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Abstract 

Contemporary actor training degrees accredited within Australia’s Tertiary 
Education Quality Standards Agency (TEQSA) based system, must meet 
Australian Qualifications Framework (AQF) Level 7 threshold criteria. These 
require graduates at this level to have broad and coherent theoretical and 
technical knowledge with depth in one or more disciplines or areas of practice. In 
terms of skills, they will have well-developed cognitive, technical and 
communication skills that can be applied to unpredictable and sometimes 
complex problems, and they will be able to transmit their knowledge, skills and 
ideas to others. In terms of application, they will demonstrate autonomy, self-
direction, well-developed judgement and responsibility. How can analysis of this 
regulatory framework stimulate new thinking for conservatoire-based 
curriculum, and in particular, can we refresh thinking around the theory-practice 
nexus to enable students to more confidently explore greater autonomy and 
judgement in preparation to meet the demands and challenges of seeking acting 
careers in film, television and theatre? 
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Part One: Background 

It is only in comparatively recent times that Australian conservatoire-based actor 
training courses migrated into the undergraduate degree sectors of university 
education. The watershed period for Australia being the Dawkins era (1987–1991), 
when, under federal Education Minister John Dawkins, a range of universities, colleges 
and institutes were amalgamated into a unified university system. Those actor training 
courses that had previously flourished inside vocational institutes and colleges at 
diploma level, in their new post-amalgamation existence found themselves being 
redeveloped as university degrees. 
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This has seen the merging of what were previously two mostly separate traditions — 
that of actor training, with its roots in theatre and studio traditions, and that of 
university degree-level studies, with their quite different cultural and pedagogical 
origins. The process of achieving this union has not always been easy and has been 
further complicated by new challenges. 

As Dawn Bennett (2009, 310) noted, predictably there have been challenges around 
funding and resource models for practical studio-based courses that struggle to fit 
within the parameters of standard university disciplines. However, what she also 
observed were widening disparities between undergraduate curriculum, the career 
expectations of students and the rapidly changing conditions of professional practice. 
Bennett’s research led her to propose the emergence of a new career norm for most 
practicing artists, which she observed, had become an increasingly complex balancing 
act of juggling their art with multiple, simultaneous careers as teachers, administrators, 
business managers, or indeed in quite unrelated employment fields.  

This proposition raises the familiar question of whether current conservatoire-based 
actor training curriculum is unrealistically premised on career assumptions that in 
reality only a lucky few will enjoy. Peter Zazzali and Jeanne Klein asked a similar 
question in a 2015 article examining American Theatre department curricula, and 
noted their underlying premise of potential future employment in a regional theatre 
sector that in actuality had all but disappeared. A similar concern was voiced by Patrick 
Mitchell and echoed by others at the 2019 AusAct conference, when he asked ‘Are we 
training too many actors?’ Can these concerns be addressed in a contemporary degree 
environment, and if so, how? 

This article begins with a simple question — if we were to start with the generic degree 
structure legislated by the Australian Qualifications Framework (AQF), and then 
reverse-engineer an actor training degree pathway — would this stimulate new thinking 
that could help us address some of these concerns? 

At this point, it may be worth reminding ourselves that our actor-training culture 
evolved in very different circumstances to those we experience today. When I reflect on 
my own beginnings in Australian actor training, four decades ago, I observe a vibrant 
cauldron of approaches and influences, far removed from the language of curriculum 
and regulation. These influences came from the resurging Australian theatre world of 
the 1970’s and 1980’s (think Jane St, Nimrod, La Mama), meeting with some of the 
ferment of American star teachers (think Hagen, Adler, Meisner, Strasberg), with the 
tradition of English theatre training, particularly around voice teaching, and with other 
influences coming via individuals who sought out non-Anglo-American training 
regimes including Le Coq training in Paris and Suzuki training in Japan. It is this 
melange of ideas that has provided the chaotic but fertile subsoil for much of today’s 
actor training practitioners. Bree Hadley’s 2008 survey of Masters and Doctoral theses 
that between 1979 and 2004 investigated actor training techniques and influences, 
identified a similar topography. 

It’s also noticeable how much the organisation of pre-degree Australian actor training 
mirrored the structure of the theatre companies of the day. Schools such as NIDA, were 
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in effect mini-production factories. Acting was mainly about theatre, theatre consisted 
of plays, and training consisted of selecting and equipping actors with the skills needed 
to put on plays. What those skills were, and how they could be taught derived from a 
range of English, American and European theatre traditions. In Chris Hays’ (2017) 
account of blackface in early NIDA productions, we can see a glimpse of this feverish 
training world, where theatre productions were effectively the raison d’etre of the 
school, and favourable theatre reviews in the local media perhaps as important to 
credentialing the school’s prestige and sustainability, as more academic types of 
oversight.  

