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A sitcom can be defined as a situational comedy that tends to follow the lives of a variety of characters (Vocabulary.com, 2022). Due to the progression of sitcoms over the course of their respective series, characters can completely meld into different versions of themselves. Being an avid viewer of this genre, the topic of ‘sitcom’ has always intrigued me and being eager to lean into my speciality of writing, I have decided to create my own sitcom for the practical side of this unit. To progress my understanding of the genre and the creation of a sitcom, I will be analysing a variety of shows within the category, as well as researching into the creators of the shows and their different writing styles. Additionally, I will be comparing different writing structures to understand which is best to apply to my work. Working on previous projects, I have used a variation of writing structures, however having never tackled the sitcom genre, my goal is to explore which I find will be best adapted into my work, as well as which structure helps to create iconic characters and progress their stories without feeling as though the storytelling of the character is forced or rushed. The question I hope to answer in this essay is important to me as sitcoms have always been a source of comfort, with one of my professional goals being to create a sitcom that can bring others that same feeling. By the end of this essay, I hope to discover different ways in which I can make my goal a reality.

[bookmark: _Int_BvjpcQZ1]A famous quote that any creative mind may be familiar with is ‘imitation is the sincerest form of flattery,’ however imitation does not lead to the creation of original pieces of work (The Beat, 2021). With sitcoms being such a beloved genre, many have been created over the history of film and television. Some became more popular than others, forging names like ‘Michael Scott,’ ‘Barney Stinson’ and ‘Chandler Bing’ into household names, but what makes an iconic character? For this section of my essay, I will be discussing the idea for my sitcom, comparing it to other examples/influences, and focusing on how my work will differentiate, ensuring that I will not be stealing from shows that have come before. ‘Halls’ is an idea I have had ever since my experience in student accommodation. This period in someone’s life is when they are free from authority figures like parents and really find out what kind of person they are or want to be. With this experience, naturally, a lot of stories are to be told and due to the format sitcoms tend to follow, I wanted to share my stories in a comparable way. One inspiration behind the creation of my idea is that of ‘Fresh Meat,’ a comedy series which ran from 2011-2016. ‘Fresh Meat’ follows the lives of six unlikely friends who are formed due to having to share a university house, as they embark on their time at university (IMDB, 2011). What I love about this series is how the six main characters share little in common and come from varied social classes, but still end up getting along due to their mutual decision of continuing their further education. The stories on the show are hilarious, and due to my experience in student halls (rather than student housing), my experiences are similar, but also different in so many ways. Creating my idea, ‘Fresh Meat’ was a good example to inspect as it showed me that sitcoms that follow the lives of students can be successful, so I wanted to create my experience in halls in a similar sense. My experience in student accommodation may certainly differ to others, so to create a more accurate representation of student life in general, I conducted primary research. I held a focus group of 6 students and asked about their experiences, to which most agreed that halls was a fun time during their lives, however one or two did disagree, mentioning that it was stressful for them personally. Gaining other inputs helped when it came to the creation stage of my characters and stories, so I feel that doing this could make my sitcom feel more grounded, as well as entertaining. Another example of a sitcom that follows the lives of students is Dan Harmon’s ‘Community.’ In a previous project, I highlighted Harmon’s story circle narrative and how when adapted to ‘Community,’ it made watching the show a lot more of an enjoyable experience, so this may be a structure worth considering applying to my work. Whilst the line between plagiarism and influence may be thin, overall, I have concluded that having influences is acceptable, however you must add to what has influenced you to not be at risk of plagiarism.

The creation of screenplays is a process that can be defined as long and involved, with one of the main writing methods being the three-act structure (MasterClass, 2020). Created by screenwriter, Syd Field, the three-act structure follows a formula intended to separate the beginning, middle and end of a story. Separated into three acts, this structure consists of act one (also known as the act that sets up the story), act two (the confrontation of the story) and act three (where the conflict is resolved). Whilst any story could be broken down and adapted to this format, during my research of this essay, and experience as a ‘wannabe’ screenwriter, I have found other structures that better suit the sitcom trope. I briefly mentioned Dan Harmon’s work on the show ‘Community,’ with this project being one that highlights Harmon’s writing structure, the ‘story circle.’ This formula follows the basics of the three-act structure, however, includes more details of which Harmon applies to the stories of each ‘Community’ episode. The circle is set into eight steps, in which the story must follow. The first of these steps is ‘zone of comfort,’ where the character is familiar with their surroundings. Step two is ‘desire,’ where the character really wants something (their aim of the story), so must set out on a journey to receive it. Steps three and four focus on entering an unfamiliar situation and having to adapt for the character to get what they desire (step five). Step six highlights the heavy price the character must pay in order to get what they desire, with step seven showing them return to their familiar zone of comfort. The ultimate step shows how the journey has changed the character overall. At this point, they are not the same person that they were at the beginning of the ‘story circle’ narrative, having changed and learned from what they have achieved, however only traits of the character may change, not their entire personality. Previously, Harmon has spoken about how his storytelling method was adapted from Jospeh Campbell’s ‘Hero’s Journey.’ Much like the story circle, this writing structure focuses on a character going on an adventure, returning having changed after completing their goal, however, in comparison, Harmon’s format shortens the process, in turn allowing focus on more crucial elements of the story. Completing my research, various sources recall a different number of steps to the ‘Hero’s Journey,’ with most claiming there to be seventeen, however the basics highlight the hero departing on their journey, initiating in conflict, and overcoming it in order to change and return. Comparing this to Harmon’s method, both are undeniably similar, however I found that Harmon’s structure better suits the sitcom format due to the length of television show episodes being shorter than movies. With the story circle having less steps, it is more easily applicable to my intended format, and having seen the execution of this writing style on ‘Community,’ this confirms my belief that this writing style may be better suited to both my style of screenwriting and melding a character’s story arc over the course of a series.

