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Introduction


Winning a place at drama school is difficult. Really difficult. Way more difficult than getting into Oxford or Cambridge – and Oxbridge offer many thousands of places. The competition is fierce!


My research reveals that, for a typical three-year acting course, some schools have over two thousand people chasing sixteen – yes, sixteen – places. A couple of institutions report that they accept less than one per cent of the candidates they see. There are tens of thousands of auditionees out there every year, chasing very few offers.


However you tally the figures, the odds are extremely slim, and stacked against most applicants. But you don’t need to fall into the dreary catalogue of ‘most applicants’.


To get in, you are going to have to stand out.










	•


	You are going to need to be original, really creative, highly disciplined and totally positive.







	•


	You will have to be calm, courageous, truthful and completely focused.







	•


	You are going to have to know stuff and do stuff that ‘most applicants’ don’t know and don’t do.








Tall order? This book will show you exactly how to harness and tap in to all these winning ways.




You’ll be strong, confident, brave, inventive and articulate.


These pages will arm you with all the essential weapons and the mental stamina for what might turn out to be a sustained campaign. You will know how to access that crucial ‘edge’ at your auditions and in your thinking, because of your preparation.


An audition is over in a flash. You only get one chance once you are in the room. Many people blow it because they are underprepared and unfocused. This means they make mistakes, in the audition room and in their own heads.


Your work and thinking will be enhanced at all times, especially when in front of the dreaded audition panel. You have to give a performance that is mature, engaging, ‘watchable’, believable and not inevitable or predictable. Your audition won’t be full of the basic errors in taste and style that ‘most applicants’ will be committing. It will be tellingly different.


You will know what you are doing. You will be in control of your work and your thoughts.


The panel will be able to concentrate on you and only you. The auditioners won’t experience your fear, anxiety or bad habits. Neither will they focus on ‘inner voices’, or the strange commentator that plagues the heads of so many applicants the instant they start their speech.


If you want to apply for drama-school training, this is what you will have to do:


Research schools, fill forms, write personal statements and CVs; spend money on applications, audition fees and travel; choose up to eight contrasting pieces, work on them, get better at acting, brush up technical and vocal skills, learn about Shakespearean verse; do auditions, interviews and then recalls.


This book will guide you through every step and give you a major edge.




Mantras


Your drama-school campaign will be all about courage, persistence and self-esteem.


Sticking to the following mantras will give you all of this – and more. They are the underlying philosophy of this book and they need to become a part of your mindset from now on. Some of the mantras are about positive thinking; others are for your work.


Although I shall return to these and other maxims time and time again, please visit these pages often throughout your auditions and during your rehearsal period. If you can embrace and ingrain the ideas below, you will be armed and protected throughout your preparation and for the auditions.


1. Mantras for your head


It’s all good and nothing bad! No matter what your confidence levels are, or where you are or how you feel, always remember, ‘It’s all good and nothing bad!’ This will help to keep you positive and confident. These are the two major weapons that you will need. You’ll obviously have to be objective in your observations on what you are doing, but by remembering ‘all good and nothing bad’, you ensure that you don’t beat yourself up or allow situations to overwhelm you and/or your work. Use this in all aspects of your life from now on. Get – and stay – positive.


Make fear your friend We all run on fear, every day. It’s part of nature: Darwinian, if you like. There will be times when you are going to be afraid, nervous, worried, even feeling the tingly onset of panic. Embrace these instances and accept that you are nervous, but then use this force to help your focus, or to aid productive work, honestly and with confidence. If you make fear your friend, you can utilise the fear to gain an edge over those who are merely



scared, especially during the actual audition and interview. If you are just scared, or only nervous – nothing can be done! So banish panic and get focus: be a Warrior, not a Worrier.


