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Abstract 

Megan and Dan 

Nathaniel Thomas Efstation, MFA 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2014 

Supervisor:  Andrew Shea 

This report summarizes the script development, pre-production, production, and post-production 

stages of making the short film Megan and Dan. The short was produced as my graduate thesis film 

in the Department of Radio-Television-Film at The University of Texas at Austin in partial 

fulfillment of my Master of Fine Arts degree in Film Production. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Megan and Dan was developed during my third year in the MFA film production 

program at UT Austin. Initially, I had developed two other films, both with potential to 

become my thesis. The decision process to produce Megan and Dan helped further focus 

my artistic trajectory. The process of creating the film was an experience that allowed me 

to continue the task of refining my technique as a filmmaker and to continue to explore 

the technique of creating an emotional experience. 

During my first year at UT, I wrote and directed the film Ronnie’s Donuts. The 

short film was a comedy about a donut shop robbery. The process of creating the film 

was defined by the technical experience. The emphasis on technique helped to solidify 

the necessary skills for the creation of films with more nuanced emotional themes. 

Working with lighting, camera placement, sound and actors in a more formal 

environment than previously experienced gave me tools to begin to understand how to 

produce the kinds of stories that I feel compelled to create. 

In my second year as an MFA candidate, I created the short film Comes a Time. 

This film was the polar opposite of Ronnie’s Donuts in that it was western drama with 

dark themes. The emphasis on this production was on the emotional content and telling a 

story where the plot developed subtly through the actor’s performance. The technical 

elements were very much a focus as well, but as a director, the focus was more on how to 

use the technical aspects to create a story that was rich in emotional content. 
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The two other films that I considered to be my thesis besides Megan and Dan 

both had an established structure that would allow for working to create specific 

emotional landscapes. Both films focused on dark themes that would certainly provide 

further experience in achieving emotional performances. What set Megan and Dan apart 

from these other scripts was the wide breadth of emotional experiences that could be 

crafted in one short film. Instead of creating a film that largely centers around one 

emotional center, Megan and Dan provided the possibility of establishing multiple 

emotional themes throughout the film. 

This development of multiple themes and the interplay between them has become 

central to my focus as a filmmaker. Through the process of making Megan and Dan I 

have become more aware of emotional arcs and their development. The process has 

helped me in establishing a pursuit of the counterpoint and development of emotional 

themes and how to use the themes to their fullest extent. 
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STORY DEVELOPMENT 

Fear and Avoidance 

The story occurred to me one night while I was writing an assignment for class. 

Some months earlier I had been studying the film Training Day with Denzel Washington 

and Ethan Hawke. The structure of Training Day works to unfold an understanding of the 

character played by Ethan Hawke. We are also witness to his experience that is largely 

defined by the actions of the antagonist played by Denzel Washington. One of the major 

plot points in Training Day is the blackmailing of Hawke’s character after being tricked 

into taking drugs. It is a very dark moment where the audience begins to fully realize the 

severity of his predicament. 

While writing my assignment I was listening to pop music. Both early pop tunes 

and more modern selections ranging from the Jackson 5 to Katy Perry. The confluence of 

Training Day’s dark story about manipulation and the ultra feel good emotional pull of 

pop music worked to inform the plot for Megan and Dan.  

Another strong factor in the development of the story is the exploration of 

avoidance and fear. Both characters, Megan and Dan, are in moments of strong reaction 

to certain life events. Dan is engaged in avoiding the larger responsibilities that adult life 

entails and Megan is avoiding the realities of structured life and socialization. Megan and 

Dan’s characters are revealed through their behavior. Dan’s central mode of avoidance in 

the beginning of the film is alcohol abuse. Alcoholism is a theme that I explore in my 

work and a major theme in my last movie Comes a Time. 

Megan avoids her inevitable position as a member of the larger societal structure. 

She fears not being recognized as a special individual. She avoids this fate through her 
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difficult behavior. She demands recognition through her disruption. Getting to see her 

favorite pop star is a major step towards relieving her fear of not being recognized. Both 

Megan and Dan’s fears and the behavior that they employ to avoid their fears bring them 

into conflict that drives the film.  

The most important aspect of what I strive to achieve in the writing process is a 

solid plot structure. I enjoy films that utilize dramatic irony. When Dan passes out in the 

back of Jane and Megan’s Jeep, tension is created by the characters’ lack of knowledge 

about their predicament. I also strive to have characters whom all want something very 

badly. Megan will stop at nothing to get to Elle Michelle and this drive works in 

opposition to Dan’s desire to repair relations with his girlfriend. 

 

The Setting 

One of the major themes of the film is the extreme difference in the worlds of the 

characters. The film is about two worlds colliding. Dan’s environment of choice is a bar 

at night while Megan’s world is at school during the daytime. The film illustrates both 

characters in a moment of transition, so a setting that established a common ground was 

very important. The Jeep Wagoneer, that Megan’s mother Jane drives, creates a setting 

that is common to both characters. The car in motion works to show the transitional 

experience of both characters.  

