Success to Me

T

o me, success boils down to setting high standards
for yourself and then meeting them while enjoying the process.
Most people start out focused on their careers or on achieving
some kind of notoriety in their field — and it’s kind of a narrow
focus. And then as life changes around them, they adapt their
definition and move on.
There are times that I feel I’m not successful — that I’m not
setting the world on fire or haven’t done what I set out to do.
But as I’ve gotten older, I’ve realized that success isn’t onedimensional, and it’s the balancing of many aspects of my life
that contributes to my feeling successful.
In the world of screenwriting, luck plays a role in success,
but it only takes you so far. In this industry, there is a lot of timing involved and a lot of relationship-building, and who knows
when these will converge to create an opportunity. But if you’re
not prepared to act on that opportunity once it comes up, then
you haven’t served yourself well. Luck might get you in the
door or give you a chance, but it won’t win the day; it still comes
down to practice, work, and study. You might get that lucky
break, but as for the next step after that and a continuous
career track, luck becomes a smaller and smaller player. It’s
smarter to keep working on the things you can control rather
than waiting to get lucky.
There are some instructors I had at UT who really shaped
the way I think. One of the best teachers I had was Darryl
Wimberley. We called him the “Script Nazi.” He taught the first
screenwriting class in the graduate program, and he was a
larger-than-life character. He really instilled that there are
skills to measure yourself by; it’s not just subjective whether
someone likes your script or not. He broke it down and illustrated that it’s not nebulous. There are steps and ways to get
better. This has influenced the way I work. We thought of his
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class as our boot camp. He showed us what screenwriting is
and how it works. No excuses.
Two other great instructors were Steve Mims and Charles
Ramirez-Berg. If Wimberley was the Nazi, Mims was the “Joy.”
He reinforced that making movies is fun. It’s about a team and
building interpersonal relationships. He kept things light — he
used to say that making movies was the most fun you could
have with your clothes on. It’s a lot of work, but you enjoy doing
it because you get to share something with people. Charles
kept us aware of what we were exploring instead of just concentrating on the mechanics of it. What are you getting at?
What makes it interesting to you? And as Steve would say, if
you’re not having fun, what’s the point?
So, I got both my work ethic and my love for script writing
from UT — and I think both those things are integral to success.
While I have had success in my career, I feel most successful
with my family. And that goes back to success being multidimensional and entirely related to balance. I have a wonderful wife and two kids, and I went through a period where I
worked long hours and didn’t see them much. Now I have a day
job outside the industry, and I work on my material on the side.
I see much more of my family and am happier at the moment
with that balance than I would be if I were super successful in
the industry.
So, for me, the balance is what’s most important. If anyone
will remember me, it’ll be my kids, and I’d like them to remember that I had as much energy and participation in their lives
as I had in my own.
———
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