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Introduction

J ust a few years ago, we were learning the ropes at the 
Sundance Film Festival in Park City, Utah. Chris, a 

young entrepreneur, was featured in the Canadian documen-
tary The Corporation as the world’s fi rst corporate-sponsored 
college student, and he traveled from the East Coast to see his 
fi lm premiere to an American audience. Efren, a young actor 
who had long been struggling for his big break, traveled from 
the West Coast to show off his starring role in the “small” 
indie fi lm, Napoleon Dynamite. At the festival, we each had 
remarkable experiences. The Corporation won high acclaim 
and the World Cinema Documentary Award, and Napoleon 

Dynamite won a standing ovation and a distribution deal that 
would launch the fi lm into the hearts of millions of adoring 
fans across the country.

We both seemed to have won the lottery with the suc-
cesses of our fi lms at Sundance. Chris was an entrepre-
neurial college kid, and his partnership with First USA to 
teach fi nancial responsibility to young people prompted 
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The Corporation’s producers to feature him in their fi lm. Efren 
had been practicing the art of performing for years, yet he 
had earned only small, sporadic roles until he turned down 
a part in a movie with a $100 million budget for the lead 
in an independent fi lm. By opening ourselves up to every 
humble opportunity, we struck a gold mine of opportuni-
ties when our projects blew up at one of the biggest fi lm 
festivals in the world. But our success wasn’t happenstance; 
as you will see through the pages of this book, we had been 
moving toward these achievements for years; we had been 
directing our own lives.

The two of us met at that 2004 Sundance Film Festival 
while having a blast at all of the parties, screenings, and events. 
Though we were very different people from completely dif-
ferent backgrounds, we had a lot in common: We were each 
enjoying the fruits of our hard work and our willingness to be 
a part of something special.

One of the most important things we have done with our 
experience was to share our secrets for success with students 
on high school and college campuses across the country. By 
talking with these students, it became clear to us that many 
young people have no faith in their ability to achieve their 
dreams. Whether they have been discouraged by their fami-
lies, dissuaded by their friends, or disillusioned by their teach-
ers, most people think that being able to direct their own lives 
is just a fantasy. Many believe that real life means working 
9 to 5. As we listened to these students, we discovered some 
key points about achieving dreams that anyone can learn and 
integrate into his or her life. As these principles became clearer, 
we decided to share them with others through this book.
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We want you, our reader, to learn that life isn’t lived within 
the confi nes of a career; rather, living a successful life means 
embracing the limitless world of opportunities and allowing 
yourself to explore any endeavor.

This is what it means to direct your own life: Dream big, 
work hard, and be open to opportunities. Don’t wait for 
someone to present an opportunity to you—be the director, 
screenwriter, and producer of your own choices, decisions, 
and direction.

Directing your own life is not just a fantasy. You can make 
a life out of your dreams. If you are unsure what you want to 
do with your life or you don’t know how to accomplish your 
dream, Direct Your Own Life is for you.

Direct Your Own Life is a collection of battle stories, advice, 
and hands-on steps you can take to overcome your fears of 
failure, fi nd direction, and accomplish your dreams. We’ve 
shared stories from our own lives and experience and pre-
sented some stories from other young people who are living 
their dreams.

In the pages of Direct Your Own Life, you’ll discover that 
living a successful life means embracing the limitless world of 
opportunities and allowing yourself to dream. The only way 
you can give back to the world is to make yourself happy fi rst. 
We can’t wait to see what dreams you come up with—and to 
see you achieve those dreams. If two regular guys like us can 
do it, you can, too.

★ ★ ★



ACT I
PRE-PRODUCTION:
CREATE YOUR LIFE SCRIPT



CHAPTER 1

Develop Your Life Script

Every movie starts with a script. But how does a script 
get written? Well, you need Final Draft (a screenwriting 

program), a Word document, or a piece of paper. But much 
more importantly, you need an idea.