The Diploma or sub-Diploma qualifications offered by these institutes provided a 
sympathetic academic structure that allowed tremendous freedom and few constraints 
for this type of experiential-based learning, drawing as it did, on a century of rapidly 
evolving and often experimental theatre and studio practice. And initially, the change to 
degree structures in the 1980’s had only limited impact on this freedom. 

However, from the 1990’s onward, the centralisation and quality assurance agendas 
across universities and government saw the development of regulatory agencies 
charged with defining and auditing qualification standards across Australia, that were 
to increasingly put pressure on degree-level tertiary actor training curriculum. The first 
of these, the Australian Qualifications Framework (AQF), established in 1995, was 
charged with creating national standards for each level of qualification, from Certificate 
through to Doctorate. The AQF defines the threshold standards for each level, 
including, for example, defining the difference between a diploma and a degree. The 
Australian Universities Quality Agency (AUQA) set up in 2000, was responsible for 
conducting audits of universities and providing them with a report including 
commendations and recommendations. AUQA though, was not empowered as a 
regulator with the authority to compel recommendations. However, in 2011 it was 
replaced by the Tertiary Education Quality and Standards Agency (TEQSA) whose 
function to accredit courses, or indeed, to withdraw accreditation in the event of 
unsatisfactory course design or performance, has exactly that authority. It is the TEQSA 
five-year cycle of accreditation of curriculum that now essentially licenses what 
universities teach and how they teach it, so for that reason alone, curriculum thinking 
warrants considerably more attention than it might have before. And this isn’t 
necessarily a bad thing.  

Indeed, the assertion I make, is that within actor-training we are often trying to fix 
problems in the engine room that are better solved on the bridge. Coming as most of us 
do from a rich studio tradition, we attend closely to questions around syllabus, which 
lists our subjects, topics, techniques and pedagogies, while we overlook the importance 
of examining curriculum, which is the global statement of our course aims and 
objectives.  

One inevitable consequence is syllabus creep. We tend to solve problems in the studio 
by adding to the syllabus, so that over time its waistline slowly overgrows its belt. The 
same approach occurs at the macro level of course design, when we adopt content-
based solutions as a way to address challenges like the need for career development, or 
the acquisition of complementary skills such as entrepreneurship. We add content in 
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the form of new units, which in turn means that in making room for them, we sacrifice 
some of the very artform-based teaching that attracted our students in the first place, 
and we run the risk of fragmenting their learning. Is there another approach? 

In the remainder of this article I point to the possibility of other ways of addressing 
these kinds of questions. This entails going back to the AQF threshold standards, and 
their implicit notion of what a degree actually is. I hope to show that by revisiting how 
we think a degree level course works, this in turn will lead us to rethink what we teach 
and how we teach it, that may help us address our concerns without diluting the art-
form training that our students are seeking. 

Part Two: The structure of a degree 

In considering what a curriculum rather than syllabus focus might look like, let’s 
remind ourselves what a degree is, and how it is supposed to work as defined by the 
AQF. 

In the Ten Step chain of educational being, a Degree is a course of study that sits on 
Step 7, just above Advanced Diploma on Level 6, and just below Honours on Level 8, 
which in turn sits below Masters on level 9 and Doctoral programs on Level 10. Each 
step is defined by a set of threshold standards — the minimum standards of graduate 
outcome that have been set for that level. 

Each institution then constructs its proposed curriculum to meet those standards. So, 
for the purposes of this discussion, we can take the AQF’s outline of a degree as a kind 
of genesis curriculum that underpins each university’s local variant. 

The first key feature of a degree, as defined by the AQF, is that it is based in one or 
more disciplines or areas of practice. When we say ‘based in a discipline’ that can mean 
that it sits over a living field of active enquiry, practice and debate, which for 
conservatoire acting courses could be around acting and actor training. The liveness of 
that field is one of the guarantors of its relevance, liveness being reflected in vigorous 
conference attendance and debate, active publishing in journals and books, and a vital 
living tradition of creative practice, similar to Webb’s notion of a ‘cultural field’. 

