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atre departments around the country
basically offer two kinds of undergradu-
ate theatre degrees: the Bachelor of
Arts, or B.A., and the Bachelor of Fine
Arts, or B.F.A. You can find a detailed
discussion of these programs and related
issues on this magazine’s website
(www.edta.org, and follow the links to
Rehearsal Hall / College Prep). For the
purposes of this article, however, here is
a summary of what each program is and
what each can offer you.

A B.A. program offers a general
course of study in the subject of theatre.
It is an academic program not unlike a
major in biology or English. It offers a
general exposure to the various ele-
ments of the subject, so that if you wish
to, you can pursue a deeper understand-
ing of an area of theatre at the next
level of your education.

In theatre, this general exploration
might include dramatic literature, stage-
craft, design, stage management, and
performance. Most B.A. programs allow
for a more specific and deeper explora-
tion of a particular area of interest to
students after certain required courses
are completed.

The B.A. at our school, for instance,
requires a theatre major to take five re-
quired classes and then allows students
to choose seven other courses of interest
during their four years for a total of ap-
proximately thirty-six credits. If you have

a particular interest in design or perfor-
mance, for example, you may take a se-
quence of acting classes or a series of
lighting, set, and costume design courses
to fill out the major’s course requirements.

If you have talent and discipline, if
the program has a particularly strong
faculty, and if enough of your fellow stu-
dents take their work seriously, you can
finish a B.A. degree with a strong
enough basic background to get into a
good graduate school, or, in some cases,
be prepared to begin a career in the
business. But this is not necessary the
intent of many B.A. theatre programs,
and many B.A. theatre majors are in the
department simply because they like the-
atre, not because they plan on making it
a career. If you are seriously interested
in a career in theatre or related fields,
this difference in student attitude can
sometimes affect the quality of your ex-
perience.

A B.F.A. program, on the other hand,
offers intensive training in a particular
area of theatre rather than a general ex-
posure to the field. (An even more
tightly focused version of this approach
can be found in a two-year conservatory
program.) Students who are accepted
into B.F.A. programs rigorously study
and develop their skills in selected areas
such as design, stage management, or
performance. For four years they spend
every day training in these areas, and

Charting a
course to college

IF YOU’RE IN YOUR LAST two years of
high school and thinking about studying
acting or some other aspect of theatre in
college, you probably have more ques-
tions than answers right now.

Questions like: What is the difference
between B.F.A. and B.A. programs? How
do I know what kind of program is right
for me? Is it possible to succeed in a the-
atre career by going to a B.A. program?
What are the best university theatre pro-
grams? How do they decide who gets in?
What should I be doing now to prepare?

Let me say at the get-go that I do not
have all the answers, or even all the
questions. Even though I am a university
professor in theatre, if my daughter
were beginning her application process
this fall like some of you, I would still be
intimidated by the work and the deci-
sions ahead.

But as someone who runs the B.A.
and B.F.A acting programs at a major
university, I at least have a perspective
on the process, from application to ad-
mission. Some of what I have learned
over the years may be helpful to you as
you begin your journey toward college.
With accurate information and an idea
of what to expect, you might just man-
age to land happily in the college that’s
right for you.

What the degrees mean
Let’s start with some definitions. The-
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conjunction with the intensive training
you already have had in high school
would probably stand you in good stead
if you chose to pursue a career in theatre
after college, and you would have gotten
a well-rounded education during your
college years as well. If after college you
choose to continue studying theatre on a
graduate level, you would be ready to do so.

Here’s the catch. Suppose my daugh-
ter told me that, in spite of all my good
arguments, she wanted to earn a B.F.A.
in college because nothing else could
make her happy. If after I had exhausted
all other arguments, she still told me
that, I would probably relent because we
all want our children to be happy. But if
she showed any ambivalence whatsoever,
I would keep trying to convince her to
go for the better education.

If you are already committed to a spe-
cific area of theatre to the exclusion of
everything else, or if you are a student
who does not do well academically, but
might thrive in a theatre conservatory
situation, then a B.F.A. might be for you.
(Keep in mind, however, that many
B.F.A. programs have rigorous academic
entrance requirements in addition to
their talent requirements.)

