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How to Find & Keep Actors for Your MIP2 Films 
 
This is a brief guide to finding actors for your films.  
 
1. Nail Down Your Shoot Dates. 
 
The #1 question everyone will ask you is “When are you shooting?” If you don’t know, you’re not 
ready to talk to actors. Keep in mind: 
 

 There is no magic theoretical date where everyone is available and everything works that 
you will agree on after you put the cast and crew together, so pick dates that work for you 
and then find people/locations that are available during those times. 

 
 Budget more time than you think you’ll need, and include a possible rain or reshoot day in 

your schedule. Ask everyone to leave that extra day completely open. You can always give 
them that day back if you don’t need it, which is much easier than begging people to show 
up on a day you didn’t schedule ahead of time. 

 
 

2. Reserve Space. 
 
Go to http://www.colum.edu/space and create a login if you haven’t already. Find the classroom 
you want to use and see if it is open when you want to use it. Put in your request and wait for the 
approval email. It can take 1-2 weeks to hear back, so do this as soon as possible. 
 
3. Make a Casting Notice.  
 
Polish your logline and character bios and use them to create an audition posting. Be brief and 
professional.1 There is an art to being vivid and specific enough to attract people to your film 
project but not so narrow that you cut yourself off from great talent. If characteristics like age, race, 
or type are unimportant, leave them out. The best actor for the role might not be exactly who you 
imagined when you were writing it. Leave yourself open to possibilities. 
 
Above all avoid negative descriptors like ugly, bitchy, crazy, slutty, evil, etc. Actors have to find a 
way to identify with villains. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                        
1 You use the preproduction materials you create in courses like DIP in four ways: 1) To get the idea out of 
your head and on paper and help yourself make stronger creative choices, 2) to turn it into a concrete plan 
that you can follow before and during the shoot 3) To polish and use to pitch the film to potential 
collaborators 4) To polish and use after you’ve made the film to create a website and other publicity 
materials.  
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Sample Audition Notice: 
 

 
AUDITION FOR SHORT HORROR-COMEDY 

 
NIGHT SHIFT is a short student film about a college student who works overnight shifts at a 
convenience store to pay for school. Sleeping through his classes and nodding through his nights, 
he’s slow to notice that there’s something strange about his pale and bloodthirsty new girlfriend. 
 
Casting for: 
 
JOEY (18-22), a college student and convenience store worker. 
NATASHA (20-25), a vampire. 
KYLE (18-22) Joey’s roommate, obsessed with vampire lore and the supernatural. 
CONVENIENCE STORE EMPLOYEES/CUSTOMERS/VICTIMS  - All types for small speaking and non-
speaking roles. 
 
Auditions will be held on (Dates) between (Time & Time) in the South Loop. Please send a headshot 
and resume to (Email) and someone will contact you to schedule a time slot. 
 
This is a low-budget student project. Actors who work on the shoot will receive meals and a copy of 
the completed film.  
 

 
It’s a good idea to identify that it’s a low budget and student film so people have their expectations 
right, but keep in mind that outside Columbia people don’t know or care that it’s a “MIP2 homage 
film.” 
 
4. Advertise 
 
To connect with your fellow Columbia students and find willing actors (and possible crew), go to 
http://talent.colum.edu/. You can create  a profile for yourself and browse for actors who might 
fit your story.  
 
Outside the Columbia community: 
 
Craigslist.org > Gigs > Talent is a great resource. Just like anywhere on the internet, definitely create 
a throwaway email address that’s just for the film and do not give out your personal information 
before you meet people. Have other students with you when you meet, and meet in a public, 
familiar place like a classroom rather than your dorm or apartment (or theirs!) 
 
Breakdown Express (http://www.breakdownexpress.com/) might be a good place for you to look, 
as well as Performink (http://online.performink.com/). 
Chicago is full of actors.  It’s one of the things that makes it so great to make movies here. We have a 
vibrant theater and indie film community and many acting schools.  Directors, you should be going 
to plays every month. Take in a free Wednesday night show at Improv Olympic, do a little research 
and see if you can post audition notices at various acting schools.  
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4. Evaluate Head Shots 
 
Invite the people who seem interesting to you and like they’d be a good fit. It’s great to call potential 
leads on the phone if you possibly can, but be ready to chat with them a bit about the project. They 
will all ask you about shoot dates.  
 
