Auditioning for College

By Bruce Miller

Even as you read this article, another season of college auditions is underway. In the next several weeks, I will see scores of high school seniors perform the audition pieces they have endlessly practiced and polished, pieces that have become an integral part of their lives, and that will play an enormous role in how their next four years play out. Many of your students have been working very closely with you preparing for this major event in their lives. Your students are relying on the fact that what you are telling them will make the difference in whether they get into the schools they dream about or whether they don’t. Their natural talent and your good coaching should be mixing together to form the final product that your students will soon present. As often as not, your coaching, good or bad, can spell the difference between acceptance and rejection. It is therefore essential that the contribution you make be all that you intend it to be. Hopefully, this article will help you achieve that goal.

For the past two years I have been doing 15-hour workshops around the country with high school drama teachers. What excites these teachers most is the directness and simplicity of approach being offered them – that the actor is a storyteller responsible for making clear and exciting the script being used.

The utility of this idea becomes most apparent and dramatic during the couple of hours I spend working on monologues with my teacher/students. Since they are the ones who must perform, I always get to see a tremendous range of talent and skill, but what is most surprising to me is the fact that many of the teachers I work with do not own a tangible process for working on monologues. Often, the comments they offer up are hit or miss observations and suggestions that don’t necessarily get to the heart of the acting problem with economy. The comments are often centered on emotional directives, and, unless a performer is highly trained and/or extremely talented, difficult to achieve in the short term. 

I want to make it absolutely clear that it is not necessary to be able to perform a monologue brilliantly in order to help our students to do so, but it is absolutely necessary for a teacher or coach to be able to articulate a set of useful directives clearly and effectively. That means that we, as teachers, must understand the written mechanics of a monologue, and understand, ourselves, how to make the engine run, before actually working on the piece with our students. Based on my experience with the drama teachers I have worked with, and the hundreds of high school auditions I have watched, this is not always the case.

So, with that in mind, let’s see if we can put together a strategy that can help make the work you do with your students as they prepare for their college auditions as effective as possible. Here is the agenda we will follow. First we’ll take a look at the process of finding a monologue that will work for your students. Then we’ll establish some ground rules for preparation that can be applied to any monologue. Next we’ll take a look at how these ground rules apply to the monologue’s development. Finally, we’ll review some suggestions that will help your students present their work effectively at the actual audition.

Finding a Monologue

If your students are anything like mine, they can spend countless hours trying to find the perfect monologue. In fact, they will often spend more time searching for the perfect monologue than working on a monologue to make it work perfectly. Or more likely, they will spend an inordinate amount of time searching for the perfect monologue only to discover while working on it that it doesn’t work, and they no longer like it. Unfortunately, the perfect monologue seldom exists, but even when it does, the skills necessary to bring it to life aren’t always used.

What your students really want to be searching for is a monologue that is inherently dramatic. If the piece contains several of the following characteristics, chances are it is.

· The speaker should be speaking because she is in the midst of some tumultuous conflict that must be resolved – immediately, if possible. 

· The speech should have an arc or throughline – a piece in which the speaker goes on a journey of some kind during its duration. 

· The character should change during the length of the speech as a result of what she has learned during the course of speaking. 

· The conflict and journey should cause a step-by-step progression that moves toward resolution during the monologue. 

· The character should make discoveries, finds new ideas, and experience victories and defeats - each of these leading forward on the journey. 

· the given circumstances of the piece should make the stakes and urgency extremely high.

The characteristics cited above are far more important than whether the piece is perfectly age appropriate, or whether your actor can absolutely identify with the speaker. Too often the search for a monologue gets hung up on these issues, and that can be a waste of time. When I watch students at an audition, I want to see if they can act. If students can demonstrate in a minute to a minute thirty a few solid acting moments with clearly rendered beginnings, middles, and ends, where I understand their reason for speaking and their need to do so, where their actions match what they are saying - those students will probably impress me. Their ability to do so will impress me far more than whether their piece is new to me, or whether it seems a good fit for the student I am watching. 

