How to Choose a

Film School

If their graduating
students are doing great
work, that speaks more
than any other example.
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How to Choose a Film School
Once a person has made the decision to attend film school, the next question should be which one?

There are many film schools, and many universities and colleges
have film programs. Let’s divide these into basic groups:
Film Camps
There are many film schools that offer a short term, often week’s long
program in film production. These can be very exciting and even quite
educational, but are not true film schools. Needless to say, they offer no
degree, perhaps a certificate of graduation or completion but no actual
accredited degree. Many film students start at these schools in order to see
if a career in film is really for them. But there is no way to gain a professional
level of film education in a few weeks and they should not be confused with
a true film school.

Film Programs Offering Liberal Arts degrees

2.

There are many varieties of undergraduate programs at community colleges,
state collages and universities. They are Film Studies programs with liberal
arts content. While most have some production content, most have very
limited production content. The goal of such programs is to educate the
student in the cultural aspects of film with a deep understanding of the
influences of film on society and the historical aspects of film. Many of these
programs are excellent, and some offer advanced production classes for the
top students, but few should be thought of as a substitute for a production
degree and offer no guarantee that the student will receive more than the
most basic film production class offerings.

Film Departments Offering Degrees
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Many universities have film departments that offer undergraduate and
graduate degrees in film production. Some of the best film schools in the
world fall into this area, but so do some lesser schools.

If the graduating
students are doing great
work, that speaks more
than any other indicator.
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In many cases the best of these departments become film schools within
a larger school, a boutique film school inside of a host university. Because
many of these are part of large universities, they are often very competitive
in admission standards.

Boutique Film Schools
Some film schools are stand-alone schools, offering undergraduate and
graduate degrees in one or two areas. Many of these schools are very
intensive as their only focus is the limited area of their study. In many ways
the best of these are indistinguishable from the film departments at the big
universities, but without the big university. They are not all created equal,
some are among the best, and some are not.
2.

What You Should Look For
In evaluating a film school there are several things the prospective student
should look into. First and foremost, look at the student films produced at the
end of their education. The results of the education will be right there on the
screen to see. The school should have many good examples. If the graduating
students are doing great work, that speaks more than any other indicator.
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Next, find out where the graduates are. What are they doing now? Don’t be
shocked if many are not working in the film industry. Film production is a
very competitive profession, and only the best survive. As you have already
made up your mind to go to film school, this should not be news to you. And
if you have made up your mind to do this, then you may believe you are one
of the ones who will make it, and that belief is critical to your success.

Look at the Facilities and the Faculty

Photo credits:
1. Andrea Miner
2. Tibrina Hobson
3. Tibrina Hobson
Brooks Institute cannot guarantee employment or salary

Filmmaking is dependent on expensive equipment and facilities. A great
school will have great equipment. That means the industry-current cameras,
audio gear, grip equipment, lights and even outside support for students
to get the gear they need that the school may not offer. This last item is
critical. No studio or school can own everything, and at times you will
need something special, a generator truck, a large camera dolly or crane,
underwater gear, special lights and so on. Can they help you gain access
to these special items? Do they have contacts and reduced rental prices?
And the top question should be whether they cover insurance on rental

The faculty should
be knowledgeable in
their area, specialized,
and have real world
experience.

equipment? At some schools a student attempts to rent equipment only to
find that no rental house lets its gear go out unless it’s insured. If the school
can get the gear at a good price, the student may still not be able to afford
insurance — which can cost thousands of dollars. Ask questions about
access to equipment.
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What is the physical plant like? Does the film school have stage space? If it
has good stages, are they available or overbooked? A good school will also
provide some suitable outdoor spaces for filming. Look at the postproduction
area. A film program should have many editing stations to prevent long
wait times before a student can edit. And having private editing rooms for
advanced projects are a big plus. Larger projects often have five or six
people working on the edit together, and this can’t be done in a lab or library.
Look at the audio rooms. Ideally they should have a recording studio, voice
booth, a Foley stage, and perhaps even a scoring stage — Few schools
have everything, but they should cover the basics — That includes sound
editing, a voice booth and perhaps Foley. Classrooms and labs should also
be outfitted with good lights, computers, software, projection and sound.
And speaking of software, an up-to-date school will use what is being
used professionally in the industry. Every year software evolves, and some
computer programs are treated as the latest innovation, while others fall by
the wayside. Do some research into what is industry-current, and what the
film school is using.
Faculty members should have industry-current knowledge in their areas,
specialized in their expertise, and have real world experience. Ask to talk to
them. If they are not available to talk to a prospective student, you might ask
yourself whether they would be accessible to you as an enrolled student.
Consult current students about faculty. It’s a good idea to lookup classes in
the catalogue and then talk to the faculty members that teach those classes.
If you can, sit in on a class.
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When it comes to costs, don’t be shocked. Film school is expensive. The
equipment is expensive, the facilities are expensive, and production is
expensive. Determine what is covered by tuition and what is not. What are the
production costs involved in classroom assignments, and who holds the rights
to the finished work? Few student projects make a profit, but if yours does, do

“Go confidently in
the direction of your
dreams. Live the life
you’ve imagined.”
-Henry David Thoreau
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you hold the film rights? You might be surprised how often the school retains
the rights.
Embarking on a course of higher education is costly, and film school can be
more than many other types of programs. But be cautious — What looks
like a bargain may be no bargain when you are committing a good deal of
money and time to something that could define the course of the rest of your
life. Remember the words of Henry David Thoreau “Go confidently in the
direction of your dreams. Live the life you’ve imagined.”

About Brooks Institute
Whether you are interested in pursuing a degree in film, graphic design,
photography or visual journalism, you can find a program at Brooks Institute
that meets your needs. The undergraduate and master’s degree programs
cater to students who are new to the fields of photography, film, graphic
design and visual journalism as well as those who seek new skills to
advance an established career.
Brooks Institute’s multidisciplinary approach to education promotes
collaboration, critical thinking, and creativity to help students become
technologically adept and visually sophisticated. The faculty of awardwinning industry professionals and academics help students discover their
creative style as they grow toward becoming trained professionals.
Brooks Institute is celebrating over 67 years of educating students in the
visual and media arts. With campuses in Santa Barbara and Ventura,
California, the school offers undergraduate degrees in the fields of
professional photography, visual journalism, film, and graphic design, as well
as a Master of Fine Arts in Photography.
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We practice an educational philosophy of learning by doing. This hands-on
approach makes our graduates responsible, resourceful and accomplished.
Our degree programs emphasize experiential learning as essential for
success as visual/media artists and communicators. We provide a balance
between art and technology, and between creativity and business skills.

Photo credits (front):

Photo credits (back):

1. Violeta Palombo Levy
2. Andrea Miner
3. Andrea Miner

1. Andrea Miner
2. S. Nice
3. Michael Lopez

1.

2.

Brooks Institute cannot guarantee employment or salary. Find disclosures on
graduation rates, student financial obligations and more at www.brooks.edu/disclosures.
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