Where does the idea come from? From brainstorming, 
talking, questioning, and staying open to life and all it has 
to offer. Some scripts are inspired by a person, real or imag-
ined; others by events or phenomena that happen in real life. 
Every script contains description, stage directions, and dia-
logue, which amount to a plan that the cast and crew share 
to make a fi lm.

We all have a story to tell. You are the screenwriter of 
your own life. So at this point in your life, when you are “fi g-
uring it out,” it’s absolutely necessary that you brainstorm 
ideas about what you want your life and work to be about. 
When you discover the idea for your life—what your dream 
is—you literally uncover your life’s purpose.
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CHRIS: One morning while relaxing at the hotel 

before our next college tour, we saw Tiger Woods 

give a press conference on TV. He was wearing his 

Nike logo hat and talking about his latest golf 

tour. Luke and I looked at each other and said, 

“That’s it!”

You’re always surrounded by inspiration, but do you 
know it when you see it? For example, how many times have 
you watched an airplane as it crosses the sky? Have you 
ever imagined becoming an airline pilot, a fl ight attendant, 
or a travel agent? Inspiration is all around you, if you know 
where to look. To fi nd it, you must go out and experience life 
with your eyes wide open.

If you don’t know how to fi nd inspiration, your fi rst step 
is to start looking for it. Because we do that all the time, we’re 
going to help you fi nd the ideas to use in your life script. 
Whatever you want to do, there’s absolutely no reason why 
you can’t do it—and a lot of reasons why you can.

Look for Raw Material

An idea for your life script might be right in front of you. Ask 
yourself, “What do I enjoy?” Let’s say you enjoy doodling in 
your spare time. How would you feel about making drawing 
more than just a hobby? Or maybe you enjoy playing video 
games and telling other people how to beat Slash’s avatar in 
Guitar Hero III. Think about how gratifying it would be to 
turn all of those hours you spend in front of your Nintendo 
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Wii into a career. Perhaps you like camping and the outdoors. 
Discovery might be the most important part of your life. Try 
to identify your passions. Make a list!

Once you have identifi ed a few of your passions, go 
deeper. For example, if you love food, do you want to 
become a chef? A restaurant critic? An exporter/importer 
of foods from around the world? A cookbook writer? An 
inventor of kitchen appliances? The possibilities surround-
ing each idea are literally unlimited, even though they all 
start from the same place.

EFREN: The fi rst time I tried acting in high school, 

I knew that I had found something that helped me 

express myself, and a dream was born.

Naming what you enjoy doing is the fi rst step toward 
living the life that you want. Remember waking up as a kid 
and looking forward to a special day, such as the last day of 
school, Christmas morning, or the fi rst day of a vacation? 
By identifying and choosing to do what you love, every 
day suddenly becomes that special day, because every day 
you’ll get to do exactly what you want. This feeling—and 
not money—is the most fulfi lling reward you’ll ever receive 
for hard work.

Getting paid to do what you want is nice, and every-
one needs to make a living. But what’s more important than 
money is doing what makes you happy. Chances are, the 
happier you are while you’re working, the more and better 
work you’ll do. And most times, that translates into being 
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paid more. The goal here is to focus on making yourself 
happy; rewards will come the more you believe in your work, 
as Efren learned when he turned down a studio picture for 
a lead role in an unknown, independent, low-budget project 
called Napoleon Dynamite.

  DIRECTOR’S NOTES: If the idea of getting 

paid to do something you enjoy sounds like your 

dream job, congratulations! You just discovered 

your purpose in life.

Take Inspiration from Others

Before a screenwriter even starts thinking about writing 
a movie, he asks himself this crucial question: “What’s my 
screenplay about?” Sometimes that’s not such an easy ques-
tion to answer. Often, writers look for inspiration in other 
movies they’ve seen. Then they decide how their movie idea is 
both similar to and different from already existing movies.