One more caveat here. It is dangerous to let your students do pieces that focus on character rather than action.  If your students select pieces where they get to play characters far different than who they really are, but the monologue lacks a dramatic throughline, they are probably making a mistake - on two fronts. First of all, they are misleading an auditor about who they are as performers, and first impressions may be the only ones the auditor sees. Secondly, if there is no dramatic throughline, the auditor might never know that your student can act, since they may assume the geeky character they see performing is indeed who the student is, and the lack of throughline offers up no other opportunity to create big acting moments during the presentation. Your student, under these circumstances could be perceived as limited and potentially difficult to cast. Your students should stay away from these kinds of  “character pieces.”

What this all boils down to then is that your students must refocus on how they approach finding monologues. If your students go through those monologue collection books, reading passively, waiting for a monologue to “connect with them,” they are making a mistake. They must read actively, searching for the ingredients I’ve mentioned above. If they find such items, they should set them aside, and begin the necessary work as soon as possible. The first part of the necessary work is to read the play in its entirety, looking for clues and information that will help make the monologue more effective in performance. 

 Since so many of our students use the same monologue source material, there is no avoiding the fact that somewhere along the line another student will probably be using the same speech. This is not as big a deal as students often make it – as long as your students do the piece effectively. If your student performs the piece and it is not memorable, but another student delivers the goods, then it is disastrous. It is true that monologues go in and out of fashion for some reason, and if your student is doing Bananas from House of Blue Leaves in a year where the piece is in style, then she may be competing with several other versions. This is not to her advantage. Auditors are human, and if they are seeing a hundred auditions, the fifth Bananas of the day will not be greeted with the same enthusiasm as the first. But, on the other hand, if it is the knockout Bananas of the day, it will be the one remembered.

Bottom line is that the piece should help your student look like a good actor. It is far more important that it be dramatically effective than novel. It is always good to have exciting, unfamiliar material, but it is far more important that your students be able to deliver the goods, whether the material is familiar or not. Should your student be playing Blanche Dubois? Chances are she shouldn’t. It is far too familiar and has been associated with many memorable performances that are part of our collective memories. It also deals with issues that are far too alien to most high school students. Should your student be doing Jack Nicholson’s speech from A Few Good Men? Again, probably not. The material may not be as removed from him as the issues covered in the Blanche speech, but any well known Nicholson speech tends to stay in our minds just the way Jack said it. On the other hand, if your students can deliver the goods with this piece or with any other, then all bets are off. If the monologue works, then it works. Your kids will not be penalized for their selection choice. The trick is to find the best possible material for each of your students.

Preparing the Monologue

It is important that you keep in mind that auditioning with a monologue is a specialized form of acting.  We teach our students that their job as actors in a production is to serve the play. This is not the case in a college audition situation. What your students should be doing here is serving themselves. Their principal obligation is to make themselves look as good as they can as actors. In this situation, there is no two-hour play into which their two-minute monologue must fit. These two minutes make up their whole show, and your students have only that amount of time to make it the best show the auditors will see that day.  Your actors will best do that if they create a series of linked moments that are clear, climactic, and believable. In the little time allowed them, your students must convince the auditors:
· that they are exciting, versatile, intelligent, charming, and easy to work with
· that they can use their bodies effectively as actors as well as deliver dialogue
· that they recognize where the dramatic moments are in a piece 
· that they can make dramatic moments happen clearly and convincingly 
· that they can deliver acting moments that make sense in the context of the given circumstances
Or to put it another way, your students need to demonstrate to the auditors that they can act, and that they are the kinds of students that the professors on the college level will want to work with. This quite an agenda for a two-minute monologue. But this must be the goal you keep in mind while helping your students prepare.
The acting your students do for a monologue audition is different in another very important way—a way that makes the acting task very difficult.  Your students need to not only play their objective through their effective use of dialogue and physical action, they must also respond to another character present in the acting situation, but not there in reality. This imagined character is reacting to what your students are saying and in turn are affecting what your students say and do as a result of that input. Your actors must react specifically to the input of the listener – in spite of the fact that character is not physically there. This means that your students must be absolutely clear about how that listener is reacting. Doing so will help them make moments, provide conflict in the scene, and create levels in their work. It will also make the throughline more clear and effective. The playwright wrote the piece, in most cases, as a scene for two or more people. He fully expected the interaction between characters to be part of the work. Your students must play with that in mind.

