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Surviving
the hurricane
Your first weeks 
in a B.F.A. acting program

The
COLLEGE

ISSUE
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BY BRUCE MILLER

The Raft of the Medusa, Jean Louis 
Théodore Géricault, in the collection 
The Louvre Museum.

i have now taught acting to 
incoming freshmen B.F.A. stu-
dents at the University of Miami 
for more than twenty years. For 
most of that time, I have also 
been the head of my conserva-
tory acting program. Like my col-
leagues here and in similar pro-
grams across the country, my job 
is to prepare students in every 
way possible for a challenging, 
risky career. I know from experi-
ence that the emotional duress 
incoming freshmen feel—home-
sickness, exhaustion, etc.—is uni-
versal, but unnecessary. This arti-
cle is intended to help you enter 
a rigorous B.F.A. acting or musical 
theatre program and effectively 
handle the hurricane of difficul-
ties and challenges you’ll experi-
ence in your first few weeks.

Before we get to the heart of 
the matter, let me ask a ques-
tion that could shelter you 
from the stormy winds likely to 
blow early in your conservatory 
training. First, imagine the ela-
tion you will feel when you are 
accepted into the program of 
your choice. Now the question: 
why do you have such feelings? 
If the answer is that you man-
aged to catch that brass ring you 
thought might be out of reach, 
then know this: it wasn’t luck 
alone that got you accepted. 
Those who auditioned you saw 
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your potential. They believed in you, 
and that means you must believe in 
yourself. From day one.  

Hurricane 101
Another essential question for your 
early weeks in conservatory training: 
is your love for this theatre thing really 
as big and all-encompassing as you 
thought it was before you were forced 
to eat it, breathe it, and give up your 
sleep for it? Let’s begin your hurricane 
preparation with some facts about most 
serious B.F.A. programs.

• Professional actor training is 
hard—probably the most difficult thing 
you’ve ever done.

• Actor training is so time-consuming 
that you will have time for little else.

• The training is physically demand-
ing. You will need strength, health, and 
endurance.

• It will rob you of sleep. 
• Actor training requires unbelievable 

self-discipline and organization. You’ll 
need to figure out ahead of time when 
to do the “life” things you previously 
took for granted such as eating and do-
ing laundry. 

• Your obligations will require triage: 
do I sleep a few hours more or do I re-
hearse for class or finish my homework? 
There are no perfect answers.

• Actor training requires that you take 
and love criticism without defensiveness. 
Criticism is your bridge to improvement.

• B.F.A. training demands that you 
let go of things that worked for you in 
high school without indulging in angst.

Another list: several more things you 
must quickly adjust to in your first 
weeks. These things are not specific to 
conservatory or B.F.A. training. Rather, 
these things—the results of being away 
from home for the first time for an ex-
tended period for the first time—will be 
made even more difficult by the reality 
of demanding conservatory obligations. 

• Functioning independently: get-
ting out of bed, being on time, etc. And 
not having your parents as protectors, 
friends, buddies, lawyers, chauffeurs.

• Completing your school work and 
holding down a job, if necessary. Work 

must fit into your classwork and 
production obligations.

• Managing your social life or 
lack thereof: boyfriends, girlfriends, 
friends, family.

• Cultivating a support system 
with no time to do so, and taking 
responsibility for staying in touch 
with that support system.

• Dealing with roommates whose 
college experience will be very dif-
ferent from yours. They will want to 
play. You will want to sleep.

• Coping with homesickness 
which compromises your ability to 
focus on the work.

• Being responsible about drink-
ing, hooking up, partying, etc. These 
things are associated with indepen-
dence, but they will sap your energy 
and may compromise your health. 

Many students try to forecast their col-
lege experience: it will be like this, it 
won’t be like this, etc. Let me describe 
some expectations many students 
have about the college experience 
that don’t match the reality of conser-
vatory training. I hope these insights 
allow you to adjust your expectations 
and strategize for survival and success 
before you arrive. Letting go of these 
expectations and making adjustments 
before your training begins is much 
easier than figuring it all out in the 
midst of the hurricane. 