If you’d like them to prepare a monologue2 during the audition, let them know about it when you 
contact them. Email them any sides (could be an excerpt from the script, could be a similar scene 
from a different play or movie) ahead of time. Some actors are great at giving cold readings and 
some need more time to prepare. There’s no shame in being the second type of actor! 
 
Also be clear about any special circumstances – Sex scenes? Nudity? Stunts or fight scenes? –to 
gauge their comfort level. You never want to spring that stuff on an actor. 
 
Foundations students are prohibited from working with SAG actors. There is not enough 
turnaround time for you to fill out the (GIANT STACK OF) paperwork to have it approved before the 
actor steps on your set. Tell the nice SAG actors who respond to your ad that you’ll gladly work with 
them on future projects.  
 
5. The Day Of The Audition 
 
You need a minimum of 3 people to run an audition professionally. 
 

1) Director 
2) Reader/Assistant (reads scenes with actors, acts as second set of eyes for directors) 
3) Greeter (greets actors, is the point of contact if people are running late, collects their contact 

information, keeps everything on schedule). 
 
Set up a table and extra chairs outside the room and the Greeter sit out there to meet the actors and 
bring them into the audition space. Create a sheet for actors to fill out their info (Sample attached). 
Have extra pens, cups, and water.  
 
When the actor steps inside the room, get up from the table and introduce yourself and welcome 
them. Ask them to start with their monologue. You might work with the monologue a little bit 
(more on that during class) to see how they take direction, or you might not. Proceed to having 
them read sides if you want to. Then ask if they have any questions, clarify their availability for 
shoot dates, and thank them for their time.  
 
6. Callbacks 
 
If you’re torn between a few people for a role, or if your movie depends on an ensemble cast of 
people who are believable together as lovers/family etc., it’s a good idea to have actors come back 
and read together at a callback.  
 
Generally:  
 

                                                        
2 A monologue is a longer speech from a play or a film. I think they are useful for beginning directors, because 
they are a piece of material that the actor is comfortable performing that lets you gauge their skills & start to 
work with them a bit. It’s one less thing you have to prepare. 
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 You should have them work with material from the actual script to get a feel for how things 
will work. 

 
 You should have them read together in different combinations to get an idea of fit and 

chemistry.  
 
7. How Do I Know Who To Cast? 
 
Sometimes you’ll just know, but most times actors won’t come in and “nail” a performance exactly 
the way you imagined it in your head. So here are some questions & ideas to keep in mind: 
 

 Do they actors take direction? When you make an adjustment to a monologue or reading, do 
they try out that direction and show you something different? (It may not be Shakespeare, 
but it should be different from what you saw before).  

 Are you making a comedy? You can’t teach funny – they have to make you laugh in the 
audition. 

 Do they show up on time? Do they seem friendly and positive and easy to work with? 
 Are they believable as the character? If not, could you tweak the script a bit so that you can 

work with a great actor and still tell a believable story? 
 Are they free on the dates you want to shoot?  

 
8. Inform The Actors 
 
Once you’ve decided, call your first choices and lock them in for your shoot dates. Email them a 
release form and ask them to fill it out, sign it, and bring it to the shoot.  
 
If you can’t lock someone down, go down the list to your second choice. 
 
Once you have a cast locked, email every single person you saw3 and say thank you. Sample letter: 
 
“Dear (Actor), 
 
Thank you so much for coming out to audition for our film last week. We were lucky enough to find 
some people who exactly fit what we wanted, but I wanted to let you know how much I enjoyed 
meeting you and seeing your performance. 
 
I will be making a lot of films while I’m in school, so I hope we will have the chance to work together 
someday. 
 
Sincerely, 
(You)” 
 
This email accomplishes two things: 
 

1) It sets you apart from 99.99% of other filmmakers by showing good manners and 
appreciation for the favor the actor did you by coming to your audition.  