A cultural field can be defined as a series of institutions, rules, rituals, 
conventions, categories, designations, appointments and titles which 
constitute an objective hierarchy, and which produce and authorise 
certain discourses and activities. But it is also constituted by, or out of, the 
conflict which is involved when groups or individuals attempt to 
determine what constitutes capital within that field, and how that capital 
is to be distributed. Bourdieu understands the concept of cultural field to 
refer to fluid and dynamic, rather than static, entities. Cultural fields, that 
is, are made up not simply of institutions and rules, but of the interactions 
between institutions, rules and practices. (Webb, Schirato & Danaher 
2012, 21) 
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A second feature is that the AQF degree is formulated in outcomes-based language and 
is characterised by the key terms of ‘knowledge’, ‘understanding’ and ‘skills’ and of the 
creative ‘application’ of them to actual problems. These key terms derive from Bloom’s 
taxonomy of cognition (Krathwohl & Anderson 2001), still a useful text for 
understanding contemporary academic curriculum. When we say outcomes-based, we 
mean that the curriculum doesn’t mandate what we teach, which will be listed in our 
syllabus documents, but rather mandates what the outcomes will be for our students in 
terms of what they will be able to do. 

Thirdly, that over its three years, a degree’s program of study advances in complexity 
and sophistication of thinking and practice, such that by completion, an accomplished 
graduate should be qualified to continue into professional work, or into further study at 
Level 8, an honours degree. 

Curriculum thinking challenges us to work backwards, starting with a set of knowledge, 
skills and application outcomes and backward mapping the content and learning 
experiences required to deliver them. In effect, curriculum thinking asks us to chart the 
journey (point of view — bridge) rather than to program the motor (point of view — 
engine room). 

The AQF defines a degree in the following terms: 

Summary Graduates at this level will have broad and coherent knowledge and skills 
for professional work and/or further learning 

Knowledge Graduates at this level will have broad and coherent theoretical and 
technical knowledge with depth in one or more disciplines or areas of practice 

Skills Graduates at this level will have well-developed cognitive, technical and 
communication skills to select and apply methods and technologies to: 

• analyse and evaluate information to complete a range of activities 

• analyse, generate and transmit solutions to unpredictable and sometimes complex 
problems 

• transmit knowledge, skills and ideas to others 

Application of knowledge and skills 

Graduates at this level will apply knowledge and skills to demonstrate autonomy, well-
developed judgement and responsibility: 

• in contexts that require self-directed work and learning 

• within broad parameters to provide specialist advice and functions 

Figure 1. Australian Qualifications Framework (2013, 47) level 7 criteria. 
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Part Three: Asking questions 

In this next section, I propose to take each of the three sections of the AQF description 
of a degree, Knowledge, Skills and Application, and then suggest one or two key 
questions arising from it that might be useful to consider in the context of actor 
training. 

1: Knowledge 

They will have broad and coherent theoretical and technical knowledge with depth in 
one or more disciplines or areas of practice. 

The first question we can ask is this: If we are to consider Acting as a discipline, distinct 
from, though related to, Drama or Performance Studies, then which part of Acting’s 
knowledge domain should we be selecting for ‘depth’ and what does an attainment of 
‘depth’ look like, as distinct from the attainment of breadth’? We can also ask — what 
does ‘coherent’ mean, in the context of “coherent theoretical and technical knowledge?” 
We could additionally note that this knowledge base will be applied to an increasing 
range of problems, and the developing ability to apply this knowledge productively 
constitutes a skill set in its own right. 

2: Skills 

They will have well-developed cognitive, technical and communication skills to select 
and apply methods and technologies to: 

- analyse and evaluate information to complete a range of activities 
- analyse, generate and transmit solutions to unpredictable and sometimes 

complex problems 
- transmit knowledge, skills and ideas to others 

The notion of ‘well-developed technical and communication skills’ if thought of in 
acting terms as instrumental skills, is at the centre of much of the conversation, 
research and debate in actor training today, and so probably needs little further 
questioning. However, the notion of ‘well-developed cognitive skills’ certainly warrants 
interrogatory attention: 

In the field of Acting, what would the attainment of well-developed cognitive skills look 
like as distinct from the technical and communication skills? 

What explicit, coherent, codified and discipline-based cognitive skills are we teaching 
that enable our acting students to: 

- analyse and evaluate information to complete a range of activities? 
- analyse, generate and transmit solutions to unpredictable and sometimes 

complex problems? 
- transmit knowledge, skills and ideas to others? 
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3: Application of knowledge and skills 

Graduates will apply knowledge and skills to demonstrate autonomy, well-developed 
judgement and responsibility: 

- in contexts that require self-directed work and learning 
- within broad parameters to provide specialist advice and functions 

Questions we could ask, include — where in our acting degrees do students apply their 
accumulated knowledge and skills to exercise their autonomy and their judgements in 
self-directed contexts? And by completion do we feel they are sufficiently competent to 
provide specialist advice on their discipline to others? How do we develop their 
judgement, and how do we evaluate the development of that judgement? 