Cost versus quality
I’ll start this part of the discussion by ad-
mitting my own prejudices. I went to a
state school as an undergraduate, and
because of the kind of student I was, I
got an excellent education. I wanted to
learn, knew how to learn, and wanted to
get my money’s worth in every course.

In the years since my own college
days, I have had friends and former stu-
dents who have gone to Ivy League
schools. More than one has told me that
the hardest aspect of their education at
these universities was getting in, not get-
ting out. Consequently, some of them
settled for getting by, and, as a result,
the enormous amount of money spent
on their education might have been bet-
ter spent elsewhere. Of course, it is
worth something to be able to say that
you’re from Har-vard. In some fields it’s
worth a lot, but as an actor, no matter
where you went to school, you still have
to show that you can act or demonstrate
some other quality that someone thinks

those who graduate from the program
will be prepared to pursue their art on a
graduate level or in the profession. In a
performance program, students are
likely to study acting, script analysis,
voice, and movement as part of their
daily regimen. The education is focused
and narrow rather than broad-based.
The same is true in the areas of design
and stage management.

This kind of training comes at a cost.
The percentage of time spent in pursu-
ing a general education is in reverse
proportion to that of a B.A. student. In
fact, in some conservatory programs, no
courses outside of theatre are required
at all. Under no circumstances could
this be called an education in the tradi-
tional sense. The purpose is not to cre-
ate educated people ready to face their
adult lives with a well-rounded perspec-
tive on the world. The narrow focus of
the curriculum prevents that.

Some B.F.A. programs do require
coursework outside of theatre, but the
required load is invariably small com-
pared to that of a B.A. theatre major. In
the program in which I teach, students
are obliged to fulfill the minimum num-
ber of general studies courses required
for an arts and sciences degree. The
B.F.A. student takes approximately thirty
credits outside of theatre—that is, typi-
cally, ten three-credit-hour classes over
four years. It’s not very much, and hardly
enough to allow the B.F.A. graduate to
call himself “educated.” The remainder
of the required courses for a degree
come from the theatre department or
from other departments offering courses
related to theatre that fulfill the training
obligations of the students.

Which is the right kind
of program for you?
Let me start by bragging on my daughter.
She’s twelve, and she is a wonderful ac-
tor, a natural talent. She’s also very
smart. She already knows how to read a
script and make choices that work. She’s
been around theatre all her life, and with
absolutely no pushing on the part of her
parents, she has absorbed it like a
sponge. Currently she is in a drama mag-
net school and a gifted program. She
loves not only acting; she also loves

school, and does extremely well academi-
cally. (I should say that my wife and I
both know how fortunate we are.)

Now here is the point. If my daughter
were an upcoming senior and asked my
advice about studying theatre in college, I
would advise her to go into a B.A. pro-
gram. Here’s why.

Theatre is the one place where every-
thing you can learn will help you. Do a
play by Sophocles, and you’ll be glad you
learned some Greek history and studied
early Western culture and civilization. No
doubt that unit on poetry and mythology
will come in pretty handy as well. Get cast
in Tom Stoppard’s Arcadia and you’ll
need to know about the poetry of Byron,
and the math involved in Fermat’s Theo-
rem. Read Amadeus and you’ll need some
background in music and a knowledge of
Mozart and eighteenth century European
culture, and a good deal of history won’t
hurt either. Even contemporary plays re-
quire knowledge beyond what an actor
can find in the script. Plays like
Copenhagen, Proof, and Spinning into But-
ter—plays steeped in current events, cul-
ture and recent history that have been in
New York in just the past couple of sea-
sons—make that eminently clear.

If you’re like most people your age,
your four years in college will provide you
with the last structured opportunity to
become educated. A good B.A. program
in theatre holds out the possibility of that
happening while allowing my daughter to
continue to pursue her love of theatre.
But a B.A. education also offers her the
possibility of exploring some of her other
talents and interests that include music,
literature, writing, and even mathematics.
If she were to become a B.F.A. student,
her opportunity for expanding her hori-
zons would be far more limited. So that
would be the advice I’d give my daugh-
ter—do a B.A. program.