Another note here on the playwright’s contribution. Since most auditions have a time limit, it is not unusual for students to cut a piece to fit into those time parameters. Please note that is can be extremely dangerous. Professional playwrights work very hard to put no more or no less than is absolutely necessary into their work. If a line of dialogue is there, the playwright probably felt it was necessary to be there. If your students cut a line here or a line there to make the piece shorter, and do so because they feel the line is not important, or because they don’t get what the line is doing there, there is a good chance that they are disturbing the dramatic throughline of the piece. To cut internally requires that the editor understand precisely what is going on in the speech. Chances are, your students are not skilled enough to safely do that. Most of the time, it is wiser to start a speech later, or to cut it off sooner than to cut internally. Some good acting choices can always make a middle seem climactic, but it is very hard to keep a piece alive when its heart has been cut out. At the very least, make sure that if your students do cut, that you have taken a look beforehand, so that you are not caught off guard later by not being able to figure out why a well known piece simply is not working.

Monologues that are pieced together by skipping the lines delivered by another character can make for effective audition pieces – if the cut lines can be absorbed into the non-spoken reactions of your actor, or added into the dialogue as if the actor is repeating the line they just heard…This will be work, and work well, if your actors can make clear that they are listening to what is being said, and, more importantly make clear what they have just heard. This will create several specific acting moments, and each well-delivered acting moment is money in the bag. It is a good idea to treat this kind of monologue as you would a telephone conversation in which we see and hear only one end. The actor present must communicate through his or her reaction and dialogue what the other end is saying.

All right, let’s assume that the piece does work, at least on paper. Now it’s time to translate the written part into performance. Since good acting is acting that is not only believable, but tells the best possible story, your students will want to make the conflict they discover in the monologue as strong as possible. What is at stake should be as close to life and death as your students can make it. This may mean that your students push their pieces further than what was actually going on in the context of the play. This is absolutely fine. Remember, your kids are trying to sell themselves at their audition. Higher stakes and more risk means more potential excitement to be generated. If they execute well, this can only help sell your students. Do not let your actors settle for “believable.” This is not enough at a competitive audition. Many, many students will bring in “believable.” Your students must go for it; please make them do so. 

Before any performance choices can be explored, it is essential that your students have completed a detailed analysis of the piece they are doing. This analysis should include a specific understanding of conflict, and objectives and tactics that will be played. They will have broken their monologue into beats (the length of script during which an actor plays a particular objective or tactic) and are quite savvy about where their transitional moments are.  Every transition will give your actors the opportunity to demonstrate their ability to communicate their inner thoughts and feelings through what they do physically.  Two or three of these transitional moment, followed by a new objective or tactic clearly played, in an already good story will work every time. In addition, your actors will understand the dramatic progression of their piece and will know where the big actable moments lie.

As your students begin their performance preparations, never let them forget that all their choices should focus on the conflict in the piece.  If in their selected pieces they are talking to themselves, then their conflict is internal.  They will be struggling to find some kind of solution or answer to a problem.  They must search for and discover that answer or fail to do so during the monologue.  This search for answers will lead them to discoveries and new ideas that will take them places moment-to-moment that they did not as characters expect to go to. This, in turn, will provide your students with that essential arc or throughline mentioned earlier.  

If the speech is to another character (and if there is a choice, this is approach is usually more preferable), then that is where the conflict lies. Your actors must identify that conflict and play it for all it’s worth. Resolving the conflict is the only reason for speaking about it now.  Only if your students recognize what this conflict is, will they be able to make choices that help them overcome it.  Only then will they be able to compellingly choose and play their acting objective.  In a two-minute play, their need must be tremendous, and, their imaginary scene partner's resistance to their objective must be made apparent to the audience by the reactive choices they make.  The more that imaginary partner resists, the greater the conflict, the better the story.  

