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From their humble origins within departments such as English or speech, 
departments of theater arts have blossomed on university campuses across the United 
States in the past 30 years.  Presenting thousands of plays each year, they not only serve 
as a source of culture and entertainment in their locales but also prepare many young 
artists for careers in the entertainment industry through rigorous programs of pre-
professional training.  Many successful actors, writers, directors, and designers have 
come through these programs, which have tied their curricula and training methods to the 
needs and demands of Òthe business.Ó 
 Yet there is a dark side to this outward success.  People such as casting agents and 
artistic directors of professional theaters have been quietly complaining that while 
students are highly trained in technical theater skills, they cannot articulate any 
intellectual understanding of the material they work with, nor are they capable of 
expressing their own artistic sensibilities.  In short, they have well-trained bodies, but 
shallow artistic souls. 
 American theater desperately needs college and university theater departments to 
rethink how they train artists.  The practice of studying and understanding theater from an 
intellectual standpoint is rapidly disappearing in the face of the pre-professional 
juggernaut.  Without a vigorous reordering of educational priorities, American Theater 
could very well lose what little significance it retains in American cultural and artistic 
life. 
 The educational theorist Neil Postman, in his book Amusing Ourselves to Death 
(Viking Penguin, 1985), states that, in our age of mass communication, every type of 
public interaction and discourse, from education to science to politics to the arts, must 
have an entertainment component to be recognized and accepted by the public.  PeopleÕs 
demand to be entertained, for which Postman mostly blames television, has had a major 
impact on Broadway, long considered the home of AmericaÕs best theater. 
 During the Ògolden ageÓ of dramatic theater, spanning the late 1940s to the late 
1960s, Broadway was the home of plays by such literary giants as Arthur Miller, 
Tennessee Williams, Lillian Hellman, and Edward Albee.  Today, straight dramatic plays 
on Broadway are the exception rather than the rule.  The musical spectacular, with its 
stunning entertainment value and technological wizardry, is the king of Broadway now, 
reaping the greatest profits and the largest audiences.  With tickets at an average of $66, 
Broadway patrons apparently donÕt want to think, but would rather be entertained, either 



by musical spectacle or by the opportunity to watch a ÒstarÓ performer in person.  This 
scenario plays itself out in every regional and community theater across the country. 
 Regardless of protests to the contrary, it is profit and the marketplace, not artistic 
concerns, that drive todayÕs theater.  The current practice of staging revivals of ÒclassicÓ 
plays with star-studded casts is simply the latest method by which Broadway producers 
are trying to retain some outward vestige of artistic integrity.  Writers of equal or greater 
stature than Miller and company exist (August Wilson, Tony Kushner, and Terrence 
McNally, for example), but Broadway theaters will not produce straight drama regularly 
because itÕs unprofitable. 
 As Broadway went, so went theater departments.  In the early to mid-1970s, with 
the rise of spectacular entertainment, theater departments, led by Yale UniversityÕs drama 
school, tailored their curricula accordingly, to attract students.  The study of anything 
remotely intellectual fell out of favor with young students eager to become famous.  They 
cared more about acquiring the perfect publicity photo than understanding Bertolt Brecht. 
 Courses began stressing the development of polished technique and marketing 
savvy.  Classes in voice projection and physical movement came into vogue.  Students 
studied the Stanislavsky techniques of acting without ever reading StanislavskyÕs 
writings.  Requirements in dramatic literature and courses in oral interpretation of 
literature and poetry were dropped, as students in undergraduate and graduate programs 
of fine arts demanded more emphasis on dancing, singing, and acting technique. 
 Slowly but surely, theater departments transformed themselves into the collegiate 
equivalent of farm systems for the professional theater, much as university football 
programs serve as farm teams for the National Football League.  Adding insult to injury, 
institutions began hiring faculty members with master-of-fine-arts degrees rather than 
Ph.DÕs, valuing professional-theater credentials, such as union affiliation, over 
scholarship or teaching ability. 
 Faculties in theater departments now must begin the difficult but necessary task of 
cutting the chains that bind them to Broadway, so that they can recreate a system for 
educating students in the art of theater itself.  Two major assumptions need to be 
challenged. 
 The first is that pre-professional training makes students employable in the 
entertainment industry.  ÒOur students workÓ is the marketing theme of many major 
programs, and glossy pictures of famous graduates from major universities adorn the 
pages of American Theatre magazine and other trade publications.  But such a marketing 
strategy is misleading, at best.  Most aspiring actors, directors, and playwrights are 
chronically unemployed or underemployed.  Students who do not graduate from one of 
the big-name programs, such as Yale or Juilliard, have even less of a chance for success 
than their graduates do. 

