are then presented for an audience of industry guests. Screenwriting students are also eligible to participate in the annual Pitchfest, wherein students pitch their work to eight (out of a group of sixty or more) production companies, agencies, and management companies. A book of student biographies and script log lines is also produced for the companies to take away with them. Copies are sent to companies unable to attend.

Courses:  Screenwriting Fundamentals, Introduction to Film and Television Screenwriting, Advanced Screenwriting (to be taken at least four times).  Students are also required to take two of the following: Film and Other Arts, Film History, American Film History, Classical Film Theory, Contemporary Film Theory, Television History, Animated Film, Culture, Media & Society, Film and Society, Television and Society

 HYPERLINK "http://www.tft.ucla.edu/filmtv/course_description.cfm?catlg_no=0221" , Film Genres, Visual Perception, Film Criticism, Television Criticism, Non Western Film, Narrative Studies.  

Faculty: Richard Walter (Chair), Hal Ackerman, Tim Albaugh, Dee Caruso, Velina Houston, Lew Hunter, Dan Pyne, Linda Voorhees, Mike Werb

What The Grads Say: As with USC, most grads felt that an excellent faculty was UCLA’s greatest strength.  The teaching staff was described as being “strict, demanding, experienced, supportive and extremely knowledgeable.” Grads were pleased by the fact that most of the faculty were working professionals and felt that they benefited greatly from the instructors real world experience. Diversity of approach was also appreciated. “There is a broad spectrum of teaching and writing styles and strengths, and students can learn a wide variety of approaches and methods.” Outstanding visiting teachers from outside the program were also cited as a real faculty strength. Another aspect of the program that was consistently commended was its strong philosophy of encouraging students to write with their own individual voices rather than focus on commercial concerns. In the words of Weiko Lin (‘02), “The focus isn't writing to sell. It's writing to develop the craft. The program encourages us to write from the heart--and because of it, I wrote some very strong independent types of material…Of course, now I am writing more commercial stuff. However, it was the strong non-commercial writing samples that got me noticed, read, and into meetings with Hollywood execs…” The graduates also liked the program’s emphasis on writing feature length (as opposed to short) scripts – and lots of them. Most graduate programs require only one thesis script, but UCLA requires four. Grads liked this because it required them to do a lot of work at an intensive rate, which they felt help them learn to write at a professional pace. Other cited program strengths were the small class sizes, the supportive atmosphere among the students, being allowed to take classes in other divisions of the film program (especially the producing program, which many grads felt helped them get a real handle on the way the film business works) and promotional ventures such as the Showcase competition and Pitchfest.

The main program weakness cited by everyone we spoke to was the requirement that screenwriting students take at least two courses in Critical Studies department, classes our respondents unanimously described as being “impenetrable” and a “complete waste of time and money.” Grads also felt that the program could do more to help graduates transition into the industry. The two major events designed to bring students to the industry’s attention (Showcase and Pitchfest) are student conceived and run. Grads feel that the administration and faculty should do more.

These complaints aside, all of the UCLA grads we spoke to were extremely happy with the education they received at UCLA. Weiko Lin says, “It was the best experience of my life. Not only did I learn the craft, I walked out with quite a few solid specs. I can honestly say the experience I had helped me grow as a writer and as a person.” When asked if she was glad she attended the program, Lorelei Armstrong’s (‘02) response was “Oooooh, yeah!”  

3. New York University
Unlike USC and UCLA, the Dramatic Writing Program at New York University’s Tisch School of the Arts does not offer a degree specifically in screenwriting. Instead, the Program offers a Masters degree in Dramatic Writing in all of its forms (stage, screen and television). According to Mark Dickerman, the Department Chair, “We’re training our students to be dramatists with the skills and abilities to work across mediums…we want students to succeed in the business, but also to see themselves as artists.” Alumni include Kenneth Lonergan, Neil LaBute, and Alexa Junge.