[bookmark: _Int_ITPgwf6B]Reading or watching any story where the protagonist achieves every goal, they set without having to face any conflict would be incredibly dull. All strong characters need to overcome conflict in order to naturally progress. When writing, you draw from your experiences in life (Pederson, 2018). Even in the most farfetched of fictional ideas, the creators behind any story influence their work based on their lives or traits they wish they had achieved sooner. When writing, you are drawing from your experiences in order to make the story flow better or to make the characters feel more grounded. Many movies and tv shows follow this trend, sitcoms in particular. Conducting my research, I found many examples where this trope came into play. ‘How I Met Your Mother’ is a show than ran from 2005 to 2014, which followed the story of a father recalling how he met his children’s mother in modern day New York (IMDB, 2022). Created by Carter Bays and Craig Thomas, this show turned characters like ‘Barney Stinson’ and ‘Ted Mosby’ into household names due to the progression these characters faced over the course of the nine-series run. Bays and Thomas decided to write about what they knew, so created a story based on their friendships. The protagonist ‘Ted’ was based on Thomas and his story of how he met the woman who would one day become the mother to his children, whilst Bays based the character of ‘Marshall’ on himself, with the character’s wife ‘Lily’ being based on his own wife. The amount of inspiration the creators based on their own lives is uncanny. Both the characters and creators attended the same university, both came from the same backgrounds in life and the differences the creators faced in their journeys of finding their partners. With the show being a huge success, it bares the question of whether writing about your experiences can help a story or hold it back. Carter and Bays authored the story of ‘How I Met Your Mother’ based on events they had already experienced, rather than telling the story as it happened. Doing this gave the authors the benefit of hindsight, allowing themselves to evaluate the highlights of their young lives and the trauma they had to face in order to progress as people. Writing about what you know can help to show the personal growth you have overcome and what you needed to complete in order to do so. Naturally, having this storyteller mindset allowed the creators to create characters that people could relate to, helping the show gain success. Whilst writing about your own experiences could be something some view as traumatic, Carter and Bays (as well as countless other storytellers) have proven how successful doing such a thing could be. Due to examples like this, I chose to create a project based on my time during student accommodation, and having based characters on people I knew, I found that writing my stories felt a lot more grounded. Writing based on your influences can also help to progress a character, as you know where the story is headed, so can add the conflict your protagonist(s) must face in order to personally grow, helping the character progression and overall story to flow more naturally.

The main difference between television and movies is that movies tend to tell a story in a shorter medium, whereas television shows can expand on this over a longer course of time. Even huge franchises like the Marvel have dabbled with storytelling in television form as the benefits of being able to show a character’s journey in a longer format helps not to rush the plot or sudden change in the character’s behaviour. In the storytelling world, consistency is also a key element in pitching a new character to an audience. Watching a television show, the viewer wants to follow their natural progression, so seeing an out of character trait could be off-putting. Each series has the potential to be bigger than the last, so a critical tool used in storytelling is that of a ‘series bible.’ A series bible is a document created by screenwriters to help pitch a series. This document holds all the information of their project, including characters, story, themes, and arcs. It is the blueprint for the entire show that is used in pitching a new idea (Industrial Scripts, 2021). A good series bible will outline the main aspects of the show, and should the pitch be accepted, it will help to ensure the series runs naturally, without progress feeling too rushed. This document shows that the story has been worked on a developed, as has its characters. The characters of any show are just as important as the plot, as it is this element of the project that viewers will be following. Good character progression should not be rushed. The viewer should be able to see a tremendous change in where the character started and where they are now. An example of good progression is ‘Walter White’ from ‘Breaking Bad.’ At the beginning of the series, he is a well-meaning teacher, who is diagnosed with cancer, who then sets out to ensure his family is sorted financially in the case of his death, however by the end of ‘Breaking Bad,’ he is a ruthless criminal, who would not think twice about ruining anyone who got in the way of his empire. It is cases like this that show how drastically a character can change over the course of time, and when compared to characters who may join a show halfway through its run, it is clear to see who the viewers prefer due to them following the main character’s story from the beginning. The key to creating an iconic character is consistency (Donovon, 2022). Maintaining a consistent character allows the viewer to feel emersed in their journey, allowing a show to stay on air longer. For my project, I wrote a series bible in order to ensure any character I created remained consistent, as this is one of the key elements viewers look for (even without realising) when following a show. From the research I have conducted, I found that allowing enough time to build a character is crucial when creating a new television series, as you want to ensure that the audience will be able to follow their journey without the story or plot feeling rushed.

[bookmark: _Int_mjlWWfRL]Reflecting on the topics of writing styles, influences, and maintaining story/character progression, I have found all to be crucial when creating not only a sitcom, but any genre of series. Creating my sitcom (Halls), I will keep in mind the different writing styles I could apply to my work. Personally, I found that Harmon’s story circle could prove beneficial, however with so many storytelling methods, there are many more that could also prove useful. When creating my idea, I was heavily influenced by events that happened to me during my time at student accommodation, and part of me questioned whether it was acceptable to have my own experiences influence my work so heavily, however after looking at examples like ‘How I Met Your Mother,’ it is often when writers write about their own experiences that the story feels more heartfelt, keeping viewers engaged. Maintaining character and story progression is also crucial in creating a new show, so that viewers can follow along without feeling as though anything is rushed. In conclusion, I found that although the style of writing is important when it comes to creating a sitcom, in order for the series to be successful, there are other variables that must be considered. Building my project, I will bare these in mind so that I can create a series that I will not only be happy with due to my own influences, but one I can be proud of.
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