
1

A discussion on ethnic minority diversity in drama schools and their thoughts on 
ethnic minority diversity in the acting profession 



2

By Zahrah Kazim 

Third year - Classical Civilisation 

Prepared for the Lord Rootes Memorial Fund Trustees in partial fulfilment of the conditions 
of recipient of an LRMF Award.

Table of contents 

1. Introduction 
1.1 Background 
1.2 Project Organisation and Timing 

2. Purpose of Report 

3. London Case Study 

 Importance of Diversity Amongst Lecturers 

 Importance of Representation 

 How are These Schools Supporting Their Students 

 Class v Race – The most important factors 

4. New York Case Study 

 Importance of Diversity Amongst Lecturers 

 Importance of Representation 

 How are These Schools Supporting Their Students 

 Class v Race – The most important factors 



3

5. Conclusion 

6. Budget 



4

Acknowledgements 

I would like to extend my deepest gratitude to the Lord Rootes Memorial Fund Trustees. 
Thank you for making this project possible and for taking an interest in this issue. 

Thank you to Richard Groves, Secretary of the Lord Rootes Memorial Fund Committee, for 
your patience when helping me as issues sprang and for answering my many questions. 

A huge thank you to all the interviewees and schools that participated. Your willingness to 
be involved is a testament to your desire to see the acting profession become more 
inclusive. I am glad to have your voices represented and hope that I have done your 

opinions justice. 



5

 Introduction 

1.1 - Background 

The idea for this project grew from my experience as diversity and outreach officer within 
the drama sector at the University of Warwick. In my first year of university, I was voted as 
secretary of Warwick University Drama Society (WUDS). WUDS is one of the numerous 
drama societies at the University of Warwick; it particularly focuses on theatre productions 
made from published works and scripts.   

While being secretary, I noticed that there was a lack of diversity in terms of our society 
members and particularly in terms of race. It didn’t represent the population of the 
university and certainly did not represent the talent within our university. I noticed that a lot 
of black and minority ethic (BAME) students tended to do theatre and performance within 
their cultural societies. The Afro-Caribbean society had an annual event called Afrofest, 
including theatre, singing, dancing and even modelling in fashion shows. The Chinese society 
put on magnificent productions every year in the Arts Centre, and both of the events gather 
a great audience, of people also of those races. In contrast the shows put on my WUDS 
didn’t even have much diversity in their audiences. 

It was this that catalysed my idea to discuss with the co-presidents of WUDS how we could 
best address this issue, and this is when we invented and implemented the role of diversity 
and outreach officer. As the only BAME member of our exec and due to my passion for the 
subject it was decided that I should take on the role in addition to my role as secretary and I 
did not happily, hoping to see a difference. I believe that slowly, but surely I did. To give a 
point of comparison, diversity and outreach officer is now a permanent and separated role 
on the WUDS exec team and in the academic year 2018/2019, there has now been two 
individuals voted into that role. Diversity and outreach is now a key point of focus in 
Warwick’s drama community, which is also something I campaigned for when I was selected 
to be diversity and outreach officer of the Drama Collective at the University of Warwick. 
The Drama Collective is an organisation that helps to connect and administrate all the main 
drama societies at the University of Warwick, not including the Musical Theatre Warwick 
(MTW). They also coordinate and carry out process for the Warwick Drama Studio Fund, 
which allows two plays from the Drama Collective the funding to perform in the Warwick 
Arts Centre Studio, per term. Directors must get a team together, create a pack (a document 
containing their ideas, plans and budget for the project). It is a huge task and fantastic 
opportunity that I was fortunate to enough to have been selected to gain. In my second 
year, my team and I won the funding to put on a three-day performance of ‘Noughts & 
Crosses’ based on the book by Malorie Blackman. It was while doing this that I realised that 
the problem of ethnic minority diversity in theatre may be more complicated than I at first 
realised. 

The production in its very nature, focusing on subverted race relations, required a diverse 
cast. Getting actors of colour to audition was one thing, but then I noticed that there were 
some key differences. Much of the cast from a Caucasian background were theatre studies 
students, they tended to be more experienced, had done other shows at Warwick and 
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before university. On the other hand, for all of my black actors, this show was their first at 
the university, even though some were in their final year. They did not tend to have much 
experience in acting and none of them were doing theatre as their degree. This made me 
decide to start thinking of how a difference in background, culture and class has impacted 
why it was so much more of an extreme act for the black actors to take part in this show. 