The Program: The Masters of Fine Arts in Dramatic Writing is a two-year program. During the first year, students take classes and are required to complete an original ten-minute play, a one-act play, a full-length play, and a full-length screenplay. They also take part in workshops in which they use film, videotape or staged readings to try out their material in their intended mediums. In the second year, students continue to take classes and also write at least one (and usually more) full-length work for stage or screen. This full-length work serves as the student’s thesis project. In their final semester, students participate in “crit sessions” in which a group of professional advisers to the program (prominent producers, directors, and writers) review the students’ completed project thesis projects and then discuss their reactions with the writer. Students are also required to complete an internship. Film and television related internship sites have included: MGM, NBC Evening Programming, Universal Pictures, Sony Entertainment, New Line Cinema, Miramax, As the World Turns, Late Night with David Letterman, MTV, and Saturday Night Live. Several summer and yearlong fellowships are also offered through some of the major film studios. Students also have the opportunity to participate in two NYU exchange programs – the first with the Australian Film, Theatre and Radio School in Sydney and the second with the Film and Screenwriting Department at UCLA. Screenwriting students are also permitted to take film production courses in the Undergraduate Division of the Department of Film and Television. The Program publishes its own magazines, The Waverly Review and the coincidentally titled SCRIPT (without the (i)), each of which features student work.

Courses: Graduate Seminar – Theater I & II, Graduate Seminar – Film I & II, Advanced Playwriting – Graduate, Advanced Screenwriting – Graduate, Graduate Thesis Project I & II, Graduate Internship, Graduate Independent Study, Master Class in Playwriting – Graduate. Developing The Dramatic Idea, Playwriting, Advanced Playwriting, Developing The Screenplay, Screenwriting, Advanced Screenwriting, Master Class In Screenwriting, Master Class in Playwriting, Writing for Television, Comedy Workshop, Storytelling, Character and Dialogue, Classic Drama, Modern Drama, Contemporary American Playwrights and Screenwriters: Writers Writing Now, Shakespeare for Writers I & II, Film Script Analysis, Special Topics, Fiction Writing Workshop, Performance (Acting), The Rehearsal Process, Directing, Using Video As Tool And Art.

Current Faculty: Mark Dickerman (Chair), David Ranghelli  (Program Director), Walter Bernstein, Donald Bogle, Deloss Brown, Lonnie Carter, Shi-Zheng Chen, Elizabeth Diggs, Eve Ensler, Martin Epstein, Gordon Farrell, John Fusco, Maria Irene Fornes, Gary Garrison, D. B. Gilles, Elana Greenfield, David Greenspan, John Guare, Venable Herndon, Tina Howe, Fred Hudson, Len Jenkin, Stephen Jimenez, Ian Kerner, Viva Knight, Tony Kushner, Maggie Lally, Leslie Lee, Norman Levy, George Malko, Chiori Miyagawa, Janet Neipris, Jacqueline Park, Jeremy Pikser, John Poglinco, Vicki Polon, Sharon Pollack, Charles Purpura, Carol Rocamora, Julie Salamon, Paul Selig, Tzipi Trope, Joe Vinciguerra, Wendy Wasserstein, Richard Wesley, Sheldon Woodbury, Thomas Zafian.

What The Grads Say: As with the other programs, the quality of the teaching staff was considered NYU’s strongest asset ‘’ “There are Tony winners, Emmy winners, Oscar winners,” said one grad. “You’re really learning from the best.” The seriousness and intensity of the program was also considered a strong point. “There are a lot of workshops and you do a lot of writing in a wide variety of areas – plays, screenplay, teleplays, long-form, short-form, sketches. You end up developing tremendous versatility and a tremendous number of skills.” Another aspect of the program that received high marks was its intensive focus on the essential elements of dramatic writing – story and plot construction, characterization, physical and psychological action, dialogue, etc. The numerous opportunities for solid, constructive feedback from both teachers and other students were also appreciated.  The “crit” sessions especially were thought to be “outstanding,” although not always a lot of fun. In the words of Christopher Lockhart (’88): “I took some VERY hard knocks that prepared me for the criticism that would come my way in the future.” Others echoed this opinion, but agreed that the quality of this feedback helped make them all much better writers. Along the same lines, students found the workshops that allowed them to stage, tape or film their work to be invaluable. “There’s a vast difference between reading something on a page and seeing it acted out in front of you. Seeing my work performed really brought it to life and helped me to see if it was working or not.” Finally, the cultural vibrancy of New York City itself was considered one of the programs greatest assets. Students felt that having access to the city’s vast number of theaters, museums, art galleries, foreign film and independent film showcases, as well as the extreme cultural diversity of the city itself, gave them enormous stimulation and added great flavor to their work. 