The majority of the film takes place in the morning. This time of day works to 

place Dan outside of his element. When he wakes up he is immediately thrown off by the 

bright sun light and must protect his eyes. Being in the trunk of the car reveals Dan’s 

situation by showing him physically in a tight spot. This time frame, just before school, 

makes for a good setting because it is mostly experienced as a very routine time. Placing 
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action that is beyond ordinary in one of the most routinely ordinary time frames creates 

tension that propels the film.  

 

Comedy and Drama Part 1 

In the beginning I was mostly interested the dramatic tension that is created when 

Dan wakes up in the car. I was also compelled to include the darker subject matter of 

Megan taking Dan captive by threatening to frame him. Another major plot point that 

developed in the writing process was the fact that Dan’s girlfriend Karen was pregnant. 

This is another instance of dramatic tension in that Dan is unaware of this fact.  

Initially I was only focusing on these main plot points and the tension that they 

supplied to the story. The inclusion of Dan’s pregnant girlfriend and the larger 

implications of his transition began to lead the story to more dramatic themes. This 

became a central point of focus for the development of the film, which is the interplay of 

dramatic themes grounded in realistic experience and the unrealistic comedic themes that 

emerge from these dramatic experiences.  

Through the process of creation, the film began to take on the concept of a 

“dramedy”. This was uncharted territory and also an unexpected development for the 

direction of the film. Finding the substance of a dramedy did not take place until 

production, but in retrospect I can see how the groundwork for this form took root in the 

writing process. 
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Writing the Script 

Many drafts that included many different ideas were developed over the course of 

the writing process. After writing the first draft, I had the opportunity to take the script 

into our thesis class taught by PJ Raval. In that class we gave a table read of the script. 

Having my classmates read the movie and seeing their reaction showed me that there was 

definitely something working with the story. Everyone seemed to enjoy the story and 

there was more than one instance where everybody was laughing.  

After the read, the class gave me feedback about the script. It was clear that there 

was good momentum in the story and that everyone responded in some way to the plot 

and characters. Many people commented to me that it would make a great movie. 

One of the main points in the conversation was about the fact that Dan’s girlfriend 

Karen was pregnant. There was strong feeling from some classmates that Dan should 

know that Karen was pregnant at the beginning of the film. This would provide even 

greater tension and desire for Dan in trying to get back to Karen. 

This points to a central issue in the whole of the writing process, how to balance 

the dramatic tension and develop compelling likeable characters. As the writing 

progressed right up until production, the opinion that Dan was not a likeable character 

was a constant point of concern. The decision to have Dan know that Karen was pregnant 

in the beginning, made his character so unlikable that the audience interest was 

questionable. Dan’s decision to stay at the bar instead of going home with his pregnant 

girlfriend made him irredeemable in the eyes of the audience. 
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I attempted several ideas and directions to cultivate Dan’s character in an attempt 

to make him likeable. The main point of audience dislike of Dan is that he was seen as 

someone who is going behind his girlfriend’s back and attempting to have sex with 

another woman. In the beginning, Dan did inhabit a personal space where he was 

wavering morally. While he was fully committed to his relationship with Karen, he was 

making choices that led him to situations that would test that commitment. This is a level 

of ambiguity that over taxes film audiences. But this becomes a central point of what has 

developed for me as a writer and filmmaker – the difficulty of building a vehicle that can 

hold conflicting, complex character traits. Dan starts out as a character with flaws and 

through the action of the film Dan is forced to confront these flaws and make a decision. 

Another point of contention in the script was the means by which Megan takes 

Dan hostage. Megan threatens to accuse Dan of improper behavior towards her to 

blackmail him into taking her to see Elle Michelle. It’s clear that this introduces a 

somewhat serious tone into the movie, though after discussing this with many people I’ve 

found that it is not a problem for the majority of audience members. It was suggested to 

me that I just give Megan a gun to hijack Dan but after reflection I see how this is more 

culturally acceptable, but in reality is less realistic and far more disturbing. Megan’s 

behavior makes her an unlikable character, but again, this is a major point of exploration 

for me in my work. She is not a complete terror and the challenge of revealing a complex 

character with conflicting emotional behaviors is central to my work. 

As the writing progressed, I discovered the great challenge of taking flawed 

characters and working to give them obstacles that would force them to redeem 
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themselves. In their actions, they confront their flaws, and even if they are not fully shed 

of their flaws, their attempt at change makes them likable. These developing concepts 

and plot paths emerged right into production. 
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PRE-PRODUCTION 

Entering into pre-production was a challenging moment. One of the initial 

concerns about the script was that it didn’t make sense to produce a short that would 

require such an ambitious production. A consistent theme of pre-production was that to 

do the film right, it would require a large production with many moving parts. Walking 

into the planning of the film, it became clear that there were many aspects to consider in 

making the movie correctly. 