You can apply this same principle in your own life. Start 
by looking at other people’s stories. Begin with the people 
around you—people you know personally, strangers you 
happen to see during the day, or people you see on tele-
vision or read about in magazines and newspapers. Really 
look at them. How do they make a living? How do they 
spend their days? What is important to them? Which parts 
of their lives do you admire? Which would you like to have 
for yourself? Which parts of their lives do you dislike and 
want to avoid?
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Here’s a tip: as you evaluate other people’s lives, instead of 
focusing on what they have, focus on what they do. Let’s say 
you admire a famous movie star. For fun, let’s say you admire 
Angelina Jolie. There are many who would want her fame, 
her power, her lifestyle, even her family. But Angelina could 
not have succeeded as a movie star without fi rst dedicating 
her life to acting. If you think you might want to be an actor, 
you have to consider how it would feel to devote your life to 
acting, not how it would feel to have money and fame.

Of course, being a famous actor certainly will make you a 
lot of money, but to become good enough to command $8 mil-
lion a picture, you have to put in a lot of time, effort, and hard 
work. Many will pour more time, effort, and hard work into 
an endeavor and not see very much money for it. Ask your-
self, “Would I love to do this even if I were paid nothing?” If 
your answer is no, let the idea go. Be honest—you don’t love 
your idea without the fantasy of a big paycheck attached to 
it. And if you don’t love your dream independently of how 
much it could pay, your effort will be forced, your work will 
be poor, and you won’t make any money anyway. Leave that 
life to those who can truly answer yes.

If you are honest with yourself as you observe others’ lives, 
you will fi nd the vocation or lifestyle that you would love no 
matter what the paycheck is. Remember, you don’t want just 
any dream; you want the dream that will make your life the 
best it can possibly be. Finding out what you don’t want to do 
is important, too, because each time you react negatively to 
what other people do (“I wouldn’t want to travel for my job” 
or “I don’t want to work in an offi ce”), you’re one step closer 
to fi nding what you do want to do.
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The more you fi nd out how others are living their dreams, 
the more likely you’ll fi nd a life that looks like what you want 
your own life to be. Don’t worry if you don’t see your own 
life resembling the lives of others. Our lives don’t look exactly 
like anyone else’s: Efren pursues the roles that are right for 
him, and Chris lives a life that is not defi ned by a 9-to-5 job. 
That’s what we’ve chosen.

Remember that if you can’t fi nd anyone doing the thing 
you’d love to do (in this book or in your life), that doesn’t 
mean what you want doesn’t exist. It simply means that you 
need to start looking beyond the world around you. This is 
where your imagination takes center stage.

  DIRECTOR’S NOTES: To fi nd inspiration for 

your dreams, focus on what other people do, not 

on what they have.

Use Your Imagination

If, after you’ve observed as many people’s lives as you can, 
you still don’t have an idea of what direction your life script 
should take, tap into your creative side and start making 
things up.

CHRIS: My friend Luke and I wanted to go to 

college far from our hometown, but we didn’t 

know how we could afford it. From that problem, 

we came up with a solution that shaped our lives 

in amazing ways.
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Lots of people are born into a world where they feel their 
options are limited. Maybe they don’t know anyone who 
is doing something they would want to do, or maybe there 
seem to be too many barriers to exploring a new idea. But 
this doesn’t mean that they, or you, have to give up on living 
a satisfying life. The fi rst step toward that life is using your 
imagination. Expanding your mind and world are essential to 
achieving success. The journey is all part of the process.

Let’s try some brainstorming. Do you want to run 
your own restaurant? Design you own clothing line? Run 
the Boston Marathon? Sell an invention? Write a novel or 
screenplay? Travel around the world? Write and sell a com-
puter program?

Don’t worry if your idea sounds far-fetched or impos-
sible. Don’t worry if it takes you out of your neighborhood 
or hometown. Remember, all ideas, like all movies, start in 
the imagination, and your imagination is unlimited unless 
you impose limits.

Developing your imagination is something you can do for 
free. It can be as easy as sitting on a park bench and watching 
strangers pass by. What does that woman with the tiny dog in 
a designer purse eat for breakfast? Where is that short, bald 
guy going so quickly? Everyday occurrences can jolt you into 
a creative reverie, if you just let them. Some will even give 
you ideas for your life script.

