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SOME ADVICE ABOUT PLAYWRITING 

 

There are no hard and fast rules about how to write a play. 

 

In the fourth century BC, the Greek philosopher Aristotle attempted to define a set of rules for 

dramatic tragedy in his work The Poetics and writers have been breaking them ever since – not least 

Shakespeare, the greatest playwright of them all. 

 

The following are some guidelines that may help you focus your ideas and get them down on paper 

in a clear and entertaining manner. They are by no means exhaustive and you may wish to refer to 

the publications and other resources listed at the end of this document. 

 

For this competition we are asking you to write an original one act play which is EITHER suitable for 

performers of 11 years old and under OR intended for audiences of 12-16 year olds. 

 

WHAT DO WE MEAN BY “ORIGINAL”? 

 

Some critics maintain that in the whole of world literature there are only seven archetypal stories 

and that every novel, play or screenplay ever written is a variation on one of these. There is a rich 

tradition of writers borrowing plots and characters from earlier works and re-inventing them for 

their own ends – again, Shakespeare is a prime example of this. However, the key is to re-invent 

these sources in your own way to create something new and personal. So your story may contain 

elements of – say – “a Cinderella story” or “A Romeo and Juliet story”, but you should aim to re-

imagine the story so it has a clear tone, context and identity of its own, plus of course relevance and 

meaning for a contemporary audience. 

 

You should avoid simply dramatising a section from an existing novel or story. Apart from anything 

else you may be infringing the original author’s copyright. 

 

PLAYS SUITABLE FOR CHILDREN TO PERFORM IN 

 

At Trinity, we are constantly asked for suggestions for plays that are suitable for casts of young 

children of 11 years old or younger. There is a shortage of high quality, well-written material for this 

age group and one of our intentions in running this competition is to encourage writers (of any age 

and level of experience) to have a go at filling this gap. 

 

If you are thinking about writing a play for this category, you might consider some of the following 

points. Plays for children to act in (as opposed to plays for children to watch) are most likely to be 

performed in schools or drama clubs, possibly by an entire class. While there are of course 

exceptions, there is a limit to the amount of lines that a child can learn and perform. Plus of course 

drama is a shared activity, in which responsibility will naturally be shared amongst all the members 

of the cast. So you need to give careful thought to the number and size of roles, and the amount of 

lines that each child will need to learn. A play in which the main character (or protagonist) is a five 

year old child who speaks 75% of the lines will be extremely difficult to cast. Generally teachers like 

to involve as many children as possible in a play, so consider ways in which you can “spread the 
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load” amongst the actors. 

 

Most young children are brilliant natural improvisers and instinctively explore narratives and 

characters through make-believe and acting out roles and stories. A primary school teacher recently 

made the observation to us that the children in his class did not generally want to play the roles of 

children: they much preferred to pretend to be adults – princes and princesses, cops and robbers, 

cowboys and Indians. A play which enables children to become astronauts who travel to Mars or 

underwater adventurers who visit strange kingdoms under the sea may well be more likely to appeal 

than a play about a class of children sitting in school or riding on a bus – as the teacher 

said:”Where’s the fun in that?” So don’t be afraid to give your imagination free range. And 

remember that a play that can accommodate a large number of performers – more than 20, say – is 

more likely to appeal to a teacher or theatre club than one with a cast of three. 

 

PLAYS INTENDED FOR AUDIENCES OF 12 – 16 YEAR-OLDS 

 

When children reach adolescence their interests and outlook are different to those of childhood. 

This is a time of change, transition and re-appraisal as young people start to engage more fully with 

the ideas, concerns, rules and responsibilities of adult society and the culture in which they live. 

 

Audiences in this age range are likely to respond to plays which reflect their own experience in this 

stage of their lives. It’s possible of course that a teenage audience might be intrigued by the story of 

a 30 year-old computer programmer who is struggling to get a mortgage to buy his first house, but 

it’s much more likely they will engage with a play which addresses, explores or challenges some of 

their own concerns and outlooks. Again, that doesn’t mean that all the characters have to be 

between 12 and 16 – the cast might well include parents, grandparents, teachers, policemen, mad 

scientists, older cousins and baby brothers. However, the main character or characters should be 

people with whom these young audiences can identify. 

 

Performers in this age range can generally learn more and make bigger individual contributions to a 

play, so the cast might be smaller than a play intended for young children to perform. Paul Wallis’s 

play Normal which won the 2010 competition in this category had a cast of five. But another entry 

had a cast of forty. Don’t feel you have to straightjacket yourself into a particular style and size of 

play. It’s most important to focus on the story that you want to tell and you decide how that can 

most effectively be shared with an audience. 

