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Auditions: The Career Begins Now
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Fall is the time of year when my studio once again becomes 
a-buzz, a-blur, and a-babble with high school seniors preparing for 
the next step—the first step in their professional artistic careers. 
There are twelve students in my 2015–16 cohort, all with different 

strengths, different backgrounds, ethnicities, intellectual capacities, and one 
goal: to get into a high-powered college music theater program. It’s arguably 
one of the most stressful times that students and parents encounter together. 
My job is to lead them through the application and audition process, to advise, 
mentor, and finally, to coach them all through the emotional roller coaster 
of rejections and acceptances. When better prepared students make guided, 
smart decisions concerning material, presentation, and target schools, we 
raise the bar all around for the quality of arts education.

To cover a broader spectrum of the college audition experience, I’ve cre-
ated “Sarah,” a composite of female high school seniors from my past and 
present cohorts. Sarah is a tall young woman, just leaving the gangly stage. 
She has average grades and a hunger for vocal repertoire of all sorts. She’s 
been passed over for leads in high school productions, has struggled with her 
break and her mix when she sings, and hasn’t had much opportunity to play 
roles or participate in acting classes. Like most of her contemporaries, she’s 
full of hopes and dreams, anxieties and doubts, and doesn’t have a specific 
idea of how to achieve her goal of going to college to study music theater.

How do we begin, especially if we as teachers find that the material and 
circumstances take us into unfamiliar territory? In my experience, the for-
mula is both specific and organic in nature. There are specific requirements 
and deadlines for every school. Students need to specifically determine what 
kind of program they would like to attend and how it matches their needs, 
both for training and academically. There is also an oft-overlooked need 
to train and coach specifically in the variety of vocal styles we see being 
presented on Broadway and in developmental theater. Training should be 
organic. Students need to leave their reliance on high school directors to 
tell them where/how/why to do their work. Acting technique beyond high 
school (both in monologues and songs) must be rooted in personal connec-
tions to the material, rather than stock responses, stilted movement, and 
presentational characters.

So, on to the specifics of the formula for Sarah. First, with the help of her 
parents we determine what type of schools will be a good fit for Sarah.
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WHERE TO APPLY?

Think about what is important in terms of location, size 
of the school, size of the program, a BA versus a BFA, 
conservatory or university, and academic requirements. 
I purposely leave out cost at this point, as the training/
education in a program is not about the cost—that 
comes later, and there are many creative ways to finance 
an education.

What is the difference between a BA and a BFA, 
really? It’s the amount of course work devoted to the 
degree program. Most BFA degrees from universities 
require academic classes each semester in addition to 
the degree course work. Universities often offer honors 
programs and/or opportunity to minor in another disci-
pline (which isn’t easy, but can be done by a determined 
and organized individual). In a conservatory setting, 
there are few academics; the focus is mainly on the 
theatrical training. In choosing a path consider this: 
A student who has a variety of classes with academic 
content may have a richer sense of what’s going on 
in the world and her place in it, which will ultimately 
come through in her art. It also might mean there are 
fewer hours of, say, dance training, and that might be 
a problem if a student wants to be a dancing chorus 
performer. Additionally, someone who takes few aca-
demic classes might forget that theater is about more 
than just technique; but she’ll have more time to devote 
to the technical aspects of her training.

Sarah’s parents are academic researchers, so a uni-
versity setting for Sarah is important. Sarah realizes her 
singing training thus far is strong and specific, but her 
high school acting has been limited and presentational, 
and while she’s a natural “mover,” she wants more act-
ing technique and dance training. We focus on BFA 
programs in university settings.

As a final list of schools is made, other questions are 
considered.
• How many productions does the school do each year? 

A balance of classroom work and performance applica-
tion is important.

• What courses are offered to prepare for the business 
of the profession? What opportunities are provided to 
work with professionals currently in the field? These 
are often two sides of the same coin. Working with art-
ists who are currently working creates community that 
can help channel talent into the professional world.

• How is the program regarded in the professional com-
munity? Is the program well established or up and 
coming? What do students who’ve gone through the 
program have to say about it?

CREATE AND FOLLOW A TIMELINE

Now that we have some detailed information about 
our target schools, it’s time for a timeline. All collegiate 
programs have deadlines—no late excuses on this one. 
In addition to the application and essays, there are extra 
hoops to jump through for music theater programs 
such as supplemental arts essay questions, performance 
requirements, and often a pre-screen video audition 
prior to the in-person audition, all due earlier than gen-
eral admission applications. Planning ahead is critical. 
Sarah’s mom is the organizational genius of the family, 
so she creates a spreadsheet for schools that includes 
requirements and deadlines. Never underestimate the 
balance of including parents while encouraging a student 
to work independently. Organization and time manage-
ment activities are good practice for the future when 
Sarah will likely have a day job as well as an artistic path.

