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I had the honor of conducting my first interview with Emmy-winning screenwriter Rick 

Hawkins, whose career spans more than 30 years in Hollywood and has helped created more 

than 600 episodes of TV series, 6 variety show specials, and 2 movies. Our interview was 

impromptu because I was currently attending the All-American High School Film Festival and 

recently heard him speak on a panel. It was inspiring to hear his experiences and wisdom from 

working in this industry, and after our conversation I left feeling energized, ready to take on the 

television industry. After all, it isn’t often that you get to chat with an Emmy-winning and ten 

times writer guild nominated screenwriter. 

First of all, it was fascinating get to hear his backstory to how he reached success in the 

industry. It’s funny how he knew he would be a storyteller from 3rd grade when he turned a 

regular report on George Washington into a play but received a F because it wasn’t historically 

accurate. Even back then, he knew that the story of George Washington cutting down the cherry 

tree would be more interesting if George lied about cutting it down, creating a moral conflict. 
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From there he went on to continue writing and eventually achieved worldwide success when he 

started writing for The Carol Burnett Show, and soon won the Primetime Emmy Award for 

Outstanding Writing for a Variety Series and the Writers Guild of America Award for Best 

Comedy/Variety - Music, Awards, Tributes - Specials - Television for his work. However, not 

wanting to be typecast as only a variety show writer, he started working on shows such as 

Sister, Sister, Major Dad, and Punky Brewster to name a few. His expertise in every form of a 

scripted series has even translated internationally where he helped Russian networks develop 

their own television shows and adapt American shows to Russian versions.  And to top it off, 

after guest-lecturing at UCLA and USC, he became the department head at Point Park University. 

It’s unbelieveable how easy he makes it look to be successful. 

One significant truth I learned was the changing dynamics of the industry as a whole. 

When Hawkins first started working in the industry in the late 60s, he mostly wrote for a general 

audience because there were only a few television networks back then. His work couldn’t be 

necessarily risque in any way; the most risque he could be is writing jokes that would make 

parents laugh because they understand and children laugh because they don’t understand. 

Since then the entire industry has been corporatizing with more networks and being more 

geared to targeted audiences. Nowadays, writers can be a little more provocative because of 

current trends and more product being available to viewers; this results in shows tailored to 

specific demographics.  When show creators and writers pitch their stories to networks, they 

now have to make their shows seem marketable with a target audience and promotional 

content in mind. Hawkins spoke of one instance in pitching a TV show to Disney. Instead of 

receiving notes on the actual story from executives, the executives seem to only care about how 

marketable it was. For every page of writing they wanted a “toy-istic moment”, meaning 

something in the show that could make for a product to sell in stores. This new 
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marketing-geared industry has also led to changes in the writing style for television. With the 

addition of more alluring TV content, the structure of shows has changed as well. No longer can 

a story simply be told from beginning to end; instead, stories often start in the middle or at the 

climax with elements of flashbacks and backstory intertwined. This is due to hook audiences 

within the first 30 seconds of watching the show because to the network it is all about how 

many people are watching. To me, it is intriguing to see how all of these features work together. 

While it may seem a little disheartening to see how much Hollywood has become involved in 

business, it makes one realize that it is necessary because marketing is needed to attract 

viewers so there can be more ratings therefore allowing the networks to make money. In turn, 

the production crew can get  paid and the show can keep running on the air. It’s nothing 

personal, it’s just business. 

Even after hearing about the harsh reality of Hollywood, it was very uplifting to him talk 

about his passion and love for the business. Although he has never really had any formal 

training in screenwriting, he spoke about storytelling being a part of who we are and a 

screenplay being a blueprint for the entire show. It’s fascinating of all the ways a story could be 

told and a show can build an entirely new world with a new set of rules that writers determine. 

One piece of wisdom Hawkins gave was that he compared a full season on a TV show to a 

novel because as a season goes on the plot thickens and the characters become more 

complexity. And the more we learn about the characters, the more layers we see and the more 

human they become to audience. It's amazing because this concept also applies to the real 

world since as we learn about others you develop a deeper connection. The more I learn about 

screenwriting, the more I see how crucial it is to understanding others. TV shows have the ability 

to inform others through subject areas of psychology, politics, medicine, nature, etc. It would be 
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amazing to follow in the footsteps of someone like Rick Hawkins and be able to bring people 

together through my work. 

 

 