The aforementioned narrative of my time at Warwick, provides much of the background on 
why I chose to do my project on ethnic minority diversity in drama schools. I wished to 
investigate how these factors impact a group of young people who have made the choice to 
do this as their career. I decided to use London and New York as my case studies. This is 
mostly as this topic of a lack of ethnic minority diversity in theatre and acting is a 
Western/Western influenced one. For example, in a country, such as Nigeria which apart 
from its growing Nollywood sector, is rich with culture and an appreciation for storytelling 
and theatre, does not lack people of colour in their shows and that is the majority of their 
large population. In terms of the West, London and New York are two centres of theatre 
and drama teaching. Some of the most renowned schools in the Western world remain in 
these two cities and many famed actors started their education/careers in either of the two. 

Having not attended a drama school it was not a world that I necessarily knew much about. I 
knew I also had to take into account the very different social structures, cultures and 
opportunities provided in these two cities. However, I aimed to go into these schools casting 
my assumptions aside and ready to just listen to what these students and lectures felt the 
issues were in terms of ethnic minority diversity, and what they thought the solution could 
be – if there was one. 

1.2 – Project Organisation and Timing 

I decided to base my research on interviews rather than statistics or numbers. This was in 
order to get the real life viewpoint and opinions of the students and lecturers 
working/learning in this environment and their actual opinions on not only what the issues 
were, but what they thought the solution may be. 

I focused on undergraduates in my research, and spoke only to ethnic minority students. 
The act of existing as a minority in any academic space in the Western world, was one that I 
really wanted to come through in my research. 

A key issue was time constraints. I was having to do much of my research and contacting 
within the term times of these schools, while I myself was at university. Some of these 
schools had even tighter term schedules than my own and part of Rootes Memorial Fund’s 
requirement is that the project take place during the summer holiday months. I did my best 
to fit as many schools that were available into this time that I could. 

I wished to gain a lot more schools to interview at; however, did not find that schools were 
as willing to participate as much as I had, perhaps naively, first thought. On the one hand I 
considered that they are institutions of learning and so may wish to protect their students 
from my probing questions. As many universities and higher education institutions tend to, I 
understood that some may worry about what may be said and how this might impact their 
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reputation. It made me really think about this topic I had chosen and how much of a 
sensitive one it now seemed. Having facilitated and partook in many discussions on diversity 
and race at Warwick, I realised that this was something that I may have taken for granted at 
my university. I contacted as many schools in the UK and New York as I could, I wanted 
them to be schools also renowned for their programmes and with reputations of creating 
great actors. New York is also a large state and so this also narrowed the scope of schools 
that I could realistically visit during my time there. In the end I ended up with one UK school 
and three schools in New York. I was surprised that UK schools were less willing to partake 
in the project, particularly as racial tension in the US is at the forefront of the news on an 
daily basis. I had thought that getting schools in New York would be more of a challenge. 

One of the methods I used to try and gather in more participants was to create a participant 
call to be emailed by the school administrators to the lectures and students. This was 
written as follows: 

“The Colour of Theatre: Examining ethnic minority diversity in theatre schools using New 
York as a case study.

Zahrah Kazim, third year, Classical Civilisation student, University of Warwick.

Background 

I have always been interested in theatre. At secondary school I would rush to drama 
everyday time; it was my favourite class. As far I knew there was always a space for me 

there. This idea began to feel very different when I came to Warwick. I went to the drama 
society welcome meeting so excited to see a diverse sea of faces all like my own excited to 
get involved in the world of theatre. This is not what I found unfortunately. Instead I sat in 
that welcome meeting feeling very much the odd one out, the black female in the room, 

one of a very few number of ethnic minorities, surprisingly few. Despite the smaller 
proportion of ethnic minorities in the university even that proportion was not represented. I 
felt disengaged with drama society seeing role after role that seemed far apart from myself. 
This was until I decided to direct my first show ‘Fallen Petals’ the first show with an all black 
female cast by Warwick University Drama Society. I then went on to act in other shows, and 

directed Noughts and Crosses by Malorie Blackman in the Arts centre last academic year. 
Having the most diverse show I had ever seen at Warwick with three sold out shows and a 
standing ovation every night. From then on I was determined to continue to bring diversity 

into theatre in education. 

