
MOLLY DARLEY, CONSERVATOIRES UK

HANNAH DICKINSON, TRINITY LABAN CONSERVATOIRE



How to Support Pathways to the 
Performing Arts

By members of Conservatoires UK (CUK)

Presented by: 

• Molly Darley (Royal Northern College of Music) 

• Hannah Dickinson (Trinity Laban Conservatoire of Music & Dance)



What is a Conservatoire?

Conservatoires are small, specialist 
higher education institutions that offer 
education and training in the 
performing arts to talented students 
from all over the world in the 
disciplines of music, acting and dance, 
as well as theatre and screen 
production.



True or False?



1. True or False?

All the UK Conservatoires are 
in London. 



1. True or False?

All the UK Conservatoires are 
in London.

False: There are 11 
Conservatoires across the 
whole of the UK!



Who are Conservatoires UK?

• Guildhall School of Music & Drama

• Leeds Conservatoire

• London Academy of Music and Dramatic Arts

• Royal Academy of Music

• Royal Birmingham Conservatoire

• Royal Central School of Speech and Drama

• Royal College of Music

• Royal Conservatoire of Scotland

• Royal Northern College of Music

• Royal Welsh College of Music & Drama

• Trinity Laban Conservatoire of Music & Dance

We are completely independent of 
one another but work together to 
promote the benefits and ethos of 
conservatoire training.



Who are Conservatoires UK?

A note about the Conservatoire for Dance and Drama

Previously, a number of smaller, highly specialised 
institutions across the UK came together under the banner 
of Conservatoire for Dance and Drama (CDD). 

CDD have disbanded now, each individual institution 
continues to operate independently but they are no longer 
part of Conservatoires UK. 



2. True or False?

Conservatoires are just for 
Classical Music and 
Shakespeare.



2. True or False?

Conservatoires are just for 
Classical Music and 
Shakespeare.

False: You can study a huge 
range of specialisms and 
genres within a Conservatoire 
– not just the Western classics!



What courses are on offer?

Different Conservatoires offer a range of 
specialist courses across the full spectrum of 
performing arts and technical theatre courses 
including:

• Music (classical, jazz, traditional music, 
opera, conducting, rock and pop, 
composition)

• Musical Theatre

• Dance 

• Acting

• Production Design and Technical Theatre

• Filmmaking



3. True or False?

You get a different degree 
from a Conservatoire than 
from a University.



3. True or False?

You get a different degree from 
a Conservatoire than from a 
University.

False: Conservatoires offer a 
range of Foundation, 
Undergraduate and 
Postgraduate courses just like 
a University.



What’s different about a Conservatoire?

Conservatoire or University?

Both offer the same levels of degree.

However - practical study is typically an element of 
the course at a University, whereas at a Conservatoire 
it is the main focus; at the heart of what we do.



What levels of study are available?

A range of study options are available including:

• Foundation programmes 

• HND and Diploma programmes

• Undergraduate programmes (BA/BMus/FdA)

• Masters programmes (MA/MMus/MPerf/MFA/ 
MSc/MEd/MComp)

• Other postgraduate programmes (PGDip, 
Advanced Professional Diploma, ArtDip)

• Research degree programmes 
(MPhil/PhD/DMus)



4. True or False?

You need straight As to get 
into a Conservatoire.



4. True or False?

You need straight As to get 
into a Conservatoire.

False: Applications to a 
Conservatoire are more 
likely to be assessed on an 
audition, portfolio or 
interview.



How to Apply

• Application processes differ across the 
different Conservatoires so always make 
sure to check with the institution directly.

• Most applications will be made through 
UCAS Conservatoires, some through 
UCAS main scheme and some will be 
made directly to the institution.

• Deadlines tend to be earlier than for 
Universities so make sure to check with 
the institution.



Audition/Interview Process
• Most courses will require an audition or interview as 

part of the application process.

• They will usually take place either online or at the 
Conservatoire, although some institutions may 
audition in other locations.

• They will usually include a practical element and a 
short interview with academic staff.

• If applicants don’t live in the UK they may be able to 
audition in their own country or submit an online 
audition. 

• Fee waivers are often available to help with costs 
incurred through the audition process if needed.



5. True or False?

Conservatoires are more 
expensive to attend than 
universities.



5. True or False?

Conservatoires are more 
expensive to attend than 
universities.

False: Conservatoires have 
similar tuition fees to other 
undergraduate courses 
taught at Universities.



Fees and Funding

• Conservatoires often have a range of scholarships or 

bursaries available to support students from low 

income families, specific instruments or specific areas 

of study.

• Conservatoires all have student finance advisors who 

can help students manage their money throughout 

their studies.



6. True or False?

Conservatoires are just for 
‘posh’ people.



6. True or False?

Conservatoires are just for 
‘posh’ people.