Some grads felt that the Program’s emphasis on playwrighting was a drawback for students whose primary interest is in writing screenplays. Marlon Green (’02) notes, “The program fell short in its lack of emphasis on screenwriting. The program is extremely theater intensive. First year students are forced to focus on theater even if it’s not their main interest…” However, Mark Dickerman, the program’s chair, feels that the focus on playwrighting is extremely crucial for aspiring screenwriters. “All of the basic narrative forms evolved on the stage,” Dickerman says. “We spend a lot of time on stage text analysis so that writers can understand these forms, see them in their pure forms and then adapt them in their own voice.” Another complaint was that the program lacked a strong business component that could help prepare students for the reality of the business, although it was noted that other divisions of NYU have excellent classes in this area that are available to program students. Finally, as with the other programs, many grads complained that NYU doesn’t do enough to connect students to the business.

Overall, though, the students we talked to gave the program high marks. The feeling was if you are interested in gaining a solid foundation in the principles of drama and “…if you’re interested in writing for the stage and the screen, then this is the place.”

4. AFI

The American Film Institute’s Center For Advanced Film Studies, located in Los Angeles, has been in existence since 1969. The program focuses on narrative filmmaking and offers Masters degrees in Cinematography, Directing, Editing, Producing, Production Design and Screenwriting. The collaborative nature of the professional production process is emphasized throughout the program. Alumni include: Scott Frank, Susannah Grant, Jeff Nathanson, and Tom Rickman. 

The Program:  Master of Fine Arts in Screenwriting is a two-year program designed to simulate the real world of professional filmmaking. In the first year, Screenwriting Fellows work with Producing and Directing Fellows to develop scripts for short narrative projects that are produced on video during three production cycles. In addition, Screenwriting Fellows take classes and participate in workshops led by the veteran professional screen and television writers who serve as teachers and mentors in the program. In these workshops, Fellows are helped by teachers and peers to develop skills and material through a process of critique and analysis. By the end of the first year, Screenwriting Fellows will have written a feature-length screenplay.  In the second year, Screenwriting Fellows continue to attend classes and seminars and can collaborate with other Fellows by writing a script for a Producing or Directing Fellow’s thesis project. The main focus of a Screenwriting Fellow’s second year, however, is to develop a portfolio of thesis work -- each Fellow develops and completes revised drafts of at least two feature-length scripts or the equivalent, which are evaluated and approved for graduation by the senior faculty. Throughout both years, Fellows attend a series of Master Seminars that feature major figures from all aspects of the industry. Internships are also available. Recent sites include The Bedford Falls Company, Kennedy/Marshall, USA Films, Bel-Air Entertainment and Davis Entertainment. New Scripts by AFI Graduates, an annual publication listing the newest work of AFI Screenwriting Fellows, is distributed at AFI Showcase screenings and mailed to hundreds of agents, managers and production companies. 

General Courses: Introduction to Moving Image Production, Moving Image Production I, Moving Image Production II, Narrative Workshop and Analysis, Approaches to the Moving Image, Master Filmmaker Seminars. First Year Screenwriting Courses: Screenwriting Workshop and Conference, The Art and Craft of Screenwriting, The Screenplay and Performance. Second Year Screenwriting Courses: Advanced Screenwriting Workshop, Advanced Art and Craft of Screenwriting.

Selected Faculty: James Hindman (Co-Director and COO, Provost, AFI Conservatory), Sam Grogg  (Dean, AFI Conservatory), Frank Pierson (Artistic Director, AFI Conservatory), Dezso Magyar (Chair, AFI Conservatory), Michael Ellis, Allen Estrin, Karen Janszen, Steve Mazur, Jerome Gary, Daryl Nickens, Del Reisman, Alan Swyer,  Anna Thomas, Susan Baerwald, Stan Brooks, Dorothy Fontana, James Hosney,  Joel Moffett, Lou Morheim, Nicole Panter, Joe Pichirallo, Barry Sabath, Nancy Sackett, George Walczak, Seth Winston, Michael Zaidan