I have been diversity and outreach officer of the drama collective for this academic year and 
have noticed how diversity is lacking in the theatrical arts on a global basis. We have 

witnessed the ‘Oscars So White’ movement, seen Moonlight get snubbed in place of La La 
Land and watched as BAME actors across the world cry out for their lack of opportunities. 

It came to me that this lack of access must start from theatre education. With two actors in 
my family, one being my uncle Hakeem Kae-Kazim who’s credits include Pirates of the 

Caribbean, Hotel Rwanda and others, and my cousin who attended East15, I have seen first 
hand to seeing the struggle and the lack of diversity for young BAME students in drama 
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education forced to even leave this country to get work. I would like to do more research 
into this problem, and find out from some of the best drama schools in the world, who are 

in London, the capital of our own theatre industry and the hub of the arts that is New York - 
why do we have this problem and how can we solve it? 

Aims 

 Document what students and lecturers in the centre of theatre education in the UK, 
London, believe are the issues and potential solutions of ethnic diversity in theatre 

through interviews. 
 Highlight the different opportunities and programmes these schools have in place to 

support their ethnic minority students. 
 Document what students and lecturers in the centre of theatre education in England 

(through London) and the U.S. (through New York) believe are the issues and 
potential solutions of ethnic diversity in theatre through interviews. 

 A final report shall be written after visiting the global hotbed of theatre that is New 
York. 

 Complete Project Evaluation Report. 

Draft of Example Interview Questions 

*Some questions will be follow ups based on the answers of the interviewee.

Students

 How do you think your cultural background makes wanting to be an actor different 
from your peers? 

 Why do you personally think the Oscars/BAFTAs are ‘so white’? 
 How has your school supported you as an ethnic minority in entering the profession? 
 What does representation mean to you? 
 What is some diverse theatre you have really enjoyed and how did it impact you? 
 What are your plans when you graduate (so far, or roughly) and why? 

Lecturers

 Why do you personally think the Oscars/BAFTAs are ‘so white’? 
 Is there much diversity amongst your department? 
 What are some of the great things your school is doing to support ethnic minority 

students? 
 Do you think the range of roles on offer limit ethnic minority students post-

graduation just as they are? 
 What do you think are some of the things that the industry can do to improve ethnic 

minority representation? 
 Do you think class or race is more of a factor in initiating issues of ethnic minority 

access to theatre/television/acting?” 
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I believe that this call made a huge difference in enticing participants to join my research. 
They were all volunteers who had given up their time as they were genuinely interested in 
discussing the points that I had laid out in my call and giving their viewpoint in the 
discussion on diversity. In thinking about future projects I think it is vital to consider how 
you can get people with an honest interest to participate in it. It will make for more 
interesting results and a more interesting experience for you as a researcher; it was also a 
definite boost to know that other people were as engaged and interested in the results of 
this research as I was. They had as much of a desire to be a part of the change as I do. 

1.3 – Purpose of the Report 

Having mentioned my desire to be a part of the change this begs the question of what 
exactly is the purpose of this report? In answering the question of why is there a lack of 
diversity in Western media, theatre and film I wished to put the voices of the students at 
the forefront of this discussion. They all had the desire to enter this industry and must also 
have been aware of what challenges lay ahead for them, and the lack of diversity that is 
already a reality. I believe that in finding out what problems drama students believe lay 
ahead for them from day one, will help to solve the bigger issues later down the line and 
create a more open space for ethnic minorities to join the discussion. 

The purpose of doing the interviews was to get the raw thoughts and feelings of the 
interviewers and to find out what in their own opinion were the key issues and key solutions 
in the education sphere of the acting industry and in the wider career itself. 

This report is really just a start of the discussion. The issue of diversity in acting is often 
thrown at professional actors only, and I hope that this can help to catalyse some thought of 
how more support can be given for ethnic minority young people who wish to enter the 
profession and not just those who already have. 

3.) London Case Study 
 importance of diversity amongst lecturers 

One of the key questions that I asked the lecturers was ‘how much diversity is in your 
department?’. I did this to gain a better understanding of whether the lack of diversity in the 
professional acting industry was as much of an issue in those that teach the subject. The 
participants in this project shall be referred to by the first letter of their first name only. 