Part Four: Speculative answers 

In the last part of this article, I propose to take some of those curriculum-derived 
questions and speculate what answers to them might look like. These answers make no 
claim to be definitive, they merely serve as an exemplification of a curriculum thinking 
process. 

Question 1: Which part of Acting’s knowledge domain should we be selecting for 
‘depth’ and what does an attainment of ‘depth’ look like, as distinct from the 
attainment of breadth’? 

Traditionally, actor training courses looking to include theoretical content, turn to 
contextual studies in areas such as theatre history. Mostly these achieve breadth rather 
than depth, in my experience at least. One reason for this might be that they are less 
about historical inquiry, in the sense of studying historical methodology and 
philosophy, and tend to be more about the awareness or recall of historical phenomena, 
which in Bloom’s Taxonomy is ranked as one of the simpler levels of cognition.  

So where is depth both possible and useful? One answer might be in an enhanced study 
of dramaturgy, particularly if it were defined as:  

- the study of how dramatic (theatre and film) texts are constructed,  
- how dramatic texts convey information around dramatic action, character, 

theme and purpose, 
- how dramatic texts interrogate and illuminate the social, political, economic 

and ecological worlds we inhabit,  
- how dramatic texts are interpreted and transformed in their embodiment by 

actors in real or imaginary spaces, and  
- how that textual embodiment is read or interpreted by audiences. 

Perhaps dramaturgy, defined this comprehensively, could be studied in depth as the 
theoretical core of an acting degree, and also be explored in practice, integrated into the 
teaching of acting skills, and applied into an investigation of theatre and film rehearsal 
processes. It also offers the potential for ‘coherence’ across its theoretical and practical 
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functions, underpinned as it is by an increasing number of theatre scholars and 
practitioners working in the field, many of whom are connected with the Translation, 
Adaptation and Dramaturgy Working Group within the International Federation for 
Theatre Research (IFTR). 

The benefit of adopting a coherent and in-depth philosophical core is in the 
opportunity to develop in students the elasticity and rigour of thinking, that has the 
potential to be subsequently transferred to other knowledge domains. 

Question 2: what would the attainment of well-developed cognitive skills look like? As 
distinct from technical and communication skills. What explicit, coherent, codified 
and discipline-based cognitive skills are we teaching that enable our students to: 

- analyse and evaluate information to complete a range of activities 
- analyse, generate and transmit solutions to unpredictable and sometimes 

complex problems 
- transmit knowledge, skills and ideas to other? 

An essential feature of well-developed cognitive skills might be that they would over 
time consolidate into a meta-cognitive framework, enabling students to analyse, 
problematise, evaluate and frame their engagement with their knowledge, skills and 
application experiences. Such a framework should enable students to more easily 
embrace new learning as well as retain previous learning. It also functions as an 
important ladder of enquiry, as students progressively engage with more difficult or 
complex problems as they advance through their training. 

Marzano and Kendall (2007) propose a new taxonomy of educational objectives to 
solve problems they identify in Bloom’s original and revised taxonomies. In their 
taxonomy they sub-divide higher order thinking into Metacognition and Self-System 
Thinking, the latter being a recognition of the role of the self in the act of learning in 
terms of motivation, commitment and emotional responses, and in understanding the 
importance and efficacy of the learning to the learner themselves. This recognition of 
the role that subjectivity plays in learning is particularly of interest in the field of Acting 
where subjectivity and objectivity have to be brought into dynamic relationship. The 
actor’s interiority and the sensitivity of their responses to the real and imagined texts 
they embody in rehearsal and performance is one of the prime materials of 
construction from which the performance artefact is assembled. The free flow of this 
material requires the development of sophisticated collaborative skills, self-
management, confidence and a heightened self-awareness expressed in lexicons that 
are poetic or symbolic rather than discursive. 

