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WRITING A ONE-ACT PLAY

Writing a One-Act Play

For requirement 2, you become the playwright and get to pen
your own one-act play. You will develop a great deal of respect
for playwriting and the theater process as you go along. Good
playwrights have perfected their skills over a long period of
time and with lots of practice.

A playwright gets a dramatic idea for a plot or imagines
a main character and then makes up a situation for that
character to unravel. As a playwright, your task is to find a
single dramatic idea and then make that idea live on stage
by surrounding it with characters drawn from life.

First, decide on an idea for a plot. For example, say your
plot involves two Scouts on a backpacking trip where every-
thing goes wrong. Perhaps the two Scouts are arguing over
which one forgot to bring the tent poles while their only din-
ner burns on a camp stove. Meanwhile, more bad luck—a
storm is starting to brew. As one Scout is walking away angrily
from the argument, he trips over a tent stake, falls onto some
rocks, and breaks his leg.

The second Scout first thinks the other is faking and
makes fun of him. But when he sees his friend is actually hurt,
he quickly puts his own anger aside, makes a splint, and helps
his fellow Scout out of the woods. As they are walking out,
the two weary Scouts wind up friends again, laughing over the
huge number of things that went awry on their backpacking
trip. They vow to be better prepared next time and will not risk
their friendship again over petty arguments.

If you get an idea that you think would be good for
a play, ask your merit badge counselor or your English or
drama teacher about it. Chances are good that one of them
will be able to tell you whether your idea can be developed
into a drama.
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In the simple drama you are trying to write, the most
important thing is to have some type of conflict. This conflict
might be between the wills of two people (such as in the
example above), or a person struggling against a natural force
such as a flood or tornado, or a character dealing with some
aspect of life such as a strict new dress code at school or an
older sibling going off to war or college.

The point is, there will be some kind of conflict in your
play, and the conflict will be resolved somehow. In the sim-
plest terms, your plot might be, “Boy meets girl, boy loses girl,
boy wins girl back.” It is up to you to decide who and what
you would like to write a short one-act play about. Just make
sure it is a simple plot and that you can envision how you
would stage it.

Neil Simon has been
described as one of
America’s most
successful and
prolific playwrights.

P Al ‘

Playwright August Wilson received a Pulitzer Prize for his play Fences, about a father
who forbids his son to accept an athletic scholarship.
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Finding a Character

One good way to find a plot for your play is to think about
people you know. Often you can develop a plot by starting
with a particular person you know well, someone who has an
outstanding character trait.

For example, perhaps you know a Scout who sets a good
example of a person who lives by the Scout Law. You could
place this Scout in a situation where his or her character
is tested. You might make him or her the child of a poor
fisherman who has a chance to get a great deal of money for
college by doing one tiny dishonest act that only he or she will
ever know about.

There you have the seed of a drama. The Scout would be
the main character. The conflict would be the Scout’s struggle
against wrongdoing. The climax of the play would be the point
where the Scout makes his or her decision.
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Everyday activities and people you know can give you ideas for a plot and characters.

Write your play about things you know, and pattern the
characters in your script after people you know and under-
stand. Do not take a chance on a subject or setting you know
little about. If you do, the story and the characters are likely to
sound false. If you believe in the characters and the plot, your
audience will, too.
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Creating a Scenario

Before you write your play, make an outline, from the opening
words through the climax or big scene, to your final dialogue.
This is called a scenario.

A scenario is an important step in writing a play. If you do
not plan out your drama, you will find yourself rewriting and
rewriting it. Even though your play will have only one act and
one set, you need a scenario to keep on track from start to fin-
ish. As you write, you may make changes in your scenario, but
at least it will keep you from wandering off into dialogue that
does not advance the plot toward its climax.

As you develop your scenario, you must keep in mind
your setting—what it looks like and where each of your
characters will be at any moment. Prepare a short biography
of each of the most important characters to help bring them
to life.

Using the example again of the two Scouts on the disas-
trous camping trip, it is not enough that you know both of
these youth are Scouts. Describe what they look like. What
are their personalities like? Tell about their background, where
they come from, and their individual quirks and values. Such
facts about your characters may never enter your drama, but if
you have each character fixed in your imagination as a living
person, it will be easier for you to bring your drama to life.

Writing Dialogue

If you have never listened closely to a group of your friends
talking on some subject, try it. You will be surprised at how
disjointed their conversation seems when you pay close atten-
tion to each sentence. The exchange is likely to be full of “wells
and “uhs” and “you knows.” Yet, somehow, all the sentences
finally come together in a meaning everyone understands.

The challenge in writing dialogue for the stage is cutting
out all the unnecessary phrases—everything that is not vital to
the story or the characterization—and at the same time main-
taining the flavor of natural speech. If you are writing a dia-
logue between two Scouts, they must sound like Scouts—not
like college professors or children. At the same time, you must
compress their speech. If you wrote down exactly what two
Scouts might actually say, you would have so many words that
your audience would fall asleep before you reached the climax
of your play.
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Here are a few things to remember when writing dialogue.

Make it easy to say. Avoid tongue-twisting words, and keep
sentences short.

Read it aloud. If a Scout is speaking, does his or her part sound like a
Scout, or does it sound like the speech of a senator or an announcer onTV?

Does the dialogue move your story along toward its conclusion? Do not
insert a joke in the dialogue unless it advances your plot or tells the
audience something about one of your characters. You might like the
joke, but it will distract the audience unless it fits into the story.

Trim the Excess

A one-act play written by a professional playwright would

probably run about 10,000 words—about as much as a very

long short story. As a beginner, you won’t want to write that

much. Your play should be about 10 to 12 handwritten pages

or eight to 10 typed (double-spaced) pages. This will give you

enough room to develop one dramatic idea and resolve it. You

will not have much room for embellishments or for a deep

exploration of the people in your play. But it will give you a

feel for the art that is at the center of the theater experience.
Just remember to edit your play after you write it.

Trim anything that does not advance the plot of your play

or give your audience some insight into your characters

and their motives.

Study This Sample Play

Let’s take a look at a sample play by expanding on the disas-
trous camping trip example so you can get some concrete ideas
on how to begin writing your scenario and your own play.
First, we need to develop brief biographies for the two
Scouts in the one-act play, which will be called Campout Chaos.

Tank Morgan: Age 14, Star Scout, athletic build, captain of

his junior high football team. Loves sports. Loyal, trustworthy,
gregarious and outgoing, friendly, and a lifelong friend of Garrett
Miles. Fairly disorganized both in school and in his personal
life, he struggles to stay eligible to play football because his
grades are not great. Leans on his best friend, Garrett, a great
deal to keep him organized because he can’t seem to do

it himself.
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