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SHORT SYNOPSIS 

Shortly after former New Orleans Saints star defensive back Steve Gleason is diagnosed with 

ALS at the age of 34, he learns that his wife Michel is pregnant with their first child. Determined to 

live his remaining years to its fullest, Steve goes on an expedition to Alaska, creates a foundation to 

help other ALS patients, repairs a rocky relationship with his father and embraces new technologies 

to help compensate for his deteriorating physical abilities — all with Michel’s unwavering support. 

Brimming with humor and heart, this inspirational documentary follows a man who battles 

overwhelming adversity to find his true purpose in life. 

 

LONG SYNOPSIS 

New Orleans Saints player Steve Gleason became a local hero after he blocked a punt at the 

team’s first home game at the Superdome following Hurricane Katrina. The affable NFL defensive 

back retired after eight years of professional football in 2008, and married New Orleans native 

Michel Varisco. Three years later at the age of 34, Gleason learned he had amyotrophic lateral 

sclerosis (ALS), a neuro-muscular disease that slowly shuts down motor function. Faced with the 

devastating diagnosis in 2011 and given five years to live, Gleason began keeping a video diary for 

the son he and Michel were expecting.  

In the months that followed, the Washington State native, determined to live life to the 

fullest, embarked with Michel on a cross-country road trip to Alaska, repaired a strained relationship 

with his hard-driving father, spent quality time with his favorite band, Pearl Jam, and returned to the 

Superdome to lead a rousing “Who Dat” chant for adoring crowds. 

Along the way, Gleason suffered a series of physical setbacks. He lost his ability to walk, to 

speak and finally, to breath on his own. Continually adapting to each new set of challenges, Gleason 

learned to communicate with eye-tracking technology. He also formed Team Gleason, a non-profit 

foundation that generates public awareness about ALS and helps provide cutting-edge equipment to 

help those with neuromuscular diseases lead a rewarding life. In 2013 the production company Dear 

Rivers Productions was formed by Scott Fujita, Michel’s long time friend Kimi Culp and the 

dedicated members of Team Gleason to create a film using Steve’s video diaries to document Steve 

and Michel’s journey. An inspirational true story, Gleason captures the spirit of a man who 

persevered in the face of overwhelming challenges to find his true purpose in life. 
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Gleason is written and directed by Clay Tweel (Finders Keepers, Print the Legend). Cameras 

operated by Ty Minton-Small and David Lee. Edited by Tweel and Brian Palmer (Finders Keepers, Print 

the Legend). Music by Dan Romer (Beasts of No Nation, Beasts of the Southern Wild). Music sound designer 

Saul Simon MacWilliams (Beasts of No Nation). Appearances by Steve Gleason, Michel Varisco, Blair 

Casey, Mike Gleason, Paul Varisco Sr., Scott Fujita, Drew Brees, Mike McCready, Eddie Vedder and 

Rivers Varisco Gleason. Produced by Seth Gordon, Kimi Culp, Scott Fujita, Mary Rohlich, Tom 

Lavia, Thomas McEachin and Kevin Lake. Executive producers are Mark Shapiro, Will Staeger and 

Paul Varisco Sr. Co-Executive Produced by Drew Brees & Brittany Brees.  
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ABOUT THE PRODUCTION 

 

Steve Gleason had no inkling that his impulse to document his thoughts for his unborn son 

would eventually culminate in a Sundance Film Festival hit directed by critically acclaimed 

documentarian Clay Tweel. “The decision to film myself was mostly instinctual,” says Gleason, who 

began his video journal by speaking into a hand-held camera in November 2010. “Once we found 

out Michel was pregnant, my primary interest was to capture as much of my philosophy, my 

shortcomings and wisdom as possible for our son Rivers.”  

After Gleason found out he had ALS, he began making five-minute video clips that he 

entitled “300 Seconds.” “The footage is personal and raw and shows the imperfections and honesty 

you find in real life,” says Gleason. 

The film evolved beyond Gleason’s recordings when, in 2012, local filmmaker David Lee 

and Ty Minton-Small, a longtime friend from Gleason’s home town of Seattle, became caregivers 

and filmmakers-in-residence quietly documenting life in the Gleason household. “Ty and David were 

like family to us,” says Gleason, who later enlisted Tweel to write and direct a feature documentary 

using material shot by himself, Lee and Minton-Small. “Ty and David traveled with us, they lived 

with us, and they helped with caretaking. They’re now embedded in our lives. Not only have they 

endured much of the pain of this life, they’ve brought joy and creativity to us.”  

“Ty and David filmed at events, trips, and basically whatever Steve wanted them to film,” 

adds Varisco. “We still call our guest bedroom ‘Ty’s room’ even though he hasn’t slept there in years. 