 

STORY STUCTURE 

 

A play needs to have a beginning, a middle and end. So first you need to set up a situation and 

introduce your characters. Then decide on something that they will do – or that will happen to them 

– which will have some kind of effect on them. Aim to bring your play to a satisfactory conclusion 

showing how (and why) your characters have changed. This is sometimes referred to as the 

characters’ “journey” through the play. The more varied and contrasting these “journeys” are, the 

richer your play will be. 

 

But as ever, there are no rules. Samuel Beckett’s famous 1953 play Waiting for Godot (often voted 

“the most influential play of the Twentieth Century”) has been described as “a play in which nothing 

happens – twice”. 

 

HOW LONG IS A ONE ACT PLAY? 

 

Some modern experimental plays are very short lasting just a few minutes or even seconds. 

 

However, bear in mind that you should aim to write a play that people will want to watch and enjoy 
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or which feels like a worthwhile undertaking for a group project. A play of under twenty minutes is 

unlikely to offer the audience time to engage fully with the characters and immerse themselves with 

the story. A play of more than forty minutes may start to feel unwieldy and be too much for an 

audience to watch and appreciate without an interval. So as a guide we suggest that you aim to 

write a play that takes between thirty and forty minutes to perform.  However, both Moth to the 

Flame (2011 winner by Annie McCourt) and A Concrete Jungle Full of Wild Cars (2012 winner by 

Mariama Ives-Moiba) both ran for nearly an hour in performance. 

 

A typed or printed A4 page of dialogue takes on average about two minutes to perform – though 

this may be longer if there are a number of long speeches. As you write, read out sections of your 

play aloud to get an idea of the running time. This will also help you assess the pace of the action. 

 

DIALOGUE 

 

Dialogue is the definitive record of the exact words that the characters speak in the play. It evolves 

out of many influences: their thoughts, their feelings, their relationships with other people, their 

background, their education, their beliefs, their prejudices and so on. The more you know about 

each character in the play the more clearly you will be able to imagine the words they will speak in a 

given situation. 

 

All the actors can do is speak the words you have written. Always be precise. Don’t write 

generalised comments like: “David and Alice remember the happy days they spend together as 

children”. Write down what they say. And remember that pauses and silences in dialogue – what is 

not said - can often tell an audience as much if not more as the spoken word. 

 

Many plays use narrators who address the audience directly, put the stage action into context and 

sometimes explain what is going on. There’s nothing to say you can’t use narrators but beware of 

using them too much. At worst they can feel like “puppet masters” controlling the action. Audiences 

will generally empathise more deeply with characters who feel like they are flesh-and-blood people 

who are in control of their own destinies and making their own choices. 

 

LANGUAGE 

 

There is no need for all characters to speak grammatically correct English at all times – indeed it 

might be odd if they did. Characters may speak in colloquial language and slang and use phrases and 

expressions that are current in the environment and culture which they inhabit. For example, two 

characters in A Concrete Jungle Full of Wild Cars speak to each other briefly in Creole. However, 

while an audience member may not understand every single word that a character uses, the overall 

meaning and tone of the dialogue should be comprehensible. 

 

STAGE DIRECTIONS 

 

When structuring your play, take care in thinking about where the scenes take place. Theatre is not 

film or television and too many short scenes in different locations may be difficult to achieve on 

stage and/or confuse your audience. 

 

Stage directions should be kept simple and clear. Identify where the scene takes place, the time of 

day (if relevant) and any other specific information that will enable a reader to envisage the scene 

while reading it. Many playwrights put stage directions in italics to differentiate them clearly from 

dialogue. For example: 

 

The wood outside the castle. Midnight. A cold and snowy night in mid-winter. 
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WRITING AND RE-WRITING 

 

When you feel you have completed the play, ask someone to read it and give you feedback. Then go 

through it again and consider how you might improve on the first draft. Do be prepared to re-write 

but in doing so don’t lose sight of why you wanted to tell this story in the first place. 

 

Before you submit your play compile a cast list of all the characters and number all the pages – even 

if you are submitting your entry electronically 

 

OTHER RESOURCES 

 

There are many books and courses aimed at helping new dramatists to write plays. The list below is 

only a brief sample of some books that may be of interest. There are also numerous websites that 

offer advice, some of which you may find very useful, others less so. 

 

Theatre for Children by David Wood and Janet Grant (Faber) 

 

So you want to be a Playwright by Tim Fountain (Nick Hern Books) 

 

You can write a play by Milton E Polsky (Applause Theatre and Cinema Books) 

 

Stage Writing by Val Taylor (Crowood Press) 

 

Developing Characters for Script Writing by Rib Davis (A &C Black) 

 

But don’t feel you have to do masses of research and background reading before you start. The 

important thing is to think of the story you want to tell and get writing. 

 

We look forward to reading your plays. 

 

 

 

 

John Gardyne – Chair of Judging Panel 