Be Willing to Change

Even if you aren’t quite sure what you want to do with your 
life, one thing is certain: you’ll need to change. For more 
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options to become available to you, you might need to do 
the following:

Learn new habits (and get rid of old ones).
Meet new people (and get rid of your shyness).
Live in new places (and get out of your comfort 
zone).

Change is inevitable, and the difference between success-
ful and not-so-successful people isn’t whether they change 
or not but whether they choose to change or just let change 
happen to them. Learn to embrace the possibility of change. 
It isn’t always comfortable at fi rst, but in the long run, change 
can take you to wonderful places. Chris often goes out of his 
comfort zone to meet new people, and they have often helped 
him to further develop his life script.

Every time Hollywood makes a new movie, the direc-
tor, actors, and fi lm crew have to travel to new locations 
that they’ve never seen before. When you start pursuing 
your dreams, whatever they might be, your life will have to 
change and take you to new places you’ve never seen before, 
too. Don’t be scared; be excited. Your life is about to take 
a major turn toward bigger and better things, and the best 
part is, you’ll be the one in control. In Efren’s case, the role 
in Napoleon Dynamite took him from East Los Angeles to 
Preston, Idaho.

Any dream worth achieving is probably going to take 
time to reach. But if you truly enjoy what you’re doing, does 
it really matter?

•
•
•
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  DIRECTOR’S NOTES: Whatever you want to do, 

there’s no reason why you can’t do it.

Develop Your Idea into a Story

In Hollywood, every movie starts out with an idea, but that 
idea is useless until it’s turned into a script. A script is exactly 
what you need for your own dreams. Every dream gives you a 
direction, but you need a script, or plan, that shows you how 
to get there. A good script is like a great ride: it gets you where 
you’re going and shows you a good time along the way.

You don’t have to be a Pulitzer Prize–winning author 
to create the script of your own life. We’ll help you. And 
don’t worry—there is no “right” script. Two different people 
can pursue the same dream but get there using two differ-
ent paths. For example, we launched a production company 
together, but one of us started as an entrepreneur and the 
other started as an actor.

You’ve already made a list of the things you enjoy doing, 
identifi ed and researched the lifestyles of people you admire, 
and stretched those imagination muscles. Now it’s time to 
start writing.

1.  Defi ne what you want in as much detail 

as possible.

Striving for a dream is like aiming at a target. The more spe-
cifi c your dream, the sharper your aim can be and the more 
likely you’ll hit the target. It’s easier to hit the bull’s-eye if you 
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see it clearly, but how can you hit the bull’s-eye if you don’t 
even know what target you’re shooting at?

Let’s talk about how to focus your goals. Suppose you 
love sports. Which sport do you love the most? If you love 
baseball, get even more specifi c and ask yourself what you 
love most about baseball. Is it watching the game? Following 
your favorite players? Reading about baseball history? Play-
ing shortstop? You could take a hundred different baseball 
fanatics from all around the world and fi nd a hundred differ-
ent reasons why they each love baseball.

EFREN: When I have to memorize a script, I tape 

notes alongside it, breaking down the character 

and every detail of the script into its simplest 

form, so I know I really understand it.

Get as detailed as possible to fi gure out why you love 
what you do. If you tell people you want to become a doctor, 
mention what type of doctor you’d like to be. There’s a big 
difference between being a general practitioner and an open 
heart surgeon—different day-to-day routines, different spe-
cialties, different problems.