What The Grads Say: As with the other programs, AFI alumni cite an excellent faculty with lots of real world experience as one of the strengths of the Masters program. Another bonus for alumni was that, depending on when they attended, many of the instructors were from various golden eras of Hollywood’s past, giving the students not only the benefit of their professional, real world experience, but also a direct connection to legendary film history. The workshop process was also highly praised. In the words of Michael Urban (2000), “ I loved the structure of the AFI writing program. I was grouped with 8 other writing students and we attended a workshop class together with the same instructor for two years. We got to know each other's work and learn from our mistakes. Because of the group dynamic I really pushed myself to do the best work I could. My workshop instructor made me a better writer. ” Another aspect of the program that received top marks from the grads was the large number of high profile guest speakers who came to the AFI from all areas of the film industry. Michael Urban again: “Another aspect of the program that I loved was the number of guest speakers. Established writers, directors, editors, actors, producers and studio executives all came to meet with us on a weekly basis. The wealth of information they offer is available nowhere else.” Another AFI alum opines, “The guest speakers were the absolute highlight of the program for me. I learned more from them and their real world experiences than I did in all of my previous film school experiences combined.”

Pleased as they were by these aspects of the program, some of the AFI alum feel that the program has its drawbacks. “I don’t think that the first year production process is as beneficial for the Screenwriting Fellows as it is for the others,” says one AFI grad. “You spend a lot of your time working on short scripts for the directors, producers, cinematographers and production designers to put into production. They all end up with a decent portfolio piece, but a short script doesn’t have much value for screenwriters looking for representation, work, or a sale.” Some grads also feel that for screenwriters the second year can be “a little thin.” Second year writers spend most of their time working on their thesis scripts. While most appreciate the guidance they receive from their workshop instructors during this period, many feel that they are paying a lot of money to essentially write spec scripts, which is what they would probably be doing even if they weren’t in the program.

 Summing up the opinions of many we spoke to, one alum said “In the end, I feel that AFI is a great program if you want to be a director, a producer, a cinematographer or a production designer, but it may not be the strongest place if you want to be a screenwriter, although some great ones have come out of there. Still, the workshops were great, you’re given a great framework in which to write and you really can’t beat those speakers.”

5. COLUMBIA

Like NYU, the Film Division of the School of the Arts at Columbia University does not have a specific Masters in screenwriting, but instead offers a more general Masters of Fine Arts in Film, with a concentration in either directing, producing or screenwriting. The main focus of the Program is on narrative storytelling. Recent Alumni include Lisa Cholodenko, James Mangold, Nicole Holofcener, and Kimberly Pierce.

The Program: Columbia’s Masters of Fine Arts Degree in Film is a three-year program. In the first, students take mandatory workshops in screenwriting, directing, producing the short form, and directing the actor. In the Screenwriting Workshop, students complete one feature length and three short scripts. Students also take a Technical Workshop, along with lecture courses in the Fundamentals of Directing, Elements of Cinematic Narrative, and the Role of the Producer. Each student also directs and produces an 8-12 minute video short. All students are encouraged to take The Business of Film. At the end of the first year, students declare their preferred concentration. In the second year, screenwriting concentrates continue to take classes and also write a feature-length screenplay. In the third year, they take Workshop in Script Revision and begin working on their thesis project – a feature length screenplay, which, according to Columbia’s website, “…must demonstrate originality of subject matter as well as mastery of the technique of cinematic and dramatic structure, characterization, and dialogue.”

Courses: Seminar in International Film, The Film Medium: Script Analysis, Introduction to the Study and Theory of Film, Writing Film Criticism, Topics in World Cinema, Seeing Narrative/Narrative of Seeing, Film Theory I & II, The History of the Producer in the American Film Industry, The Business of Film, Development and Finance Seminar, Pre-Production of a Motion Picture, Film Producing, Screenwriting I, II, III & IV, Directing I, II, III & IV, Directing the Actor I, II, III & IV, No Budget Filmmaking: Theory and Practice, Cinematography, Writing for TV, Advanced Editing Workshop.

