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Five Tips for Every Playwright 

  
For some of you, this month will be the first time you have ever written for the stage, while 
others may have penned plays since childhood. Regardless of your experience, these tips will 
help get your draft ready for opening night. 
  

1.  Starting is the hardest part. Try out several beginnings and see what works best: 
a gesture or action, a line of dialogue, a moment of erupting emotion, a question, the 
start of a monologue, a sound from off-stage… And remember, you don’t necessarily 
have to begin drafting at the start of the play! Perhaps you’ll start writing a scene that 
you’ve been dreaming up and then come back to sketch in the beginning later. 
  
2. Conflict rarely means a blow-up fight. More often, conflict is derived from two 
competing feelings inside the main character. Example: Sameer has a secret he's 
promised not to share, but he also feels burdened by this responsibility. This internal 
conflict creates all sorts of interesting motivations and tensions—to tell or not to tell! 
The stakes are high, and the audience is invested in the outcome. And remember, 
conflict is active—we don’t only sit around talking about our problems, we go into the 
world and try to solve them. Deliberately place your characters in settings and 
circumstances that will require them to grapple with what they want and fight against 
the obstacles getting in their way. 

 
 3. Dialogue always sounds different when actually spoken. Recruit a couple of 
friends or family members to read through your script. Take notes as you listen, revising 
words and punctuation as needed. You also may notice that sometimes your dialogue 
feels forced. This often means that you are trying to tell the audience something, rather 
than showing them. For instance, instead of Jacob saying that he's afraid of thunder, can 
he jump at the sound of distant rumbling? Characters are flawed people, just like us! In 
life, we might not speak in a way that’s grammatically correct, or use full sentences; we 
may pause, stutter or repeat ourselves. Additionally, a character may utilize specific 
language that we don’t hear in everyday speech. Explore what these choices tell us 
about the character. 

 
4. Setting is crucial. The audience needs to understand the setting of the play, but 
sometimes this is hard to convey. Remember that setting is made up of three 
components: time, place, and mood. Make sure that you—the playwright—know the 
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year and season, the location, and the general mood of each scene—melancholic, 
exciting, tense, etc. Have you communicated the important setting details through stage 
direction, and dialogue? 

 
5.  Embrace the art form. In theatre, the rules are bendable, and playwrights have 
the power to make magic happen on the stage! Though your setting may be grounded in 
reality, you can still include moments of symbolism that embrace the theatrical medium. 
For example, say you have a fraught mother and daughter scene, and at the moment of 
mutual embrace, feathers fall from the sky. This may not happen in real life, but can be 
representative of the change your characters are undergoing, and is part of what makes 
live theatre so special. 

 
 


