Meet The Reader

“Yes, Let’s…”

By Ray Morton

“What exactly does a script reader do?” This is a question I have been asked many times when people find out I’m a reader. Surprisingly, a great many of the people who ask me this question are screenwriters both aspiring and professional, the very people upon whom the reader’s work has a direct and important impact. It occurred to me that, as vital to this job is in the journey from script to film, there really isn’t a clear understanding out there of the role and function of the reader.  As this is my inaugural column as the author of the Meet The Reader, I thought it might be a good idea to introduce the uninitiated to the world of the reader and to answer that frequently asked question, as well as a few equally pertinent ones.

WHAT DOES A READER DO?

Simply put, a reader reads and evaluates screenplays. More formally, a reader reads a screenplay, prepares a one-to-two page synopsis, writes a one-to-two page evaluation analyzing (among other things) a script’s premise, plot, characters, dialogue and writing quality from both a commercial and artistic point of view and then finally fills out a cover sheet summarizing all of these things. The cover sheet usually contains spaces for the reader to identify the script’s genre, settings, time periods and likely budget (low, medium or high), a place to briefly recap the script’s plot and another to list the highlights of the reader’s evaluation. Below these spaces is a checklist upon which the reader is asked to assess the script’s various elements on a scale ranging from poor to excellent and, finally, a place for the reader to make a recommendation about the script. There are usually three recommendations for the reader to make – to either PASS on a poor script or one that doesn’t meet the producer/production company’s needs, to CONSIDER a script that may need work, but has potential or to RECOMMEND a script that is wonderfully written, meets the producer/production company’s needs (either to be produced itself or to be used as a work sample when a writer is being considered for an assignment) and should be moved on a.s.a.p. The process is referred to as “covering” a script and the resulting written report is called “coverage.” Here’s the cold bucket of water for all you aspiring screenwriters out there: most scripts are a PASS. This is not a reader conspiracy.  It’s an axiom in creative endeavors that ninety percent of everything is crap and this rule unfortunately applies to screenplays as much as it does to experimental theater or bad performance art. No matter how heartfelt the intent or sincere the effort, the majority of the screenplays floating around out there either too poorly conceived or executed or are just too big, small, esoteric or just plain weird to warrant the expense of time and money required to turn them into feature films. One of the most vital functions a reader has is to filter out this ninety percent so that producers and development executives can focus their valuable time and attention on the ten percent that have a legitimate chance of making it to the screen. It’s a dirty job, but somebody has to do it.

WHO DOES A READER DO IT FOR?

Readers are employed by any people or companies who buy screenplays and/or by people or companies who hire screenwriters. Clients can include studios, networks, independent or studio-affiliated production companies or producers, development executives, story editors or entities that sponsor screenplay or screenwriting contests. In the heyday of the Studio System, being a reader was a regular nine-to-five job within the story or scenario department of a major studio. Since the demise of the System, only a few studios still maintain story departments and those that do only employ a few readers. These are full-time positions with salary and benefits, but they are hard to come by, since you must be a member of the studio employees union before you can even apply. These few exceptions aside, being a reader is now mostly a freelance gig. Readers are independent contractors paid by the script (the price varies, but usually ranges from between forty-five to seventy dollars per script). There are no benefits, unless you consider the enmity of every aspiring writer in Hollywood a benefit.

WHO ARE THESE READERS, ANYWAY?

Most freelance readers are aspiring or underemployed writers. Some companies or producers have their development assistants or interns read for them. Most of these people are intelligent, capable folks who are serious about their work and try hard to do a really good job. There are horror stories, however. Nervous screenwriters secretly fear that producers give their scripts to receptionists, girlfriends and cleaning ladies to read and pass judgment on. For the most part, these fears are unfounded, but I do know of one really cheap producer who gave scripts to his errand boy to cover. This amiable if rather vacant chap used the word “dude” a lot and couldn’t figure out what an “int” was. On the positive side, he did manage to get most of the producer’s shirts back from the laundry most of the time. It is stories like this that cause writers who have a script in submission to wake up in the middle of the night screaming.

HOW DO YOU GET TO BE A READER?