Faculty: Dan Kleinman (Chair), Andrew Bergman, Andy Biener, Anthony Bregman, Richard Brick, Adam Brooks, Casey Childs, Lewis Cole, Lenore DeKoven, Ira Deutchman, Katherine Dieckmann, Larry Engel, John Erman, Carlin Glynn, Bette Gordon, Anna Hall, Hames Hart, Michael Hausman, Annette Insdorf, Milena Jelinek, Jamal Joseph, Tom Kalin, Jerome Kass, Alan Kingsberg, Darrell Larson, David McKenna, Eric Mendelsohn, Peter Miner, Mira Nair, Richard Pena, Nick Proferes, Frank Pugliese, Kely Reichardt, Janet Roach, Maureen Ryan, Misael Sanchez, Andrew Sarris, James Schamus, Malia Scotch-Marmo, Mary Jane Skalski, June Stein, David Sterritt, Susanna Styron, Tzipi Trope, Brendan Ward.
What The Grads Say: We weren’t able to talk to as many graduates from Columbia as we were students from the other schools, but those we did speak to had similar opinions about their program. As might be expected, excellent teachers were cited as its strongest asset. “There are some really terrific people teaching there, some of the best I’ve ever encountered,” said one student. The intensive quality of the screenwriting workshops, especially the Workshop in Revision, were also cited as being of tremendous value, as was the quality of the feedback received from teachers and fellow students. Grads also appreciated the scope of the program. “You get a really solid education in all aspects of film – from the creative side to business to theory, criticism and analysis.”

Echoing similar comments by some AFI grads, some Columbia grads felt that the second and third years of the program were a bit thin for Screenwriting concentrates. “In the second and third year, writers are off by themselves a lot of the time, essentially writing specs. The support and feedback you get while doing this are wonderful, but it’s a big investment of time and money to be doing something you’d probably doing anyway.” 

Despite these reservations, none of the screenwriting grads we spoke to regretted their experience at Columbia. “It’s a great school in a great city. I learned a lot and did some really good work there. It really doesn’t get any better than that.”

**********                           **********                            **********                            **********                    

Clearly, each of these programs has a lot to offer, which made us wonder why our respondents chose one over another. Their answers were remarkably consistent. The primary reason the students we talked to chose the programs they did was because of the faculty – they wanted to work with excellent teachers whose work they admired, who knew what they were talking about and who had a lot of professional experience. Running a close second, students also chose their program based on alumni – they wanted to attend a program that had produced writers whose work they admired and who (almost as importantly) got their scripts sold. Students also chose programs based on the amount of writing that was required – students overwhelmingly wanted a structured program that would compel them to write well, write a lot, and that provided them with lots of opportunities for constructive feedback. “After all,” says one AFI grad, “That is why you’re here!” A school’s reputation was also an important factor. “You want to attend a program that is recognized by the world and by the industry as being a quality one,” says one alum. “A Masters in Screenwriting from USC or UCLA means something. A Masters from Fresno State, not so much.” Reputation is also seen as important in building a career. The alum continues: “Many of the top people in the industry are graduates of the top film schools. Having a degree from USC really opened a lot of doors for me.” Many of the students we talked to also chose programs that had a strong business component – they felt that a strong foundation in the ways of the entertainment business is imperative for anyone serious about forging a career as a professional screenwriter. Other factors considered important in choosing a school: programs that regularly invited high profile industry professionals to meet with students on a regular basis; programs that offered quality internships that allowed students to gain valuable real world professional experience and contacts; and programs that demonstrated an interest and ability in promoting their students and graduates to the industry.

Of course, a common complaint we heard was that the schools and programs didn’t do enough t help their students get started in the industry after graduation. This is something of a controversial issue. Many students feel that, in light of the considerable amount of money they pay in tuition, their school is obligated to help them land an agent, get their scripts to potential buyers or secure a staff position on a TV show. Program administrators, on the other hand, feel that – between internships, fellowships, showcase forums and providing opportunities for students to meet with industry players – the major MFA programs already do all they can to connect their students with the business. “Of course, we do our best,” said one administrator, “but it is impossible for us to guarantee a student anything beyond providing them with the best possible education we can. What they do with that education is up to them.” 

Interestingly enough, cost was not much of a factor. “Face it,” said one student. “Graduate school is expensive, period. That’s just the way it is.” Michael Urban (AFI) offered this perspective: “Don’t be afraid of the risk. Graduate school is like an investment and over time you can expect a return on that investment.”

Surprisingly, one of the most important factors in choosing a program was its location. In the words of one student: “There’s not much point in attending any program that is not located in either L.A. or New York, because that’s where the entertainment business is. Grad school is about learning your craft, but it’s also about building a career. The top schools in New York and L.A. attract the most professional talent as instructors and provide the most opportunities to make contacts and connections. Schools outside this area just don’t.” Dorian Palumbo (NYU) concurs: “You have to go where things are happening…or you will be wasting a lot of time and money.” 