This leads to a suggestion that it may be in the development of acting-specific Reflective 
Practice, as a philosophy, as a set of methodologies, and with specific artistic 
inflections, that we will find the cognitive skill base to process and make sense of skills 
learning. 
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The exercise of paying attention to subjectivity (and inter-subjectivity) and developing 
a common language for expressing it, surely has to be integral to the development of 
the actor’s cognitive skills. It would certainly be critical to their abilities to analyse and 
evaluate information to complete a range of activities, to analyse, generate and transmit 
solutions to unpredictable and sometimes complex problems, and to transmit 
knowledge, skills and ideas to others — which is as good a description of the artistic 
endeavour as it is of any other. 

The processes whereby subjectivity and objectivity are brought into dynamic 
relationship might be further developed by combining dramaturgical approaches and 
reflective practice. Both are central to the development of the actor’s artistry, but 
teaching them as knowledge and skillsets in their own right, enhances cognitive 
development and assists their potential transferability into other contexts. 

Third question: Where in our Acting degrees do students apply their accumulated 
knowledge and skills to exercise their autonomy, their judgements in self-directed 
contexts, and by completion do we feel they are sufficiently competent to provide 
specialist advice on their discipline to others? 

Though the incorporation of one or two independent projects into actor-training 
degrees may seem an obvious answer, from a curriculum perspective the picture is a 
little more complicated. It is not the activity of independent work that ticks the box, it’s 
that independent work is the culmination of a course of learning that integrates the 
application of creativity, problem-solving skills and the exercise of independent 
judgement from the start of the course through to the end. 

Traditionally actor-training curriculum has been built on an opposite premise — that 
the actor serves an industry where the essential skill is to be able to collaborate in 
contexts where judgements are made (and power is held) by others. This premise, 
explicitly or implicitly, underwrites traditional actor-training course structure and 
content, and indeed its very pedagogy. Over three or four years of conventional 
training, the actors’ bodies, their instrumental skills and their imaginative capacities 
are positioned as canvases to be interrogated, subjugated, and then scribed upon by 
others. 

However, what if we were able to construct an alternative curriculum, that from its 
beginning promoted the autonomous exercise of accumulated knowledge and skills and 
the development of personal judgement as the front end of our course experience, as 
the core of our pedagogies, and as the leading edge of our graduate outcomes? 

When it comes to getting jobs in the acting economy, would our graduates be 
disadvantaged by their independence of judgement and their enhanced cognitive skills? 
I doubt any of us would answer yes, and I suspect all of us would be thinking about the 
uptick in transferability of skills into other areas of employment that such a curriculum 
approach might offer. The adoption of dramaturgy as a coherent theoretical framework, 
and of reflective practice as a methodology, may well enable us to deconstruct the 
traditional approaches to skills training and artistic development we have inherited, 
and rebuild them into a degree level program that equips its graduates with the 
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knowledge, skills and independent application that can be applied to a range of 
outcomes in addition to that of acting. 

Part Five: Conclusion 

What this discussion hopefully illustrates, is how curriculum thinking, as distinct from 
syllabus thinking, stimulated by questions that arise when we closely examine AQF 
threshold criteria, might lead us to refreshed ways of thinking about how a degree level 
course of actor training could be constructed in order to achieve the desirable trifecta of 
uncompromised focus on the development of the actor, compliance with regulatory 
frameworks, and enhanced transferability of skills into the multiple career pathways 
that Bennet argues is the dominant characteristic of the contemporary arts economy. 

Three key questions have been proposed. The first of these is, what constitutes the 
depth of our field of knowledge, and how is it coherent? The second is around skills, 
and how do we consistently (and even coherently) develop the cognitive skills 
associated with acting? The third is related to application, and how do we facilitate the 
qualities of autonomy, well-developed judgement and responsibility? 

Although the aim of this discussion has been to stimulate the reader to find answers 
that fit their own circumstances and contexts, three possible responses are proposed. 
The first proposal is that a broadly defined dramaturgical studies would not only 
provide depth in the field of knowledge covered by the degree, but could also inform 
investigations into practice. The second is that an explicitly investigated methodology 
of reflective practice could provide the cognitive skill development needed by actors as 
they seek to bring subjectivity and objectivity into productive relationship. It’s possible 
to imagine these two methodological approaches serving the agenda of the third 
proposal, which is that capstone experiences in independent practice need to be 
supported by the development of creativity, problem-solving skills and the exercise of 
independent judgement from the beginning of the course onwards. 

Viewed from the bridge, this seems an achievable journey, that provides graduates with 
the meta-cognitive and creative development that while serving their career 
aspirations, equally enhances the transferability of their skills to applications both 
within the broader industry and further afield. How the course will be plotted, and how 
down in the engine room its content can be delivered, will need to be the subject of 
further discussion. 
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