David took caretaking shifts almost as much as Ty. I didn’t really mind being filmed by these guys 

because they were like family to me and I trusted them.”  

 

A Moving Story Waiting to Be Told 

Years before he got the opportunity to direct Gleason, documentary maker Clay Tweel 

remembers seeing Steve Gleason on TV in 2006 when he famously blocked a punt during the New 

Orleans Saints’ first post-Katrina football game. He also watched the 2012 “Monday Night Football” 

telecast when Gleason came onto the field to lead the Saints’ traditional pre-game “Who-Dat” chant. 

“During the game, the cameras kept going to Steve on the sidelines and the commentators talking 

about how he had ALS,” Tweel recalls. “It was incredibly moving.”  

But Tweel was unaware of the video diary and cinema vérité footage Gleason and his team 

had created until he attended the 2014 Sundance Film Festival. In Park City with producers Seth 

Gordon and Mary Rohlich to promote his documentary Print the Legend, Tweel vividly remembers 

getting an email from his agent. “He sent me a link to this trailer put together by Gleason’s team. I 

watched the teaser in my room and started crying. For anybody who knows me, I don’t really cry at 
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much of anything, but I was emotionally wrecked when I saw Steve in his video journal talking to 

Rivers and saying, ‘We’re probably not going to have the normal father-son relationship, I’m not 

going to be able to toss you a football, it’s not going to be easy but it’s going to be awesome and I’m 

going to be here until you can stand on your own as a man.’ Steve was so concise, articulate and 

open-minded that I called my agent and said ‘I have to do this film.’” 

Racing to beat out rival filmmakers, Tweel flew to New Orleans three days later and met the 

Gleason brain trust, including producers Kimi Culp and Kevin Lake. “There were a bunch of other 

people up for this job and I wanted to make sure Steve knew how much I cared about his story,” 

says Tweel.  

Two years to the month after the Gleason trailer bowled over Tweel in Park City, the feature 

length Gleason had its world premiere at Sundance Film Festival. This time, Gleason’s story cast its 

spell on a theater full of cinema lovers. “A lot of people were in tears afterwards,” Tweel recalls. “We 

got two standing ovations. Steve and Michel were there. It was very cathartic and moving for 

everybody to see the audience’s response.”  

Even Steve Gleason and Michel Varisco were taken aback by watching their lives play out on 

the big screen. “The first time we watched it, Steve and I cried through the whole film,” Michel 

Varisco says. “It felt like an out-of-body experience and took a couple days to digest.” 

 

Facing 1,500 Hours of Footage  

Tweel directed his previous documentaries the conventional way, by filming the subjects 

himself. In the case of Gleason, Tweel came on board in March 2015 after most of the footage had 

already been shot by Gleason, Ty Minton-Small and David Lee. “It’s kind of mind-boggling what Ty 

and David did,” Tweel says. “I don’t know anybody else who has dedicated three years of their lives, 

essentially living with a family day in and day out, in order to capture their story. All of us who came 

in to the project later on felt like we owed it to Steve and Michel to get their story up there in a great 

way. We also felt a duty to Ty and David, because they put so much of their energy and lives into this 

project. We wanted to make sure we told the story as well as we possibly could.”   

Tweel faced a formidable task. He needed to pare down 1,500 hours of raw video into a 

roughly two-hour narrative. Most of the footage was shot by Lee and Minton-Small on consumer-

quality Canon or Sony mini DV cameras. “I initially thought the footage wouldn’t look that great 

because it’s compressed and the lenses aren’t very good,” says Tweel. But it turned out that the rough 

look actually yielded an unanticipated upside. “Using those cameras allowed the film to feel like 

friends and family were shooting the whole thing and it never takes you out of the experience,” he 

explains. “The whole documentary feels like a home movie, as if you’re seeing behind the curtain of 

Steve and Michel’s daily lives.” 
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While Lee and Minton-Small provided “fly-on-the-wall” documentation of the Gleasons’ 

day-to-day lives, the heart and soul of Gleason comes through in the short video entries filmed by 

Gleason himself. “I loved Steve’s video blog because he’s looking straight into the lens of the camera 

as if the audience is his child,” Tweel says. “From an emotional standpoint, these amazing journals 

serve the function of helping us connect with Steve.”  

 

Uncovering Unexpected Themes 

As Tweel and editor Brian Palmer combed through the footage over a six-and-a-half-month 

period, they were surprised by many of the through lines that emerged. “I initially thought the movie 

would mainly be about a guy who finds his purpose in life through this tragic set of circumstances,” 

says the director. “What I didn’t realize was the extent to which we could explore Steve’s relationship 

with his dad and how those issues would be reflected in the lessons he was leaving for his own son. 

The intergenerational story of fatherhood was a bit of a surprise.”  