I am not here to get into drama school! I am just here to do my best work Tell yourself, ‘I am not here at the audition to be judged, or scared, or even to get into drama school; just to do my best, most focused, in-the-moment work.’ That way, there is much less to think and worry about. Hold on to this notion throughout your campaign, from now on it’s not about getting into drama school, it’s about calmly doing everything you can to allow you to do your best work, every day. Think about all this as you prepare; it will make you stronger because you can then operate without fear and without judgement as to whether your efforts are any good or not. Let this idea spur your spirit to experiment in search of better performance – always.


You only get one shot So don’t blow it! ‘One shot’ may sound a bit scary, but there’s no need to be scared: it’s all good and nothing bad because fear is your friend and, besides, you are only there to do your best work.


So on the day, you’ll be free to take a second or so before starting your speeches to remind yourself of what it takes to do your best work and then go for it! But make sure you can accomplish everything you aim for. Get used to hitting the bullseye in one shot. Be ready to start well every time, because for a focused, connected and effective audition, you have to start your speech well.


Be you, be true It’s all you can do. Be you in the interview, be you in the room; be you as you work, be you as you perform. These last two notions may sound odd, since you are planning on being other people in your monologues. However, the panel will also need to see a calm, focused ‘you’ within that character. This may be tricky to get your head around, but stick with the idea for now. They need to encounter ‘you’ when you talk to them too. This is who they are going to have to live and work with for three years. So don’t forget to have fun.




These ideas will liberate you and your aim will be true, allowing you to be mentally strong and cool-headed enough to step up to the plate, ready to do your best work.


2. Mantras for working


It’s all about the words The words are all you have. Your job is to deliver them with credibility and clarity. Explore them. Respect them. Let them affect you. You should not try to affect them.


Change is good You are doing a two-minute show here. Therefore, you have to employ range, depth and journey in terms of needs, moods and tone, in order to keep the panel engaged and interested. Keeping the panel in ‘the zone’ requires you to supply changes in pace, gear, mood, tone and even rhythm. Use change and use it often. Don’t stay locked on to one thing, or on one level. Change is good.


Start well, end well Collect your thoughts as the actor before a rehearsal run of a speech, or when at an audition. Ask yourself what you are trying to achieve here.













	•


	Focus on the physical and technical aspects of what you want to nail down, or to avoid. For example, you can tell yourself, ‘Don’t drop energy and intention towards the ends of your sentences.’ You can embrace fear and tell yourself, ‘One Shot!’







	•


	Then start to connect to the character.







	•


	Visualise where they are physically and the situation that she or he is in.







	•


	Get into what they want and how badly they want it.







	•


	Find what that urge to speak is. What drives their need to say something?







	•


	Then you can start.










End ‘in the moment’ and stay there for a second. Don’t disconnect too soon, as this also disconnects the onlooker. Linger in the after-burn. Good or bad, no matter how you think it went in the audition, do not make apologies in your stance, posture or even verbally. Some people have even been known to say, ‘Sorry, that was sh*t.’ Why do that? You never know what others may have seen, or what they may be thinking. They could have a more positive view of things and might have seen something to make them think: ‘Hmmm, you know what? Let’s see a bit of that again.’ Your premature disconnection or wave of negativity may tilt them away from their first instinct. You do not want to leave them with any millimetre-sized shred of negativity in their heads. End well, for them and for you. End well also because you may have to do your next piece and you need to be in a positive, clean space, so that you can start well again. So end on a good note – whatever you think just happened. It’s all good and nothing bad.


Try it many ways When you are working, don’t start out by trying to polish or perfect a finished, final vision or interpretation of your speech. Explore everything in as many ways, and for as many reasons, as possible. This will make your journey sooo much more interesting. Experimenting with many ways of approaching and delivering your speeches will open them up and allow you to grow your skills and vision. Go anywhere and everywhere, but come from somewhere.


