
Epigraphs

“You dropped a hundred and fifty grand on a fuckin' education you coulda' got for a dollar fifty in late charges at the public library.” — Good Will Hunting

––––––––

“You never change things by fighting the existing reality. To change something, build a new model that makes the existing model obsolete.” — Buckminster Fuller
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    To independent-minded artists everywhere.
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I AM WRITING THIS INTRODUCTION in the late summer of 2023, a time when both the American regional theater and higher education are in crisis. Word on the street is that large regional theaters have seen a drop in attendance of 20%-50%, which is leading to staff layoffs, cancellations or reductions of seasons, and even closings.
Meanwhile over on campus, enrollment nationwide has dropped about 14% overall, and attitudes have shifted regarding the long-term financial value of higher education. In an article by Paul Tough entitled "Americans Are Losing Faith in the Value of College. Whose Fault Is That?" published in the New York Times (September 5, 2023), Tough refers to a number of polls that show a shift in attitudes toward higher education in America. "The percentage of young adults who said that a college degree is very important fell to 41 percent from 74 percent [in 2010]... Among young Americans in Generation Z, 45 percent say that a high school diploma is all you need today to “ensure financial security.” And in contrast to the college-focused parents of a decade ago, now almost half of American parents say they’d prefer that their children not enroll in a four-year college."
Not surprisingly given the increasing cost of higher education, those young people who do choose to enroll in college are gravitating more and more toward "practical" majors. In response, universities across the country are eliminating majors and sometimes entire departments in the arts and humanities. At the graduate level, Masters of Fine Arts Programs in Theatre are also being eliminated as student demand continues to wane. 
This book is designed to provide a self-guided alternative to traditional MFA programs for theater artists wishing to independently strengthen their skills and deepen their knowledge by focusing their attention on the things that interest them most. 
There is nothing that I describe here that precludes undergraduate-aged people from following the same program. In fact, if you are one of those young people who have decided to forgo the expense of undergraduate education but you still want to pursue a career in the arts, this book might be a welcome guide. The issue is one of experience: young artists are less likely to know enough about theater to have a sense of what they don't know, and thus might not understand what they need to learn. As a result, they run the risk of ending up with an incomplete and less-than-useful education. On the other hand, many traditional undergraduate programs have the same problem. I look back to my own experience as a self-motivated young theater artist in my teens who wasted a year at a well-known New York City acting school with a completely worthless curriculum, but who spent every weekend at the Lincoln Center Library for the Performing Arts checking out as many books and plays as I could get my hands on. If I had had during that year enough money to frequently go to the theater, I might have learned even more. My undergraduate degree from a major state university was unfocused and, I later realized, well, lousy. I could have greatly benefitted from the suggestions contained in this book. Use your own judgment.
The quotation from the film Good Will Hunting that precedes this Introduction expresses my own belief in the power of self-education. The fact is that, despite my having earned a doctorate from one of the most prestigious theater programs in the nation, it was what I learned through independent reading that has been most valuable to my development as a scholar and a practitioner. In addition, while taking doctoral classes, I had a part-time job working at Performing Arts Journal, which introduced me to the world of experimental theater.
In short, it is possible to get an excellent education for a buck fifty in library late charges, but you must be self-motivated, disciplined, and willing to seek out ideas that are outside of your experience and comfort zone. If, on the other hand, you need the guidance of other people to illuminate your path and keep you moving forward, then taking a more traditional educational approach is probably your best choice. 
Tuition is the penalty we pay for lack of individual curiosity, discipline, and pure cussedness.

There are four parts to this book. The first outlines the reasons for and against a traditional MFA program. The second answers basic questions about undertaking a self-directed pathway to artistic improvement in the theater. The third section focuses on designing your curriculum. And the final section will share ideas about how you might practice what you've learned and have your progress evaluated by knowledgeable mentors.
This is meant to be a practical book, but it is by no means an exhaustive one. There are many additional techniques and approaches that you may uncover as you learn, and I heartily encourage you to adopt the things that work for you, and throw out the things that don't. Many of the examples I provide will be drawn from the areas of acting and directing, mainly because these are the areas with which I am most acquainted, but also because they are the most difficult to imagine doing independently. Nevertheless, the techniques I describe are easily adapted to design, administration, playwriting, and dramaturgy. 
A note about format: I originally designed this book to be posted online because it allowed me to embed videos and images as well as text, which I hoped would make my examples more easily understood. For those of you who are reading this as an eBook or a paperback, I have created an online supplement that includes the videos used in several of the chapters. You can find it at: https://theaterskunkworks.com/books/diy-theater-mfa/supplemental-videos?t=1704815924938
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Chapter 1: Going to Graduate School
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I SPENT MY CAREER TEACHING undergraduates at a liberal arts college. I loved it. I loved teaching young people who, for the most part, were still capable of being inspired by learning new things. I encouraged them to take a wide spectrum of classes outside the department, seeing the world through many lenses, because becoming an artist required a deep understanding of the world beyond theater.

When they graduated, some of them went off to try to forge careers as theater artists, and they experienced the difficulties and dysfunctions of the professional theater. Sometimes, I would hear from them after five years or so, and they’d often be frustrated and discouraged, but not completely broken. They would ask me whether I would be willing to write a letter of recommendation for their applications to various graduate schools.

“Of course! I’d be happy to do that,” I’d tell them. Then I’d cautiously ask, “I’m curious about why you are considering this move?”

And almost always I’d hear at least one of the following reasons:

	“I’m not getting as many opportunities to work in the theater, so I’d like to spend three years just focusing on my art.”







	“Well, I noticed that most of the actors I see in the programs of professional theaters have graduate degrees, so maybe it would make me seem more legit.”







	“I figure if I can get into one of the prestigious programs in New York (or Chicago, or Los Angeles), I’ll make some connections on the faculty who will open doors for me into the profession. Plus saying I’m a graduate of that program will open doors all by itself!”


At this point, I have to make a decision about what to tell them. I really sympathize with them—they often were my most talented, intelligent, self-motivated students and I deeply believed they had something to contribute. And I want to help them any way I can, and encourage them to follow their dreams.

But...
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Chapter 2: Why Grad School May Not Be Your Best Choice
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HERE ARE A FEW REASONS you might want to consider alternatives.

Money: These programs can be quite expensive. While some offer assistantships that offer a waiver of tuition and a monthly stipend in exchange for having you perform functions for the department (e.g., teaching general education or lower-level classes, assisting a professor with grading and research, working in the box office, etc.), many prestigious programs provide limited fellowships and scholarships, and rely on the student to take out loans to cover expenses. Programs on campuses in expensive urban areas sometimes have limited student housing, which means you must compete within a challenging housing market where rents are high. The result is that you emerge after two or three years carrying a considerable amount of debt. This means you need to find gainful employment quickly, making it difficult to accept unpaid or low-paying internships or gigs.

Admission: You may not be able to get in! The number of theater graduate programs in the US is limited, and there are fewer every year. Depending on your area of interest, some of them accept only two or three candidates every year, and many only accept students who already have professional experience. As a result, the bar to admission is very high.

Curriculum: Unless you do your research, you may find that the curriculum doesn’t match your interests. Maybe you’re interested in comedy, but the acting classes are focused on realistic drama. Maybe you want to direct new plays, but the
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