Some of the documentary’s most dramatic confrontations feature Gleason facing off with 

his father, a born-again Christian who insists on taking the Gleason couple to a faith-healing session. 

“Some of the people who are most impacted by this film are fathers and sons,” Steve Gleason says. 

“It doesn’t seem to matter if they’ve been affected by ALS or not. I hope my relationship with Rivers 

can inspire people to be better parents, or have better relationships with their parents.” 

By design, Gleason sheds light on the full spectrum of ALS experience ranging from 

moments of triumph to scenes of exhaustion, despair and anger. “Steve and Michel are some of the 

most courageous people I know because they are so vulnerable,” Tweel says. “I don’t think the 

movie would be nearly as powerful if Steve and Michel weren’t willing to show the warts-and-all side 

of their lives. At one point we see Steve in public for the unveiling of a statue showing him blocking 

the punt. But he tells us that afterward he went home and lost control of his bowels. This is what it’s 

really like to have his life right now. If this were an ESPN piece you might just see the statue 

unveiling and Steve coming onto the field, speeches, swelling music and that’s it. Our job was to tell 

the story behind all of that. We wanted to get deeper into what the experience of dealing with a 

disease like ALS is really like.” 

As Tweel and his team whittled down the trove of footage, they looked for the universal 

aspects within the one-of-a-kind story. “One question we kept asking ourselves was, ‘How do we 

make this movie not just about football and not just about ALS? How do we make it be about 

something beyond that? And how do we make it so the audience doesn’t feel assaulted when the 

movie’s over?’ The story’s certainly tragic, but anybody who’s been around Steve and Michel for 

more than five minutes knows that they also have a really good time. We wanted to show the humor 

and the laughter they share with each other in their lives. In that way, their story becomes a 
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personification of the human spirit. We adapt, we survive, one foot in front of the other to get 

through it.” 

Tweel also quickly realized that Michel, who had been largely overlooked in previous pieces 

about Gleason, was an essential part of the story. “We wanted this film to include Michel and her 

perspective about what it’s like to be a caretaker and a mom and a wife, and all the stress that 

involves. There’s been much stuff done about Steve and his son Rivers — an NFL network piece, an 

ESPN ‘Outside the Lines’ segment — but Michel and her point of view were never highlighted.”   

The film pulls no punches in depicting the day-to-day setbacks experienced by the Gleason 

family as arguments, periods of depression and bitter disappointments all receive their fair share of 

screen time. “I struggled with the release of such personal footage and the idea that our lives are so 

exposed,” Varisco says. “But the more I see how this film affects people, the more comfortable I am 

with our decision to make the movie.” 

 

Team Gleason Rocks 

Interspersed with intimate family scenes, Gleason takes a look at the athlete’s public efforts 

to address ALS. As Team Gleason moved into high gear to raise awareness and money to help 

people diagnosed with ALS, iconic grunge band Pearl Jam came into the picture. Gleason first met 

the musicians in the early 2000s through a mutual friend, Erica Perkins Jasper. “Erica called me out 

of the blue and said her friend Mike McCready got her tickets for a show in Atlanta, did I want to 

go? Of course I said yes.” 

Gleason struck up an instant rapport with Pearl Jam guitarist McCready. “Mike and I have 

been friends for almost 15 years and after my ALS diagnosis, we doubled down on that friendship,” 

Gleason says. “Our families are very close, and because of Mike I’ve gotten to know the other band 

members, crew, and staff pretty well.” McCready even teamed with Gleason on a recording to be 

released this summer on the Hockey Talker record label featuring Varisco’s cover art. 

The importance of music as a healing force in Gleason’s life can’t be underestimated, 

according to Tweel. “Pearl Jam’s music lifts Steve’s spirit all the time,” says the director. “Getting to 

know those musicians was a huge boon for Steve emotionally. And the band has been super gracious 

and giving. When Pearl Jam played a jazz festival in New Orleans earlier this year they came on stage 

wearing Team Gleason T-shirts. Eddie Vedder told the crowd to go watch the documentary.” 

Pearl Jam also let the filmmakers use two of their songs in the documentary and Mike 

McCready recorded a short acoustic track for the film, which also features music by composers Dan 

Romer and Saul Simon MacWilliams. 
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An Unflinching Portrait of Resilience 

In tracking a star athlete’s physical decline in uncompromising detail, Tweel imbued the story 

with pitch-perfect nuance inspired by his own family history. “Going back to the first time I saw that 

trailer, two things made me connect personally with the story,” Tweel says. “One is that my oldest 

sister has MS. And secondly, my dad was Muhammad Ali’s lawyer, so I grew up around Muhammad 

and his wife Lonnie. I saw a very strong parallel between what they went through and what Steve and 

Michel are going through in that they’re living life for something larger than themselves. It also 

becomes about communicating with people who have a hard time communicating back with you. I 

was familiar with all of these things, so Steve’s story really resonated for me on a personal level.” 