AUDITION MATERIAL PREPARATION

While the framework of target schools and requirements 
is being defined, we begin the artistic process—specific 
and organic. Most schools require two contrasting 
songs, both in tempo and time period—and two con-
trasting monologues. (Think: up-tempo is to comedic 
monologue as ballad is to dramatic monologue.) Often 
there is a dance component. Make a list, and follow the 
requirements! In part, it’s a direction-following test. 
There are likely to be additional directions, so look care-
fully at the school’s and the department’s websites. Is 
there a “do not use” or “overdone” list for monologues 
and songs? What about the length of pieces—16 or 32 
bars, or timed pieces, such as one minute each? Check 
the requirements before you get too attached to a piece 
that really doesn’t work with the requirements. Most 
classic music theater composers write in multiples of 
eights, so that’s easy. Contemporary composers such as 
Maury Yeston or Pasek and Paul write often in 12/8 and 
not in eight bar phrases, so they can be a little more chal-
lenging. The pay-off of doing a nonsequential “cut and 
paste” job on one of these composers’ songs is that the 
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text is active, exciting, and relevant to teenagers. Sarah 
and I get into it about the repertoire. She wants to sing 
“Much More” from The Fantasticks. The song is a no-go 
on several levels—it’s currently running in NYC and it’s 
been done to the point of creating automatic eye-rolling 
from the auditors. I guide Sarah toward material that:
• is active (present tense) and about something that 

Sarah can relate to now. For example, say, “You’d like 
to have me in your program for four years because 
[insert song title or first line here].” If it‘s something 
like “A Cockeyed Optimist,” that’s a positive energetic 
choice. Avoid songs such as “Maybe This Time,” which 
tend to create a loser mentality and give a subliminal 
downer message.

• is age appropriate and something she will love doing 
over and over.

• gives an idea of who Sarah is and the tessitura where 
her voice is free and easy—no need to show every note 
or emotion; give the auditors some credit for being 
good at assessing applicant’s gifts and strengths in 
relation to the needs of the school.

 For Sarah, we choose eight songs: four each from 
classic music theater composers, four from the contem-
porary repertoire—two ballads, two up-tempos for each 
era. This gives enough variety so that if Sarah is asked to 
sing more, she has material ready. She doesn’t get bored 
with the pieces and if she has a bad day with a pairing 
of songs, she can sing something else.

I’ve been told by many college professors, and I’ve 
experienced in my own acting career, that choosing 
material that represents who you are in a simple, emo-
tionally connected way works every time. So Sarah and 
I make sure she can draw from and create moments in 
her songs that are within the realm of her own experi-
ences, ones that are musically representative of her 
best sounds now. We have cuts from “No Other Love,” 
“I’ve Confessed to the Breeze,” “Isn’t It?,” “I Wanna Be 
Bad,” “Come Out of the Dumpster,” “Dancing in Pairs,” 
“Ready to Be Loved,” and “Breathe.” I was really on the 
fence about “Breathe,” since it’s been done so often; 
however, Sarah is appropriate ethnically, has the ease 
in her belt, and gets the story. She nails it every time.

TECHNIQUE TRAINING
Beyond the material, we work on vocal technique that 
stretches Sarah. (Robert Edwin has taught me, “You have 

to go to both ends of the room to know where the middle 
is.”) Sarah is a natural belter. We’ve been working for 
several years on legit, mix, and belt through music 
theater repertoire, and she’s progressing very well. It’s 
important to note that while we work very flexibly in the 
studio and spend a fair amount of time on Sarah’s upper 
register, we strategically avoid music from The Music 
Man where the F#

5 and higher are currently unreliable 
for Sarah. I do, however, give “My White Knight” to 
another student in the cohort who simply soars there.

We focus on CCM styles: tone quality and register 
blending are determined by the text, the era of the song, 
the type of character. Singing “pretty” is relative. In the 
world of music theater, an enormous variety of styles are 
required, including sounds that are highly active, often 
chest-dominant, full of rhythm, pitch, line, and always 
heard through amplification. The music is an extension 
of a story/emotion/circumstance that is too big to speak.

Our work is grounded, flexible, and energetic with an 
eye toward how the music serves the text. Sarah, in the 
song, “I’ve Confessed . . . ,” which is about the discovery 
of love, sings in a warm light mix with long lines and 
easy onset. In “Breathe,” her character is struggling 
with accepting her set-backs so she uses some glottal 
attacks and vibrant bright belting to exemplify these 
heightened emotions.

MULTIDISCIPLINARY TRAINING
To make sure Sarah and all my cohorts are well rounded 
and prepared, they cross train. As a teacher and an actor, 
I have some specific skills that I share with my students. 
I also realize that they need additional mentors to pro-
vide coaching and perspective. There are a few people 
on the team: someone to look at and shape essays, an 
acting teacher to coach and guide monologue choices 
that are appropriate for the student’s strengths, and a 
dance instructor. Students heading to college likely won’t 
excel in singing, acting, and dancing—and that’s rarely 
expected. (After all, then why go to college?) Specific, 
organic preparation for college auditions is a full-time 
job, so we take a deep breath at the beginning of August, 
hunker down, do the work, and come up for air in April. 
Did I mention practice? Practice, practice, practice.

