[image: image1.png]


The tech portfolio
For design and production students, the audition is show-and-tell
By Steve Nelson
Design and production students who have their sights set on A-list theatre schools or scholarship dollars have to audition, too. But their audition is more like show-and-tell.

A well-organized, enthusiastic presentation of your résumé and portfolio demonstrates to the college representative what you’ve done and suggests what you will be capable of doing in the future. Later on, these items will be your calling card to potential employers. For that reason, even if none of the colleges you’re applying to require a portfolio with your application, it’s very important that you start to document your backstage work as soon as you recognize that you’re interested in technical theatre. Here are some guidelines.

The résumé
A résumé is a condensed, one-page listing of vital personal information and work history. Our sample follows a standard format: the student’s name and contact information are displayed prominently at the top, followed by her career goals (this gives the interviewer a logical place to start the conversation), education, honors, production experience, related work experience, skills, and conferences attended. At the bottom of the sheet, she lists three references—people who have supervised her theatre work and have agreed to speak on her behalf should the interviewer contact them.

In creating your own résumé‚ heed these three rules:

· Be specific. Describe your experiences in the most precise way possible, and use brand names (ETC Express 24/48 lighting console, AutoCAD drafting software) when listing the equipment you know how to use.

· Be professional. Produce your résumé on a computer, using a readable typeface in a reasonable size. Print the document using the best-quality machine you have access to, on good-quality paper.

· Be honest. Especially for students with limited experience, the temptation to lie or exaggerate can be strong. Resist it.

The portfolio
In addition to your résumé you’ll want to show college reps some visual documentation of your past work, photographs, sketches, draftings, renderings, and organizational paperwork—all organized and contained in an easily transportable portfolio case.

Much of your portfolio will consist of photographs: of props, costumes, or scenery you’ve built (the items themselves should be left in storage); of three-dimensional models you’ve constructed for class projects (again, don’t lug these to the interview); and of productions, if you’ve had the opportunity to design sets, lighting, or costumes. Process photos, taken at key steps in the construction of an item or the painting of a set, illustrate craftsmanship and are good to have. Include only sharp, color-accurate photographs of your best work. High-quality color copies or laser prints may also be used. Mount the pictures neatly on pages in your portfolio case or in a binder, and label each one with the title of the show, the theatre that produced it, and information about your own role in creating the item or moment pictured.

As for drawings, renderings, and draftings, make selections with a critical eye. Include class projects as well as work you’ve done on actual productions. If, as often happens in the race to opening night, you didn’t have time to do your best rendering or drafting on the originals, it’s perfectly okay to redo them. You may also include paintings or drawings that have nothing to do with theatre work, since they can show a lot about your skills and how well you deal with light and shadow, perspective, and color.

Paperwork is another element of the tech portfolio, and for lighting and sound technicians and stage managers, it’s the most important. Completed lighting cue sheets, hook-up sheets, and gel sheets, along with a drafted light design, show a familiarity with the level of precision that’s needed for successful lighting work. Sound cue sheets and system diagrams provide some evidence of an audio technician’s skill. Stage managers can include completed show prompt-books, cast and crew contact sheets, rehearsal schedules, and other samples of organizational and communication expertise. Make sure your paperwork fits standard formats (Broadway Press’s Backstage Forms is a good resource), and if your original show materials are a mess, copy them over and make them presentable.

The talk
If you work hard putting your résumé and portfolio together, the interview should be easy. The college reps will be looking for clues to your character: your dedication to theatre, your ability to solve problems, your work ethic, your personality. They’ll probably interrupt your presentation with lots of questions—and you, too, should do some friendly investigating, about the courses you’ll be taking and who will be teaching them, about the school’s production and shop facilities, about the opportunities you’ll have to design. Questions like these are a signal to college reps that you take your education seriously and have put some thought into what kind of program you want.

What you need to know about a tech theatre program
Most undergraduate theatre programs, whether they have one teacher in the design and production department or a large faculty and staff, big budget, and state-of-the-art shop facilities, will offer generalist B.A. or B.F.A. tech degrees. There are not many undergraduate degrees handed out in lighting design or technical direction. This reflects a philosophical leaning on the part of college and university theatre departments that all tech students should get experience in a broad range of technical areas at the undergraduate level. Even if you are absolutely certain that you want to be a lighting designer or a costume fabricator, for your undergraduate degree you will probably be required to take classes and production assignments in all the tech areas from props to costumes to stage management to scenery construction. Within that basic framework you will be able to focus on your area of interest in the form of advanced classes, production assignments, and perhaps even paid work.

All undergraduate theatre programs will provide you with a broad education in theatre history and practice, and that is a good thing. After all, you are there to develop an appreciation of theatre as an art form and as a collaborative effort.

The general questions included here offer a good framework to start your evaluation of the school and its theatre department. I would suggest that production and design students should also ask questions that focus primarily on their specific area of interest. You have some experience in that area, so you should be able to ask intelligent questions and evaluate the answers you get.

So let’s assume that you are talking to a representative of a college technical theatre program. What questions should you ask? The most important one is this: What opportunities does your program offer that will give me usable, marketable skills for the technical end of today’s entertainment business?