Note


You are going to see similar ideas, exercises and instructions at various stages from now on. Often things like ‘Get to the end of the sentence’ or ‘Don’t drop off’ are repeated – and for very good reasons. The point of a mantra is that the content ingrains itself as you repeat it. Many of these ideas will pop up again in specific sections, such as ‘On the Day’ or ‘In the Room’. In these instances, I have developed or changed them to suit the context.




There will be many things to remember, along with lots of dos and don’ts, exercises, tips and reminders. You may not ‘get’ or perfect all of them immediately. No matter, keep plugging away. Acting is a craft and there is much to learn. You just about get the idea of one aspect of the work and then will come more things. While you are attacking these, the grip you had on other skills will loosen. This is natural. Stay on the case. The good news is: the more you do, the better you get. But it all needs application and discipline – as does getting into drama school. If you persist, the golden prize can be yours. But don’t forget to have fun along the way.


Thanks


Vanessa Kirby, Doug Quinn, Clive Wouters, Richard Jackson and Alison Winter.











PART ONE
The Application Process







Which Drama School?










	•


	Find out what each school does.







	•


	Find out how they work.







	•


	Find out what they are looking for.







	•


	Find out how their application process works.







	•


	Discover what you want.








Research


Ideally, you want to study at the establishment that provides the kind of training you are looking for. But whatever your vision is, don’t narrow your options. Find the sort of place where you feel you might flourish in terms of the working and social environments. All the various institutions have their own ways and individual merits. Naturally, people will have their favourites, but try not to be too singular about where you want to be. There is a sort of unspoken ratings list, where everyone has an opinion and where schools slide in and out of fashion. Personally, I’m currently very excited about what they do at the Royal Welsh College of Music and Drama. They are terribly good, friendly and really interested in people. But that’s just me… The fact is, drama schools are all very good at doing what they do. Competition will be very stiff and it is extremely difficult to get into any of them.




Each school also has its own training ethos. Therefore, whilst they are aiming for similar goals, they all have subtle differences in the way they go about things. The only way to arm yourself with knowledge of all these elements is to do the research. It’s also worth noting that all drama schools differ in their requirements for application, entry, audition and recall.


Researching the schools will inform and help to firm your ideas about why you want to train and what to concentrate on. The panel may well ask about these things at interview or even on their application forms. If the spadework has been done, you will be able to accommodate them with a knowledgeable and pithy response.


Where and how to find things out










	•


	Get a prospectus.






	•


	Use the internet.






	•


	Visit the websites.






	•


	Visit the schools on open days.






	•


	Go to the shows.






	•


	Talk to students: ask questions.








Phone, email or visit the places that interest you online, so that you can order a prospectus and get details of upcoming student performances or showcases. Go and see the shows. Talk to students – they won’t bite. Maybe get along to the schools’ open days in order to get a feel for the atmosphere and the work at each establishment. These are really useful and very important research experiences. Visiting the schools is a great way to gain an edge for when you come to audition, because the building and its aura will be less alien and less daunting on the day.


The internet is the fastest and easiest way to start things off. You can see blogs, check out alumni and find out loads more. There are also



plenty of independent forums and sites that will be of great use in helping you to gel your ideas and form your opinions.


How to Apply


You’ll need the following for your application:










	•


	Application forms or online application account on the school site.







	•


	Passport-style and/or digital photos – full-length for certain places. Increasingly, applications are being made online, so raid your Facebook… Or maybe don’t!







	•


	Contact details of your referee(s) These are the people who are going to confirm things like your trainability, reliability, affability and your possibilities.







	•


	Payment for the relevant amounts. To apply and/or pay online, you’ll need access to a debit or credit card.







	•


	Your personal statement.







	•


	An up-to-date CV (optional).








What’s the process?


As I said, each school will have a slightly different agenda, but generally it goes something like this.


If you are applying on paper:










	•


	Contact the school for forms, or download and print them out.







	•


	Once they are completed, hold on to them until you are ready to roll.







	•


	When they receive your application, they will then contact you with info regarding the audition and pieces. You will also get a date or choice of dates.