It may take 20 years or more for a theater graduate finally to be able to earn a 
living exclusively from acting, directing, or writing.  For every student who makes it in 
Òthe biz,Ó there are dozens hanging on around the edges, and dozens more who have 
moved on to other careers.  The odds of success for designers are equally low, although 
the odds are better for people in technical specialties. 
 In addition, many of the skills that colleges and universities teach are ultimately 
useless, because most theater departments are geared primarily to stage acting, while 
most professional performers make their living through Òcamera actingÓ in film or TV.  



(Stage acting requires a big voice and forceful gestures, for example, whereas camera 
acting requires only normal levels of behavior.)  Stage acting has become merely a 
stepping stone to getting seen by agents on the way to working in film or TV.  Yet stage 
acting continues to be the dominant form of training in all but the largest and most 
prestigious schools.   
 Perhaps the harshest reality about the uselessness of academic training is that it 
guarantees you absolutely nothing after you have survived it.  You may have all the skill 
and training  in the world, but if you are not the right type, are not drop-dead gorgeous or 
strikingly handsome, or cannot make the right connections, you will not work.  The 
Meryl Streeps of the acting world, who are beautiful, talented, and have an M.F.A. from 
Yale, are the exception, not the rule. 
 The second major assumption underlying academic theater training is that success 
in the professional world of theater, film, and television is the only meaningful success.  
While departments may pay lip service to the value of theater training in other careers, 
they do not display their successful teachers, drama therapists, and childrenÕs-theater 
specialists in their glossy ads.  In almost every pre-professional program, the 
unquestioned assumption is that applicants desire to pursue a professional-theater career.  
The desire to study theater as a liberal art and to master its philosophies, traditions, and 
literature to enrich oneÕs artistic vision and sense of creativity has been relegated to 
second-class status. 
 
 This strong emphasis on professional success means that most theater students 
live in fear of failure.  They fear being too fat, too small, too old, and too ugly.  They fear 
being cut from the program because of negative evaluations.  They fear not getting 
enough roles with which to fill out their resumes.  They are conditioned to please 
everyone around them rather than themselves.  That kind of fear hardly makes for an 
environment conducive to intellectual curiosity, experimentation, and self-expression, 
qualities that should be the hallmark of any student artist. 
 The overemphasis on Òmaking itÓ also has left todayÕs student artists practically 
bereft of artistic or intellectual concerns.  Their heavy schedules simply have no room for 
reading and discussion of literature.  Many students perceive the emptiness at the heart of 
their curricula, yet feel helpless to do anything about it.  One student confessed to me that 
she would much rather be studying Shakespeare or Moliere-the Ògood stuff,Ó as she 
called it-but was majoring in musical theater because ÒthatÕs where the jobs are.Ó 
 Compounding the problem is the fact that in many departments, faculty members 
are biased against non-majors.  Those students may not receive the same attention, or 
they may not be permitted to take the classes that most interest them. 
 Resurrecting the model of the artist-scholar can be the first step toward 
restructuring theater education.  Once more common in higher education, this model 
sought to produce graduates who not only were well trained and possessed a professional 
work ethic, but also were intellectually rooted in the thematic traditions and common 
practices of Western theater.  They took as their vocation the attempt to translate 
universal truths into stories and plays that would resonate for the people of their own time 
and culture, in the broadest sense.  No matter how far-ranging their professional work, 
they appreciated the university as a place to which they might return to find the artistic 



and academic freedom to pursue creative inquiry wherever it might lead, free of the 
constraints of the marketplace. 
 