Even if you have already decided that you will pursue an M.F.A. in design and production, you need to acquire, as an undergraduate, skills that will allow you to work in your chosen tech area. It’s important to keep your college training in perspective; it is just one step in the process of learning your craft. There’s a lot that you will need to learn by working and apprenticing with the pros. Your undergraduate education should provide you with the chops to get that first good entry-level job. (You’ll get more out of graduate school, too, if you work for a few years.)

To get at the heart of this primary question, you can use your knowledge and experience in your area of interest to ask five more specific questions.

1. Faculty. Is there a faculty member whose main expertise is in my area of interest? Does he or she do professional work outside the department?

Learning under skilled teachers is obviously the key to getting good training. Make sure that the faculty member that teaches in your area of interest is teaching his or her specialty. Many smaller tech programs have faculty members teaching multiple tech areas to cover all the classes in the catalog.

You can usually peg a faculty member’s area of true expertise by asking what outside professional production work he or she has done recently. A teacher who never works outside the theatre department could be out of touch with current production realities. Don’t discount adjunct (part-time) faculty in less populated tech areas like makeup, props, and sound—these teachers are often full-time professionals who are taking time out from their entertainment business gig to teach the craft they know and love.

And make sure to ask if the faculty member in your area of interest teaches the undergraduate courses—sometimes highly regarded faculty only teach graduate classes and leave the more general undergraduate classes to graduate students.

2. Classes. Are there advanced classes beyond a basic introductory course in my area of interest?

This is something you can find out from the catalog, but it is worth asking the department representative. If the answer is no, you can probably cross the school off your list. How extensive the advanced offerings are can give you a good basis for comparing tech programs. Find out how easy it is to fit these advanced classes into your degree program.

3. Facilities and equipment. Are the performance and fabrication facilities and the equipment in them similar to those used in professional regional theatres and theme parks in the surrounding area?

With so much changing so rapidly in live entertainment technology, the tendency among recruiters is to try to impress potential students with the cost of their equipment and facilities and to brag about the individual pieces of tech equipment that are the fashion of the day. Out of context, this information is pretty meaningless. What you are ultimately looking for are usable skills you can master, so it is important that you train on equipment that is widely used in professional situations.

Everything from CAD software to sewing machines should be considered in this light. The emphasis should be on what is currently being used in the industry—not necessarily the newest high-end equipment, but definitely not obsolete dinosaurs. If the recruiters have ready answers, it probably indicates they know what is happening in the professional world and have put some thought into aligning their tech program with the skill demands of professional tech theatre. If they fumble the question, it should cause you to wonder.

In the case of frequently used equipment, such as CAD workstations, make sure there are enough to handle the demand so undergraduates can do their work on time and with a minimum of inconvenience.

4. Production and work opportunities. Will I be able to work on shows on a regular basis as a technician or designer in my area of interest?

As I mentioned earlier, you should expect that your tech major will require you to work crew assignments on productions in all areas, from construction crew to costume run crew. Just the same, ask about advanced production opportunities for undergraduates in your area of interest. When you get to be a junior and senior, you will probably want a chance to design lights, sets, sound, costumes, or props, to run the live sound mix for a musical, or to function as tech director, head carpenter in the shop, or master electrician. Since these kinds of opportunities are awarded on merit, no one will be able to guarantee you any such slots, but it is important to establish that those opportunities are available to undergraduate students. Some larger departments with graduate programs reserve all those advanced opportunities for their graduate students.

And while you’re talking about practical experience, ask about work opportunities within the theatre and production areas. Working as a work-study or scholarship carpenter or seamstress in one of the shops gives you more experience while helping to pay your way. Flipping burgers isn’t among the skills you want to develop, even if you do need the cash.

5. Post-college work. Where are your recently graduated students working now?

Ask about students who graduated within the last three to five years. The answer to this question will tell you something about the contacts the department has with the entertainment business, how good the faculty is at directing students into jobs, and how the entertainment industry receives the department’s graduates. Asking about recent graduates will give you some assurance that the skills they learned in college are the ones that helped them get entertainment industry jobs. Then you can ask yourself if these are the kinds of entertainment jobs you want to prepare for. If few graduates are getting desirable jobs in the entertainment business, you need to ask, “Why not?”

The information you get from a department recruiter will invariably be the upbeat and sunny view of the school and the tech program. They are, after all, trying to market their program to you. If possible, visit the campuses you are interested in. Seek out some of the current tech majors and ask them what they think of the program. Ask the department for the names, phone numbers, and e-mail addresses of a couple of their successful graduates and talk to them about how they view their experience at the school in retrospect.

No technical theatre program is perfect, and you are really only going to be able to judge the relative merits of any program by comparing it to others. The answers to the questions outlined here should give you a basis for comparison. But let me remind you again that focusing on the design and production area is a helpful but limited basis to judge the relative merits of a college theatre department. The responses to these questions should be considered in the context of the bigger picture—the whole of the education that the college or university and its theatre department can provide during your four years of student life.
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