 The school that I visited in London was Rose Bruford College. An interesting case study as 
they refer to themselves as London’s International Drama School and actually follow an 
American syllabus of teaching. In their second year at the college the students go on an 
exchange semester to different drama schools in different states of America that are 
connected to Rose Bruford College.  

When speaking to S the programme director at Rose Bruford College and asking him the 
aforementioned question, he responded that the diversity amongst staff was “terrible”. He 
described that there was a “societal pressure” to improve diversity. When I asked about the 
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ways in which he thought that this could be improved he suggested that there should be 
mentorship programmes where current members of staff and governors learn more about 
inclusivity and sensitivity. Which he named as one of the most common complaints of the 
students. He also understood that this can come across as patronising. An interesting 
balance is to held here. 

 importance of representation 

In terms of the importance of representation S had to say that at the moment a diverse 
range of roles is what the publicists want. Actors want the diverse roles to train and to tell 
their stories. 
I also asked what his thoughts were on Shakespeare and whether he thought it good for 
schools and work to move away from this roles. He explained that Shakespeare is good for 
technique. 
He also addressed representation amongst the student body and highlighted that he 
believes that drama schools are in competition for black men. That if you are a half way 
decent performer you have more of a chance of success getting into drama schools if you 
are non-white or white. 

To now more onto the student point of view representation tended to be something they 
considered of the utmost importance and critical to their journeys. 

When speaking to first year lecturer, D,  they stated that they believe the current array of 
roles on offer limit. They argued that there is definitely a need for represented. They 
believed the issue to be that currently people are pulling from White Male Authors and that 
there needs to be more room made for voices not as well represented. 

Another first year student named A had to say that representation means a lot to them and 
makes them feel like they can achieve everything. They stated  that ‘representation is 
amazing’. 

It was interesting to get a point of reference from second year student R who cited Mojisola 
Adebayo and the Ali Collective’s Muhammad Ali & Me as something that had really inspired 
them in the past. They thought that seeing Muhammed Ali too as a cultural icon also 
inspired him in terms of representation. The idea of seeing a black male and black culture so 
proudly. 

 how are these schools supporting their students 

The opinion of programme director S on how they support their students was that this was 
provided through having talks with the students allowing them to express their complaints. 

First year student A stated that they got a lot of support at Rose Bruford and especially from 
S. A pointed out that S had even introduced her to more ethnic minority In fact a lot of the 
students cited S as a great support for them at university. This I did not find hard to believe 
as out of all lecturers/educators I have ever met I believe S to have the most understanding 
of the concept of race to ethnic minorities in the Western world and the challenges it brings. 
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They are open to discuss it in its most undisguised format and to bring out the harsh 
realities and complexities of the issues. 

A second year student, A, also said that they believed that S does their best. S put this 
student into an off west end production in their first year giving them a great push in their 
career as a black male. A felt like Rose Bruford does their best to ‘acknowledge’ their race 
and puts a more diverse range of faces on their prospectus to encourage a more diverse 
group of people to apply. Which A felt would bring in more people to highlight any 
ignorance that should go on. 

 class v race 

A discussion that really stuck out to me was with third year student J, who was a black 
person, with an English parent, who had grown up in America. I was fascinated to see what 
they would think as someone with experience on both sides of the pond. They stated that 
they had grown up in a predominantly white neighbourhood. We discussed how this had led 
him to feel ostracised when in the black community. Therefore, when the discussion of 
whether class or race was a more important factor in these discussion came up, I was sure 
that their answer would be – race. 

However, their response discarded both choice. They stated that their Christianity actually 
set them apart more than their race. This was due to what they called the break between 
the creative world from the church. They found that their surroundings were less receptive 
to religious ideas than ideas to do with their race. In fact J went so far as to say that while 
their race also sets them apart, they don’t like it defining them that much. It had even given 
them more opportunities on this course than they probably would have gotten if they were 
a black male. 

From a lecturer point of view when asking first year lecturer D on whether class or race was 
a more important factor, they at first responded that they weren’t sure. They thought it 
rather a complex combination of the two. That would remain while theatre remained filled 
with the consciousness of white, male theatre-makers. 

