0:00 David James: Hello and welcome to SC&I Career Talks! Why we display why it's great to learn with us and communicate. I'm your host, David James. We have a great lineup of conversations ahead of us today. I'm super excited to be speaking with our guest, Zach Morrison.
0:13 David James: Zach Morrison is a comedy writer and filmmaker from New Jersey.
0:20 David James: His work includes writing and directing the TV pilot Canoosa Street and the Emmy Award–winning short musical Everything's Fine: A Panic Attack in D Major.
0:30 David James: He has also created sketches and celebrity videos for major brands like BuzzFeed, Tasty, Esquire, and MTV.
0:39 David James: Zach has also worked as a writer's assistant and script coordinator in late-night comedy, with past credits including The Tonight Show Starring Jimmy Fallon, The Kids Tonight Show, Late Night with Seth Meyers, and Saturday Night Live.
0:52 David James: Zach has an MFA in television writing from Columbia University and a BA from Rutgers University, where he double majored in Journalism, Media Studies, and Digital Filmmaking. He is also a proud member of the Rutgers TAP and SKILL Society. Without further ado, we welcome Zach Morrison!
1:09 David James: Zach, how are you?
1:12 Zach Morrison: I'm good, I'm good. How are you doing? Thanks for having me.
1:16 David James: Yeah, no problem. Thank you for being here; we really appreciate you sharing your career journey and perspective throughout the industry with us. So to kick it off, give us a brief overview of your career journey.
1:28 Zach Morrison: Oh man, I’ll just unpack my entire life story. Um, I’m a comedy writer and filmmaker. I got my start at Rutgers — I worked at RUTV and for what’s now Student Affairs Media and Marketing. I was one of the first students to take classes at what is now Mason Gross BFA film program. I also did Journalism and Media Studies, so I was kind of all over the place.
I always wanted to be a filmmaker, and in between classes, and sometimes skipping class, I would shoot comedy sketches and projects with friends at Rutgers. While I was a student, I interned at a couple of places at MTV and spent a few years in and out of MTV. My first PA job was on a sports documentary, ESPN 30 for 30 about Bo Jackson.
By the time I graduated Rutgers, I had to decide whether to move to New York and work as a PA/camera operator or focus on writing and directing my own stuff. I chose to go to grad school at Columbia for my MFA, spent four years making my own projects while working in late-night TV as a writer’s PA, intern, and then assistant, including Jimmy Fallon. My grad school thesis, a musical comedy called Everything’s Fine, won an Emmy in 2019, which brought me to Los Angeles, got me my manager, and started my Hollywood journey. Fast forward to 2020, I finished production on my first television pilot, Canoosa Street, a half-hour workplace sitcom taking place on the U.S.-Canada border. We’re currently trying to sell the show. Along the way, I’ve worked on a bunch of fun, crazy projects. Anyone working in TV will tell you it’s an all-over-the-place career, but it’s been a fun journey so far.
4:28 David James: You have a rather interesting career. Just mentioning the pilot, getting a pilot off the ground is a huge amount of work for just one episode, and then waiting for a full pickup. Can you talk a little about the kinds of jobs and gigs you’ve had, and what a day looks like for you? Some students might be on a nine-to-five schedule, but yours seems very different.
5:10 Zach Morrison: Well today, it looks like I’m doing a whole lot of nothing, sitting in my pajamas at my parents’ house in East Brunswick. But it varies. Some days, I work on my own projects, writing, brainstorming, editing, shooting, often juggling seven things at once. Right now, I’m in post-production on my comedy pilot, editing, and coordinating with colorists and sound designers. I’m also editing a project from Comic-Con last week, writing a new project, and producing a commercial series, half remotely, half in person.
Other times, I’m on a show, recently I was a script coordinator for an Andy Cohen Bravo reality reunion, which was 12-14 hour days. I also did the Kids Tonight Show last summer for a month, nine-to-five. It’s always changing, but the constant is juggling multiple projects. Unlike corporate media, there’s no regular schedule, health insurance, or paycheck, but all these projects eventually move me to the next phase of my career. It’s terrifying and exciting. I wish I had a day-to-day schedule, but I don’t think I ever will.
8:12 David James: Interesting. We’ll talk more about skills later, but would you encourage aspiring writers, filmmakers, and storytellers to try different positions within the industry rather than focusing on one path?
8:40 Zach Morrison: It depends on what you want to do. There are many paths. For example, being a producer is different from being a writer. You have to put yourself in a position to do what you want. If you want to be a writer, you have to write, there’s no shortcut. Seth Meyers once told me, “Stop saying you’re an aspiring writer,  there’s no such thing. You either write or you don’t.” It’s a mentality you have to adopt.
Directors direct; writers write. I create projects so I can direct them. You can’t wait for someone to call you with an opportunity, you make the opportunity yourself.