Whether your students are thinking aloud or speaking to another character, they will need to make choices that clearly point out the important dramatic events during their journey.  If they are talking to themselves, these dramatic events often consist of psychological obstacles that arise for their characters.  As they arise, your actors must deal with them and overcome them.  Each is dramatically important; each offers an opportunity to let your students show the auditor that they can act. A few of these acting moments back to back can demonstrate to the auditor that your students are the kind of actor they want in their programs.

Very often these acting moments are not spelled out in the dialogue. They require the actor to find other ways of communicating the ongoing story. Therefore, what your students do physically in their auditions can be as important as what they say.  Where they pause, where their focus changes, and how they physically enact the transitional moments they find can demonstrate their acting ability as powerfully as their skills with dialogue. The physical choices they display can reveal their inner struggle as clearly as any verbal description.  And, in fact, auditors want to see how your students move, behave physically, gesture, and do business.  

If your students sit on a chair and talk for their entire monologue, it is a very bad choice.  So is failing to act the non-verbal moments that cause the dialogue to be spoken. It is important for your students to keep in mind that what they do physically works hand in hand with what they do with their spoken lines. Lines are no more important than physical action in the telling of the story they are trying to communicate. It is ironic that so much of the work available to our students post college is film work, where the importance of physical acting far outweighs an actor’s ability to use dialogue. Many college programs train their students with that in mind, and the value of being able to act with the body cannot be overemphasized. Therefore, it should be an essential part of the audition package your students bring in. 

Blocking is not always easy for students to develop on their own. A third eye is often very helpful in developing the movement, gesture, and business that will help your students act well physically. In general, if an actor wants something from the listening character, he will move toward that character. In a monologue this may mean starting upstage and moving toward the listener who is placed in a spot fixed out where the auditors are located. If focus switches away from the listener, there should be a specific reason. When the speaker’s focus switches back, again there should be a specific reason. These choices can be very interesting, and help define the process of thought and feeling in the character. 

Therefore, they should not be left to chance. 

Gestures are also very important to the complete actor’s presentation. A stiff, inexpressive body attached to dead arms can be an audition killer, so some effective gestures are very important. Gestures, however, must be organic or seem to be so. In other words, they should come naturally from what is being said and done. Students uncomfortable with their arms will need help with finding appropriate gestures, but making sure your students keep their selected actions believable is essential. 

Business may or may not be necessary in a particular piece, but if there is business, it can be stopped and started at places that can effectively emphasize the power of a moment. When, for instance, a character is smoking, where she chooses to inhale or exhale can help mark a new thought, a discovery, a victory, or a defeat. If there is business, the actor must handle that business true to the given circumstances. If the character is a smoker, the actor must appear very comfortable with the business of smoking. Using business badly comes off as bad acting, so it cannot be inserted as an afterthought.

Here is a checklist that summarizes what we have just covered. If you and your students use it, your will have an effective battle plan for working on their selected monologues.

1. Define the conflict

2. What does your character need from or want to do to the character being spoken to (objective)? Be specific.

3. Define the specific given circumstances surrounding the monologue. How can you use these specifics actively in the work? 

4. Why are the stakes so high? If they are not, reconsider.

5. Locate the big events, dramatic moments, etc.

6. Divide and label the beats in terms of tactics and transitions.

7. Where and how does the listener react? How do you respond?

8. What physical choices will you make to effectively tell the story? These choices include gesture, movement, and business.