I had decided to take another year of graduate school to complete the film in the 

spring of my third year. While I didn’t know at the time that Megan and Dan would be 

the movie that I would concentrate on, I knew that a year was needed in order to 

complete the kind of production I wanted to make. Once deciding upon Megan and Dan, 

I started to hone in on the core parts of the script that would need the most attention in 

production. 

One valuable experience that helped significantly in preparing me for the movie 

was my work on my classmate Deja Bernhardt’s thesis film Returning to Ananda. I was 

assistant camera on the film and traveled with the team to Iowa during the summer to 

shoot the film. Ananda was a very large film with a large crew and cast. The team for the 

film worked well together and it was as fun experience. I realized how important it is to 

have everything put together so that the production could run smoothly. My previous 

films were much smaller affairs and largely produced by myself. At the end of the 
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Ananda shoot I asked Deja to help me produce my film, which was one of the best 

decisions that I made for the film. 

Overall the pre-production went well, especially with the help of my producers 

Deja Bernhardt and Kelly Ota. We held many meetings to keep the schedule on a proper 

timeline and to begin to put together the many parts of the film. Deja helped me to lock in 

casting directors, which were also a great source of help. 

Casting the Pop Star 

Early on we secured the services of the casting agency Brock Allen Casting in 

Austin. One of the first cast members that we decided to focus on was the pop star. In the 

beginning, I had written the part for Katy Perry. Knowing that I would be unable to get 

Perry, I worked to create the scenario where you would never see her face. So we could 

use the idea of her being there. As this idea progressed, I realized that not only could I not 

use Katy Perry’s image, I would also not be allowed to use her music. Being that another 

one of my main pursuits is music composition, I thought it would be fun to make my own 

pop star. Considering the current state of the music industry and how accessible the 

means of exposure is to a wide range of talent, I decided to create a pop star and put her 

into the pop music scene. 

During a production meeting, Deja brought up the idea of doing a pop star search 

in the same vein as American Idol or the Voice. I gradually came to see the benefit of 

exposure and how the process would uncover the best pop star for the role. We created 
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Austin Pop Star to find our pop star and advertised the event around Austin and the wider 

Central Texas area. 

 

The casting brought out a large number of young women who were interested in 

the part. We chose five women to participate and then held three events where each 

participant sang a song of choice. Through the process I was able to work with each 

possible pop star and get a feel for their ability as performers and collaborators. At the 

conclusion of the event we held public voting through Facebook. The numbers of the 

vote were not known to anyone and it was only a part of the end decision. In the end, it 

was an enormously valuable experience. There were moments in the process where each 

participant was thought to be the final choice. In the end we decided upon Lori Williams 

to play the part. 

After deciding upon Lori, we launched into a process of making the pop song and 

crafting a pop image. This process continued through production and into post-
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production. One of the great values in the process was how it helped inform the film and 

as a research vehicle for the themes that drive Megan. 

Casting dCharacters 

During the pop star search we continued to search for the rest of the cast. Working 

with Brock Allen we saw a wide range of people for the different roles. I knew from the 

outset that finding a girl that could play the part of Megan was going to be a challenge. I 

also knew that finding an actor who could pull off the comedic timing necessary for the 

film and to create a believable Dan would not be easy. Earlier I had seen a short movie 

with the actor Johnny Walter. I was enthused by his ability as a comedic actor and his 

overall treatment of a story arc.  

We held one casting session in the fall of 2013 and then another in January 2014. 

Several actors caught our attention in the first session and we called them back for the 

second. After watching several girls who all had varying degrees of experience I found 

two that I thought could play the part. The first was a bit older and I knew that she could 

play the role without issue. The problem was that because she was older, it would remove 

some of the tension that would be created by Megan being more vulnerable. The other 

potential actress was younger but had more of a developing range as an actress. I was 

concerned about her ability to carry the arc of the character. I initially wanted to play it 

safe and go with the older girl, knowing that she would be able to play the part; however, 

after consideration and urging from my producers, I decided to call back Eliza Jarrett. I 

was very skeptical but was totally convinced in that she looked exactly like what I had 

envisioned Megan looking like. At this point I had decided upon Johnny Walter for the 

part of Dan, and so I had the two of them read together. During that audition I became 
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convinced that Eliza was absolutely the best choice. I still had concerns going into 

production, but I knew that she was willing to work hard and could portray Megan well. 

She had spontaneous energy that was perfect for the part and a willingness to play. 

