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There are more than 20 new one-hours hitting primetime TV 
slots this season. There’s an ever-expanding stable of channels, 
platforms and original content producers that has joined the fray. 
But there’s only a finite amount of attention viewers can give to 
their carefully curated consumption, which, for TV creators, 
makes a season renewal these days a weighty victory.

Entertaining stories make for good hooks, 
good gossip and good listicles (Sharknado, anyone?), 
but the series that endure and prevail through the 
noise are the ones that keep viewers coming back 
whether they’ve binge-watched the show or have 
faithfully tuned in every week during the show’s 
original timeslot (no PVR). Here, four Canadian 
screenwriters dive into how they infuse a fresh 
feeling into their storytelling.

Build An Evolving World

It starts with a concept that allows for change and 
evolution within the framework, says Simon Barry, 
creator and showrunner of sci-fi series Continuum, 
which wrapped its third season on Showcase and 
Syfy in June.

“A show that is too bogged down in terms of 
its intentions for the characters and storytelling 
structure can be harder to shift without noticing it 
from the audience’s perspective,” he says. “Whereas 

when you have a concept that launches the show, it’s 
not specific in the way the show has to be structured. 
You have the flexibility to make adjustments season 
to season — and [in a way that] it always connects 
to the character and what you’ve established ... The 
characters are supporting that model.”

With Continuum, Barry says the show has a 
broad set-up — a cop from the future trying to stop 
terrorists, also from the future. “It [the set-up] didn’t 
limit in how we tell that story,” he explains. “We 
could use cross-cutting between the present and 
future to expand the story that would have a payoff 
in the present.”

Fresh TV’s Tom McGillis and Jennifer Pertsch, 
co-creators of the Total Drama (TD) tween-targeting 
animated franchise, landed on a format that worked 
after some experimentation. After a massive hit in 
the first-season of the reality show parody, McGillis 
recalls they tried different formats for seasons two 
and three — with less success. So, when the fourth 
season came around, they went back to what worked 

14 15

with the setting and structure of the first season. 
And once the TD franchise was going strong, (it 
recently passed the 100-episode mark this winter), 
McGillis says the Fresh TV team identified a new 
creative avenue to expand the original story world 
with the spinoff, The Ridonculous Race. 

Expanding the stories from the framework is 
the delicate art.

And the rich storytelling that results — the 
tropes, the surprising couplings, the cliffhangers — 
is the product of keenly mapping out the seasons in 
advance and sometimes mapping out deep character 
arcs — and histories — years ahead of time with a 
long-term plan in mind. Echoing Barry’s point, the 
stories evolve through the characters’ relationships, 
interactions and individual story arcs.

Heather Conkie, executive producer and writer 
for Heartland, which is now filming its eighth season, 
says the team plans seasons thematically — focusing 
on, for example, growth in one season: hardship, 
loss — and always connecting to the audience in an 
emotional way.

One of Heartland’s strongest elements is that 
it’s a family saga and, so, part of the show’s secret 
sauce is to introduce new characters in the age 
group that the existing main characters are growing 
out of. “Viewers are deeply involved because of the 
believability of the cast and the idea that they’re 
watching a family grow up and change, as they would 

with their own families. People are introduced all 
the time; babies are born, as in life — things just keep 
going in a very organic, believable way,” says Conkie.

Barry says the Continuum writers’ room set 
Rachel Nichols’ character, series protagonist and 
hero Kiera, on a track that resulted in a three-year 
journey of self-discovery.

“It allowed the show to evolve in ways that 
didn’t feel like it was the same show every year. Every 
season felt like a chapter of a book. Each chapter was 
unto itself a self-contained story, at the same time 
telling individual stories of the week and telling the 
larger giant story of the series,” he explains. 

Barry further explains that Continuum’s third 
season had a very clear set of goals in terms of how 
much the story was going to change, structured 
around Kiera’s point of view and culminating in a 
turning point with her new awareness of her reality 
— which was ultimately a payoff for the audience as 
much as for the character. Unpacking that story, he 
notes, required creative restraint in slowing down 
the process to mine the small moves.

Back to cliffhangers for a minute: They’re a 
classic convention, but they work; in fact, even more 
so in an era where PVR, binge-watching and instant 
gratification is the new normal.

A cliffhanger, or at least throwing a wrench in 
the works, energizes the series by turning people’s 
worlds upside down and giving viewers an incentive 
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to come back, says Peter Mohan, executive producer 
and writer for The Listener, which ran for five 
seasons (65 eps) on CTV before ending this year.

“It changes the game and changes the ground 
rules for all the characters. It often really gives a 
fresh energy to the affair,” he says.

But it doesn’t always have to play out as a 
dramatic “Who shot JR?” moment. It can be subtler 
and more nuanced — like bringing a character from 
an earlier season back or a substantial life event that 
changes the context of the characters’ lives.