Once you’ve nailed down some of the specifi cs of your 
dream, share it with others. In doing this, you’ll gain more 
confi dence that you can actually achieve it, and you’ll also 
get a chance to hear how it sounds “out in the world.” Do you 
feel ridiculous or powerful? Don’t be surprised if you feel 
vulnerable when you share your dream with others. You will 
learn a lot by forcing yourself to say what you want.
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In Hollywood, nobody makes a movie until they have a 
clear idea what scene they’re going to fi lm fi rst. But it is just 
as important for the fi lmmakers to know what they are going 
to fi lm last; they need a complete plan from start to fi nish 
so they can gather the right people, equipment, and materi-
als to shoot the movie as quickly and effi ciently as possible. 
Like the big studio heads, you need a clear, distinct image of 
what your dream is so you can develop a plan to get there as 
quickly and effi ciently as possible.

2.  When you write the script for your dream, 

start from the end and work your way 

backward.

If you start writing your life script from where you are now, 
you might get distracted by the obstacles you think are in 
your way and never get to the fun part where you get to artic-
ulate your ultimate goal.

Suppose you want to become a doctor (we’ll stay general 
here and leave researching how to become an endocrinolo-
gist up to you). By starting with your completed dream and 
working backward, the basic outline of your life script might 
look something like this:

 5. Become a doctor.
 4. Get accepted to and complete a residency program.
 3. Graduate from medical school.
 2. Get accepted to medical school.
 1. Get good grades and take the right courses to increase 

chances of getting accepted into medical school.
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Now let’s look at how much more focused your script gets if 
you narrow the focus of your dream from just being “a doctor” 
to being a specifi c type of doctor, such as a heart surgeon.

 6. Become a heart surgeon.
 5. Do a cardiology residency at a hospital that spe-

cializes in heart surgery.
 4. Graduate from a medical school with strong cardi-

ology resources.
 3. Get accepted into a medical school.
 2. Research medical schools and fi nd out which ones 

might offer the best guidance toward pursuing 
heart surgery.

 1. Get good grades and take the right courses to 
increase chances of getting accepted into medical 
school.

Notice that both scripts lead to the same type of goal. 
However, if your real dream is to become a heart surgeon 
and you just follow the script to become a doctor, you’ll get 
close to your dream, but you may not get as close to your 
dream as quickly as you should.

When you defi ne a specifi c dream and make an outline of 
your script, you will not only identify the steps that will get 
you where you want to be, but you will clearly see the fi rst 
steps you can take right now to start on your path.

No matter how big your dream may be, there’s always 
something you can do right now to bring it one step closer 
to reality. So what are you waiting for? Your dream (and the 
rest of your life) is waiting.
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  DIRECTOR’S NOTES: Every dream gives you a 

direction, but you need a script, or plan, that 

shows you exactly how to get there.

FOLLOW YOUR HEART

Efren

Long before anyone knew me as “Pedro” 
from Napoleon Dynamite, before you could see 
my face on T-shirts in Target and Wal-Mart, 

I remember getting dressed while memorizing my lines. I 
would put a large sweatshirt over my clothes and say good-
bye to my parents. I had to walk down several blocks so I 
could catch the bus out of East L.A. through Glendale into 
Studio City, just so I could read for a part or go to the Samuel 
French bookstore right before going to my acting classes. 
Then I would take the bus back home. I remember sitting in 
the back of the bus with my Shakespeare book in my hand 
or a play or a scene for an audition, and being approached by 
homeboys asking me where I was from. I told them that I was 
an actor. They’d ask me what movies I had been in. I really 
hadn’t done anything yet, and to that answer, they would say 
that I wasn’t an actor.

At the time it was hard for me to hear that, but in retro-
spect, I was driven to do something that I loved. In some ways 
it was an escape; in some ways it was a way of expressing 
myself. I’d get home late at night and my mom would have 
saved dinner for me. They didn’t understand really what I was 



☆ Direct Your Own Life ☆16

doing but what they did know was that I was staying out of 
trouble, which made things easier for them.