Stitching the footage together with additional interviews filmed during post-production, 

Tweel aimed to produce a 360-degree portrait of resilience. “We see Steve go through all these 

situations,” says Tweel. “First it’s, ‘Okay, I can’t walk now. I’m in this wheelchair I have to figure out 

how to survive.’ So you do and then six months later it’s, ‘Now I can’t drive my wheelchair because 

my fingers don’t move.’ And then six months later, it’s, ‘I can’t breathe.’ And now Steve can’t move 

anything except for his eyes and he’s on a ventilator. Psychologically, I think one of the hardest 

things about going through ALS is probably that you have to constantly adapt to a new way of living.”  

 

‘A Good Laugh or a Heavy Cry’ 

Gritty and heartfelt, Gleason takes audiences on a wild ride laced with everyday valor by 

tracing the challenges faced by one man and his family. “What I’d like people to take away from this 

movie is a renewed sense of perspective on their own lives,” Tweel says. “That’s certainly what I’ve 

taken away from working on the film. Steve and Michel like to talk about the importance of living life 

with some sort of purpose. People can take different flavors of that theme away from the film. If we 

can accomplish some of that with this documentary, that would be the goal.”  

For Gleason, the documentary represents an ongoing effort to transform personal 

misfortune into forward-looking affirmation of the things that really matter in life. “The footage that 

our little group shot is raw, intimate and heartbreaking, but I hope it’s also inspiring and joyful,” he 

says. “Ultimately, my hope is that audiences walk away from this film understanding that it is in the 

midst of adversity that we find our greatest power and meaning.” 

While the film focuses on a specific set of relatively rare circumstances, Gleason 

encompasses a rich array of universal elements. “I hope people who need a good laugh or a heavy cry 

can get that from this film,” says Michel Varisco. “I hope people who need to be reminded to love 

their kids or their friends can get that from this movie. I hope people with ALS who want to use this 

film to show others what their lives really are like can get that from this movie. I hope people who 

have strained relationships with their parents will want to work on those relationships after they 
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watch this movie. I hope people who have wanted to do something great in life will go ahead and do 

it after seeing this movie. People have told me that they have gotten all of these things from watching 

Gleason. And I think that’s pretty awesome.” 
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ABOUT THE CAST AND FILMMAKERS 
 
 

STEVE GLEASON, played for The New Orleans Saints from 2000‐2008 after starring at 

Washington State as co‐captain, star linebacker on the football team, and baseball centerfielder. As a 

counter‐culture athlete who spent his off‐season adventuring in third world countries, he will always 

be remembered for his blocked punt on the night the Louisiana Superdome reopened for the first 

time after Hurricane Katrina. In January, 2011 Steve was diagnosed with ALS, considered a terminal 

neuro‐muscular disease. Beyond his faith that there is a solution to heal, it is his mission to show that 

patients can not only live but thrive after this diagnosis. In doing so, he hopes to inspire others to do 

the same. With that in mind, Steve and his wife, Michel, formed "Team Gleason" to help him 

accomplish those goals and more. 

Team Gleason’s The Gleason Initiative Foundation is a charitable 501c3 non‐profit 

corporation with the mission to help provide individuals with neuromuscular diseases or injuries with 

leading edge technology, equipment and services and to create a global conversation and public 

awareness about ALS to ultimately find solutions and an end to the disease. Steve and Team Gleason 

recently opened the Team Gleason House for Innovative Living in New Orleans. It is only the 2nd 

of its kind in the world. The residence is equipped with the latest computer‐operated technology to 

allow individuals with ALS the highest level of independence possible. Team Gleason also hosted a 

summit in 2013 in New Orleans that included world leaders in ALS research and cutting edge 

technological developers. The Summit resulted in Answer ALS, the single largest ALS research 

project in the history of the disease. 

Steve’s story and mission have been told countless times throughout the media and in a soon 

to be released documentary. The NFL Network, ESPN, HBO, ABC, CBS, CNN and many local 

outlets have all been inspired to share the Team Gleason story in many ways. He was featured in 2 

Peter King interviews during Super Bowl pre‐game shows, NFL’s A Football Life, Good Morning 

America, HBO’s Real Sports and more. He was named one of 2 Sports Illustrated’s Inspirations of 

the Year in 2014 and been a keynote speaker for Microsoft and at 2 United Nations sponsored Social 

Innovation Summits. Steve was the featured personality on the highly praised and reviewed 

Microsoft commercial during the 2014 Super Bowl. It has been viewed over 3 million times since 

airing. Most recently, both the US House of Representatives and the Senate have unanimously passed 

“The Steve Gleason Act” to ensure the availability of life sustaining communication devices. The Act 

was signed into law on July 31, 2015 by President Obama. 

