
College: There’s an App for That

SHOW BUSINESS | December 2010 | 19

What you need to
know before you apply

to a theater program

IN THE NEW York area, the floundering
economy has caused more than its share of
disquiet, particularly among performing arts
students who are hoping things will improve
by the time they graduate. While experts point
to tenuous rebounds in the stock market and
consumer spending as signs of a recovery, the
recession is far from over in the education
sector. This is especially true for New York
state schools, most of which have weathered
across-the-board budget cuts due to the state’s
massive deficit.

However, just because theater programs
have fewer resources doesn’t mean appli-
cants will have less competition. In many
schools, enrollment in theater programs is as
high or higher than it was before the reces-
sion. Across the country, many state schools,
which tend to be more affordable than
private institutions, have seen their enroll-
ment numbers increase since the beginning
of the recession. Economic downturns come
and go, but there will never be a shortage of
aspiring theater artists vying for the available
slots in college theater programs. The best
way to get a jump on your competition is to
know what to expect before you apply to
your school of choice.

THE APPLICATION
Each school, and often each individual

program within a school, has a different set of
requirements and guidelines for new appli-
cants. The good news is, the schools’ admis-
sions personnel can help guide you through
the process. Additionally, most schools now
make their application information readily
available on their websites, so there really is

no excuse for applying to a school unin-
formed.

Typically, you will be required to submit an
application, SAT or ACT test scores, a photo-
graph for identification purposes, and two to
three letters of recommendation. The letters
should be from individuals or professionals
who are familiar with your desire to attend the
program. Remember, many schools have strict
requirements about who may write letters on
your behalf. (Guidance counselors and teach-
ers are usually acceptable recommenders.)
You will also need to have an official copy of
your high school transcripts mailed to the
college’s admissions office. If you already
have college credits, you will need to have
those sent as well. The average application fee
is about $25 to $50, although waivers may be
available. If you are applying to grad school,
you will also need to submit a statement of
purpose, which is a brief, focused essay on
your career goals and why you are applying to
the program.

THE INTERVIEW/AUDITION
Many acting programs require an in-

person audition for all applicants. Each
school has a different set of guidelines for
this process, but it often involves attending
one of the college’s scheduled auditions.
Some schools hold auditions both on
campus and regionally. The regional sessions
usually take place in large cities, such as
New York and Chicago, during the months of
January and February. For more competitive
programs, videotaped or DVD auditions are
not usually accepted, and those schools that
do allow taped auditions often advise against

it unless the applicant is absolutely unable to
attend an in-person audition. It’s important
to note that auditioning for a competitive
theater program is often a frantic and fren-
zied experience, a labyrinthine process in
which hundreds of students are marched
through various sessions, scenes and inter-
views. If you show up unprepared, without
the required material and documents, you
will undoubtedly leave a bad impression.

What will you need going into the audi-
tion? Again, it depends on the school, but for
a BFA acting program you will generally need
to memorize one or more monologues from a
play. The monologues should be chosen from
material that shows off your true self. Unlike
casting directors in a professional setting,
college auditors are interested in seeing you,
not the character. This means you should
avoid any monologue that requires a regional
dialect or playing outside your age.

In addition to monologue sessions, college
auditions will usually involve a lengthy inter-
view process. Additional scene work with
other students may also be required. Once
you have completed the different sessions,
the audition process is not always over:
Some schools offer callbacks to students who
auditioned well during the initial session.

YOU’RE ACCEPTED — NOW GET TO WORK
To say that college is difficult may be over-

stating the obvious, but many theater grads
say performers who are accepted need to be
prepared, physically and emotionally, for the
demanding schedule of a drama student.
New York actor Ashley Wren Collins, who
has an MFA from Harvard’s American Reper-
tory Theatre and a BA from the University of
Pennsylvania, recalls how some of her fellow
students struggled with the challenging curric-
ula of top-tier drama departments. “Many
people do not like the experience,” Collins
says. “Immersing yourself in acting every
single hour of the day and every day of the
week for two or three years is exhausting. It’s
not for people with little patience or passion.”

Collins is quick to add, however, that the
hard work and grueling schedules have paid
off. She has since gone on to work steadily as
a professional actor, appearing in major films
like Miramax’s Kate and Leopold and TV
shows like Sex and the City and One Life to
Live. She says the sense of community she
discovered while in school has helped her
along the way. “Never underestimate the
power of your alma mater,” she adds. �

LOOK GOOD
ON PAPER

The more onstage or back-
stage experience you can
acquire before applying to

college, the better you will look
to the admissions staff. Get

involved with your high school’s
theater program. Even if you are
just working as backstage crew,
the experience shows your inter-
est in theater and commitment

to the field. Also, consider a
summer intensive or workshop
aimed at high school-aged per-

formers. New York City is
teeming with such programs

during the summer.

The feature archives on
ShowBusinessMag.com contain
several stories about summer

intensives and workshops in the
New York Metro area.
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