Meet The Reader

By Ray Morton

“The Joy Of Feedback”

I had an interesting reading experience lately. I read a script that impressed me as being a rather sober, serious drama about a topical issue. When it came time for me to do my coverage, I reviewed it as such and thought no more about it. You can imagine my surprise, then, when a few weeks later I received an angry response from the author of the piece in which he took me to task for reviewing his script as a rather sober, serious drama about a topical issue, when it was clearly (to him, anyway) a wild and crazy, American Pie–style, gross out comedy. He went on to deliver a few choice opinions about my poor perceptive abilities, which he felt must be the result of my ancestors failing to complete the evolutionary process before they tumbled from the trees.

The discourse on my ancestors’ Darwinian difficulties aside, this broadside intrigued me, because one of the things that struck me about the script when I was reading it was that -- aside from the fact that some of the characters behaved more eccentrically than characters in rather sober, serious, topical dramas usually do -- I didn’t find there to be one funny thing – intentionally or otherwise – in it. In fact, one of my notes was that the script was too heavy and needed to be lightened up a bit.

This is not the first time this has happened. Over the years I have read many scripts where the writer’s description of his work in no way matched the content of the pages between his brads. I’ve actually experienced this as a writer myself. On the flip side of what happened above, I once wrote what I thought was a very serious drama about a big, important issue and was quite puzzled as to why everyone who read it kept praising me for my wacky characters and gut-bustingly funny dialogue.

This gap between intention and perception fascinates me – what is responsible for the often-considerable difference between what a writer thinks he has written and the impression it makes on a reader? The answer lies, I think, in the fact that writing is such an essentially isolated pursuit. In the course of crafting a piece, an author develops an intensive one-on-one relationship with his work. As in a really great love affair, the outside world is shut out and the relationship comes to exist in a glorious bubble all its own. As a result, tunnel vision often sets in. With no outside reactions to use as a signpost, a writer can easily lose his way and not realize that what is emerging from his word processor is not quite what he intended to produce when he first sat down to write.

The way to prevent this is simple. Have another set (or sets) of eyes take a look at your work -- get some outside feedback, compare it with your goals and intentions and make whatever course corrections are necessary to keep your ship from docking in the wrong port. It seems obvious that such a step is not only logical and practical, but in a profession in which the final success of your work is determined by the ultimate outside opinion – audience reaction – damn near essential. As obvious as it may seem, however, this is the step in the writing process most often overlooked or skipped altogether.

There are several reasons for this. One is simply time. There is often incredible pressure from producers, agents and writers themselves to get scripts finished and submitted as quickly as possible. Deals, projects, opportunities and entire careers often hang on making or beating deadlines and, in such pressure cooker situations, taking time for reaction and retooling can seem like a impossible luxury. Another reason is insecurity – if a writer is feeling shaky about a project, all he needs is someone confirming his fears that there is something wrong with his baby to cause his confidence to drop through the floor. Lastly, there’s ego. Some authors are so convinced that everything they write is gold that the notion that input from someone else could help them improve their script is laughable. Their scripts don’t need improving. They’re perfect just the way they are (uh huh).  

Seen from this perspective, skipping the input phase of the writing process is pretty understandable. But it can also be fatal, because, without input, the first person to read your script is going to be the reader at the production company, agency or contest you’re submitting to. At this point, the ball is in play.  A professional reader is not going to take time to carefully consider your masterpiece and then give you encouraging feedback. He/she is reading your script for one reason only – to see if it works. If it doesn’t, then it gets tossed onto the reject pile and it’s on to the next one. The race is over before you’ve even gotten out of the gate. It doesn’t matter how much work you do on it after the fact, because no one is going to read it again. Oh, sure – you can resubmit it, but as soon as the script hits the reader’s desk, he/she is going to crinkle his/her nose and say, “Oh, I remember that script. It sucked.” And back into the out pile it will go. Remember the old adage – “You never get a second chance to make a first impression.” This is one time when you can count on it.