4.) New-York Case Study 

 importance of diversity amongst lecturers 

Stepping into the prestigious The Julliard School was a strange feeling. It was something that 
I had  heard so much about from popular culture and films, such as Save the Last Dance. 
Known for having a rigorous auditioning and training programme, and having famed and 
respected actors, such as Viola Davis, Robin Williams and many more as their alumni, I was 
fascinated to know their take on ethnic minority diversity in the acting profession. At a later 
date to having booked Julliard as a case study for this project there was a change in their 
programme director and with this a change of their rules in participating in projects. For this 
reason I was no longer afforded the opportunity to interview any of Julliard’s students but I 
was allowed to speak to their new programme director E. 
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In terms of the diversity in their faculty they stated that they are working to diversify it 
further, including the guest directors and workshop instructors that they invite. They 
mentioned that currently extensive work in Equity, Diversity, Inclusion, and Belonging, 
including holding facilitated workshops around identity and socio-location. 

A less rosy point of view was given to me when speaking to the only ethnic minority lecturer 
that I got to speak to overall, at The New School, T. They are a part-time faculty member, 
but had been teaching since 2012. On the topic of diversity in general they said something 
which really struck me: “the students are suffering; we are all suffering”. Going further into 
the ethnic demographic of the faculty at The New School they states that in the part-time 
faculty there are lots of people of colour; however, the bigger issue was in the full time 
faculty people of colour only make up about 5% they estimated. They thought that the 
school brought in people like them part-time, so that the faculty looks diverse, but that it 
needed to initiate the change in the full-time staff. 

This was very thought-provoking to keep in mind when later on speaking to The New School 
student C. Their opinion was that there was a pressure on ethnic minority students to 
become teachers. That there was not much work being done in changing the faculty space 
beforehand, just the slotting in of People of colour (POCs). The use of POCs pain as 
teachable moments. 

This sparked an interesting conundrum as a point of discussion. Is a potential solution to the 
lack of ethnic minority lecturers to have ethnic minority drama students go into teaching 
post-graduation? Would they want to when currently they don’t see themselves 
represented in that profession? Is the lack of diversity in teaching staff also contingent to 
the lack of diversity in students? It all has a knock on effect which does not seem to be 
solvable until ethnic minority people pioneer in the teaching area of the acting profession. 

 Importance of Representation 

Representation was considered as much as an important factor in the New York drama 
schools as it was in the Rose Bruford College. To third year student A representation meant 
embodying your culture in everything. Not just in what you say or wear, but remembering 
the importance of where you come from. While MFA student E referred to representation 
meaning that people from different backgrounds having an equal stake. Both clearly 
highlight the importance of having cultural heritage in representation. Not just people who 
look like you, but people who know where you are coming from and can portray it in a fair 
way. 

A student, R, from The Acting Studio gave another point of view of why representation can 
be important. They addressed how there needs to be more diversification in storytelling. 
Not just telling ethnic minorities stories in stereotypical role, but showing depth to their 
characters and the different ways they can be portrayed. The Acting Studio student J shared 
similar sentiments, saying “representation of ethnic actors in major film and theatre world is 
few and stereotypical”. They agreed that there had been an uptake in the amount of 
representation in recent film particularly; however, said it was too infrequent and little as in 
theatre. 
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At Julliard programme director E highlighted that they look to address the issue of 
representation in everything they do.  They make sure to diversify the authors and the types 
of materials they chose for their productions and to teach their students.  Their 
programming seeks to offer opportunities for actors to play both people who are close to 
their ethnic or racial background and also characters which offer opportunities for more 
transformation. 

 How are These Schools Supporting Their Students 

Similarly to what programme director S of Rose Bruford College suggested there should be 
for lecturers, Julliard implement mentorship programs for POC students, 
and establish affinity groups for their students. They focus strongly on open communication 
with E describing it as essential for making sure that they have a community where all can 
be welcomed, celebrated, and allowed to thrive. They also realise the challenges presented 
to students with financial need, regardless of background, and are working to increase 
financial support for those students. An interesting element  to their strategy that they also 
view economic diversity as a priority. 

