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When | was a nineteen-year-old film student, | gave my boyfriend a script for feedback. He got back
to me with only one comment: there was asubplot he liked. He pointed out that there were two
characters with cool chemistry between them and that every time he got to the part about them, he
got into the script.

With that one piece of feedback, | put the script away and wrote a new one in which that subplot
became the main plot, and those two characters were the lead parts. T he script sold on spec, was
made for two million dollars, paid off my student loans, and garnered twenty awards at international
film festivals.

| can't resist spelling out the mora of the sory: postive feedback is more useful than any criticism
awriter will ever get.

Mogt writers spend the rewriting process obsessing over the "problems' in the script. That'sthe
reason that most unfinished scripts remain unfinished scripts, andit's the reason that rewritingisa
notorioudy painful process. If we felt good about our work, rewriting would be a fun and enjoyable
challenge.

Beginning the revision processwith alist of "problems' isthe fagt track to discouragement. Without
clarity about the strengths of a script, awriter hasno perspective on the work. | recommendto
writersthat asthey first go through their outline or first draft, they circle everythingthey like
without paying mindto anything else. What you likein your script isyour best clue asto what the
revison callsfor. It callsfor more of that!

Asawriter and script consultant, there is one truism that | will snvear by: every script has something
unique and wonderful about it. 1f you're reading someone's script who has asked you for feedback,

that kernel iswhat you are looking for. Even scriptsthat take daysto read, that are utter drab, the
onesthat youthink even a page-1 rewrite couldn't save - even those scripts have at least one thing
in them that is priceless. If youcan pick out the one golden nugget in the script and genuinely call

thewriter'sattention to it, your feedback will be invaluable.

Giving postive feedback to awriter islike handing them aflashlight asthey tread into the dark, wild
woods of the revigon process. If they can remember what isgood about their script, if they can
remember the kernel of inspiration that made them write it, they will be ableto expand upon it and
make more of it. If youread ascript and can't find asingle piece of goodnessin it, than be honest
with the writer by telling them that you are not qualifiedto comment on their work.

Sometimes that little piece of goodnessis asingle scenethat'sfull of spark. Sometimesit'sa
character. Sometimesit'sthe intention of the writer, even if the intention wasn't realized. Tellinga
writer that you appreciate what he'strying to do, before explainingwhy he didn't pull it off, will keep
thewriter ingpiredin their efforts.



When giving feedback, folks often make the unfortunate assumption that writers know what works
well in their script, and that they are simply missing information about what sucksin it. Nothing
could be further from the truth. Most writers spend enormous amounts of time (if not all their
time!) thinking about what doesn't work in their script. Even excellent and experienced writers have
no perspective on what they do well. That'sthe reason it takes usso longto write. If we paid
attention to what we do well, we would all be prolific.

Because of the addiction to think of what'swrong, positive feedback isthe best way to get awriter to
think outside the box. If nothing else, positive feedback will keep the writer writing, and we all know
that writing isthe only way to become a good writer. And don't worry about making awriter's head
too big. Writers have big egos only because our self-esteem isthe size of a pinhead. T hese big loud
egos are just some weird and silly way that we cover up how insecure we actually feel.

I make it apolicy to begin my feedback with as an exhaustive alist of positive feedback as | can.
When you're handing awriter that flashlight, you want to hand them the biggest possible flashlight
and throw some batteriesin. With that flashlight at hand, writers can illuminate those dark and
dreary woods, and see for themselves what they need to fix. Instead of thinking that their second act
sucks, they will think of that one scene that popsout andfollowit up with other scenesthat exploit
that element to the fullest.

Postive feedback does not come at the expense of being rigorous. Y our feedback ought to come
with the highest expectationsof the writer. If anything, it hasbeen my experience that negative
feedback generally comes with a set of low expectations, which iswhy they drive writers towards
quitting. When | help someone develop their script, | ask them to think of the best scenein the
script, and then | put out the expectation that in the final draft, every scene will be that good.

If you're not accusomed to lavishing writerswith postive feedback, | challenge youto try only
giving posdtive feedback. When the writer begsyouto criticize them (yes, we unfortunate souls are
that misguided) tell them that you're on adiet and have given up criticizing for three months.

We writers are like abused children who are prone to pass on the abuse we've endured to other writers.
Y ou know the type of feedback I'm talking about: those long random stringsof this-didn't-work-and-
I-didn't-like-this-and-1-didn't-care-about-this-person-and-1-didn't-get and on and on and on. I'm of
the opinion that thereis only one thingto do with that kind of feedback: throw it out without
readingit. Even if there's some kernel of intelligence in there, it's not worth mining through all that
bitternessto find it. No writer hasthe self-esteem to withstand that kind of injury.