 

Location 

 The look of the film was very important to me. As discussed above, creating the 

different worlds of Megan and Dan was a major point of focus in the movie. I had 

originally conceived of the film to take place in Austin.  Moving forward in pre-

production it became apparent that doing the driving scenes in Austin would be difficult 

both financially and logistically. The cost of closing streets and hiring police officers for 

driving scenes would make including the scenes prohibitive. 

 We looked at many of the smaller towns just outside of Austin and became 

interested in focusing production efforts on Buda, TX. We discovered that the main street 

there had some of the same look as areas of Austin and the city seemed open to 

discussing the possibility of shooting there. We worked directly with an event planner for 

the city and found locations that would work well for the shoot.  

 After deciding on several locations in Buda, I went to the City Council meeting to 

request that the fees usually charged for street closures be waived. I made my case to the 

Mayer and council and they were kind enough to waive all the fees let us shoot for free. 

Buda was a very welcoming place to shoot and the people there were very amenable to 

our presence. In Buda we found locations for the radio station, doctors office, and bank 

parking lot. 
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 Visuals of Megan and Dan 

 Much of my style as a writer director is defined by each project’s specific nature. 

As the creative process continues and the idea takes shape the elements of the story 

suggest themselves. The content of the script and story suggest the visual style for Megan 

and Dan. As previously outlined, the major theme is the juxtaposition of two disparate 

worlds - Megan a young girl heading to school and Dan staying out late in a bar. Really 

highlighting these differences provided an entry point for the visual style of the film. 

 For the nighttime shots, I wanted the emphasis to be on the darkness and the light 

that surrounded people in the nighttime. When Dan is in the bar, lights establish the mood 

and reveal what is in the dark atmosphere of the bar. Dan’s dark clothing are linked to 

this motif. The opposite of this is Megan’s environment, which is full of light and color. I 

wanted for the morning light to be accented and bright. 

 The treatment of the car in film was very important going into production. Many 

different cars were taken into consideration for Jane and Megan’s car. In the fist draft of 

the script it was a Subaru station wagon. What was important about the car was that it 

served to place Megan’s mother Jane in a certain socio-economic position. A car that 

isn’t new and clearly has wear on it, places Jane in more of a challenging situation. This 

adds to the tension between Megan and Jane. With a new car, the attention would be 

away from challenging economic situations and give Jane more leverage over Megan’s 

behavior. 

 In thinking about the camera angles and setups for the car, I referenced Training 

Day. In Training Day a large portion of the movie takes place within the detective’s 
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Monte Carlo. This car reveals a great deal about the antagonist. The camera angles work 

to place the new detective and the superior officer in close proximity but also to minimize 

the power of Ethan Hawke’s character. I wanted to use these similar angles in Megan and 

Dan to create a dynamic feel between the two characters. I really wanted to be able to 

have both characters in the frame while the car was moving. 

 The safety plans for the driving scenes were very important in planning for the 

shoot. We looked for a place where we could close a road and be able to shoot without 

concern for traffic. In Buda we found a park that had a road that allowed us to close the 

road and get the driving shots we needed. 

Pop Star and Art Direction 

 Claire White signed on as my art director and we began to discuss the various sets 

and visual themes of the characters. One major visual theme was the pop star. I wanted 

for the pop star to be not only an auditory theme throughout the movie but also a visual 

one. In the very opening shot of the movie, the first image that we see is an Elle Michelle 

poster. In the scene where Dan bumps into Shelly, the hallway is lined with fliers, and 

among the fliers are more Elle Michelle posters. On Megan’s bag there is also an Elle 

Michelle button. All of these visual elements increase as we move through the movie. 

When the characters arrive at the radio station, all the children there to see Michelle are 

dressed in similar color schemes and have Elle Michelle posters and signs. 

 The end scene at the concert brings the darkness of the beginning and the 

culmination of the Elle Michelle visual theme together. Claire created the design for the 
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stage including the moving star. This was important to me as an element of the movie 

that I was interested in exploring; that is movement utilizing movement to guide the 

viewer through the frame. This movement on the stage provided another source of 

interest and focus. 

Director of Photography 

Patrick Smith was the director of photography for my pre-thesis Comes a Time 

and after that experience I knew that I wanted to work with him again. One of many 

reasons that I like working with Patrick is his ability to inhabit the moment and work with 

what is present to create the best shot possible. Much of the work of exploration is 

allowed to unfold on set and this is central to the way in which I work. That is not to say 

there isn’t all the necessary planning, but planning that is intended to control the 

environment ends up being in the way of the best possible results. Patrick is never afraid 

to explore the surroundings and light and work towards the best solution for any given 

scene. 

Going into production we talked extensively about the shots and setups. One 

primary focus was on the car scenes. It was important to allow for the car to help 

establish the choreography and to use the camera to emphasis the car’s effect on the 

action. Just like in Training Day the car needed to be treated like a character in the film. I 

wanted our shots of the car to highlight the unique shape and color of the vehicle. 