• Forecast: College is just like 
what I see in the movies.
Reality check: You’re not in regu-
lar college.
If you come into your program 
thinking that you will have a college 
experience like you see in movies, 
or you’re basing your concept of 
what college will be like on your 
friends’ and relatives’ experiences, 
then prepare to be surprised. Con-
servatory training is all-encompass-
ing and leaves little time to do all 
those traditional college things. In 
the twenty years I’ve been work-
ing in my program, no more than a 
half dozen or so students managed 
to be in a sorority or fraternity, and 
of those, only a few kept up their 

affiliations. They simply didn’t have 
the time or energy to keep it going. 
Additionally, club memberships, inter-
mural sports, football and basketball 
games, and even dormitory social ac-
tivity may have to be forfeited. 

 
• Forecast: I will take lots of chal-
lenging academic courses—just 
like I did in high school.
Reality check: Your schedule will 
be almost entirely conservatory 
training.
Students in our conservatory at the Uni-
versity of Miami must meet the univer-
sity’s rigorous academic requirements 
before we can even consider them for 
admission. On average, our students 
get well over 1300 on the SAT, and 
their GPAs are in the top percentile; 
they are accustomed to high academic 
standards. B.F.A. acting students’ class-
room hours are double those of most 
academic majors, and there is a vast 
amount of outside homework required. 
But it is not the kind of academics that 
smart high school kids are used to, and 
many of our freshmen mourn the loss 
of academic stimulation. For some, it is 
equivalent to drug addiction withdraw-
al—it  hurts.

• Forecast: I’ll have a reasonable 
amount of work to complete.
Reality check: You’ll be over-
whelmed—constantly.
Most of our freshmen are in classes 
for more than thirty hours a week, 
and that doesn’t account for the time 
students spend outside of class doing 
homework, rehearsing, practicing pi-
ano or dance or singing, and fulfilling 
service hours for their theatre crafts 
classes. There is just never enough 
time. University of Miami freshmen 
begin their academic day at eight or 
nine in the morning; their last sched-
uled class may be over at 6:15; and 
their theatre call time is 6:45. Students 
here can regularly be found rehears-
ing beyond 11:00 p.m.—after their 
production obligations are over. 

Get the picture?
But don’t let yourself despair. 

Think about the sophomores, juniors, 
and seniors and all the graduates that 
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came before them. They experienced 
the hurricane, and yet, they learned to 
survive and prosper. You will too. 

• Forecast: My conservatory class-
mates will be my BFFs.
Reality check: You are in a business 
relationship with one another.
Treat your classmates as business 
partners who you need to work with 
for four years, and you avoid the pit-
falls of trying to keep everyone happy 
all the time. You need to get along. 
But you don’t need to love everyone, 
and they all don’t need to love you. 
Drama and gossip drains you. Hav-
ing friends outside your program and 
remembering what your goals are will 
keep you focused and sane. Keep it 
professional as much as possible. 

• Forecast: I’m going to “win.”
Reality check: Viewing your train-
ing as a competition is damaging 
to your progress.

Your conservatory experience is yours. 
It’s for you to grow, experiment, 
and learn. If you see it as a contest 
or horse race, then you are working 
against yourself. Of course, there is an 
element of competition in casting. But 
if you approach your entire college 
acting experience as a long list of wins 
or losses, it will damage you. Compar-
ing yourself to others will bring you 
down unless you’re the one on top. 
No one stays there long, so why let 
yourself get bent out of shape when 
you’re not the best at the moment? 
Each actor is unique. Focus on that.

• Forecast: I’ll be a star just like I 
was in high school.
Reality check: Welcome to the big 
leagues.
You may have been the star in high 
school, but that was a little pond and 
now you are in a bigger pond with 
many more fish swimming at your 
level or better. Get used to it. Maybe 

you didn’t get much criticism in high 
school because your teachers were fo-
cusing on those students with bigger 
issues, but you’ll be getting plenty of 
criticism now. You will be amazed at 
how much your teachers in this big-
ger pond know. They will probably 
seem very different from the teach-
ers you had in high school: informal, 
but far more intense. Remember that 
your conservatory is a tiny pond, too, 
when compared to the profession. 
Keep your ego and defensiveness in 
check; they are your real enemies. 
You know far less than you think you 
do. Think of criticism as a gift.

The hurricane: continuing your ar-
tistic journey to self-discovery while 
meeting the demands put on you by 
your chosen field of study. Be smart. 
Know what you’re getting into and 
prepare for it. Then, instead of getting 
swept away, you can use the winds to 
take you just where you need to go.  t