10:53 David James: That’s interesting. That brings me to my next question
10:59 David Janes: What type of skill sets, um, or rather personality as well, do you think students should be practicing and rather honing in or rather positioning their mind to go into.
11:02 Zach Morrison: Um, you kind of have to be a crazy person, like, you have to because everything in this industry is going to tell you: “Don’t do it. Stop. This is insane.”
11:23 Zach Morrison: People in your life are going to tell you, “Don’t do it. Stop. This is insane.”
11:28 Zach Morrison: You know, the idea of, like, “Oh, you mean I have to quit my full-time pencil-pushing data entry job because I don’t have enough time in my life to write my own material?” Oh, like, damn. Like, what do I do? Like, that’s insane.
11:42 Zach Morrison: So, you just have to commit to doing it, and inherently it’s kind of like, it’s objectively crazy in order to want to pursue this industry as a creative.
11:53 Zach Morrison: Every mechanic of the industry, from executives, from jobs, from lifestyle, everything is going to be getting in your way, and so you have to commit to it.
12:08 Zach Morrison: If you can see yourself doing anything else in the universe and being potentially happy, then go do that, because this is not for you.
12:14 Zach Morrison: But if you can accept that there’s going to be a lot of rejection and a lot of people telling you no, and if you can handle that, then that’s fine.
12:27 Zach Morrison: And so, like, I think that skill set, just being able to handle the thing, that’s kind of super important.
12:35 Zach Morrison: Outside of that, it’s also a matter of getting into the habit of waking up in the morning, putting clothes on, and doing the work. That’s important, because you’re only going to get that script written if you write it.
12:53 Zach Morrison: There are so many reasons not to do it, excuses like, “I have to go to work,” “I have to go to school,” “I want to do this today.” Eventually, you just have to force yourself to do the work, and that takes years to learn. I still struggle with it.
13:27 Zach Morrison: Being able to fight through that is a skill set.
13:34 Zach Morrison: On the technical side, yeah, you have to learn how to use Final Draft; if you’re an editor or filmmaker, you have to learn how to use a camera and edit. But first and foremost, it’s the mentality: “I can’t do anything else. If I don’t do this, I’m not fulfilling my life purpose.”
14:00 Zach Morrison: You have to have that drive, and I think that’s the most important skill to have.
14:03 David Janes: So, what would you tell students who want to enter the field? Is there one way to enter the field?
14:13 Zach Morrison: There’s no one way, and that’s the hard part. There’s no answer. You can go 10,000 different ways. I went to grad school; other people can lock themselves in a cabin and write. On comedy, you can do stand-up. Filmmakers can make shorts. Writers can write for publications. There are so many ways.
14:45 Zach Morrison: What’s more important is just doing something, whatever it is, just do it.
15:13 Zach Morrison: Every studio executive, every development person, every representative would say, “Just do your thing. Keep doing it.” After 10 years, that’s right: keep making your stuff.
15:38 Zach Morrison: Sometimes we get hired to make other people’s stuff; sometimes we’re unemployed, which means we can make our own.
16:12 Zach Morrison: I’d say to students: What excites you? If it excites you, you’ll want to do more. Always have something you’re working on, whether it’s TV, film, documentary, news, vlogging, web have a project.
17:04 David Janes: On networking: It’s crucial, as well as having a social media presence, website, or LinkedIn profile to showcase your work.
17:21 Zach Morrison: I hate social media, but here we are. You have to exist everywhere, even if it’s terrible.
18:01 Zach Morrison: Anyone not on social media is irrelevant in interviews. You need a portfolio or a place to show your work.
19:01 Zach Morrison: I’ve never gotten a job through applying. Every job I’ve had from Rutgers until 2022 has been through someone emailing or calling me to connect with another person.
20:15 Zach Morrison: Network. That’s all that matters: build relationships and make friends who will rise with you in the industry. Horizontal networking is key.
21:26 David Janes: That brings us to our last question: Any piece of advice you’d tell your younger self or alumni/current students?
21:41 Zach Morrison: The best advice I received: there’s no such thing as an “aspiring writer.” That broke something in my brain. I was waiting for permission to start my career. I realized: my career has already started now is the time. Don’t wait.
24:36 Zach Morrison: Where you are is where you’re supposed to be. Embrace the now.
25:07 David Janes: Would you mind sharing your social media handles to connect with students and alumni?
25:17 Zach Morrison: Across the board: @ZachMorrison18 Instagram, Twitter, Facebook, LinkedIn. I’m everywhere.
25:40 David Janes: Thank you for speaking with us today, Zach.
25:52 David Janes: Be sure to like, comment, subscribe, and follow our LinkedIn page, SC&I Career Corners, to connect with students and alumni.