So, what if you can’t afford grad school, don’t have time to attend a full time program or if you don’t live in L.A. or New York City? Don’t despair – there are a variety of other options available to you. The first thing you can do is take a creative writing or screenwriting class at a local college or university or through an adult or continuing ed program (the UCLA Extension often offers classes in screenwriting, as well as in reading and development. In New York, the Learning Annex and New School also offer such courses, as do similar programs nationwide). The teacher quality in such classes might vary, of course, and such programs may not do that much for you career-wise, but at the very least they’ll give you a solid forum in which you can work on your script.

UCLA offers an interesting alternative to such classes. The School of Television, Film and Theater’s Professional Program in Screenwriting is a one-year certificate program offered on campus and online, which UCLA bills as a “practical alternative for working professionals.” Classes are held at night and consist of one lecture class and one workshop class per week for three quarters. Students are required to write one script per quarter and must have a Bachelor’s degree in order to apply. John Patrick Nelson, who earned his Masters from USC, also attended the PP and had this to say about it: “They really focus on getting you writing…All of the teachers there had been through the Hollywood system themselves, and that's invaluable, getting to hear all the great war stories, and learning the realities of the business. Most of all, I learned to trust my inner voice.”

Of course, you can also consider other graduate screenwriting programs as well. All of the grads we spoke to offered similar advice about choosing such a program: 1. Make sure the program you’re considering has teachers who have written professionally, have had scripts produced and whose work you admire. It will do you no good whatsoever to learn screenwriting from a teacher who has never actually done the job. 2. Make sure that a reasonable number of the program’s grads have gone on to sell a script or have their work produced. Grad school should be a first step in a career and you want to be sure the program you choose has been one for others 3. Do not choose a program located outside of Los Angeles or New York City unless you are absolutely certain that it has met criteria 1 and 2 in spades.

Another option is the so-called “immersion” programs – schools that offer intensive, short term, workshop courses in a variety of time frames (weekend, weeks-long, months-long, year long, etc.) and formats (seminars, summer camps, boot camps, institutes, etc). An example of this type of program is the New York Film Academy, which offers hands-on workshops on various aspects of filmmaking in locations such as New York City, Los Angeles, Orlando, Boston, London, Paris, and Florence. Screenwriting programs come in a variety of configurations. There’s an eight-week program, a 12-week program and a one-year program. Classes cover the fundamental aspects of screenwriting. Students come into class with an idea and by the end of the program have transformed it into a full-length screenplay (students in the year long program complete a feature script, a TV spec and 2-3 treatments). Other schools offer similar programs. The criteria for choosing them are the same as for the other programs: make sure the teachers are good and experienced and make sure a decent number of grads have gone on to better things.

You might also consider attending one of the many lectures, seminars, workshops or tutorials offered around the country (and around the world) by one of the many famous (and some not so famous) screenwriting “gurus” out there (Robert McKee being perhaps the best known). Many of these forums offer good tips and solid insight into the screenwriting process and can be very beneficial for the aspiring writer. Some words to the wise, however. Some of these programs are offered by instructors who lack professional experience or credentials. Make sure you research the instructor’s bona fides before you plunk down your hard earned money. And be sure to check out their policies on works created in the seminars – some programs stipulate that they share in the copyright or split the sale proceeds from any work created under their umbrella, something many unsuspecting students don’t discover until it is too late.

No matter what program you choose, John Patrick Nelson (USC) has this advice for you: “Any film program is useless unless you take the bull by the horns and just write constantly. Don’t talk about what you’re gonna do, just do it. And do it a lot, because the dude next to you already wrote six...”

So there you have it. If you’re thinking of applying to a program, hopefully this guide will help you make your choice. If not, then hopefully it will give you some insight to where our next generations of cinematic storytellers are coming from.

Special Thanks to: Lorelei Armstrong, Christopher Bradley, Mark Dickerman, Marlon Green, Weiko Lin, Chrisopher Lockhart, Jenna McGrath, John Patrick Nelson, Dorian Palumbo, Glennon Poirer, Stephen Tropiano, Ph.D., Michael Urban, and all of the others who generously shared their insight and their experiences with us for this article.

THE END
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