There’s no big secret to this.  Like everything else in Hollywood, you get to be a reader through contacts. By keeping in touch with and calling around to development staff, producers offices and other readers, you will hear about producers and companies looking for help and then you go and apply. If you don’t have any contacts, keep your eyes and ears open -- sometimes companies put ads in the trades or post notices on the net or at film schools.  Some readers just get their hands on the Hollywood Creative Directory and start cold calling or send out unsolicited resumes. Most of the time this doesn’t work, but every once in a while you get lucky. As with all other show business endeavors, you just have to hang in there and keep trying. 

After you make contact, the next step is to get hired. Before this happens, you will usually be asked to do audition coverage (sometimes for pay, sometimes not). Your prospective employer will give you a script that he/she has already read and formed an opinion on and then ask you to read and do coverage on it. There are two reasons for this test. The first is to make sure you are competent at doing the job. The second (and arguably more important) reason is to make sure that you have tastes and opinions similar to the person you hope to work for. This is a vital qualification for the job since you are, in effect, going to be acting as your employer’s surrogate set of eyes. Producers and companies receive a massive amount of material and you are the first step in separating the wheat from the chaff. If you continually recommend stuff a producer hates or pass on stuff they might love, then you aren’t going to be of much use to them.

If you do a good job and your taste matches that of your prospective employer, then you’ll probably get the job. If not, keep trying. You’ll probably want to do this anyway, because it’s not likely that a reader will be able to make enough from a single producer or company to survive. Also, no matter how well things are going, you can’t really count on job security in the reading game, because tastes change, people who like you leave or are promoted and are replaced by people who may not like you, and sometimes you simply burn out on one producer or company or vice versa. In light of all of this, it’s in your best interests to continually cultivate as many clients in as many different places as you possibly can. It also gives you more names to drop when you’re trying to impress pretty girls at parties.

WHAT IS THE READING PROCESS?

Each producer or production company has their own way of operating, but generally a reader will go to a client’s office once or twice a week to pick up a batch of scripts (the average is three scripts per batch). The reader takes the scripts home, reads them, does the required coverage and then returns to the client’s office a few days later  (the average industry turnaround is two to three days, although some clients prefer to give their readers more scripts with a one week turnaround). Again, what happens next varies from client to client. Some producers and development executives like the readers to just drop the scripts off and then read the coverage on their own when it is convenient. Others like to meet with the reader and discuss the highlights (and lowlights) of the covered material. Some (usually larger) companies are more formal – they will have a regularly scheduled weekly meeting in which all of the readers working for the company meet together and report on their findings or lack thereof. This kind of setup can be something of a drag because the reader has to take a few hours of unpaid time out of his or her week to attend these meeting. On the upside, though, you usually get doughnuts.

WHAT DOES A READER LOOK FOR?

The stock answer here is A GOOD SCRIPT, but the specifics of just what constitutes a good script varies from company to company, producer to producer, development executive to development executive. Every client is interested in something different – big studios and mainstream Hollywood producers are usually interested in glossy, high concept star vehicles, whereas independent producers are usually looking for more offbeat, edgy fare. Low budget, direct-to-video companies are usually in the market for action and/or erotica while The Disney Channel is eager to find family-oriented projects.

Part of the reader’s job is to know what kind of material their client is looking for and to keep that in mind as he or she evaluates material. This is not always as simple as it sounds, however. Most of the time, a producer or development executive will be very clear about what his or her tastes are and what kind of material he or she is looking for, but on occasion a reader will find himself or herself working for someone who is not at all clear or even sure about what he/she wants. I read for a neophyte producer once who announced that he was only interested in edgy, low budget, indie fare. So, I immersed myself in my assigned batches of scripts and pulled out everything I could find featuring loquacious, pop-culture referencing hit men, incestuous love affairs and pre-school drug addiction. But then, that weekend, my client saw a big, glossy studio movie that he really liked and the next thing I knew I was diving back into my pile in search of projects with high concepts, likeable characters and happy endings. A week or two later a big budget action movie opened to record breaking grosses. Not long afterwards, I was on the lookout for explosions, car chases and pithy one-liners. Before long, the job became maddening. Since I didn’t know what the client wanted, I didn’t know what to look for and found myself recommending anything and everything on the off chance that something would stick in my client’s fickle little brain pan. This inundation overwhelmed my indecisive employer, who decided I didn’t know what I was doing and fired me. Oh well, at least he finally made up his mind about something.