Yes, I was tired. Yes, I had to read a lot. Yes, I had to know 
my way around Los Angeles. Yes, I had to have several jobs 
to not only help my parents make the rent, but to pay for my 
acting classes, my books, the bus, and my head shots. I took it 
as it came. I never thought about being a star. I hadn’t thought 
about traveling the world. I studied the different techniques of 
acting out of curiosity and necessity. Acting cannot be taught, 
but the technique can be. The technique is there simply to get 
the actor connected in the moment, whatever that may be. 
The interesting thing is to look at a character in a moment, 
and to be in a moment, one has to accept the moment. And 
sometimes that is not easy.

I’d had a few small roles and was slowly building my “act-
ing credits” while doing side jobs to pay the rent. But I was 
barely getting by.

Of course, when it rains, it pours—and one day I got 
drenched!

Like a one-two punch, my agent called and said I was 
being considered for two different movies. One was for a part 
in the Disney movie The Alamo, sharing the screen with big-
name stars like Billy Bob Thornton and Dennis Quaid. It 
was a supporting role to be shot in Texas for about six weeks. 
This was a huge break for any actor.

And then there was the second one, a lead role in an inde-
pendent, low-budget fi lm starring actors that nobody had 
ever heard of. This second fi lm would defi nitely not be con-
sidered an actor’s big break.
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But even though the role in The Alamo seemed the obvious 
choice, I read the script for the independent movie anyway. 
I wasn’t looking for my big break; I wanted to fi nd my greater 
challenge. The script for the independent fi lm was different 
in style from what I had read before. Not only was the part 
bigger than the one in The Alamo, but it offered me an oppor-
tunity to take on a lead role.

The problem was choosing between a big studio picture 
as opposed to an independent fi lm. The one would give me 
face time and maybe even a premiere and possibly a chance 
to meet more people who could further advance my career. 
The other would mean having either hot dogs or hamburg-
ers for dinner—again.

My hardworking parents had sacrifi ced so much for the 
sake of the family, it was diffi cult to take on this independent 
fi lm that was to shoot for 21 days without offering much. But 
I couldn’t help it. It was a lead role in a movie, and that was 
important to me. I fi nally told my parents what I was thinking. 
I’ll never forget what my father told me: “Follow your heart.”

I felt silly for ever doubting my conscience. And so I 
accepted the part in the “smaller” picture, and that’s when 
everything changed. You may have heard of this indepen-
dent, low-budget movie called Napoleon Dynamite, which 
has gone on to make over $44 million in theaters and over 
$200 million in DVD and product sales. I was fi nally able to 
pay my parents back for all they’d done—by helping them to 
buy a house. In turn, I bought myself a house and started a 
production company with Chris and several other partners 
called Powerhouse Pictures Entertainment.
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HOW I BECAME THE FIRST 
CORPORATE-SPONSORED 
COLLEGE STUDENT IN AMERICA

Chris

No dream, no idea is too crazy to pursue. 
I’m living proof. The summer before my senior year of 
high school, my friend Luke and I visited California from 
the East Coast to look at colleges. Our goal was to attend 
school on the West Coast for a change of scenery. We felt it 
would broaden our horizons, plus it would be great to live in 
warm weather year-round. After visiting top schools like the 
University of Southern California, Stanford, Pepperdine, 
and the University of California—Los Angeles, we got 
sticker shock at the cost of attending these colleges. All we 
could picture was years of student loans and then graduating 
with a crushing debt. The other option was to go to a local 
state university at home that cost one-third the price—but 
our dream was California.

One morning, while relaxing at the hotel before our next 
college tour, we saw Tiger Woods give a press conference 
on TV. He was wearing his Nike logo hat and talking about 
his latest golf tour. Luke and I looked at each other and said, 
“That’s it! Why don’t we get sponsored to go to college? We 
could wear the logo of a company 24/7 and become spokesguys 
for the company, which would allow them to reach out to a 
very lucrative market—college students!”

We had a plan. The next question was, “How can we 
convince a corporation to sponsor us?” That’s when we got 
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the crazy idea to advertise ourselves for sale on our own 
website called www.chrisandluke.com.