	•


	Pick a date and confirm that you can attend.








If you are applying electronically:










	•


	Go to the school website, click ‘apply online’ and then select your course.







	•


	Create your user account. You may need to make sure your email spam filters are set so as not to reject correspondence from the school.







	•


	Take care to fill in the application pages as they ask you to.







	•


	At some point in this procedure, the school may ask for a photo to be uploaded.







	•


	When you are ready, submit the application.







	•


	Usually, they prompt you to pay the audition fee as you submit.







	•


	They will then contact you with an audition date or a choice of dates and more info.








The forms – your first point of contact


It’s best to man/girl up and do the documentation early. Then it is in place, ready for sending off as soon you think you are good to go. Application forms are made available at slightly different times in the year, according to each institution’s timings. Generally, they can be obtained around October.




The ‘paperwork’ is the first point of contact between you and your goal, so start off by making a good impression. If it’s easy to read and looks orderly, then you are already making a positive impression in the mind of the reader. It’s important, too, to make a copy of your completed forms before sending them. That way you can be aware of what was written, and remind yourself of things before your audition. The schools often ask questions based on what you put down on your application.


UCAS and CUKAS


Just in case you didn’t know, UCAS is the central organisation through which applications are processed for entry into higher education. Drama schools affiliated to universities, such as Central School of Speech and Drama and The Drama Centre, are currently hooked into UCAS for the first part of their application processing. Conservatories such as: The Royal Welsh College of Music and Drama now use CUKAS, which is the conservatory version of UCAS.


If you are applying to a UCAS or CUKAS institution, there is a requirement to register and apply through these bodies. They will process and forward the application(s). After this, the school in question will contact you with the next stages – usually an audition date, more info and a request for the audition fee. Applications start in September and run through to the deadline date of January 15th. You can apply later than this through the ‘late application system’, but they cannot guarantee you will be successful at this time.


NB: do not send any forms or press ‘submit’ until you are ready!


This is really, really important, and it’s also where so many people go so very, very wrong. Send nothing until you have chosen your pieces for audition and worked them.




When Do I Apply?


Simple. When you have chosen your speeches and done some decent work on them. But there are deadlines.


UCAS and CUKAS application deadlines are mentioned above.


Other schools range between the end of January and around about mid-March. Check online at each institution. Make a note. Don’t forget.


Be ready Way, way too many people apply for drama school with only a minimum of preparation and, as a result, they are very quickly disappointed and out of the running.


After you send the forms off, it’s possible that the audition date(s) can come back at you within a week or so. If you submit before you’re ready, you will be seriously under-prepared, both mentally and with regard to your performance. If you are not properly prepared – you could blow them all.


It could take a good deal longer than anticipated, if you engage in a serious quest, to find the right pieces. To maximise your chances, you must be psychologically ready for battle, armed with strong, confident and worked-on speeches. This book will help you achieve all that. So get going on your monologues, as soon as! Now, in fact.


Is it a bad thing to apply late? I am often asked if late application jeopardises one’s chances. All institutions are after the best people they can possibly get. Therefore, it would be plain daft for them to snap up the first candidates they see. They can’t know what amazing talent could turn up later. I am reliably informed that there are places available throughout the audition season. That said, schools will urge you to apply early, and you might well want to – just have a think about things. What is going to work best for you?




That said, there is little room for complacency. Form-filling is tedious and writing a personal statement can be an onerous task, but nail these as soon as possible and the whole start-up ‘stuff’, form-thing and writing hoo-ha is done and dusted. You get more time and space to hunt down the perfect speech repertoire and then to explore your choices.


These kinds of things have a tendency to be self-postponing, even without your own procrastinations. If you are anything like the typical first-time applicant, this is usually how it will go:


Around August, maybe September, you will think about getting yourself together, to start getting it together… At this point you may feel the urge to take a break, put things off and do something else; to do something altogether more pressing for a while. Pretty soon, what with being busy cataloguing your collection of unpaired socks, then a bit sidetracked by Christmas shopping and stuffing turkeys, you’ll be staring down both ‘February barrels’ of a serious lack of attention – with time running out!