But, the most significant accomplishment for Steve and Michel since Steve’s diagnosis was 

their decision to have a child. In October 2011, Rivers Gleason was born and is the center of their 

lives. When Steve was diagnosed, he famously said there will be “No White Flags”. This has become 
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the Team Gleason mantra, but it is most important when applied to Steve as a father. No goal is 

more important to Steve and Michel than finding a solution for ALS, so they can share many, many 

years together and as parents to Rivers. 

 

 

MICHEL VARISCO, is an artist and the subject of the upcoming feature-length 

documentary GLEASON. 

After graduating from the University of Colorado with a Bachelor of Business 

Administration in Management, Michel moved back to her native New Orleans to work alongside 

her father and grandfather at Lotz Company, a culinary supply business founded by her family in 

1906. Michel married New Orleans Saints Safety and local hero, Steve Gleason, in 2008. 

After Steve was diagnosed with ALS in 2011, the couple founded Team Gleason, a nonprofit 

organization that provides others living with the disease access to life-affirming events and assistive 

technology. Today Michel serves on Team Gleason’s Board of Directors and supports the high level 

operations of the organization. 

Michel and Steve’s passionate drive to better the lives of others in the face of adversity has 

been profiled by major media outlets including HBO, ABC, and CNN. For the past five years, the 

couple have documented their honest journey through countless hours of breathtaking footage 

which has now evolved into the soon-to-be released GLEASON film. During this time, Michel 

became a mother to Rivers, now aged four, and began channeling her experiences into unique and 

vibrant visual art pieces. 

Michel has shared her story with audiences across the globe and has spoken at the Reagan 

Center in Washington DC, the Cannes Lions Festival of Creativity, the Hot Docs Festival, the Full 

Frame Documentary Film Festival and the Sundance Film Festival, where she also displayed her 

artworks at a sold out exhibition in 2016. 

By continuing to speak publicly, Michel hopes that her story will inspire other families 

affected by ALS. 

 

 

CLAY TWEEL (DIRECTOR, EDITOR, STORY BY), made his directorial debut on 

the documentary Make Believe, chronicling six teenagers battling to become the world’s best teen 

magician, which won the Grand Jury Prize at the LA FILM FEST in 2010 and is currently running 

on Showtime networks. Clay’s next film, Print the Legend, premiered at SXSW 2014 and was 

awarded the Special Jury Recognition for Storytelling and Editing. The film was bought by Netflix 

Originals and premiered in theaters and online last September. His last film, Finders Keepers, 



 12 

premiered at Sundance 2015 to rave reviews and was bought by the Orchard. After meeting Steve 

Gleason two years ago, Clay knew immediately that he wanted to be involved in telling such a 

personal and inspirational story and is humbled to be a part of it. 

 

 

 BRIAN PALMER (CO-EDITOR), is a former journalist turned documentary editor who 

got his start working as an assistant editor on the Ukrainian mail order bride documentary ‘Love Me,’ 

which premiered at the Hot Docs film festival in 2014. He then collaborated with director Clay 

Tweel and producers Seth Gordon and Mary Rohlich on ‘Print the Legend,’ which won the Special 

Jury Recognition Award for Editing and Storytelling at SXSW in 2014. Subsequently Brian worked 

on the PBS documentary ‘On Two Fronts: Latinos and Vietnam,’ before re-teaming with Tweel, 

Gordon and Rohlich for ‘Finders Keepers,’ which premiered at Sundance in 2015. Brian has a 

bachelor's degree in journalism from Cal State Long Beach. 

 

 

 DAN ROMER (MUSIC BY), is an award-winning songwriter, music producer and film 

composer based in Los Angeles. 

He has produced music for numerous acclaimed artists including A Great Big World and 

Christina Aguilera, whose single “Say Something,” topped charts worldwide, sold over 6 million 

copies and won a 2015 Grammy.  

An accomplished film composer, Romer’s scores include four-time Oscar-nominated ‘Beasts 

of the Southern Wild,’ ‘Tomorrow We Disappear,’ ‘Digging For Fire,’ ‘Finders Keepers,’ ‘Beasts of 

No Nation,’ ‘Jim: The James Foley Story and ‘Gleason.’ 

 

 

 

 SAUL SIMON MACWILLIAMS (MUSIC BY), is a Los Angeles based film composer, 

producer, songwriter and music sound designer from York, Maine. 

Saul has worked closely and extensively with composer and producer Dan Romer on recent 

films including his oscar nominated feature ‘Beasts of the Southern Wild’, ‘Digging for Fire’, ‘Finders 

Keepers’, ‘Mediterrania’ and as the music sound designer for the Netflix original ‘Beasts of No 

Nation’. Saul recently co-scored and music sound designed two documentaries, ‘Gleason’ and HBO's 

‘Jim’ which premiered at 2016's Sundance Film Festival. 