Okay, so hopefully by now I’ve sold you on the importance of getting feedback on your work before you submit it. The question then becomes “so, where do I get this feedback from?” Most people tend to automatically give the script to a trusted loved one, but I don’t think this is a good idea for the simple reason that it is usually pretty difficult to get an honest, objective opinion from our loved ones. As a rule, they tend to be biased in our favor (this is one of the very best things about loved ones) – they’re usually quite proud of us and think everything we do is great, even if it’s not. This is great for second grade finger painters, but not so great for professional or aspiring professional screenwriters. If our loved ones are capable of reading our work with an unbiased eye, they often hesitate to give us an honest opinion because they’re afraid to hurt our feelings. This is wonderful and sweet, but, again, not very helpful.

The best course of action is to find someone to read your script that you know will give you an honest, objective opinion and good constructive criticism. The most obvious candidate is another writer (preferably another screenwriter). Writers tend to hang with other writers, so chances are you’ll be able to find someone in your writing class or writing group. Choose someone whose opinion you respect and whose advice you trust. If you know of more than one person who fits the bill, then ask them to read your work as well. Multiple readers are the best way to find out which aspects of your script work and which don’t, because, if your readers are good, you’ll probably get a consensus on both.

Another way to get feedback is to submit your script to a professional script evaluation service. These are organizations that use professional readers and development people to read your script and give you – for a fee, of course -- a (written) analysis of your script from a professional and marketplace point of view. Most also offer notes on how to revise and improve your work. Be careful, though – while there are a lot of really good eval services out there, there are lots of not-so-good ones as well. Check out the professional credits of anyone claiming to be a script doctor or consultant. If they’re for real, they’ll be happy to furnish them. If they hesitate, move on. Also, beware of services that require you to sign any kind of agreement giving them any kind of shopping or representation rights to your work. These people are really fringe aspiring producers looking for no cost ways to option material. You’ll end up doing a lot of rewriting for nothing and will lose control of your own material  – sometimes for a while and sometimes permanently.

A great way to get feedback and one that I recommend highly is to hold a formal reading of your script. If you have access to actors, ask them to participate, but really any group of enthusiastic persons will do. Gather everyone around a table, assign each reader a part (assign someone to read the stage directions as well) and have them read your script aloud with as much energy and good spirits as they can muster. You yourself shouldn’t participate – all you should do is listen. This will allow you to remain objective and take the whole thing in. Hearing your script brought to life, even in such a rudimentary fashion, is an amazing experience. You get to see what works and what doesn’t in a vibrant and three-dimensional way. You are also bound to get some pretty interesting surprises: relationships and chemistry between characters develop in ways you never anticipated (which is sometimes good and sometimes not); bits you thought were slam dunks fall flat; dialogue you considered throwaway gets a tremendous reaction. All of this gives you a totally new perspective on what you’ve created and will be a terrific aide in helping you revise, correct and enhance your writing. I recommend that every script have a reading, but I especially recommend it for comedies, which, more than any other genre, relies on audience reaction for viability (“if they don’t laugh, it ain’t funny”).

Once you get the feedback, the most important thing you can do is LISTEN TO IT!

Writers are notorious for reacting poorly to feedback. This is understandable – writing is incredibly hard, incredibly personal and incredibly time-consuming. No one wants to spend months crafting their masterpiece only to be told their Mona Lisa has a moustache. But, understandable as it may be, such an attitude is counter-productive and gets in the way of the ultimate goal – to produce the best script possible. So, don’t get defensive. Don’t rationalize. Don’t mistake how hard you’ve worked for the final product. And don‘t mistake intention for result. 

Listen carefully to what your readers have to say. Look for points of consensus (if most of your readers agree a certain part of your script works well, then you’re probably in good shape. If most of your readers have a problem with a certain part, then you’ve probably got some work to do). Look for points of confusion. Look for affirmation (for places where the jokes, plot twists and surprises work as you intended them). Look for places where the readers’ reaction is totally the opposite of what you’d aimed for. 

Ask your readers questions: What parts of the script did you like the best? What parts did you have problems with? Why didn’t those parts work for you? What would make things clearer for you? And so on. Compare the responses you receive to your intentions for the piece. Ponder them and then revise your script. Get more feedback and then revise again. Do this as many times as you need to until your script accurately reflects the vision you had for it when you first sat down to write. Then send your script out into the world, confident that, come what may, you’ve said what you had to say in the very best way possible. This is the writer’s challenge. And his reward.
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