Within a week after we had returned home from the West 
Coast, we had our website up and running. It explained how 
we would advertise a company on our car, clothes, and surf-
boards. We had pictures stating we would eat a company’s 
cereal, even if we weren’t hungry, or fl y in a company’s planes, 
even if we didn’t need to go anywhere.

Next, we designed custom T-shirts that read:

YOUR AD HERE 
www.chrisandluke.com

Luke and I had no idea what would happen once we 
announced the site. Perhaps local media would think it was 
a good idea and interview us, but would national media 
respond?

To our amazement, within 24 hours of launching the 
story, morning rock radio shows began calling to interview 
us. What had started as just a “fun idea” was now becoming 
a reality. We told the radio hosts that we would be “spokes-
guys” for a company that was seeking to open or expand their 
college marketing. However, we would not be “spokesguys” 
for any company dealing with tobacco, sex, alcohol, or drugs. 
We wanted to make sure this was a mainstream campaign 
and one that could really help students.

Within a week, we had appeared on over 150 radio shows, 
and more were calling to book interviews with us. Then the 
local newspapers started requesting interviews and photo 



☆ Direct Your Own Life ☆20

shoots. Once those stories ran, television stations started 
calling us. Soon we appeared on local TV shows on ABC, 
NBC, CBS, and Fox.

After the local media aired our story, the national shows 
and publications picked it up. As we were fi nishing our senior 
year in high school, national magazines like People, TEEN, 

Cosmo Girl, and others ran our story. Soon the business sec-
tions of Internet publications and national newspapers, like 
the New York Post and USA Today, pegged us as “Up and 
Comers to Watch!” Our typical days soon got very hectic. 
We’d wake up at 6:00 AM to do a live radio interview and then 
rush to school. We’d leave at lunch, do more interviews, and 
then rush back to school.

Then our story broke internationally. A French TV net-
work sent a fi lm crew to interview us, and soon a British and 
German fi lm crew showed up as well. We even did a long-
distance interview by telephone with a radio station in South 
Africa. The whole idea of two high school seniors being inter-
viewed worldwide seemed so surreal.

In late March of our senior year, Luke and I knew we had 
to start making a decision about who would be our sponsor. 
Initially, we thought we would have to reach out to compa-
nies to “pitch” ourselves, but in a matter of a few months, 
because of all the media attention, over 20 companies, both 
large and small, had called us, including AT&T and HotJobs. 
But we felt the right deal had not yet come along. Then one 
morning, we received a call from First USA in Wilmington, 
Delaware, a Division of Bank One in Chicago. Their mar-
keting department explained that they had read about us in 
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People magazine and someone from their corporate offi ces in 
Chicago had forwarded our website for review. They were 
intrigued with our concept, as they were developing a national 
college program about student fi nancial responsibility. This 
was sounding good.

They further explained that we would not be selling 
credit cards to students but instead teaching students how 
to be fi scally responsible. We knew that many students 
entered college with their fi rst credit card in hand. To many, 
it meant free cash. They’d purchase stuff like cell phones, 
big-screen TVs, and stereo equipment, only to be shocked 
when the bills arrived by the realization that they had no 
way to pay it all back.

Luke and I really liked the idea of helping students learn 
to be fi nancially responsible. We also liked that we wouldn’t 
have to sell a product. We met with the First USA market-
ing team. They were all young, recent college graduates who 
related to us and our goals. Within two weeks, we signed 
the deal. For maximum impact, we decided to announce our 
sponsor live on The Today Show on the morning of our high 
school graduation.

We spent the next few weeks in bank and media training 
to become knowledgeable about every aspect of the bank 
and its student fi nancial responsibility program. The bank 
bought us shorts, pants, shirts, and caps with its logo on it, 
along with coffee mugs for our dorm rooms. It even fl ew 
us to Chicago to have a private lunch with James Dimon, 
CEO of Bank One.
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When graduation day arrived, The Today Show sent a Town 
Car and driver to take us to the show so we could arrive by 
7:00 AM. We arrived at Rockefeller Center, where Al Roker 
greeted us as he chatted with the crowd all around. Security 
escorted us into the NBC studios and took us to the green room, 
the waiting area for guests before they appear on the show. 
Luke and I rushed to eat the free bagels, muffi ns, fruit, cheese, 
coffee, and juices that NBC provided for all of its guests.