9. Where will your focus be? Why? At what points will you focus elsewhere? Why?

Performing the Audition

Once your students have prepared their auditions for presentation, it is their responsibility to remember and use the choices they have developed.  Although their work will never be exactly the same twice, using the map they have developed in rehearsal will prevent them from generalizing, indicating, or simply playing emotional states.  Remind them often about going over their objectives, given circumstances, and important dramatic story moments right before they are about to perform their audition.  Also remind them to avoid thinking about emotion when they reflect on what they are about to do. Far better to focus on what they will do. Doing is far more tangible, controllable, and repeatable.  There will be plenty nervous emotion in them without having to generate additional affect, and focusing on the things they need to do should help keep their nerves from taking over.
Dress

At a general audition, it never hurts to look good – by broader society’s definition, please. However, if your students are performing only a single monologue, wearing something that suggests the part can be helpful in making the impression they want, particularly if that character is somewhat of a stretch for them physically. But it is more important that they wear clothing that make them look and feel comfortable. Their ability to relax under audition circumstances is difficult enough, so there is little to be gained by wearing clothing that will increase any negative feelings. Encourage your students to wear shoes that keep them looking and feeling graceful. Stylish shoes that are clunky make performers seem clumsy, even when they are not. Presenting awkwardness unnecessarily in a first impression is an act of self-sabotage. 

So is dressing in a way that makes a statement more memorable than the performance. No matter how good the acting, it is hard for the auditor to get past the two dozen safety pins in a lower lip or the tattoo that marches straight down from the deeply exposed cleavage, to the bare abdomen, to the ankle bones. In other words, encourage your students to refrain from becoming a distraction to their work.
Focus

The answer to where your students should focus their eyes and energy in an audition has no absolutes.  However, there are some guidelines that may be useful.  It is always smart to focus in the direction of the auditors so your students can best be seen. Profile acting takes away half the storytelling machinery. Generally speaking, however, auditors do not like to be the focused on directly.  It can be distracting to them and/or make them feel uncomfortably self-conscious. Either can prevent them from watching critically or, should your students be doing extremely well, as an audience.  It is therefore important that your students find a focus out front that is specific in location but not directly at an auditor.  It is essential that your actors really use that spot selected as their actual scene partner.  This will keep them focused and alive.  It will help them remember to react and listen.  It will help them avoid thinking about those that are judging them, and that potentially hold their futures in their hands.
There are audition pieces that require actors to address the audience.  In those cases, audience reaction is directly solicited and should be used.  In other words, if your actors ask for a response from the audience, then they must react to the actual audience response.  Otherwise the acting will seem false.  Eye contact may be necessary in such cases, but your actors must be careful not to dwell on any one particular individual for too long.  Again, the audience's comfort can affect their perception of what they are viewing.
Presentation of Self

Ultimately your students will be judged in three ways – on their appearance, on their personality, and on their performance. And everything counts. At best auditioning is very subjective, so everything positive and negative that your students put out can affect the overall judgment being made about them. Therefore, it is critical that your students remember that their audition begins at the time they make their first entrance. 

As soon as they can be seen they have begun to make an impression. If they appear upbeat, confident, and looking forward to performing the audition says something. What they say and how they say their introduction is also an important part of their audition.  The positive energy they can generate with their opening is essential.  First impressions are real, and in a short audition, they make a significant contribution to the picture being created.  A warm introduction, followed by a dramatic transition into the monologue, can create an additional acting moment that contrasts nicely against the piece.  

A strong, clear transition at the end of the monologue to say "thank you" can again be an effective acting moment and should be there.  Even if the entire monologue goes badly, your students could still have produced two major successful acting moments.  Remind them that everything counts.  Your actors must avoid helping the judges have a negative impression of them.  Any negative energy should be saved for a private time far away from the audition area.  Their personal feelings and self-judgments don't belong on the stage, and must be kept hidden until they are out of eye and ear range of the auditioners.  
Many actors, including the one writing to you now, hate to audition. Most of us find it uncomfortable to be judged, and the auditioning process does not necessary demonstrate how good an actor really is.  There are many mediocre high school actors who audition well because of the good coaching they have received. There are also many fine potential actors who are simply unable to adequately demonstrate their talent in an audition situation because they were not given the help that could have made their work stand out. It is, of course, up to them to master the all the learnable skills they can about their craft and about the audition process. But, by being able to effectively guide them and critique them through this process, you can make a big difference as they face their first major career challenge at their college auditions.
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