“What about doing some Skype coaching with one 
of those national coaches?,” Sarah’s parents ask me. As 
I see it, if a school is interested in finding out who the 
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candidates are as young artists, it’s beneficial to see the 
candidates in person. I believe it’s the same for teaching/
coaching. There is so much more to a person than can 
ever be translated to video. Recently, there has been a 
burgeoning of Skype opportunities with very talented 
working professionals (who may or may not have any 
coaching experience) and university professors, and I 
am sure their advice is sound. However, I have concerns 
about fairness and equity in the audition process when 
students have Skype-coached with professors who are 
then in a position to evaluate and potentially offer these 
same students places in their programs.

“IN THE ROOM” PREPARATION

As the first round of in-person auditions draws near, 
songs and monologues are feeling good, so it’s time to 
focus on the experience itself. One of the most over-
looked aspects of preparation is clarity of ownership 
of the details of the audition experience. Be clear about 
what you as a teacher/coach/mentor and your students 
have control over and what you do not. Whoever is look-
ing at the application or seeing the work, their “stuff” is 
their “stuff.” The background of the auditor, the needs 
of the program, the kind of day the people in the room 
have had may all influence how a student is treated in 
an audition. That’s not something a student can control; 
nothing can be done about those circumstances. Own 
the things that can be controlled: preparation, health, 
dress, attitude.

The team rehearses the following with the cohort: 
walking into the room, awareness of the physical aspects 
of the room, the energy of the auditors, and confidence 
in slating (introducing the pieces). We allow each 
rehearsal to be different. “In the moment” is what actors 
say when they know their material inside and out and 
are able to do it with whatever circumstances present 
themselves “at that moment.” That is what’s compelling 
and exciting.

READY, SET, GO!

Sarah is ready. Auditions, here we go! In one room, 
the auditors tell Sarah she has a “puny head voice” 
and ask her to belt her entire selection (a Rogers and 
Hammerstein selection—what?). In another room 
she’s asked to run around in circles while chanting 

her monologue. Another auditor asks for more mono-
logues—Sarah does five. She’s asked to sing a favorite 
contemporary song, something she’s listened to on the 
radio. In her last audition, the men behind the table 
compliment Sarah: “Wow, that was terrific! You’re very 
talented! What’s your ethnicity?” She replies that she’s 
mixed. “You have . . . what is it? . . . Ah! that’s it! You’ve 
got hybrid vigor!”

“Hybrid vigor”? Clearly a reference to Sarah’s ethnic-
ity and the energy she creates in the room. I’m fairly 
certain in any other profession such a comment would 
be highly inappropriate. But what it really boils down to 
is this: Sarah was able to demonstrate a variety of skills 
and give every auditor a sense of her best self. She was 
able to adapt to each room, each set of auditors, and was 
prepared enough to relish what she could control (her 
pieces, her wardrobe, her mental preparation) and let 
go of what she couldn’t (the opinion and mood of the 
auditors and what they were looking for). Result? Sarah 
was accepted into three top tier and two “B list” schools, 
and rejected by one top tier and several “B list” schools. 
Sarah’s preparation, both specific and organic, paid off.

THE BOTTOM LINE

Support your young artists by urging them to ask ques-
tions if they don’t understand any part of the process. 
Collaborate with other teachers and coaches to help 
students be as prepared as possible and as good as they 
can be at application/audition time. Identify, support, 
and celebrate each student’s unique gifts. Encourage 
them to be who they are and choose pieces that reflect 
the variety of facets within themselves. They are enough. 
Their journey is their journey. Challenge your students 
to be authentic and to resist the urge to train and select 
material based on what they think a school wants. 
Hearsay and websites such as College Confidential are 
full of inaccurate advice from anonymous sources that 
could lead one down the path of thinking that a certain 
school really only takes legit sopranos. It simply doesn’t 
make sense to give a belter “My White Knight,” regard-
less of the accuracy of the rumor. As Peter Byger, one of 
my first acting teachers said, “Talent is your own unique 
individual ability to create.” That’s what stands out in 
the thousands of applicants to these programs each year: 
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authenticity, smart choices, well rehearsed, flexible, and 
kind human beings.

If we as teachers are to engage in the collegiate music 
theater process with our students, we need to go the extra 
mile beyond studio time to learn what schools require. 
We need to clearly understand what the training and the 
atmosphere are like in order to appropriately collaborate 
in guiding students toward schools that will celebrate 
their strengths and address their needs. We need to 
teach and exemplify being thrilled for each opportunity 
to explore the material, to work in front of someone, to 
learn from each audition. Sarah worked hard with her 
team of teacher/mentors, and was willing to embrace 
and cultivate her unique gifts. As long as we have pre-
pared ourselves and our students have put in the work, 
there are schools that will be a good fit for many of our 
aspiring young artists.

If students are better prepared and make guided, 
smart decisions in material, presentation, and school 
choices, we elevate the quality of arts education. When 
students go into higher education better prepared 
and practiced, they come out of the process even 
more skilled and professional, and the quality of our 
theater is higher. We raise the bar for all theater art-

ists which, in turn, provides more entertaining and 
thought provoking theater—specific, organic art that 
truly reflects life.
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