North by Northwest: Kids Program

Script Editor Training: Pavel Jech

In 2004, during three one-week sessions in March, May and October, I participated as a script editor trainee for the North by Northwest Kids Program development workshop.

As a teacher of scriptwriting at FAMU and as a screenwriter and script editor, I have found that my skills in all three areas have all been enhanced by my emersion in the “Frank Daniel Method” to which the North By Northwest subscribes.

In general, my participation in this program has helped me better understand the process of developing a step outline and film treatment, which are both integral parts of the script development process at North by Northwest. Regarding my specific training as a script editor, this workshop has helped me to identify with greater clarity the areas in which script editors and writers collaborate, clearly defining the boundaries between the tasks of writing and editing – especially in the plotting stages.

North by Northwest places writers and script editor trainees into small groups that are led by individual mentors.  While all four mentors at our sessions came across as highly knowledgeable and committed to pedagogical excellence, I consider myself fortunate to have been assigned to Martin Daniel’s group, who, as the son of Frank Daniel, has an intimate understanding of the method and its practice. Just as importantly, I found Martin’s style of instruction very informative and effective. I believe my own work as a teacher and a consultant has benefited from our sessions together.

Within the North by Northwest system, script editor trainees are also teamed with two individual writers with whom they work both during and in between the sessions. I am very enthusiastic about both of the projects to which I have been attached, and believe that both have potential to become realized film projects. Pierre Mathiote’s story about a young gymnast, who overcomes the pressures of urban gang life to find the discipline and commitment for personal advancement, promises to become an uplifting and inspiring film. Likewise, Mohammad Ghabari’s deeply personal story about an immigrant couple’s dissolution due to the competing pressures of past traumas and the stresses of assimilation following their arrival in Sweden is developing into a moving and meaningful project.   

As a result of being closely involved in the development of the three projects in my group, I am confident in stating that the North By Northwest method for training writers and developing scripts seems to be as close to ideal as anything involving writing could hope to be. While none of our group’s projects has yet achieved final draft stage, all three projects have made significant progress -- especially in the most challenging areas or scriptwriting: (including but not limited to) character development and thematic clarity. For these reasons, I am excited to see the final results of these projects, and in fact, the participants of my group have agreed to a later informal meeting in Prague sometime next February.

North by Northwest also trains script editors in film analysis, first with lectures and later with assigned tasks. 

The film analysis sessions conducted by the tutors, and subsequently by the Seven Samurai were astute, expertly conducted and very informative. The analysis sessions were geared primarily at explaining the mechanics of story structure, and also included some internal scene analysis. Sticking with the Frank Daniel tradition, these analyses were also highly practical. Since one of the tutors, Philip LaZebnik, was actually involved in the writing of one the films analyzed, Shrek, our group was the beneficiary of highly specialized practical insight.

During our last session, script editor trainees were assigned their own film analyses. Since I already instruct a similar subject at FAMU, I was already familiar with much of the material covered in the analysis sessions. My training did enable me, however, to become much better acquainted with key concepts of the “Frank Daniel Method” such as Character Want and Character Need, and most importantly, I have come to better understand and appreciate the concept of sequences, not just as structural units, but also as tools that can greatly assist both writers and script editors in the development process.

As an additional part of our training, each of the participants at the Kids Program was also required to read and become familiar with “the tools of screen writing” which have been carefully articulated in both David Howard’s book as well as in several numerous handouts. Fortuitously, we were privileged to have David Howard himself present at the first two sessions, readily available for informal but highly specialized conversations. 

A final component of the script editor training included instruction in scriptwriting, where I also believe that my skills have been enhanced. During each session, script editors participated in writing exercises intended not only to sharpen our editing skills, but our writing abilities as well. During the first and third sessions, I participated in intensive scene writing exercises. For the second session, I submitted a treatment for a children’s feature film, entitled Kids Town, which was proficiently analyzed and consulted by David Howard and his team of Seven Samurais. Following my informal discussions with other participants, I also feel that I have developed contacts with European producers and writers with whom I may collaborate on future projects. 

As for my final assessment and my aspirations arising from my participation, my view is generally positive. To date, I have only participated in informal script editing work in the Czech Republic, mainly by providing feedback to scripts or watching rough cuts.  While I do not believe that working as an independent script editor is likely to be a viable profession in the Czech Republic, I do feel that I have become more proficient in this field. More importantly, I hope that the skills and the contacts I have developed at North by Northwest will enable me to become involved in projects from other European countries. 

I also believe that by becoming familiar with the pedagogical methods of the mentors at North by Northwest that my own teaching skills have become expanded and enhanced. And finally, I hope that my involvement in the masterfully designed and rigorously implemented system of story development at North by Northwest has also serve to improve my own screenwriting prospects as well.

I would like to thank the Media Program for enabling me to take part in this rewarding and enriching training experience. 