The bravest course of action is to take a deep breath and attack the situation. Start the whole campaign with a positive thrust. Do this to prove to yourself that you are on the case and not doing anything by half-measures. Forge and strengthen your resolve, from the very start, in the furnace of your will. Start well!


You should do whatever suits your strategy. You may not want a lengthy process but if it’s their first time around, I usually send people up for their first audition at the beginning of January, once they’ve done all the office work and they have at least started the ball rolling on speech preparation; usually they have been choosing and working, since September or earlier. They then continue to audition through the spring without any seemingly adverse effect on success rates.


Stagger the send-off The strategic submission of your applications is the most sensible and significant action you can take towards



boosting the success and quality of your campaign. Meter the dispatch of the forms so that the audition dates spread out. Then you don’t get all your auditions in the same week or so.


I hear many tragic tales of people who have ended up with three or four auditions on consecutive days! This is no good at all. There’s no time to reflect, or even catch your breath. Use your planned time between dates to mull over, for example, how you really blew the interview by not fully listening to what was being asked – and slouching.


Check your availability This is quite a significant factor, since there could be holidays abroad, exam dates or other serious commitments that could prevent you from being available. If you know of these, you could put them on your application and you could save yourself a lot of time and hassle later.


What if I can’t make the audition date that I’m offered? Stay calm and contact them, or email a nice note in which you apologise and state the reason for your absence. In all probability they will come back with an alternative time. But only do this if you truly cannot get there for big reasons. Don’t think about changing things and messing them about because it’s a mate’s birthday, or you want to go to a weekender. Also, some won’t let you change dates more than once.


Save your fave In the light of the sobering fact that most applicants are lucky to get an offer from any school, don’t get narrow vision about who’s ‘the best’. It should be about the best school for you, anyway. But you might want to plan to get your least-hot destination first, so that the inevitable shock-of-the-first-audition is cushioned by the knowledge that it was not your absolute fave and top choice. You’ll then have battle experience to take forward into the next encounter. You’ll be smarter, leaner and meaner.


Take it slowly I feel that a slower, more deliberate campaign is the most effective, particularly so if this is a first attempt. This way,



you make the space to reflect upon your progress and to change things (especially pieces) if necessary. To maximise your chances, you should have a few more than the bare minimum of required speeches up your sleeve – or in any other location. A friend of mine, who has a great deal of experience in this field, fervently believes in ten as that bare minimum. There are many reports of people who have not fully learned their speeches by the time they are called upon to audition. Or they stall mid-flow, because they don’t know them well enough. Sometimes, if asked to do one of them differently, they dry or just about manage to stagger through – because they don’t truly know them. Don’t be like this. Get a schedule and a system together, approach things in a rational, calm manner. This could be one of the few times in your life when you can enjoy the advantage of being able to influence a small part of your destiny. Over the page is an audition/application timeline:










	June/July


	Research your schools. Read. Surf the net. Visit. Look for speeches.







	August


	Read all your research and look through speeches – on the beach.







	September


	Start some kind of work on some kind of speech. Just so you can train.







	October


	Get the forms or register online. Make some speech choices and get going. Start sending forms, if you are ready. If not – wait!







	November


	Serious speech work. Think about when you can feasibly send that first form.







	December


	Don’t go off-duty over Christmas – but chill out and have fun too.







	January


	Application deadlines approaching (UCAS/CUKAS 15th January). Review your speeches. Send the last of your forms through January and February for March deadlines.







	February


	Change speeches if you need to. It’s no big deal.







	March


	Most schools have closed applications by 31st March.







	April


	Keep things lively, confident and fresh. Don’t let your speeches go soggy! Don’t get weary.