The first shot of the movie was one that I wanted to bring the audience into the 

movie. One of the techniques that I employ is bringing the audience into the movie with 
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movement and sound that draws in the viewer. This beginning shot is based somewhat on 

the first shot of in Boogie Nights. The music for Megan and Dan begins on a quite 

melody before the first picture and then when the picture opens on the title card the music 

in the bar blasts. The opening music is a prelude of sorts bringing the audience into the 

movie and providing a glimpse of some of the emotional elements to come. 

Scheduling the Shoot 

The scheduling of the shoot was very important. What made the scheduling so 

vital was the fact that one of the main actresses was a child actress and could only work 

on set for nine hours a day. We had to be very conscious of how the days were planned in 

order to get all of the shots that we needed. The shoot was scheduled around doing the 

driving shots first and saving the night shoots until the end of the shoot.  

Final Preparation 

As production drew near, I decided to get the actors together and have a read 

through of the script. This was an opportunity for everybody to meet and hopefully begin 

to transition into a team for the shoot.  

The read went quite well and it gave me a great overall impression of the different 

actors temperaments and some of the tools they would bring to the table. The script was 

still in process during the read and I asked for feedback on how the film should end. 

Everybody had a suggestion and Eliza commented that the momentum died every time 

the radio announcers took over. After the read through we discussed costuming with our 
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costume designer Kelly Decker.  Eliza and Elizabeth Maxwell who played Shelly both 

brought ideas for their character that we collectively decided upon. 

I held one rehearsal with Eliza that went quite well. The rehearsal gave us an 

opportunity to get used to working together and to find a groove before production began. 

There were several moments in the rehearsal where she would leave the moment and I 

began to see the ways of bringing the focus back into the imaginary circumstances. This 

also gave me an opportunity to get used to being observed by her parents who would be 

on set for the production. 
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PRODUCTION 

Beginning 

The day before the start of the shoot, I went with Deja two hours outside of 

Austin to Kerrville TX in order to pick up the Jeep Wagoneer. Chip Miller the owner of 

Wagonmaster restoration was generous in letting us use the Grand Wagoneer for free. 

Returning to Austin, the weather turned and began to rain and sleet. This continued 

through the night and the next day there was significant ice warnings for Austin. We were 

forced to cancel the day. It was not the best way to start the shoot but we were 

determined to get all the shots we needed in principal photography.  

The following day we began in Buda with the bank parking lot scene. This was a 

nice way to get the production moving in that the environment was somewhat controlled 

and the weather cooperated. We did encounter a significant sound problem. The city of 

Buda was founded as a train depot. At least twice an hour, a train would pass through 

town blasting its horn. The parking lot that we shot the bank scene in was close to the 

train tracks. Every time a train would come through town, if we were shooting dialogue, 

we would have to stop. Initially this was a big issue, but after some time we were able to 

strike a rhythm with the train traffic. 

 

Complications 

As with any production we encountered several difficult situations. The first 

mentioned above was the weather at the beginning of the shoot. The second major 
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complication was the car. After starting the driving shots, the Jeep Grand Wagoneer 

began to shut down while it was running.  

Initially, this did not seem to be a major issue until the problem persisted. The 

Jeep would shut down frequently while running. With only a small portion of the driving 

shots completed, I was concerned that we would have to start over with a new vehicle. 

During this time we stayed in contact with the vehicle’s owner. He worked with 

us to try and keep the car running. Over time we were able to figure out the 

idiosyncrasies of the vehicle and keep it running. But we knew our time was limited 

because the car was obviously not going to continue to cooperate. We were able to 

proceed with the driving portion of the shoot, but the car slowed production considerably.  

During the driving section we encountered another day of bad weather and had to 

cancel that day as well. It was looking like we would not be able to get the shoot 

completed with the time we had scheduled with the camera. Needing to finish the filming 

in the time allotted for the shoot, the scheduling began to become a constant source of 

distraction. For the most part, I was able to stay focused on directing, working with the 

actors and setting up shots, but it did at times take effort to not think about the scheduling 

concerns. 

 

Directing 

During the read through it was clear that the actors all had a good sense of what 

the script intended. Several actors had questions about their parts and it was good to 

begin exploring the circumstances of their characters. As the production unfolded, I 

worked with the actors to invoke the emotional lives of their characters. 
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One of the most important experiences during my time in Austin has been with 

the acting teacher Laurel Vouvray at In the Moment Acting Studio. Laurel is a master 

acting teacher who studied with Sanford Meisner. After studying with Laurel for a year 

and a half I began to get a greater feel for what acting entails. Laurel’s insistence that the 

emotional lives of characters are real and present has guided me both as a director and as 

an actor. Being familiar with the practice of behaving truthfully in imaginary 

circumstances allowed me to be more aware of how to better assist the actors. 