False: Conservatoires welcome 
students from a diverse range 
of backgrounds from all 
around the world and are 
focused on developing the 
uniqueness and talent of their 
students.



Case Studies
Mebrakh Haughton-Johnson, Royal College of Music

Mebrakh studied saxophone with second study clarinet.

‘At the RCM we are constantly given performance 
opportunities, both internal and external. The amount of 
support to help you progress is exceptional.’

Madeleine Young, Royal Central School of Speech and 
Drama

Madeleine Young studied on the BA (Hons) Scenic Art 
course and undertook a number of professional 
placements in organisations such as The National Theatre 
and Watford Palace Theatre. 

“I’ve really loved my time at Central so far. I’ve had the 
chance to work on a huge variety of shows and projects, 
and meet and work with so many wonderful people, both 
my fellow students and visiting professionals” 



Case Studies
Elliot McCabe, Leeds Conservatoire

Elliot was a BA (Hons) Music Production student and 
president of the SU DJ Society

‘I’ve had the opportunity to run the DJ stages at Leeds 
Festival; it was a fantastic and rewarding experience I am 
so grateful to have met such wonderful, like-minded 
people, and to be part of a team that really help to make 
things happen.’

Ncuti Gatwa, Royal Conservatoire of Scotland

Ncuti graduated from BA Acting in 2013.

“RCS nurtured my love of theatre and gave me all the 
tools to succeed in the industry. Every time I’d start a new 
show, I’d think back to the work I had done. You never 
really forget your training. RCS allowed us to take our 
creativity into our own hands, which was very special.”



7. True or False?

Conservatoires don’t offer 
the same student support as 
Universities.



7. True or False?

Conservatoires don’t offer the same 
student support as Universities.

False: Conservatoires offer specialist 
student support and health and 
wellbeing services to their students 
throughout their studies. Students 
are also supported throughout their 
studies with 1:1 or small group 
tuition.



Conservatoire training: Key Characteristics

• Small, specialist institutions - surrounded by other creative 

artists

• Strong vocational, performance focus

• Course structured to prepare you for the industry

• Contact hours are often much higher than a university

• Performances built into the curriculum 

• Duration of programmes - some degrees, like music, might 

be longer

• Specialist careers support

• Build professional networks while you study



Conservatoire training: Learning and Teaching

• Close-up teaching with working professionals 

• For music, that means weekly 1-to-1 sessions

• For dance or theatre courses, intensive classes all 
day every day

• Masterclasses and workshops

• Follow industry models of training

• Developing your individual creative voice

• Developing specialist skills and knowledge



Conservatoire training: Performance

• A huge programme of performance 
opportunities, both in and out of house 

• Specialist performance facilities

• Close links with festivals, venues, etc.

• Performing alongside industry professionals

• Can have placements within the profession



Conservatoire training: Facilities

• Specialist performance facilities

• Industry-standard practice and studio 
facilities

• Recording studios

• Health and Wellbeing facilities

• Library resources



Conservatoire training: Size and Ethos

• Focus on the individual

• Facilitating personal development

• Measuring against the student’s own criteria

• Fostering creativity

• Unique learning experience

• Training for a career in the profession



8. True or False?

It’s hard to get a job if you 
study at a Conservatoire.



8. True or False?

It’s hard to get a job if you 
graduate from a Conservatoire.

False: Conservatoire study not 
only develops your skills in 
your specialism but also the 
transferable skills needed for a 
whole range of careers in the 
creative industries and 
beyond.



Life after Conservatoire study: Skills for Employment

• Working independently

• Team working

• Presentation

• Communication

• Leadership

• Adaptability

• Tact & Diplomacy

• Entrepreneurship



Life after Conservatoire study: Career Pathways

• Postgraduate Studies

• Solo Performer

• Company performance

• Choreography

• Community artists

• Orchestral and Band 
performance

• Opera Performance

• Freelancing

• Small ensemble 
performance

• Collaborative composition 

• Theatre production

• Costume design

• Set and Lighting Design

• Teaching

• Arts and Artist 
Management 

• Sound Studio / Technology
 

• Arts administration

• And so much more!

“For graduate employability, 
conservatoires represent 4 of the 
top 13 HEIs in the UK” – Destination of 

Leavers in Higher Education survey



Is a Conservatoire right for my student?

• Students can apply to both Conservatoires and 
Universities simultaneously.

• The choice is theirs - what do they want to focus 
on?

• Very personal – different pathways suit different 
students.

• If possible, students should visit conservatoires 
for open days or campus tours to help them 
decide.



Main Takeaways

• Ensure your students are aware of the 
relevant application deadlines.

• Help your students understand the 
application process for each of their 
choices.

• Encourage your students to conduct 
research into what different 
conservatoires offer.



Thank you!

Any questions?
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