With The Listener, for example, Mohan’s 
wrench in season three was to have Craig Olejnik’s 
character Toby join a special unit and help the 
team with his gift of reading minds, which he had 
previously kept a secret. And then, by the end of 
season four, Lauren Lee Smith’s character, Sgt. 
Michelle McCluskey, was pregnant, so she came 
back in the fifth season “as a mother, with all the 
new concerns that a mother might have doing this 
dangerous job,” says Mohan.

That said, planning aside, he stresses some of 
the best new arcs and ideas come out of a chemistry 
that organically and unexpectedly develops between 
two characters. “You’ll want to strengthen that and 
play into it — you can have a big picture and loose 
ideas of where you might be a couple of seasons down 
the line, but some of the strongest things that come 
up are out of where the characters are this season.”

Take A 360-Degree Approach

In addition to the human interactions on-screen, it’s 
the other moving parts of creating a series that bring 
a new sparkle to the show, says Conkie — like bring-
ing new directors to the table. This season, veteran 
director Bruce McDonald came on board to direct 
block two of Heartland.

“He’s a very cinematic guy, which is great 
because that’s what we strive to do every week, but 
his look at the show was completely fresh and new 
and the shows just leap off the screen because of a 
new director’s eyes,” she says.

Heartland uses the same few directors for two 
of its nine blocks, but Conkie says they often bring on 
new directors that have never worked on the show.

“They’re not used to what we’re used to. 
Different angles make a huge difference; there are 
different takes on the way the show looks,” she notes, 
adding that DOP Craig Wrobleski keeps the show 
within the bounds of its overall template.

Heartland also leverages its setting in High 
River, Alberta to keep the show fresh. With 18 
episodes per season, approximately 11 days of its 15-
day blocks shoot outdoors (with the remaining days 
in studio), so the scenery is constantly changing. 
This keeps the audience involved because they, too, 
see every season and really feel like they’re seeing a 
year in the life of the characters, says Conkie.

And Fresh TV’s McGillis notes the flexibility of an 
animated series like the TD brand provides more time 
to play in the edit room — and with 18 pairs of characters 
in The Ridonculous Race to manage, for example, while 
accurately imitating reality show conventions — it’s 
crucial to come back later in the process.

“One of the biggest strengths of the Total 
Drama brand is being able to constantly play 
around in post. Something may look hilarious on 
the storyboard, but when it comes to picture, it’s 
not funny anymore — there’s only one way to make 
sure it stays funny,” says McGillis. That’s how, after 
cutting out animations that weren’t working in TD, 
the team decided to use confessionals to bridge plot 
points, which has become a seamless and well-
received element of the show.

Listen To The Audience

Social media commentary is the new laugh track — 
the audience reacting in real time. That’s the new 
currency and it’s worth (at least) a million bucks, or 
at least another season, to have access to direct and 
immediate audience feedback.

The four industry professionals agree: listen  
or ask.

For shows with wide and active fan bases, there 
are blogs and social feeds to mine and letters to pore 
over. And fans will be among the harshest critics if 
they see inconsistencies in the storyline or think 
a show has strayed from its core — or worse, if it’s 
failed in its attempt to keep things fresh.

“Shows that jump the shark, traditionally they 
are reacting to something that is not what the show 
is about. They make adjustments to save themselves 
and this is usually a failure because it belies the 
integrity of the show. This is ultimately the show’s 
downfall — it changes gears in a way that is in 
opposition to the intent,” says Barry.

Mohan reinforces a notion that’s all the 
more applicable in this new two-way creation and 
consumption landscape and, perhaps even more 
importantly, a gauge for longevity.

“You’re responsive to the audience because 
it’s not just [you] coming up with something out 
of [your] head. Telling a story to an audience is a 
conversation. If the audience isn’t listening, why are 
you telling it?”
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WGC shoWruNNer
The award recognizes a talented showrunner who is 
both a strong leader and a superlative writer.

This year’s winner will be celebrated centre stage at 
the WGC Screenwriting Awards on April 27, 2015.

Visit www.wgc.ca after Jan. 5, 2015 for eligibility 
information and nomination form.

opening Date: Jan. 5, 2015 
Deadline: Feb. 27, 2015, 5:30 p.m. est

Call For NomiNatioNs:
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SEEKING...
exceptionally promising, unproduced, longform 
screenplays that tell a Canadian story. Writers 
must have a writing credit (of a half hour or more) 
on a produced drama or documentary to apply. 

Prize: $1,500, and mentoring by an experienced 
story editor.

Visit www.wgc.ca for eligibility requirements  
and application form. 

Deadline: Jan. 9, 2015, 5:30 p.m. EST

Call for ENTrIES:
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