
NOTES! x Gillian Mueller  
 
 
Part 1 
 
This isn't just for all our writers or editors, we are in a collective medium and each of will have 
to give or receive notes at some point of our career. 
 
Let's start it off simple, with a saying that we all know: *What's the Note behind the Note* 
What does that mean exactly? 
 
With the term "constructive criticism" deemed too negative, there has to be a way that we can 
protect our little creative brains and still hear that there are changes to be made to our project. 
The key is knowing what advice to take and what not to take. 
 
If your instinct is to throw all the notes away, that's a defense mechanism. Here's the thing: No 
one WANTS to give notes, so if someone has taken the time to write the note, give them the 
respect to dig a little bit deeper. Don't throw the note away, what's the note behind the note. 
 
It means the note isn't necessarily what the words mean, it means they took the time to write 
the note, they bumped on something. 
 
Give it a little thought, WHY do they think (for example:) your main character should be a 
woman? It might not have to do with too many men in the rest of your script or that there's a 
trend to cast women as leads and it might make the project easier to sell - give it a think and 
address the note with what YOU want to do. 
 
So if you respected them enough to get them to look at your work, then respect the thoughts 
they give you. You are allowed to respectfully ask for clarification. But ALWAYS GIVE YOURSELF 
24 HOURS to sleep on the notes. 
 
Personal story - I got notes from a senior writer, digging, page one rewrite kind of notes. And I 
wailed, I'm an idiot, the writer was an idiot, that writing is stupid and never wanted to do it 
again. Slept on it, reread the notes, grumbled and then slept on it again. The second morning 
everything had fallen into place. Sure it was a page one rewrite, but that rewrite turned into a 
better script. 
 
Next, we'll talk about the etiquette around getting and giving notes. In the meantime, let's 
share some stories about getting notes, and our own personal ways we deal with The Note 
behind The Note. 
 
 
 
 



Notes Pt. 2 - Is it better to give or receive? 
 
Dare we start talking about the etiquette of GIVING NOTES? 
Ahhhh! Noooo! 
 
This is a big one, and something that takes years to perfect, maybe not years, but it certainly 
takes the destruction of a couple friendships to really hone the skill. 
 
STEP ZERO: This is a great moment to remind everyone of the golden rule: Treat others the way 
you would want to be treated. 
 
Step One: Shit Sandwich.  This is the one thing that you should keep in mind with you are taking 
notes: What did you like? 
 
We get bogged down with what we would change and how it can be approved that we forget 
to articulate what was awesome. This is just as helpful, if not more helpful than what you 
bumped your head on. When the artist knows what they did right, they know what to do when 
they are fixing what they did wrong. 
 
What if there’s nothing to love? Well, then you have to FIND IT. Someone is sharing their art 
with you and you want them to do better, so hone in on a character or a moment and use that 
to build on. Remember that if you can’t find anything to like about it, you haven’t done your 
job. 
 
If you loved all of it - gush - but be specific. Everyone knows when you say, “It was amazing.” 
that you didn’t really look very deep. 
 
Now for the Shitty part: How to tell someone they suck — How would you want to be told? 
 
Try to have a solve - but remember that it’s not your job to have a solve. This is a great place to 
use you “Bad pitch but maybe the dog could talk?” 
Use your words, never ever leave someone with, “I dunno, I just didn’t like it.” If you bumped 
your head on something tell them what rubbed you the wrong way - and get specific - or else 
they can’t fix it. 
 
Don't imply that the artist did something wrong because that's not the way YOU would do it. Do 
the work to figure out what their motivation is. 
Remember that you aren’t a reliable source if you aren’t an expert in what you’re commenting 
on: That means that if you don’t buy movie about a doctor who sells organs on the black 
market - unless you are a black market organ trafficker - what are you really bumping your head 
on? Is it that they don’t have motivation? Or are they reading too nice to do something so dark? 
 
For Scripts: Copy Editing and Story Editing are different things: Be clear on what you’re doing. 
The writer should have given you a copy edited script, and if you see a typo, be a pal and point 



it out. But you’re not a school teacher, there is no need to make a comment on spelling and 
grammar. You’re there to serve the storytelling process. That said if you’re unable to read the 
script because you’re popping out of it every time there’s an error it’s ok to tell them to get you 
a new draft after they’ve copy edited. 
On the flip side - if you’re copy editing and you see a plot hole - be a pal, point it out! 
 
For Screenings: Don’t make a suggestion for an edit that would mean going back to camera, 
trust me when I say a director and an editor are already pissed that they didn’t get the shot of 
the protagonist leaving the bar with her high school sweetheart. It’s not helpful to remind them 
they ran out of day before they completed their shot list. Wake up your inner filmmaker and 
think of a creative solve. 
 