I would also recommend a B.A. pro-
gram if you’ve had intensive theatre train-
ing during your high school years. Before
moving into a college position, I ran the
theatre program at an outstanding per-
forming arts high school, one in which
the training actually rivals that of more
than a few college programs. I always en-
couraged my students there to avoid a
B.F.A. program. A good B.A. program in
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is marketable.
The program where I teach is very ex-

pensive. Is it worth $120,000 to buy four
years of training for a career field in
which, according to statistics, it is very
likely you will not succeed? I won’t an-
swer that question directly. There is no
single right answer anyway.

The important thing to remember is
that the amount spent on tuition does
not always correspond directly with the
quality of education you will receive.
Whether the school is Harvard (for ex-
ample; I don’t mean to besmirch the
reputation of that fine university) or the
State College of Far from Anywhere, the
educational experience can only be as
good as the content of the curriculum
and the quality of the teachers who work
there. It is true that a university with a
respected name and a healthy budget
probably has the resources to attract the
best teachers and to provide top-quality
facilities, factors that will contribute to an
excellent undergraduate theatre experi-
ence. It is also true that it is possible to
find great teachers in what might seem to
be unlikely places.

All this means that you must be a care-
ful shopper. You will have to do your re-
search and find out which programs have
the best reputations, regardless of how
much they cost.

Reputation—that is, the public per-
ception of a school—can be a tricky busi-
ness, too. It takes a long time for a pro-
gram to develop a good reputation and,
more importantly for our purposes, a
long time to lose it.

Here’s what I mean. Suppose a univer-
sity has developed a good reputation as a
result of some of its graduates who have
gone on to have successful and high pro-
file careers. On face value, that sounds
like a good indicator. But if we examine
that more closely, it is likely that several
years have gone by between the time
those students graduated and became
famous. Suppose the teaching faculty
who trained these successful graduates is
no longer there? Suppose that in the in-
tervening years, a new administration
that is less supportive of theatre now runs
the college or university, and the pro-
gram is heading downhill? Unless you are
careful in your research, you may miss

this vital information.
Any program can produce a famous

graduate from time to time. That kind of
success is as much about luck as talent
and training. Information about the num-
bers of recent graduates who are finding
work in the business is more meaningful
than the fact that a single graduate has
found fame and fortune. The University
of Miami, where I teach, is where legend-
ary composer Jerry Herman went to
school. Does that mean we have a great
musical theatre program? Actually we do,
but it would be a logical leap to draw any
conclusions about the quality of musical
theatre training at Miami based on the
fact that Jerry, who graduated about fifty
years ago, got his degree here. Ray Liotta,
a more recent graduate, dropped by last
summer to pay a visit. He was most inter-
ested in catching up with his old acting
teacher, who retired several years ago. If
he were to recommend his alma mater
based on his experience with that now-
retired faculty member, that recommen-
dation would not be particularly valuable,
would it?

By now you’re starting to get the pic-
ture. You will absolutely have to weigh
cost and reputation of each university you
are interested in, but you will also have to
find a way of doing so based on what the
program is doing now.

Will a B.A. program prepare
you to work in the theatre?
The short answer is some do. In fact some
B.A. programs are every bit as good in
developing good actors, designers, and
stage managers as some B.F.A. programs.
It depends on what goes on day to day at
the school (including the number of pro-
duction opportunities available), the
teachers who teach there, and the kind of
student that the B.A. program draws. All
these elements need to be checked out in
any B.A. or B.F.A. program that you’re
considering.

For some students, a good B.A. pro-
gram has several advantages over a con-
servatory program. First of all it offers you
much more flexibility in tailoring a cur-
riculum in theatre and academics that
meets your own tastes. If you are inter-
ested in acting for the camera and direct-
ing, but not in voice and speech, you’ll

have the freedom to focus your
coursework in a way that suits you. You
simply take the acting for the camera and
skip the voice training. Further, if you are
interested in minoring in film, you can
work out your schedule to focus on this
area.