 

 



 13 

DAVID LEE (DIRECTOR OF PHOTOGRAPHY), is from New Orleans. He studied 

film and video at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago. He has made a few short documentaries 

that have screened at film festivals and museums across the country, like Big Sky and the 

Smithsonian. Since early 2012, he has been helping document Steve and Michel’s lives for Rivers and 

any future children they may have. From the Northwest, the Missouri River, and the Inca Trail, the 

footage shows the amount of love that this group has and gives. Life changing is an often overused 

term, but working on this project with Steve, Michel, and Ty has simply been life changing. Even 

more, he has grown a borderline obsession of timelapse videos after shooting so many with Steve. 

 

 

TY MINTON‐SMALL (DIRECTOR OF PHOTOGRAPHY), was brought down to 

New Orleans to capture the birth of Steve and Michel’s child ‐‐ an extension of Steve’s efforts to 

document his life for his son. Ty spent the next two years filming, and eventually living with the 

Gleason family. His immersive approach to capturing Steve’s story resulted in hundreds of hours of 

footage that gives an audience an unflinching, honest view from the inside. Ty is currently assisting in 

the editing of the film. 

 

 

SHANNON E. RIGGS (CO-PRODUCER), started her independent production 

company, Gingersnap Productions, with the goal of nurturing emerging filmmakers working with 

limited budgets.  Her most recent co-producing credit is for director Clay Tweel's award winning 

documentary GLEASON, being released by Amazon Studios and Open Road in summer 2016. She 

is currently on the festival circuit with indie music drama THE DUST STORM staring Colin 

O'Donahue and is in post production on THE MANY FACES OF ALICE for Mar Vista 

Entertainment.  Shannon started her career straight out of USC Film School as an assistant at Spike 

Lee's production company, 40 Acres and a Mule.  After working her way up the ranks in 

development, she segued into physical production working on studio film sets under line-producer 

Guy Riedel.  Her diverse experience has allowed her to find her passion for telling well executed, 

bold, compelling stories across many genres, formats, and budget sizes. In 2016, Shannon will be 

producing THE INCIDENT directed by Polish filmmaker Jan Kwiecinski for Emmett/Furla. 

 

 

MARK SHAPIRO (EXECUTIVE PRODUCER), is Chief Content Officer of IMG. In 

this role, Shapiro oversees the company’s content, fashion, digital strategy and operations, and global 

events businesses. Prior to joining IMG in 2014, Shapiro was CEO of Dick Clark Productions (dcp), 
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where he managed day‐to‐day operations while developing and producing entertainment 

programming for traditional and digital media. Previously, Shapiro served as Director, President and 

Chief Executive Officer of Six Flags Entertainment Corporation, where he energized and re‐invented 

the Six Flags brand as the world’s largest regional theme park company. Shapiro began his career at 

ESPN, where he oversaw both production and programming and led the creation of sports and 

entertainment properties that helped build ESPN into one of the world’s strongest multi‐media 

brands. Shapiro currently serves on the board of directors of four public companies: Live Nation 

Entertainment (NYSE:LYV), Frontier Communications (NASDAQ:FTR), Papa John’s International 

(NASDAQ:PZZA), and Equity Residential (NYSE:EQR). A graduate of the University of Iowa, 

Shapiro is a Chicago native and currently resides in New York, NY.  

 

 

WILL STAEGER (EXECUTIVE PRODUCER), is SVP Programming & Content 

Strategy of the IMG Original Content Group. In this role, Staeger oversees deal‐making, global 

programming strategy, and functions as an in‐house executive producer and showrunner for the 

Content Group across its array of initiatives. Prior to joining IMG in 2014, Staeger was EVP 

Television Production at World Wrestling Entertainment, where he managed the company's TV 

studio and served as executive producer of all programming, including original documentary and 

reality series, for the launch of the groundbreaking WWE Network. While there he also launched and 

executive produced E!’s hit series, Total Divas. Previously, Staeger was SVP Programming & 

Strategic Development at dick clark productions (dcp), overseeing all programming and digital there, 

and prior to his dcp tenure, Staeger co‐led ESPN¹s Original Entertainment unit as Executive 

Producer, functioning both as business affairs/programming leader and in‐house executive producer 

of acclaimed drama series Playmakers, Tilt, nearly a dozen highly rated original TV movies, Pardon 

the Interruption, The World Series of Poker, and 30 For 30.  

In addition to his 27 years of experience in film & television, Staeger is the author of two 

international thriller novels, Painkiller and Public Enemy, published in hardcover by William Morrow 

and mass market paperback by HarperCollins. Staeger attended USC’s Graduate School of Cinema‐

Television. 

