Eighth Grade (2018) - A Screenwriter's Breakdown for Educators

Written by Bo Burnham, 'Eighth Grade' is a deeply honest and raw story about identity, adolescence, and survival
in the digital age. Rather than a traditional coming-of-age tale, the screenplay frames Kayla’'s awkward journey
through vlogs, school rituals, and the struggle to find her voice. It blends cringe comedy with compassion, making
the universal terror of middle school feel intimate and unforgettable.

Key Themes for Screenwriters and Educators:

1. Authentic Voice:
The dialogue captures the real rhythms of adolescence — stutters, filler words, awkward silences. The authenticity
grounds the film’s emotional impact.

Screenwriting Takeaway:

. Write dialogue that reflects age and psychology, not polished adult speech.

. Lean into imperfection to make characters feel real.

2. Episodic Structure with Emotional Arc:

The screenplay avoids a big, conventional climax. Instead, it builds through micro-moments — pool parties, vlogs,
classroom drills — each step marking Kayla’'s subtle growth.

Screenwriting Takeaway:

. Small victories can serve as narrative peaks.

. Character growth matters more than spectacle.

3. Technology as Texture:

Phones, vlogs, and social media aren’t gimmicks — they’re storytelling devices. Screens reveal Kayla’s inner
world and her craving for validation.

Screenwriting Takeaway:

. Integrate technology as narrative, not expaosition.

. Screens can be mirrors of character psychology.

4. Empathy in Cringe:

The film mines humor from Kayla's awkwardness but never mocks her. It treats her with dignity, even when her
world doesn't.

Screenwriting Takeaway:

. Tone should balance discomfort with compassion.

. Protect the protagonist’s dignity, even in comedy.

5. Small Acts of Bravery:

Kayla’'s karaoke moment isn’t grand, but it's monumental to her. The screenplay celebrates quiet courage as
transformative.



Screenwriting Takeaway:

. Internal arcs can carry as much weight as external ones.
. Celebrate the courage in everyday vulnerability.
Legacy:

‘Eighth Grade’ redefined the coming-of-age film by foregrounding honesty over artifice. It remains a vital study for
writers seeking to capture the raw, unfiltered voice of adolescence in the digital era.
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