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The 88th Academy Awards, announced just the other day, had something special for 
India. Cottalango Leon, a 44-year-old technician, who hails from Coimbatore, won the 
Oscar Award for scientific and technical excellence. In an exclusive conversation with 
ParentCircle, Leon thanks his parents for ‘instilling values of hard work and discipline 

at a very young age’. Here are the excerpts. 

by V SARAVANA KUMAR

‘I consider 
PARENTING
a marathon’

On January 9, 2016, 
Cottalango Leon’s social 
media post read, “While 
I was going about my 

normal day yesterday, this Oscar news 
was definitely a jolt to my system.” 
Yes, he was on top of the world and 
so were a billion Indians on hearing 
this news. After all, it is not often that 
we get to see an Indian winning laurels 
at the Academy of Motion Picture Arts 
and Sciences awards, or simply called, 

the Oscars. Leon, along with Robert 
Ray and Sam Richards, representing 
Sony Pictures Imageworks, won the 
Technical Achievement award for the 
design, engineering and continuous 
development of a digital 3D film 
review software called itView. 
Leon’s is another fabulous story of 
a boy from a small village rising to 
great heights. What inspired him to 
go all the way? We find out in this 
exclusive conversation.

QPhenomenal feat! How 
does this feel?

Cottalango Leon : It feels great. It’s 
very satisfying to have our work 
showcased in front of others in our 
industry and be recognised. I am 
very proud of our team of engineers 
and also the talented artists who 
have contributed significantly to the 
features which we developed based 
on their feedback.
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QTell us about your 
childhood in India. You spent 

considerable time in closely-knitted 
communities. 
Cottalango Leon: I grew up in 
Kallapalayam, a small village 
near Coimbatore and went to 
school where my father was the 
Headmaster and my mother, a 
teacher. As it is with many small 
communities, everybody knew 
everybody else, and my siblings 
and I were lucky to have very 
loving and caring people around 
us all the time. We also had more 
playtime and freedom compared 
to today’s children, especially 
those from the urban setting. For 
my high school and college, we 
moved to Ondipudur, again a small 
town near Coimbatore, where the 
experience was similar. I had a very 
happy childhood and will always 
be grateful to all those people who 
have played a part in my professional 
and personal success.

QYou have worked with 
many popular Hollywood 

movies. How exciting has your 
profession been?
Cottalango Leon: It’s definitely a fun 
industry to work in. Even though 
I’m on the technical side, I derive 
great enjoyment from working with 
very talented and creative artists 
and watching the elaborate process 
that goes on behind the making of 
a blockbuster movie. We also get 
to see how a movie takes shape 
and the attention that is given to 
many minutiae that most viewers 
may not even notice. Directors like 
to push technology to its limits and 
it's an engineer’s dream to solve the 
technical challenges that arise while 
trying to bring the creative team’s 
vision to reality.

QHow inspiring were your 
parents in your life and career?

Cottalango Leon: My parents were 
extremely hard-working, especially 
when my father started to practise 
traditional medicine on the side, 
which he learnt from his own 

parents. For a long time, my parents 
were teaching in school during 
the day and practising traditional 
medicine in the evenings and during 
weekends. They literally had two 
full-time jobs at the same time. Yet 
somehow, they found time to give 
enough attention to my brother, 
sister and me. They instilled in 
us the values of hard work and 
discipline at a very young age, and 
helped us a lot in our educational 
endeavours as well as in our careers. 
They also taught us how to deal 
with people and accept people of 
all backgrounds with an open mind. 
Later on, when I moved out of the 
house and started living outside of 
Tamil Nadu as well as outside of 
India, I think many of those lessons 
from childhood helped 
me tremendously.

QYour wife and daughter…
Cottalango Leon: Until I got 

married, I was not very socially 
active, especially since my close 
friends from school/college were 
not living nearby and I was too 
deeply engrossed in my work. After 
marriage, and especially after our 
daughter Shruthi was born, we 
naturally shifted our priorities and 
paid more attention to work-life 
balance. My wife Roopa is a great 
host and likes to invite friends and 
family over, and that has made 
the weekends lot more fun. She is 
also a very straight-forward person 
and keeps me grounded in reality. 
Shruthi is in 6th grade now and is the 
centre of our lives.

