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Introduction

This book is aimed mainly at aspiring actors seeking
three-year full-time training at a UK drama school.
Although there are many one-year and some two-year
courses, these are mostly aimed at graduates or people
who already have significant knowledge and/or experience
in the industry, and who will therefore usually have a
working knowledge of the training environment.

If you have picked up this book and started reading, the
chances are you are either an aspiring actor yourself, or
know someone who is. Either way, you are probably look-
ing for answers. I hope this book will give you the answers
you are seeking, but it is also possible that you don’t even
know what questions to ask! With that in mind, I am start-
ing this book with a series of questions, some of which you
might not have even considered, but which you neverthe-
less should perhaps ask yourself before you go any further.

Can You Really Become an Actor?

There has arguably never been a better time than now to
become an actor in the UK. While acting remains an
uncertain and insecure profession, there is actually more
work out there now than there has ever been. With so
many television channels and an explosion of theatre in
London and other major cities, drama is now a major



British industry, bringing in revenue from tourism and
overseas sales. There are also employment possibilities in
voice-over, commercials, CGI, plus commercial and
educational role-play. Acting, in all its forms, is a
substantial creative industry and a key element of the UK
economy. So if anyone tells you that becoming an actor is
a crazy fantasy, just point to the thousands of actors
making a living from this thriving profession, not to
mention the millions of people worldwide who see the UK
as the centre of world theatre.

So How Do You Go About It?

The best way of becoming an actor in the UK is to train at
a major drama school. Of course, there are some actors
who enter the profession without training, but very few
manage to sustain a long career. Most actors who haven’t
formally trained find it necessary at some point to get
some training, simply because they don’t have the skills
they need to do the job.

If you train at one of the best schools, you will also have a
better launch into your career, because all good drama
schools make a point of preparing their graduating stu-
dents for the industry and showcasing them to agents and
casting directors. Agents also trust these schools because
they know that the actors they produce will have a sound
and comprehensive craft.

If you are just coming to the end of your secondary
schooling, or are studying in a further education college,
you will probably need a full three-year training. If you are
a little older and already have significant performance
experience, perhaps including professional jobs, you
might consider an intensive one- or two-year course
instead.

Almost all good three-year acting courses now carry a BA
(Hons) Degree qualification. This does not mean that
they are more ‘academic’ than they used to be — there is
usually very little writing or formal academic study
required — but you will get a proper degree from training
as an actor.

You may find that your parents get quite alarmed at the
idea of their offspring auditioning for drama school! Hav-
ing heard that acting is an uncertain profession, they will
be understandably keen to ensure that you make the most
of your one opportunity to study at BA level. For this rea-
son they may advise you to get a more traditional degree
in something else first and then do a one-year actor train-
ing afterwards if you still want to (which they probably
hope you won’t!).

I’m afraid this is not very good advice! Not only can post-
graduate acting courses be very expensive (up to twice the
annual cost of an undergraduate degree), but you would
have to pay up to half of the fees upfront rather than
through a loan, which could be very expensive, especially
when you have just built up so much debt from your first
degree.

Furthermore, one year is not long enough for most people
to get a really comprehensive training. You would do much
better to train for three years, and put all your energies
into building an acting career. Back-up plans are all very
well, but they can be an indicator that you don’t expect to
succeed, which in turn can be a self-fulfilling prophecy!

Given the huge cost of higher education, it is essential that
you follow your heart and do the course you really want
to do, not a poor substitute!
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Will They Want Someone Like You?

At this stage I should make the point, loudly and clearly,
that drama schools are looking for every sort of actor, not
just certain types. Just as drama itself reflects modern
society, so drama schools have to turn out a full range of
actors who can portray every aspect of that society in their
work. So it doesn’t matter who you are or where you come
from — if you have talent and determination, drama school
is for you. A good drama school will not try to change who
you are — it will merely give you the skills and training to
make the best of what you already have.

Common Myths

There are lots of myths about drama school that you may
have heard, and which quite possibly put you off applying.
One of the first aims of this book is to address and
explode those myths, which I shall now do:

Myth number 1: It’s too expensive.

Wrong: The majority of good drama schools now run
degree courses in acting, most of which attract full-fee
loans in the same way as other degrees. So you pay noth-
ing upfront, and won’t accumulate any more student debt
than someone on a conventional degree course. There are
a few leading schools that are not part of the loan scheme,
but which offer scholarships to talented students. In
Chapter 1 you will find a list of all the major schools and
their fees arrangements.

Myth number 2: They only want people who went to posh
schools.

Wrong: Drama schools want talented people from all
backgrounds. They are all actively seeking to widen their
recruitment.

Myth number 3: They only want people with a certain look.

Wrong: Drama schools need a wide range of physical
types, ethnicities and personalities, because it is their job
to supply the industry with a variety of different kinds of
actor.

Myth number 4: Drama schools want to ‘break you down’ |

and destroy your confidence.

Wrong: If that was ever true it certainly isn’t so now. Good
drama schools are only interested in your development as
an independent artist and skilled professional. If you go
to drama school you will get lots of individual attention
which will help you to discover your potential and build
your skills.

Myth number 5: It’s too hard to get into a good school.

Wrong: It’s true that many people apply each year and few
are chosen, but most of the people who fail to get in do so
for the following reasons:

* Too young.You have to be ready to train, and some
people (by no means all) aren’t quite ready at



12

eighteen. Solution: Take a year, or two years, to grow
up and get some life experience before trying again.