T he other type of harmful feedback iswhat | call the "public opinion poll" feedback. It sounds
strange, but when someone asksyou for feedback, your personal tastes and opinionsare not that
relevant or useful to the task at hand. Leaveit to the producer to gather afocus group. T here are
genresthat | don't particularly like, but when | look at a script of that genre, I'm there at the service
of thewriter'sintention. The writer isnot taking apoll to seeif people like thistype of story.

So isnegative feedback ever useful? Absolutely. But here'sthetrick to it: most scripts share more or
less the same st of problems. If you're being original in your negative criticisms, you're probably just
venting out some bitterness. While the good stuff about scriptsisawaysoriginal and interesing, the



bad s uff ispretty much awaysthe same: first plot point ison page 70, we don't know what the main
character wants, there are no stakes, the premise repeatsitsef in the second act ingead of exploring
different angles of itself, there isnot enough conflict, there are competing stories or the subplots
don't connect to the main plot, the characters are forced to comply with plot points the main
problem istacked on and does not relate to the character's emotional journey. There may be a
couple others, but those are the standard ones. Y our negative feedback, if it'struly useful, is probably
the same negative feedback youve given a million times.

Instead of ligting off all the problemsin a script, | find that writers move fastest when they focuson
just one or two key issues. If you've sudied the craft, youwill know what the key problem in the
script isand you will be ableto point it out. When awriter tackles one key issue, they inevitably
discover for themselveswhat all the other problems are.

Isthisalso true of scriptsthat need a page-1 rewrite? It'smore true of those scripts. You point to
just one problem, and blam! -- you've pushed the first domino piece. Now you can St back and beam
at the writer while they have a series of "Ah-huh's!" asall the other dominosfall on their own.
Scriptsin more advanced stages generally require alonger, more detailed list of adjussments, but those
scriptsare far and few between.

Until you have studied for a while and written a few scriptsyourself, try doing what my boyfriend did:
name the one good thing, and you will have given your cherished and beloved writer the ticket to
SUCCESS.

A FINAL WORD: HOW T O RECEIVE FEEDBACK

Asfor receiving feedback: that too isaskill in it of itself. | tell my sudentsto ignore most of the
feedback that they receive. You are better off getting excellent notesfrom one experienced writer,
than gathering the opinions of ten people. | guarantee youthat you are not aware of the damage
that feedback can cause. At a painting sudio once, someone casualy passed by while | was working
and said that he loved my painting but didn't like the green. | made nothing of it. Two years later, it
dawned on me that | hadn't used green in two years The injury isdeeper and quieter than you'll ever
know.

When you do receive good feedback, you still need to stay the boss of your piece. Y ou know better
than anyone what you were intending on accomplishing. | love it when | offer writers suggestions and
they digmissit: "Naw... my character wouldn't do that ... that's not really the theme of the story...
that'snot what I'm tryingto do here..." There'snothing! love more than writers who trust their
own thinking. When they correct me, they are alwaysright. Honestly. T hat'syour mantra my
friend: trust your mind. Y ou know what isright for your script. And if you make mistakes, and |
guarantee you will, they will be your mistakes. Youwill learn from your mistakes. Y ou will not learn
from making other people's mistakes.

Thelitmustes to whether you're getting useful feedback iswhether you enjoy it. Whether the
feedback is positive or critical, receiving accurate feedback isextremely enjoyable. I've given
consultationsto writersfacing a page-1 rewrite and they still walk away with a bounce in their sep,
excitedto start the next draft. When you receive good feedback, you know concretely what you



needto do next and you feel inspiredto keep going. If you're not sure whether the feedback you're
gettingisaccurate, that'syour litmustest: do youfeel like taking a nap, or is there a bounce in your
step and atwinklein your eye.

When you're working professonally, you will receive feedback from development executives and
producers. The quality of feedback will vary tremendoudy, but that shouldn’t matter to you. If
you're being paid to incorporate someone’ s opinion, you hite the bullet and do what you can.
Sometimesit will improve the script, and if you incorporate it creatively, you don’'t haveto let it
diminish your script. But because these folks are temporarily in a position of power over you, that’s
no reason to internalize their opinions and assume they know better than you, unlesswhat they’re
saying truly makes sense to you. And certainly don't extend this courtesy to your writing group
members or friendswho are giving you feedback. If they're not payingyouto rewrite your work,
don’t even try to incorporate their suggesions.

T he most important sill to receiving feedback isto learn how to tune most of it out.
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