During the production of my first film Ronnie’s Donuts I had the opportunity to 

work with child actors. It was a good experience and allowed me to get some experience 

directing young actors. Megan and Dan was a completely different experience in that a 

child actor was one of the main characters. I had several concerns going into production 

about how the process would go in working with Eliza. Eliza was 10 years old at the time 

of the shoot. She had quite a lot of experience shooting commercials but had not 

experienced the advanced blocking and character arc that the film demanded.  

The first day of shooting with Eliza involved her scenes with Circe Sturm who 

played Jane. We filmed Circe’s shots first and then turned the camera around for Eliza’s 

shots. It took some work to get Eliza to the energetic place that Megan would be in 

during the scene, but Eliza worked well to focus her energy and arrive at an excellent 

performance. I realized that it would be a process, just like working with adult actors 

involving exploring the scene and the emotional circumstances. 

 

In the Moment 

As mentioned above, my work with Laurel Vourvray has been vital to my process 

of discovering my artistic trajectory. After studying classical guitar for many years, I 
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began to see the process of expressing the self through the articulation of music. Studying 

with Laurel has allowed me to see how that translates into acting. This discovery of this 

mode expression translated to my directing as I worked with the actors during Megan and 

Dan. Not only was I able to see how their reactions and intentions were more engaged, I 

was able to be more present to feel the emotional stakes of a given scene. 

The training that I experienced with Laurel gave me a new feel for working with 

actors. Not only that, it allowed me to become more emotionally engaged in how the 

camera is used to create an emotional landscape. Both camera placement and 

performance became the means for articulating the expression of self. The focus was 

placed on the changing nature of emotion and self and how that worked to define the 

beats of the story. 

 

Comedy and Drama Part 2 

The finer elements of the story continued to evolve throughout the shoot. One of 

the main conversations that had started at the genesis of the script was the deeper 

emotional arc of the characters. There are many elements of the story that have deeper 

emotional centers. Dan’s behavior of avoidance and Megan’s disruptive behavior are 

both driven by emotional circumstances rooted in non-comedic themes. I was advised on 

several occasions to not include the fact that Dan’s girlfriend was pregnant. My decision 

to keep this plot point led to the discussion that unfolded during the shoot. 

Another moment that I was confronted with the more dramatic elements of the 

story was when I had a call back with Eliza. In the call back we played with some of the 

underlying emotional experiences that might drive Megan’s character to behave as she 

does. The discussion centered on acceptance and the feelings of isolation from a peer 



 

 23 

group. Megan wanting acceptance and connection is what is driving her intense desire to 

meet Elle Michelle. 

Dan’s character is in need of maturing. His emotional experience is rooted in 

holding on to past experiences. This keeps him from seeing and accepting his current 

situation. In finding out that his girlfriend Karen is pregnant the illusion that he has 

fostered about his life falls away which results in an emotional catharsis.  

Both Dan and Megan’s emotional drives could largely have been left out of the 

movie. I could have made a broad comedy without touching upon the more dramatic 

elements present in the story. Going into the doctor’s Ooffice scene, we had been 

working towards a more dramatic approach for the scene. We wanted for the film to be 

more of a dramedy than a straight comedy. I was very eager to see how we could pull this 

off and it all hinged on the scene in the doctor’s office.  

When we began shooting the scene it was clear that Johnny was preparing for a 

very emotional moment. When the confrontation arrived between Karen and Dan, Johnny 

played the scene very emotionally. I was not prepared for how he delivered the 

performance. It was much more dramatic than I had envisioned. After two takes of the 

scene, we had to move on. I was still in a bit of shock by the sudden turn in the emotional 

landscape.  

Moving on to other beats in the scene I became concerned that the emotional 

weight of the scene was more than the film could handle. Up until that point, the film had 

been shot very comedic. There was a moment when in the car, Dan learns that Karen is 

pregnant that was dramatic but far from level of emotion that was happening in the 

doctor’s office. My concern grew throughout the day and I talked with my producers. 
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Everyone agreed that the performance was great, though the concern that it was out of 

balance seemed to be shared with my producers (though not as much as I was concerned).  

My solution was to reshoot Karen’s dialogue with Dan to make her seem much 

more bothered and at a breaking point with Dan. While I still felt a great deal of concern 

about the scene this helped in moving forward. The true nature of the scene would be 

arrived at during editing. 

Megan’s arc finds its resolution in the doctor’s office. When she observes the red 

underwear fall out of Dan’s pocket, she is faced with a decision. She decides to not harass 

him and puts the garment away. This is designed to reveal a change in Megan. She pauses 

and allows for others to have a moment rather than continuing to be disruptive. 