Once you know what kind of material you’re looking for, you read to find something fitting that framework that is fresh, involving and has all of the other hallmarks of a good script – a compelling plot, involving characters, sharp dialogue, etc. This is hands down the hardest part of the job. I once went for months without finding a single script that could even warrant a mild Consider. I began to wonder if I had simply lost my ability to discern a good script from a bad one. But then, just as I was about to return to my previous position as a Fotomat booth manager, I came across a script that not only got produced, but also went on to get nominated for an Oscar. So, perseverance is everything. If you hang in there, you’ll eventually strike oil. And you’ll never have to ask anyone if they want double prints again.

WHY BE A READER?

The quick answer here is it’s a way to earn money. And it’s true – being a reader is a good, flexible way to earn a living. But it has other advantages as well. If you’re an aspiring writer, the job brings you into contact with producers and executives to whom you can pitch your own work. If you have done a good job for them, most will be more than willing to read and consider your material. Quite a few spec sales have been made that way.  If you’re not interested in writing, being a reader is also a good entry-level job for someone interested in becoming a development executive or a creative producer. Whatever your goal, being a reader is a wonderful way to be immersed in the world of movies at the very beginning of the process and that can’t help but be exciting.

WHAT IS THE BIGGEST MISCONCEPTION ABOUT READERS?

The biggest misconception about readers is that they are all frustrated, untalented wannabe writers who deliberately give bad reviews to good scripts because they are jealous of the talented writers who are getting the shots they would be getting if only they weren’t so frustrated and talentless. At least this seems to be the opinion of every writer I know who ever got bad coverage on one of his or her latent masterpieces.  Well, not to burst anyone’s bubble, but, while it’s true that many readers are aspiring writers, that some of them are not all that talented and that more then a few of them are frustrated (for all sorts of reasons), the truth is that most readers really care about good writing and are really excited and appreciative when they find something good.

Some of this is due to the nature of the job. There’s a lot of dross out there and reading bad script after bad script can be a pretty mind-numbing experience (as well as the source of an endless amount of cynical black humor whenever readers get together for lunch), so when you find a good one, the novelty alone is reason enough to rejoice. But, more to the point, most readers love good writing and are terrific movie fans and when they find a well-written script that has the potential to make a great movie, it’s hard to be anything but thrilled. I’ve had the pleasure of seeing several scripts that I have recommended go on to become films. Several were quite successful and one even earned its star an Academy Award as Best Actor. These were all excellent scripts that deserved to become films and I was pleased to have played a (admittedly small) part in bringing them to fruition. That pleasure far exceeded any envy or jealousy I may have felt.

Sure, a reader who is struggling with his or her own writing can get bummed out if another writer has created something excellent (or if another writer has done a great job on an idea similar to one the reader is working on or, even worse, if another writer manages to nail and idea the reader could never get to work) or that someone else is getting a shot while his or her career is languishing. But good writing is just as often inspiring and, no matter how jealous or discouraged, most of the readers I know have far too much integrity to ever do something as unethical and unprofessional as to deliberately torpedo a script they know is good. 

The truth is actually that very often readers become fierce advocates for scripts they like. Several years ago I read a screenplay that absolutely knocked my socks off. To this day it remains, quite simply, the best script I have ever read (as well as the only one that actually made me cry while I was reading it. Intentionally, any way). The problem was that it was very small in scope and not commercial in any obvious way. Still, I recommended the script to the development executive that I was reading for. She also loved it, but passed because it was too hard a sell. I understood her decision, but try as I might; I could not get that script out of my mind. So, I kept a copy and over the years I have pitched it at almost every place I have read for. There have been no takers yet, but I have no intention of giving up until someone makes that script into a movie. Most readers I know have a similar pet script that they tote around with them in their script bag.

ARE WE DONE YET?

That’s about it – the world of the reader in a nutshell. Hopefully, this little overview has given you some insight into a sometimes misunderstood, often maligned profession. It’s hard work that can often be dull and a bit discouraging. But it can also be rewarding and, at times, inspirational. In the end, it’s all about movies and that, my friends, is a wonderful thing. FADE OUT.
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