 

PAUL VARISCO SR. (EXECUTIVE PRODUCER), is the Executive Director of the 

Gleason Initiative Foundation (Team Gleason) and has helped lead the grassroots organization from 

its inception of family and friends to an established organization internationally recognized for its 

leadership in raising awareness for Amyotrophic Lateral Sclerosis (ALS). 

Team Gleason seeks to help patients with ALS lead a purposeful and productive life through 
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technology, equipment and extraordinary adventures while seeking to raise awareness of ALS and the 

efforts to cure it. 

Paul is a native New Orleanian and worked in the retail clothing business and a restaurant 

supply business before retiring. When Saints hero Steve Gleason announced he was diagnosed with 

ALS in 2011, Paul stepped up, helping to create and lead Team Gleason along with daughter Michel 

and his son-in-law Steve. 

Major accomplishments by Team Gleason under Paul’s direction include the creation of the 

Team Gleason House for patients with ALS and the Steve Gleason Act which restored funding for 

Speech Generating Devices to thousands of patients with ALS otherwise unable to communicate 

without this advanced technology. 

Paul remains busy with a wide-variety of interests including an active hand in and part 

ownership of Mr. John’s Steakhouse and service as a passionate Board Member of Crimestoppers. 

Paul has fronted the Milestones since 1960. Paul has been married to Jill for 45 years and they enjoy 

seven grandchildren from their three kids - Paul, Vinnie and Michel. 

 

 

SETH GORDON (PRODUCER, STORY BY), started his film career in documentary 

film, directing the feature The King of Kong: A Fistful of Quarters. The film chronicled the intense 

rivalry between two Donkey Kong aficionados and won Best Documentary awards at a number of 

festivals. In 2012, Gordon produced Undefeated, which took home the 2012 Academy Award® for 

Best Documentary Feature. He also produced the critically acclaimed documentaries New York Doll, 

(2005), Mitt (2014), Print The Legend (2014), and Finders Keepers (2015) and Gleason (2016). 

Gordon has directed three studio feature films: Four Christmases (2008), Horrible Bosses 

(2011), and Identity Thief (2013), all of which grossed over $100M domestically. Gordon has 

directed five pilots for Sony Television including The Goldbergs and Sneaky Pete, all of which have 

gone to air. Currently he is directing a feature adaptation of Baywatch. 

 

 

KIMI CULP (PRODUCER), has a unique specialty of generating original ideas and 

concepts and bringing them to life online and on screen. Her experience includes work as a producer 

and story developer for NBC, ABC, The Oprah Winfrey Show and The Documentary Group. She 

has conceived and produced hundreds of stories around the world and negotiated exclusive 

interviews for some of the most prominent names in journalism including Diane Sawyer and Barbara 

Walters.  

Until 2011 she served as Executive Director of Talent and Development at OWN: Oprah 
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Winfrey Network. She oversaw series and specials including “Visionaries: Inside the Creative Mind,” 

an original series profiling Tom Ford, will.iam, James Cameron, Tyler Perry and Annie Leibovitz. 

Most recently, she was a partner at Long Story Media, a short form content and creative consulting 

company. Their clients include The Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, Kaiser Family Foundation, 

and Alicia Keys Foundation. 

Kimi is the co‐author of the best‐selling book, "A Letter to My Dog". Her book has sold 

eighty thousand copies around the world and is published in three languages. Kimi began studying 

the art of production and storytelling at the University of Colorado where she earned a BS in 

broadcast journalism and continued her studies with the photojournalism program at SPEOS in Paris, 

France. Kimi and Michel Varisco became friends at the age of 19. They shared a love of Wendy’s 

frosties and vowed to be roommates if they were single at 85. Kimi spent the last 15 years telling 

stories around the world to prepare for the moment when she would tell the story of one of her best 

friends. 

 

 

SCOTT FUJITA (PRODUCER), attended the University of California at Berkeley with 

undergraduate degrees in Political Science and Business Administration. In his final year at Berkeley, 

he earned a Masters degree in Education. 

Scott spent 11 years as a NFL Linebacker with the Kansas City Chiefs, Dallas Cowboys, 

New Orleans Saints, and Cleveland Browns. He led his teams in tackles four times, and was elected 

as a Team Captain five times. As an unrestricted free agent during the 2006 off-season, he became 

the first player to join the Saints following Hurricane Katrina. During Scott’s four seasons in New 

Orleans, the Saints won two NFC South Division championships, appeared in two NFC 

Championship games, and won Super Bowl XLIV against the Indianapolis Colts. In 2009 he was 

selected as the Saints’ “Man of the Year” for his play on the field and his contributions off it. On 

April 22, 2013, Scott signed a one-day contract with the Saints and announced his retirement from 

the NFL atop Peru’s Machu Picchu.  