At the radio station, we see that Megan is saddened by not getting to meet Elle 

Michelle.  This again is an uncovering of her deeper emotional state. Rather than keep it 

merely comedic, we attempted to let her character evolve and voice more nuanced 

reactions. 

 

Extras 

One of the great experiences of the shoot was working with extras. Many extras 

were used throughout the filming of the movie. The main scenes with many extras were 

during the radio station scene and at the concert scene. Most of the extras during the radio 

scene were younger children. The scene called for them to be really excited to see their 

favorite pop star Elle Michelle. 

In working on these scenes with the extras, I became conscious of the differences 

in directing approach. While working one on one with actors was generally centered on 

very fine tuned direction, working with a large group of extras for these scenes, the 
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direction was simplified. Communicating with the large group was a good experience and 

everyone reported having a good time. 
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POST-PRODUCTION 

Editing 

Processing all of the footage took some time to organize. Setting up the project in 

Avid, I made sure to keep things organized so that I could enter into editing and also be 

prepared for color and sound. The process of editing Megan and Dan reminded me of 

how much I enjoyed editing. 

Following my experience with my pre-thesis, I wanted to work with an editor. I 

also knew that I am very intent on knowing all of the possibilities that exist within the 

footage. While looking for and editor I continued to edit the film. I was unable to find a 

sole editor to take over the project, but I did have four undergraduates who acted as 

assistant editors. I gave them all the footage and asked that they edit together selected 

scenes. Doing this provided me with another viewpoint on the footage and to present 

solutions to some of the problematic areas. It was great getting feedback from the 

assistant editors and seeing the footage through other eyes. 

As the cut progressed, I held several screenings with my producers and other 

collaborators to get feedback. All the feedback suggested that the beginning of the movie 

was too slow and that it took too long to get to the turning point of the first act. 

Gradually, I began cutting shots and moments to try and tighten up the first half of the 

film. This process was very rewarding. 

One of the great moments of shortening the cut was during the screenings that I 

had with my peers. While watching, I started to observe the moments where the tension 

of the film was lost and the momentum slowed. This experience was mostly only 

available when watching the film with others. 
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Comedy and Drama Part 3 

Continuing to edit, I confronted the tone of the film again regarding the balance of 

comedic material and dramatic material. Watching through the different takes of 

Johnny’s performance in the Dr. Office I was initially concerned again that the scene 

took on dramatic weight that was too much for the film. Working with the footage I was 

able to cut the performance together so that it began to add a nice dramatic layer to the 

film. The dramatic arc of the film was made stronger by the car scene where Dan learns 

about Karen’s pregnancy. 

In the scene, Megan reveals that Karen is pregnant and then consoles him by 

putting her hand on his shoulder. It is a small moment that sets up a deeper connection 

between Megan and Dan and at the same time, takes us deeper into Dan’s emotional 

state. Our shift to viewing Dan differently comes even earlier in the cop scene. When 

Megan scolds Dan for his mistake Dan fumbles for an answer. It’s funny to watch him 

struggle but also Megan’s words have a certain weight that affects Dan. This moment is 

the first encounter where the audience begins to feel for Dan’s plight. 

Another moment that came through in the editing was Megan’s decision not to 

harass Dan with the red panties. This took some work in the editing to find the right 

moment that she can witness the interaction between Karen and Dan. When Megan sees 

Karen she has a shift and makes a change by putting the underwear in her pocket.  

The editing of Karen also helps to define the dramatic tone of the film. Most of 

the shots of Karen are considerably longer than any other character. This positions her as 

a grounding force in the movie. While Dan and Megan both have longer shots in the film, 

much of their shots are quick and more action oriented. 
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Turning Points 

One of the greatest experiences in editing the film was finding the turning points 

or the point of each scene. By understanding how to really trim down each scene to what 

was important, it allowed for the film to maintain the momentum that it needs. The faster 

pace of the film also lends itself to comedic timing. Some moments that previously were 

not funny took on a more comedic tone once the scenes were shortened. 

 

Sound and Music 

The sound of Megan and Dan is vital because it carries much of the narrative 

information in the film. The key piece of the movie revolves around Elle Michelle being 

at the radio station. This information is delivered through the DJ on the radio in Megan 

and Jane’s car. It’s important that this layer of sound be audible and yet allow for the 

sound that is happening in the car to continue to be heard. Elle Michelle on the radio is 

another moment where it’s vital that the action in the car be present but that the radio is 

audible to deliver the information. 

The car chase is a moment where sound helps to sell the action. Without the tire 

squeals and engine sounds, the fact that Megan and Dan get away from the policeman 

would be less believable. Dan being hit by the car at the radio station is also sold through 

the use of sound.  

The music is an important part of the film, most notably the Elle Michelle song. 