	May


	Most schools are well into recall stages. A few are still seeing first auditions.







	June


	Almost done. But if you are still going, KEEP IT GOING! Don’t lose impetus or faith.










Photos


Usually, you will need a single, passport-sized shot. It’s quite easy in these digital days to take a digital photo and then upload or print it yourself. There’s also the good old photo booth.


Don’t get caught up in a professional photo-shoot situation and, therefore, in spending lots of dosh unnecessarily. The admissions person and the panel just want to see what you look like and then remember you after the audition. So don’t get crazy with lights, hair and make-up (and that includes the girls). Inspect, in detail, the list of things they ask you to send. Some institutions will want a full-length photo, especially for musical-theatre courses. If you’re required to upload a digital photo to an online form, ensure that it is a decent but manageably sized JPEG.


Costs


Check out your costs. With travel and accommodation, they can easily mount up. Depending on how many applications you make, there could be significant expenditure. The audition fees alone can set you back up to £60 a pop and they are increasing every year. If you live outside London (some auditions do take place in several additional cities), there may be a need for accommodation. If recalled somewhere like Bristol Old Vic, you may be required to attend a weekend of classes and workshops.


An audition can easily take up whole a day of your time, or more. If you are travelling to another city, you should budget at the very least £100 per audition (including audition fee). This is cash that you’ll need to earn or that someone has to provide. All the more reason to be prepared.


So, at the risk of dull repetition, let me repeat myself – dully:










	•


	Be prepared. Do your research.







	•


	Have your speeches chosen and learned, and do some work on them before you send off the applications.







	•


	Post your applications in a staggered pattern.







	•


	Save your fave.







	•


	Work out your costs.








The Personal Statement


This will go onto your UCAS/CUKAS applications and, if required, it will be submitted with other applications.


Everyone seems to dread this bit and gets into a regular state over it. Selling yourself can seem false and awkward – this is why actors employ agents to do it for them. If you are feeling false while writing, it’s because you are being false. Use the truth.


Personal statements are simple – really – but dead hard to write, because ‘you’ have to write about ‘you’, which becomes quite difficult. This is also why the perfectly simple exercise of expressing why you want to go to drama school and why you want to be an actor can turn into a nightmare of soggy sentences and generalised expressions, rapidly making all your determination and sincerity seem very insincere. For instance, here is an extract from an early and confused draft of a real personal statement:


For some people theatre is about being in front of thousands, showing off and professing of the many talents that they possess. Conversely, for me, theatre is my muse and my destiny, which I



can ruminate and deliberate on, thus making the most of every theatrical experience I encounter.


While the sentiment may be admirable, the tone and wording undermine the statement and turn it into gibberish. Reading something like this, one gets the wrong impression of the writer. Bad start. Apart from it not making sense and sounding pompous, the writer seems to think he/she is an eighteenth-century poet. Just write, more or less, as you usually write or speak. There is no requirement to get into the mode of professional essayist or to treat it like an A-level assignment. Talk straight.


If you are on a second or subsequent application… you will have more experience of this task. Use the fact that you are coming back for more to your advantage. Use it as proof of your tenacity and determination. Resist any temptation to use the same statement as you did the previous year, since your newly evolved stance and your increased maturity may well change what you want to say. Anyway, with luck, your year will have been busy and eventful enough to warrant interesting new info.


You don’t have to include the points that are coming up. They are for guidance only, to enable you to make your own, thoughtful and truthful statement.


What can you offer them?


Generally, this would include:










	•


	An ability to take criticism.







	•


	Objectivity and vision.







	•


	Honesty and truth.







	•


	Courage and determination.







	•


	Energy and commitment.







	•


	Time management and punctuality.







	•


	Focus and stamina.







	•


	Creativity and fun.








It is good to show that you are committed and serious, but without going over the top. Let them know that this is the only thing you want to do. They also want to see that you are a decent sort who can take the pressure and get on well as a member of a cast or community.
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