                                                        
3 Even if the person was bad or totally wrong for the part, they still did you a favor by showing up that day, so 
treat them accordingly.  
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2) If someone drops out of your film, you can now contact one of the people you rejected-and-
thanked and ask them to step into the role (“We had someone drop out, so I immediately 
thought of you!”) without feeling like a jerk.  

 
9. Stay In Touch With Your Cast Before the Shoot 
 
If you scratch any “all my actors & crew flaked out on me at the last minute so I had to be in it myself 
and also shoot it myself!” story from a MIP2 student, usually what you’ll find is someone who did not 
communicate regularly with his or her co-creators. The actors decided somewhere in there that this 
person was not serious or professional about making the film and signed onto other projects.  
 
You should be calling your actors, AT MINIMUM, once a week before you shoot, and the week of the 
shoot itself you should be talking to them every day or every other day.  It’s not like you don’t have 
things to talk about. For example: 
 

 What do they eat? You need to know about food allergies, restrictions, etc. so you can plan 
the snacks and meals you’ll serve on set. 

 Where do they live in relation to your set and how will they be getting there? 
 What will they be wearing? Will they be willing to wear some of their own clothes? (Never 

assume this, always ask and treat it like the giant favor it is, with thanks & offers to 
reimburse dry cleaning costs). What are their sizes if you are providing costumes?4 

 Can they get together for a rehearsal before the shoot? 
 Share any changes to scripts, schedule, location ASAP. 

 
Stay in touch with them and let them know what is happening with the shoot. It shows that you are 
serious and thinking about their safety, comfort, and artistic contribution.  
 
10. On The Set 
 
Have a safe place for them to leave their stuff, to sit when they are not in front of the camera, to 
change & apply makeup, to go to the bathroom, etc. Think about this ahead of time when you scout 
locations.  
 
Director should greet actors as soon as they step on the set and get them started getting into 
costume & makeup or rehearsing, depending on schedule.  
 
They’re going to need some time to rehearse and block the scenes in order to create the characters 
as you want them to be – they’re not robots who can give perfect performances after 10 seconds. 
Build that in. Build in extra takes so they feel secure in their performances. 
 
After each take, the director should immediately check in with the actors before talking to camera 
or sound. You are their audience on the set, so they’ll be looking to you. 
 
Walk up to actors and give them direction and adjustments privately, don’t shout across the set.  
 

                                                        
4 Fun rehearsal/costuming activity with actors: Take them and a small budget to a thrift store and have them 
find clothes that their characters would wear.  
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Don’t do take after take without changing something. “That was great! Let’s do it again,” just wears 
everyone down. If something’s not working, take 15 minutes and figure it out before you shoot 
again.  
 
10. After the Shoot 
 
Send a thank you email or make a phone call.  
 
Watch all the footage and make an assembly so that you can let them know ASAP if you will need to 
do any reshoots so they can schedule.  
 
Give them a copy of the completed project as soon as possible.5 
Keep them updated about screenings & festivals, or let them know if you distribute it online so they 
can tell their friends and family.  
  

                                                        
5 Even if it’s not perfect. Don’t worry too much about titles, packaging, etc. – give them a cut of the story as 
soon as you finish the course. It is your obligation to give them this as payment for their work.  
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Sample Actor Information Sheet 
Adapt this to your needs. 
 

(Title of Film) 
Actor Information 

 
Please fill this out and bring it with you into the audition.  

 
1. Name: 

 
 

2. Preferred Role(s): 
 
 

 
3. Mailing address, preferred email, cell phone: 

 
 
 
 

4. We will be shooting on (dates) from (approximate time) to (approximate time), with a 
possible pickup/reshoot date on (date). Please confirm your availability and/or list any 
schedule conflicts with on those dates.  

 
 
 
 

5. We’d like to have a call back on (date/time) and rehearsal the week of (date). Could you 
attend callbacks and make an afternoon or evening rehearsal during that week? Please let 
us know your availability. 

 
 
 
 

6. Are you a member of SAG or any unions we should know about? This is a non-union shoot.  
 
 
 

7. (Students, use this to ask about nudity, sex scenes, combat, or any other special skills or 
circumstances). 

 
 
 

8. (Students, adapt this and use it if you need to ask actors if they’re willing to cut or color hair 
or otherwise change their appearance for the role). 
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