Concluding your thoughts. - Always offer to follow up for clarification - Always ask questions 
about what the next steps for the artist is going to be - Also, if you don’t want to read the next 
draft make sure to let them know is a gentle way. 
What are other tips and tricks ya’ll use when you give notes? 
 
 
Notes! Pt. 3: communicating your intentions on the page. 
 
I want to bring up something sensitive. 
 
Creating characters that are intentionally "offensive" to make a point. In the same vein, we are 
also in a time where even mentioning ethnicity charges up our work to a place of discomfort for 
those in charge of the industry. As POC and members of the Diverse Community, we are 
responsible for normalizing the industry (deep breath: not that we asked for that duty, but who 
else is going to do it... and do it right?). So how do we walk the line? 
 
One of the things we have to keep in mind is that we are writing scripts, not prose. We have to 
keep our work somewhere between a technical document to inspire others to do their best 
work and as a selling tool that will keep the reader hooked.  - Do we give away the game so that 
the reader can be in on the joke? -or- Do we keep things hidden so that the reader can feel the 
reveal at the same time as the audience? - Do we explain that a character is a parody or let the 
actor and director decide what direction to go in? 
 
Well, that's dealer's choice. But in my Gemini mind, learn how to do both at the same time. Yes, 
as if writing couldn't be any harder... 
 
The key is in your tone and genre. Are you doing a Satire? Comedy? Thriller? Remember the 
number one rule of Antagonists is that they are the Protagonists of their own movie. The craft 
of writing is being able to write a blueprint and keep your reader hooked and feeling emotions 
at the same time. 
 



So what about that offensive over the top characters you're writing to make a point? I'm a big 
fan of Caitlin Moran, who uses the mantra "What are the men doing?" when she tries to figure 
out if something is sexist. So let's apply that to our own scripts - how are the big scripts dealing 
with issues of ethnicity or religion? What icons of the industry would you personally rather 
emulate and look at their work (Legally, please)? How is Lena Waithe talking about race in her 
scripts? How is Nahnatchka Khan talking about immigration? Has something offended you? 
(Homeland sneeze) -- look up that script and see how they felt entitled to describe those 
characters? 
 
My main thought is that our job as storytellers is to COMMUNICATE. You don't have any control 
over if someone is going to be offended or not, but if you do your work they might just start to 
think about why they are so offended. 
 
 
 
Notes Pt. 4: Saying No 
To finish up our first round of Talking about Notes I want to throw out some advice about how 
to say 'No' without rocking the boat. This is also great advice for cast and crew, and anyone 
who is being asked for more than they can give. 
 
We all know that saying no is one of the hardest and harshest things we can do to friends and 
fam, and there are a lot of reasons why we have to say it. Let's go through some of the reason 
why you can't help someone with their work: 
TOO BUSY - this might be the hardest one to mention without making it sound like an excuse. 
But this is self-care and it's important to make sure that our oxygen mask is on before we help 
others. 
 
NO LONGER WANT TO WORK WITH THAT PERSON - it happens, this is a community of artists 
and we don't have to get along with everyone. Maybe you don't agree with their work, or 
you've given them notes in the past and they didn't do the work to make the changes and it 
feels like you're wasting your time. No need to explain, when they call and your gut rolls its 
eyes - it's time to part ways. 
SO - Thank God for etiquette! Ms. Manners over here, right? Some of them are obvious, but 
classics never go out of style: 
- My plate is full... - I would encourage you to find someone better suited/who has time to help 
you... - Thank you for valuing my opinion, but I'm working on my own projects/I've just been 
hired/I'm not able to give you the time/currently unavailable - I'm booked until... - In order to 
make ends meet, I've recently switched my reading (etc.) services to a paid program/adjusted 
my prices. Is that something that you're comfortable with? 
I want to encourage you to make direct messages, not excuses. Folks can sniff out a lie like a 
fart in a car and their minds are going to race. If you have to lie to save a friendship then use 
the golden rule - How would you want to be let down easy? 
I know all of this is harder than this post makes it sound for another reason - We are often 
trained from a young age to give of ourselves, or we use helping others as a way of 



procrastinating - This is the part of the post where I remind you that you were put on the planet 
for a reason, and don't you DARE deny the world your gifts. If you have work to do, get it done. 
NO DISTRACTIONS. 
-- remember you have no control over what anyone is going to think of you for telling them no, 
so be honest about what your needs are than worry about how you've made others feel. 
-- A wise woman told me to "Care about the friend more than the friendship" and consider 
telling them the truth about why you no longer want to work with them. 
Who else has tricks of the trade they want to share? Does anyone have any specifics they would 
like broken down? 
 
 
 