 At the same time that colleges and universities adopt the artist-scholar model, 
they must abandon the practice of training people exclusively for an industry whose sole 
purpose is to amuse audiences to death, and begin the serious but less glamorous work of 
training thoughtful, serious artists.  Pre-professional programs do have a place in the 
academy, but we do not need as many of them as we have.  By eliminating some of them, 
institutions could reallocate those resources to diversify course offerings and expand 
theater educationÕs potential.  Several other possibilities for reform and change include 
the following: 
• Acknowledge the changes in todayÕs theater students.  Because of the studentsÕ 

constant exposure to mass media, it is more complicated to educate them now than it 
was 30 years ago.  MTV, music, and movies have had a much greater impact on 
students than what they learned in their high school English classes.  Making theater 
relevant, fresh, and exciting to these students, without sacrificing its values and 
traditions, is the biggest challenge we face.  If we can continue to tell human stories 
with universal meaning, aided by interactive technology that surrounds and enhances 
the story with relevant sounds and images, we may be on our way to discovering the 
next major form of theater. 

• Focus on developing a stronger and more dedicated research mentality.  We forget 
that someone like Stanislavsky, who developed the theories that spawned realistic 
acting, was a pioneer in his day.  Often, theater departments turn themselves into 
theatrical museums, producing plays that have been done hundreds of times, but 
doing almost nothing in the way of original work, either by outside professionals or 
by students themselves.  As scholars and artists, we must constantly push the 
envelope of established practice and at the same time strive to preserve the valuable 
elements of tradition.  Therefore, part of a universityÕs mission should be to develop 
new playwrights and experiment with new forms of theater, such as computerized 
multi-media productions.  Giving students greater opportunity to express themselves 
creatively, and developing theater that is relevant to their understanding of their 
world, is crucial to reinvigorating theater as a whole. 

• Abandon pre-professional training at the undergraduate level by eliminating the 
bachelor-of-fine-arts degree.  A student who is seriously interested in pursuing a 
career in theater needs a firm grounding in its fundamental traditions, which is best 
accomplished at the undergraduate level by courses in the liberal arts, where studies 
in literature, dramaturgy, and history should be paramount.  Students should be able 
to work on productions, but the focus should be much more on the study of how plays 
are created and produced rather than on performing or producing a slick product.  
Undergraduate programs in musical theater, acting, and the like give students a false 
sense of their own talent and ability, are fairly meaningless in the professional world, 
and rob them of a well-rounded education.  Nor are most 18- to-22-year-olds 
emotionally or intellectually ready to pursue intensive training; witness the fact that 
burnout and constant illness plague many B.F.A. programs.  At the same time, pre-
professional M.F.A. programs should beef up their academic requirements so that 
students donÕt lose touch with intellectual substance. 



• Develop programs at the graduate level that prepare people to teach acting.  Now, 
there is no formal training, or even established norms and pedagogy, that prepares or 
guides potential teachers in the best methods for training young actors.  Many 
departments hire acting teachers based on their qualifications as professional actors, 
but they often have little background, training, or experience as classroom teachers, 
and even less experience in dealing with young people.  WhatÕs more, we hear too 
many horror stories of acting teachers, male and female, preying on young, 
vulnerable students, both sexually and emotionally, to allow the lack of teacher-
training programs to continue. 

• Acknowledge the importance and contributions of theater careers that are neither 
academic nor related to professional theater.  We should strengthen programs that 
train people to work with and develop community theater, theater for children, and 
high school theater programs, as well as to practice drama therapy with children, the 
mentally ill and other populations. 

Theater academics and professionals must remove the blinders that have narrowed 
our vision to the professional world exclusively, opening our eyes to larger 
possibilities.  Then we may begin to restore some balance in the training of student 
artists.  If we can create synergy between the needs of the theater as a liberal and fine 
art and its needs as a profession, we will have done both the profession and the 
academy a great service. 