QAs a father, how do you 
approach parenting? Are your 

parenting methods different from 
those of your parents?
Cottalango Leon: I consider 
parenting a marathon; it starts 
from the day your child is born 
and continues for the rest of your 
life. Even though our daughter’s 
environment is radically different 
from my own childhood, I think 
some of the attitudes and habits 
that I picked up from my parents 
continue to be good even today. 
My parents gave me a lot more 
freedom and independence than I 
give to our daughter, something I’m 
still working on to find a balance. 
Obviously, we have a lot more access 
to resources and opportunities than 
my parents did. So it's very tempting 
to fill her time with ‘useful’ activities, 

but I’m mindful of not completely 
taking over her life and directing 
her how to spend each minute of 
her own life. We are very blessed 
that she’s obedient and mostly does 
what we ask her to do, but I hope 
we don’t take it too far and stunt 
her personal growth.

QLiving in the US, you might 
have witnessed a huge cultural 

shift. How does the parenting style 
of Americans differ from ours?
Cottalango Leon: There are lots of 
cultural differences and they start 
pretty much from the moment the 
baby is born. For example, does 
the baby sleep with the parents or 
alone? Western cultures tend to 

You are born with incredible 
curiosity and joy for learning. 
Try to keep it alive as you go 
through the formal education 
system. Remember, lots of learning 
takes place outside the classroom.
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place a lot of importance on kids’ 
independence and self-development, 
whereas in Asian cultures, parents 
play a more authoritative role and 
take a hands-on approach in a child’s 
upbringing. Obviously, extremism in 
both approaches can be harmful, but 
I think everybody has to find their 
own balance, taking the personalities 
of the couple as well as the kid into 
account. But the good thing about 
parenting is that you don’t have to 
get everything right on day one. 
Nature gives you plenty of time and 
feedback to see what works within 
our own unique circumstances.

QHow important is it to 
instill traditional Indian 

values in children?
Cottalango Leon: I think it's 
very important. It can contribute 
towards the child being proud 
about his or her identity later on 
in life. I have noticed certain Asian 
parents (Korean, Chinese and 
Japanese) in America taking great 
pride in their long history and past 
accomplishments, and continuously 
reminding their children about how 

great their ancestors had been. 
Unfortunately, this is not very 
common with Indian parents and it 
falls below the priorities of academic 
and other extra-curricular, activities 
which are often western-centric. My 
wife and I are also guilty of this and 
our daughter grew up without even 
gaining fluency in her own mother 
tongue; but, of late, we have been 
taking steps to correct it. For the 
past 3 years, she has been going to 
Los Angeles Tamil School (where I 
also teach) through which she is also 
being exposed to Indian festivals, 
cultural programmes, etc.

QWhat’s your message to 
parents who want their children 

to be achievers?
Cottalango Leon: I think if the 
children want to be achievers, then 
the parents should do everything 
they can to help. Not every child 
can/needs to be an achiever. 
However, we, as parents, need to do 
everything we can to nudge them in 
a positive direction and provide them 
with opportunities and exposure. 
Many parents are very anxious about 

future college admissions or job 
prospects and pass on their anxiety 
to their children. This, I think, can be 
harmful and can kill children’s natural 
curiosity and desire to succeed. If we 
can spot their interests/passion, and 
provide them with opportunities, it 
can lead to a satisfying profession/
hobby for a lifetime.

QWhat’s your advice to children?
Cottalango Leon: You are born 

with incredible curiosity and joy for 
learning. Try to keep it alive as you 
go through the formal education 
system which can often work against 
it. Remember, lots of learning takes 
place outside the classroom, which 
you might not even be aware of. 
Therefore, keep your eyes and ears 
open and work on your innate talents/
skills you are born with. Some people 
may find their passion when they are 
5 years old and others much later on, 
but it doesn’t really matter. Everybody 
is good at something and your job 
is to discover what your strength is. 
Good luck! 

FACTFILE
• Place of birth: 
Tuticorin, Tamil Nadu

• Schooling: Kallapalayam Govt 
School and Kadri Mills Hr Sec. 
School, Coimbatore

• Higher education: PSG 
College of Technology 
(undergraduate), Coimbatore 
and Arizona State University 
(post-graduate)

• Career milestones: Games 
Programmer at Dreamworks 
Interactive (1996), Software 
Engineer at Sony Pictures 
Imageworks (since 1996)

• Movies worked in: Stuart Little, 
Spiderman series, Men In Black 
series, Cloudy with a Chance of 
Meatballs, The Smurfs, Hotel 
Transylvania and Open Season
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Mr Leon with his wife and daughter

For more on this log on to www.parentcircle.com and check out our ClipBook called ‘India at the Oscars’