After serving for four years on the NFL Players Association’s Board of Representatives, he 

was selected as a Vice President of the players’ union, where he served an additional four years. 

Beginning in 2013, Scott transitioned into a versatile post-NFL career, writing for the New 

York Times and Fox Sports, and providing TV analysis and commentary on Fox Sports 1, WDSU 

New Orleans, and Showtime, while consulting in film and tech.  

Scott was one of the founding members of the Team Gleason Initiative Foundation, a New 

Orleans based nonprofit inspired by his friend and former teammate, Steve Gleason, who’s living 

with ALS. 
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Scott is married with three daughters, and likely has abnormally high estrogen levels. With 

football now in his rearview mirror, Scott has attempted to become proficient in yoga, Pilates, violin, 

and piano. He's failed miserably at each. 

 

 

MARY ROHLICH (PRODUCER), began her career in development at MGM and 

Columbia Pictures before teaming up with director Seth Gordon on Four Christmases as an Associate 

Producer. She continued to work with Gordon as Co-Producer on the hit comedies Horrible Bosses 

and Identity Thief, and most recently wrapped production on the upcoming feature Baywatch. Mary was 

a Producer on the documentary feature Gleason which premiered at Sundance Film Festival 2016. 

This is her second film in competition at Sundance after Finders Keepers which premiered at the 

festival in 2015. Mary's previous credits include Executive Producer of the award-winning 

documentary Print the Legend, Segment Producer on Freakonomics based on the New York Times best-

selling book, and Associate Producer of Make Believe which won Best Documentary Feature at LAFF 

in 2010. Mary continues to team with Gordon at their production company, Exhibit A, producing 

television (Sneaky Pete, The Goldbergs), documentary and narrative films. 

 

 

TOM LAVIA (PRODUCER), is a Partner and Managing Director at NWQ Investment 

Management in Los Angeles, CA.  Tom is the Director of Research and has primary responsibility 

for the firm’s investments in the global technology sector. Prior to NWQ, Tom was a partner at 

Relational Investors, LLC. He received his B.A. from the University of California, Berkeley and is a 

Chartered Financial Analyst. 

Tom knows nothing about the film industry, but he was sucked into this passion project 

because Michel and his wife have been best friends since 1995. He and his wife, Sarah, have three 

energetic children that prevent him from surfing and golfing as often as he would like. Tom and 

Sarah love to spend time in New Orleans and, more importantly, love Steve, Michel and Rivers. 

 

 

THOMAS MCEACHIN (PRODUCER), is a partner in the New Orleans commercial 

litigation boutique law firm, Schonekas, Evans, McGoey & McEachin, where he has practiced since 

graduating Order of the Coif from Paul M. Hebert Law Center at Louisiana State University over 15 

years ago. Thomas has a broad legal practice across many areas of law with a particular emphasis in 

the fields of intellectual property, oil and gas, construction, and media/entertainment. Thomas has 

been recognized as a “Super Lawyer” and has received an “AV” Peer Review Rating by Martindale 
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Hubbell, which is the highest possible rating for ethical standards and legal ability. Thomas serves as 

a member of the board of and counsel for The Gleason Initiative Foundation. 

A life‐long New Orleanian, Thomas has a keen eye for a good time. Through dogged 

persistence and sheer will, he adopted himself into the beautiful, loving, and amazing Varisco family. 

He was with Michel on the day she met Steve, and his instantaneous man‐crush on Steve endures to 

this day. When not driving his co‐producers crazy with his jerk lawyer advice, Thomas likes to spend 

time with his gorgeous wife, Kerry, his daughter, Jane, and son, Thomas, Jr., who is Rivers’ BFF. 

 

 

KEVIN LAKE (PRODUCER), is a producer of film and digital content. He created and is 

currently producing Playing It Forward with Robert Downey Jr. and Susan Downey, a series of 

spontaneous performances by superstar artists to raise money for social causes. The series launched 

in 2014 with John Legend and the Imagine Dragons. 

Until February 2012, Kevin was the president of Film and Branded Entertainment at Rabbit 

Content, helping build the nascent talent‐based commercial production company into an industry 

leader. Previous to that, Kevin spent seven years as the President of Film Development and 

Production for Mel Gibson’s Icon Productions. In that time, the company produced a number of 

notable films, including: Apocalypto, The Passion, The Singing Detective with Robert Downey Jr., 

We Were Soldiers, and What Women Want during overall deals at Warner Brothers, Paramount and 

Twentieth Century Fox. Before entering the film business, Kevin earned his Master’s Degree in 

European Studies from the London School of Economics. He graduated from U.C. Berkeley with a 

Bachelor of Arts degree in Political Economy. 

 

 