Although we weren’t nervous about our appearance, the 
bank marketing team that came along with us seemed very 
tense. This would be the fi rst time their bank would be fea-
tured on the number one morning show in America, viewed 
by millions, so they kept reviewing with us the points they 
wanted us to emphasize about their bank. Joe Rogan, host of 
the TV show Fear Factor, was also on the show that morning. 
He, too, noticed how nervous the marketing team was and 
smiled at Luke and me. Just think, a few short months ago 
we were in California, worried about how we could possibly 
pay for college, and now here we were eating bagels with Joe 
Rogan, about to appear on national TV.

We got situated on the set. Ann Curry, who was conduct-
ing the interview, walked on the set and greeted Luke and 
me. Then we heard “in 5-4-3-2-1,” and we were live! After a 
brief introduction, Ann turned to us and said, “Okay, who is 
the sponsor?”

Luke lifted his shirt, revealing the bank’s logo on a shirt 
underneath, and I said, “We are thrilled to be sponsored by 
First USA.” Later, we found out that the bank marketing 
team screamed with joy in the green room as we made that 
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announcement! We explained that our corporate sponsor-
ship deal consisted of our full college tuition, approximately 
$40,000 a year each, $3,000 per semester for expenses, clothes 
with their bank logo, and surfboards also with their logo. 
Then we announced that Luke was attending the University 
of Southern California in Los Angeles and I would be attend-
ing Pepperdine University in Malibu.

The segment fl ew by very quickly, and during the com-
mercial break, we met Matt Lauer and Al Roker. Back in 
the green room, the bank marketing team congratulated us, 
and a Town Car took us back home to prepare for our high 
school graduation.

Our graduation appeared on TV news shows across the 
country. By 10:00 PM that same night, we had to go back to 
New York City to prepare for a national satellite media tour 
early the next morning. We also appeared live on CNN and 
some local New York City television shows. Within 48 hours 
of our corporate sponsorship announcement, we had given 
First USA 50 million media impressions in the form of televi-
sion, newspaper, and magazine appearances.

That August, CNN, MSNBC, KTLA, and other TV news 
crews followed us to fi lm two guys from New Jersey, the 
very fi rst corporately sponsored college students in America, 
moving into their dorms. Over the next few months, we 
spoke to college students about fi nancial responsibility. We 
received a call from People alerting us that we had been cho-
sen to be in their year-end issue of “The 25 Most Intriguing 
People of 2001.” And to think, this all began with nothing 
more than two high school students trying to fi nd a way to 
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pay for college. We’d had a dream, and perhaps at the time 
it was a crazy dream, but we had followed though and made 
it a reality.

Don’t be afraid of pursuing your crazy dream—you never 
know, it can actually come true!

★ ★ ★
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PRODUCTION ASSISTANT’S TASKS

 Ask yourself what you enjoy doing.
Make a list of your hobbies and interests and think 
about ways to do them more often and with more 
commitment. Be as specifi c as possible.

 Open your eyes and look at everyone 
around you.
How do they live their lives? Is there anyone—a 
member of your family, an acquaintance or colleague, 
a famous person—whom you think has it all fi gured 
out? What does that person spend her time doing? 
Research the lives you are interested in—ask ques-
tions, go to Wikipedia, read biographies . . . do what-
ever it takes to fi nd out as much as you can.

 Turn up your imagination.
Be curious; ask questions. Think of the most prepos-
terous ideas you can. Make a list of your “crazy ideas,” 
being as specifi c as you can be.

 Make a “step list.”
Start with a goal at the top, then work backward 
to where you are now.

 Talk to people about your goal and the steps 
to get there.
If it sounds exciting and possible as you say it out 
loud, you might just have the idea for your life script 
on your hands!
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