This is a song that I crafted with Lori Williams who plays the part of Elle Michelle. We 

spent time over the course of three months writing the lyrics and the music. This song 

serves to introduce the idea of Elle Michelle and keep her present throughout the movie. 
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Color 

Color makes the film come alive in many ways. Working with Simon Quiroz on 

my pre-thesis, I knew that I wanted to work with him again on Megan and Dan. One of 

the focuses of our discussion on how Megan and Dan should look was on the film Boogie 

Nights. Seeing how the colors are such a vital part of Boogie Nights served as an 

inspiration for Megan and Dan.  I wanted for the colors in the film to highlight the 

emotional quality of any given scene. As mentioned above the differing nature of Megan 

and Dan’s worlds are very important to highlight. I wanted for Dan’s nighttime scene to 

be dark and to have the colored lights really come through. I also wanted for the color 

that Karen is wearing to be a contrast to the dark scene.  

Megan and the pop star both needed to have very strong color palette. Claire 

White my production designer helped to establish the color palette for Elle Michelle and 

this color carried over into Megan’s design.  
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OVERALL EXPERIENCE 

The experience of writing and directing Megan and Dan was a very rewarding 

experience. Watching an idea formulate and then take shape through the writing process 

and the film production helped me to understand the interplay of emotional content and 

how to better evoke real dramatic moments. 

Working with a large crew was a great experience as well. My previous films had 

been made with a very small crew, so it was nice to work with many people who made 

the film possible.  My producers Deja Bernhardt and Kelly Ota were responsible for 

much of the film and this was a new experience. It was nice to be able to focus more on 

the creative aspects and also have support in the creative process from two amazing 

filmmakers.  

I am very proud of Megan and Dan. It is a film that is ambitious in scope. I am 

happy that it is a film capable of holding comedic elements as well as dramatic ones. The 

opportunity of working to craft an emotional rollercoaster has given me a new 

perspective on the art of filmmaking that I look forward to continuing to fine tune.   

 

DISTRIBUTION 

Moving forward, I plan to submit the film to as many film festivals as I can. The 

submission strategy will be to submit to larger festivals first and then submit to smaller 

festivals. The main goal of screening at a larger festival is to find help in working 

towards a feature version of the film. The film has good energy and I think it would make 

for a good feature film that would play well with a wider audience. 
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Another strategy for distribution is through the music that was composed for the 

film. The pop songs performed by Lori Williams, the actress who plays Elle Michelle, 

have strong potential to help gather support for the film. We plan to distribute the music 

online and work at building a fan base for Elle Michelle. These fans would learn about 

the film through the music. 

THE PROCESS 

During my time at the University of Texas I have learned many things. One of the 

most important is the value of trusting and learning from the process. Before moving to 

Austin to attend the MFA program, I had experience in producing and creating artistic 

projects. But while always engaged in the process of development, I look back and 

realize that the focus was mostly on the end product. My time at UT has shown me the 

value of allowing the process to help define what the end product will be. 

One of the main elements in the process of filmmaking that shapes the outcome is 

people. Filmmaking is grounded in working with others to achieve a common goal. 

Creating movies allows filmmakers to engage with the world in ways that are unique to 

the form. Entering into the Production MFA program I was unaccustomed to truly 

collaborating with other artists. Walking through the program has shown me how 

engaging with different experiences and viewpoints give rise to shared experience and 

artistic direction that could not be achieved alone. Whereas before entering the program I 

focused on establishing a direction to achieve an outcome, I now have faith in the process 

and enjoy the unfolding of artistic creation. 
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Appendix A: The Script 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 33 

 



 

 34 



 

 35 



 

 36 



 

 37 



 

 38 



 

 39 



 

 40 



 

 41 



 

 42 



 

 43 



 

 44 

 
 
 



 

 45 



 

 46 



 

 47 



 

 48 



 

 49 



 

 50 



 

 51 



 

 52 



 

 53 



 

 54 



 

 55 



 

 56 



 

 57 



 

 58 



 

 59 



 

 60 



 

 61 



 

 61 

Appendix B: Visual References 

The following images served as inspiration and reference both technically and 

artistically. 

 

 

 

The driving sequences in Training Day provided inspiration for the car scenes in 

Megan and Dan. 

 

 
  
 It was important to have both characters in the same shot as seen here. 
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Here is a comparison with the Training Day Shots. 
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In Training Day the officer’s car plays an important part in the film. 
 
 
 

 
 
The Jeep Grand Wagoneer in Megan and Dan was shot to be as important as a 
character. 
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The opening scene to Boogie Nights provided inspiration for Megan and Dan. 
 
 
 

 
 
The opening shot of Megan and Dan is a long tracking shot that brings the viewer into 
the film.
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The color pallet in Boogie Nights was also an inspiration for Megan and Dan. 
 
 
 

 
 
Costuming was a major part of defining the roles of Megan and Dan. Boogie Nights was 
inspirational in its handling of the costumes.  
 