In B.F.A. programs, on the other
hand, flexibility is relatively minimal. Mu-
sical theatre students in our program, for
instance, can take only required theatre
courses their first year. Performance ma-
jors take only two English or math classes
besides their required theatre courses.
Those in the B.F.A. program must take
all classes required of them whether they
like those areas or not, and if there is a
course that’s not on the B.F.A track that
interests them, more often than not its
scheduled time conflicts with their re-
quired course work. All of our B.F.A. stu-
dents are required to take some dance
and some singing even if they swear they
will never audition for a musical again
once they leave the university. It is accu-
rate to say that B.F.A. training is like a
smorgasbord of actor training, but it is a
smorgasbord where you have to eat every-
thing on the table. Clearly that kind of
dining is not for everyone.

The B.F.A. actors in our department
clearly have the edge in training over our
B.A. theatre majors, and will get the best
parts more often. Like other good the-
atre schools, we audition all over the
country and select only the strongest can-
didates  for our B.F.A. program. The in-
tensive training offer we offer these stu-
dents almost guarantees that they will
develop their craft more quickly and effec-
tively than most of our B.A. students will.
However, talent will rise to the surface like
a cork on the ocean, and many of our B.A.
students manage to compete very nicely
with our B.F.A.’s. Generally speaking,
though, in programs that offer both B.F.A.
and B.A. degrees, there is a definite slant
in favor of B.F.A.’s. They’ll get the roles,
the faculty’s attention, and the recogni-
tion.

Many universities have wonderful the-
atre programs that offer only B.A. degrees.
Such departments may offer an outstand-
ing production season with main stage
and black box schedules that insure that
all students can find plenty of acting work,
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do not have a B.F.A. because they put
their energy into an M.F.A. instead. In
some cases this may be even worse for the
B.A. student. M.F.A. students are older
and generally more experienced than un-
dergraduate theatre students. Many pro-
grams operate with the understanding
that M.F.A.’s will get the primary roles in
productions, do the designing left un-
done by the faculty, and generally have
their own way. The undergraduates, B.A.
and B.F.A., in this kind of program may
get only the crumbs. That usually means
small roles in mainstage productions and
lots of studio shows. This is not necessar-
ily a bad thing. If the studio production
schedule is healthy, and the best teachers
work with undergraduates as well as the
graduate students, there may still be an
excellent theatre education available. The
trick is researching the way a department
runs, and that means going deeper than
simply reading the brochures a university
or department puts out.

One more thought on this subject be-
fore closing it. A good education is about
learning how to learn as much as it is
about what you learn. Once you graduate,
you will no doubt want to continue to

and that the truly talented and commit-
ted students can get lead roles consis-
tently without having to worry about
competing with B.F.A. students. Many of
these programs also have wonderful
classes in technique that compare favor-
ably with those offered in B.F.A. pro-
grams.

The caveat here is that there is no real
quality control regarding students in a
B.A. program. Everyone can take a par-
ticular class as long as they have com-
pleted the prerequisite courses. That
means that, unlike a B.F.A. course, where
all the students must perform at a certain
level and with demonstrated commit-
ment in order to stay in the program,
B.A. courses have no such built-in stan-
dards. You will need to be responsible for
finding partners that have the level of
ability and commitment that you do. But
if the majority of those in a particular
class are not this kind of student, then
your ability to seek out and maintain ex-
cellence will be compromised.

The B.A. student looking for a top-
notch program to hone her skills is not
completely safe even if the department
has no B.F.A. Some theatre departments

pursue mastery of your art form. You will
realize that you have not completed your
education simply because you have got-
ten your diploma. When you go to New
York or Los Angeles and work for money
(or for no money), you will continue to
develop the craft you learned in college.
If no work is available, you will take
classes to further develop your skills or to
keep them sharp. You might even choose
to go on to graduate school to get an
M.F.A. The point is that the undergradu-
ate education you receive should not be
considered the be-all and end-all of your
education. Every true artist continues to
pursue perfection in his craft while real-
izing it will never be attained. The jour-
ney is the important thing. You’ll be
learning all your life.

This two-part guide to selecting a college the-
atre program will be concluded in our Novem-
ber issue.

Bruce Miller is a frequent contributor to
this magazine. He received the University
of Miami’s Excellence in Teaching Award
for 2002 and is the author of The Actor
as Storyteller and Head-First Acting.