The New School student E, highlighted that they have an EDI day standing for (equality, 
diversity, inclusion) that usually happens, but had not happened that year (2018). They 
believed it an attempt to bridge the gap, but felt that most of the support that they got was 
from other actors and from the few faculty members of colour. E explained that their two 
acting heads were black men for their programme. Something that surprised me after 
hearing about the last of diversity in the school’s faculty. I thought it a very fortunate 
prospect for the ethnic minority student with them as their heads. It also was promising to 
see the school putting ethnic minority faculty members into positions of leadership. 

 Class v Race 

The New School student I talks about how race is a big issue and how in that sphere 
colourism is an even bigger issue. It was not an issue in their programme specifically where 
due to their small number the ethnic minorities stuck together. They talked about the divide 
between Black and Latin American people. An point of interest for me due to not having 
encountered many Latin American people in the UK. In terms of ethnic minorities they are 
not really a UK discussion point. I, linked it to colourism as Latin American people tend to be 
lighter in colour, they are more likely to fit in according to this student. 

From student R, I feel the need to quote verbatim what they had to say as I believe it really 
summarises why at the end of it all, all of these ethnic minority students joined these drama 
schools and these professions. 

“I'm not sure if or how much my cultural background makes wanting to be an actor different 
from my peers. All I know is that I have wanted to be an actor since I was about three years 
old.  At that time, I didn't know that I was black. I didn't know what race was. As I grew older 
and the desire to act got stronger, the awareness of my background never seemed to 
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matter to my wanting to act.  Acting for me is a heart & soul desire.  It's something I simply 
need to do and that need transcends my cultural background, in my opinion.” 

Acting is something they all have a desire to do regardless of their race. They have all strived 
to take up space despite what diversity challenges may lay ahead. In the above quote R 
takes the question of whether race or class makes the profession more challenging and 
makes it slightly irrelevant. Rather students should focus on the desire to go into the 
profession. The innocent dream that they had before they became aware of these societal 
challenges. Change comes as a result of that. 

5.) Conclusion 

In conclusion, the colour of theatre wanted to bring the voices of ethnic minority students in 
drama schools and their teachers into the forefront. The desire was not to say what is right 
or wrong, true or false about what they had to say, but to listen to their lived experiences 
and see what improvements can be made. Some of the most common suggestions were 
mentoring for students and lecturers. Allowing open spaces for complaints and questions 
whether it be through affinity groups or just a part of the schools environment. When 
answering the question of what they wanted to do post-graduation, none of these students 
had an absolutely sure answer about how life was going to go, but they all wanted to remain 
and grow in their craft. The students are there and willing to take up space, and their 
lecturers are very aware of the issues at hand. They are also open to improving a bit at a 
time. There are still many issues that come from being an ethnic minority in un-diverse 
spaces in the Western world from stereotypes to isolation; however, the discussion has 
begun and people are motivated to initiate change. 

6.) Budget 

Estimated Costs 

Travel Costs:

Oyster fare for two days (£11 x 2 = £22) 
Return flights to New York are on average £409 for the middle of September, subject to 
change. 
Visa: N/A 
Public transport around New York for 1 week, 2 days : £ 29.38 (based on $32/week 
recommendation by http://www.freetoursbyfoot.com/how-to-buy-a-new-york-city-subway-
pass/)
Travel insurance: £12.90 (as shown on https://www.moneysupermarket.com/travel-
insurance/enquiry/results?qr=66522319) 

New York Costs: 

Accommodation roughly £600 (based on airbnb prices) 

http://www.freetoursbyfoot.com/how-to-buy-a-new-york-city-subway-pass/)
http://www.freetoursbyfoot.com/how-to-buy-a-new-york-city-subway-pass/)
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Food and sundries (£28.40 x 9) £255.60 (based on $20 for a meal in an inexpensive 
restaurant recommendation by https://www.numbeo.com/cost-of-living/in/New-York) 
Museum entry (roughly £4 average) £4 x 2 = £8 

Total £1336.88 

Actual Costs 

Oyster Fare (One day return to Sidcup) £8.80 

Return Flight to New York £460.91 

Public transport around New York for 1 
week, 2 days $33 

£25.92 

Taxi to and from airport $80.41 £63.14 

Accommodation £831 

Food and sundries $138.45 £108.71 

Total £1498.48 

*yellow highlighted=not included in original budget 
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