» Too tense or have poor posture. If your body is
holding too much tension you won’t be able to
breathe freely or feel anything except tension. Poor
posture closes off the breath and increases tension.
Solution: Take some time out and attend classes in
Pilates or yoga to reduce this tension, build core
strength and improve posture.

* Poorly prepared. You haven’t learned your lines
properly, or you haven’t read the plays your speeches
come from, or you haven’t thought enough about the
character, what they want, who they are talking to
and why. Solution: Do your homework!

* Bad training. You ‘act by numbers’, delivering
everything in a set way rather than living each
moment like a real human being. Solution: Read the
rest of this book!

* Bad audition advice. You may have chosen the wrong
piece, or been encouraged to shout, or cry, or jump
around. Solution: Get some better advice (...and
read the rest of this book)!

But Do You Really Want to Be a Professional
Actor?

This may seem a surprising question to be asking — after
all, you’re already reading this book — but it’s really impor-
tant that before you go any further, you take a moment to
ask yourself whether you genuinely want to make a career
out of something you enjoy. You might, for instance, enjoy
dancing, or rapping, or gaming, without necessarily want-

ing to turn that enjoyment into your actual job. It is pos-
sible that having to earn a living from something you do
for fun could actually stop you enjoying it! If you have
doubts of this kind, then you could earn your living doing
something else but go on enjoying acting within amateur
theatre. Let’s not forget that the word ‘amateur’ means a
person who does something out of love!

Of course, professional actors also need to love their work,
but if you do it for a living then it really will be a job, and
you will need to work very hard to do it well, not just for
your own pride and satisfaction, but because someone will
be paying you to satisfy an audience.

Arguably, the hardest part of learning any sort of skill or
craft is the initial training, because that’s the point at
which you have to confront the fact that there’s a lot you
don’t know and you are probably doing a lot of things in

the wrong way. This is the same for any professional train- |
ing, but as an actor you have the additional challenge that !

the profession you have chosen requires you to use every-
thing you have — brains, bodies and emotions — in a very
public way. Nothing can be hidden, everything must be
open and available, which means that, just when you are
feeling most vulnerable, exposed, wanting to curl up into
a ball and hide, you are expected to stand tall, breathe,
connect to your feelings and speak!

Some people audition for drama school with the idea that
they are already good actors who just need to acquire a
few more skills. If that’s your stance, you are probably not
yet in the right mindset to train. Actor training is much
more life-changing than that! It will not alter you funda-
mentally, but if successful it will change how you do
things, which may in turn change how you breathe, how
you move, how you feel and how you think. It will cer-
tainly change the way in which you relate to others. If you
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are scared of change, if you prefer to hide behind your
tension, your coping mechanisms and your defences, then
you are certainly not ready to train, and my best advice to
you is to take the time you need to shed some of your
fears, so that you can enter training with the right attitude.

Is It Acting You Love, Or Just the Applause?

There’s nothing wrong with liking applause — we all want
to be affirmed, even admired, for what we do. It’s hard to
keep doing something without encouragement. But if
applause, or fame, is your main goal, you will never get
through the first two years of the training, because for
most of that time no one other than your peers and tutors
will actually see your work! If you are going to survive as
an actor, you will have to believe in yourself and in your
art, and love it for its own sake. Real actors have an urge
to act that comes from deep inside them, regardless of
applause or fame.

Are You Brave Enough?

Sometimes we don’t admit that we’re actually scared of
what we most want. Perhaps it’s easier to say, ‘Oh, they
won’t want me in drama school — that’s just for posh kids’,
when in fact all that’s stopping you is your own fear! Hav-
ing read this introduction, you now know that drama
school is for everyone with talent and determination. If
you can take this on board and get over your fear, then all
you need is mformation about how to avoid the pitfalls of
drama-school auditions, so that you can allow us to see
who you are and what you have to offer. The rest of this
book is devoted to giving you that information.

What Does Drama School Actually Do?

The purpose of an acting or musical-theatre course at a
drama school is to train aspiring actors/performers in the
skills they need to work professionally in the industry.
Without this training, most actors will flounder as profes-
sionals, because there will be some things they simply
can’t do properly.

The list below is not comprehensive, but it will give you
some idea of the things a drama school will seek to
accomplish in three years of training. In no particular
order, the main aims of an actor-training course are:

» To address physical issues, such as poor posture, lack
of core strength, excessive tension, held diaphragm,
shallow breathing, disconnection between mind and
body, and physical ‘tics’ and habits.

» To train your speaking voice, encouraging you to
support your voice from deep in your body, to get
your tongue around difficult language, to use your
voice more imaginatively, to discover your vocal
range, and to master different accents.

* To develop your visual and sensory imagination, so
when you say words you also see the things you are
speaking about in your mind and feel them in your
body.

» To give you access to your own emotions and enable
you to channel them creatively.

» To equip you with the tools for exploring and
analysing text and character.
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» To give you self-belief and confidence to transform
into different characters.

* To make you open and reactive to other actors.
* To help you live more fully in the present moment.

What reputable drama schools will 7oz do is try to mess
you up or ‘break you down’. A good drama school will be
staffed by full-time and freelance staff who understand the
industry, know what an actor has to be able to do, and will
have spent many years working out the best ways to offer
you those skills.

Put even more simply, a drama-school training will ‘clean
you up’, getting rid of all the blockages and clutter so that
you can think, feel, speak and move in ways that commu-
nicate clearly and effectively with your audience. It’s a
life-changing process that will take all your courage and
commitment. It’s not for everyone, but having read this
far, if you still think it’s for you, read on!



