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Negotiating a path to a successful career as a TV presenter is
challenging, but it’s a goal well worth pursuing. Here we offer some
advice to help you along the way. Edited by John Byrne

Vision becoming reality

For aspiring TV presenters the question is often
how to convert 15 minutes of fame into a viable
career. As John Byrne outlines, gaining relevant
skills and training will help turn a dream into
something more solid

ob Monkhouse, one
of the biggest stars
of Terrestrial TV’s
heyday, once
recalled that at the beginning
of his TV career, the principal
qualification for getting on
the air was simply willingness
to turn up to the studio, given
the scarcity of actual TV sets
in early fifties Britain. This
was in sharp contrast to a
radio career, where even a
small ‘break’ involved months
of try-outs and auditions for a
newcomer. Half a century
later, TV may now be the
nation’s primary broadcast
medium, but this very
advance, via myriad new
channels and internet
platforms, means that it is
possibly even easier for the
aspiring presenter to get on
sereen than it was in the
young Monkhouse’s era.
However, Beverley Hills,
an experienced TV actress
and presenter, who was until
recently one of Equity’s Skill-
set career advisors, and now
freelancing in this capacity,
notes that getting on the air
and developing an action plan
to sustain an on-air career
are not quite the same thing.
“I get so many clients who
aspire to be TV presenters
and sure, we can all have our
15 minutes of fame, but what
then? I encourage clients to
look closely at the career
trajectories of their own role
models. Usually there’s more
to the background than first
imagined. Kirstie Allsop and
Phil Spencer both worked in
property before they became
Location, Location presenters,
Stuart Maconie was a music
journalist before fronting
music shows, Aggie MacKenzie
wrote magazine reviews on
cleaning products. In order to
make it, not only on TV but
anywhere, you have to be
unique.”
Will Davies, one of the
coordinators of Spotlight’s

Presenting Team, agrees that
being established in a related
area is a big advantage:
“Spotlight launched our
Emerging Talent section in
2009 as a direct response to
the number of queries we
received from existing Spot-
light dancer and actor mem-
bers and new presenters with
limited broadcast experience
or training who wanted to join
the Spotlight Presenters
database.” While the service
is designed to allow beginners
a showcase in what can be a
very hierarchical market,
Davies is at pains to point
out that the new initiative
conforms to the traditionally
rigorous quality standards of
the other Spotlight directories.
“All members have to have
either taken a presenting
course or have camera
experience in another field.”
To further develop the
quality of the database, Spot-
light encourages members to
attend upskilling and net-
working seminars, a weekly
series of which is due to take
place in September, involving
input from specialist casting
professionals, agents and
other industry figures.
Kathryn Wolfe, a TV pro-
ducer, director of the Pukka
Presenting training company
and author of So You Want
to be a TV Presenter? has
worked with numerous actors
turned presenters. She sees
the two types of training as
compatible but also comple-
mentary, especially in relation
to that essential showreel.
“An acting showreel should
show you in character through
and through, whereas in a
presenting showreel you
should not play a role, not
pretend to be a presenter —
your own personality should
shine. Acting showreels may
contain scripted material
from classics to modern,
theatre plays to TV drama.
But for a successful TV

presenting reel take your
inspiration from TV broad-
casting or web presenting
items, rather than drama. If
you write your own pieces
base them on your own per-
sonality and interests, making
the reel unique to you. Don’t
mix the two genres of acting
and presenting — make two
different reels if you are
seeking work in both worlds.”

Ray Alexander, a TV jour-
nalist and trainer at the BBC
Academy, has gone as far as
training at the Central School
of Speech and Drama to find
out what acting and presenta-
tion have in common, and
where the differences lie:

“I learned the hard way not to
‘act with the face’ when doing
something like factual pro-
grammes, where the face is in
medium close-up. I once hit the
word “tragic” in the script and
put on my Tragic Face. It
looked terribly like ham
acting.”

Alexander feels researching
the whole television process
is an important part of any
action plan: “A presenter
needs to know what a director
or a cameraman is thinking
and what they need to know.
The presenter may be the
face of a programme, but if
you're not part of a team
there can be chaos and the
presenter can end up being
the face of that chaos.”

The wide variety of
presenter training courses on
offer — with the one common
factor being that few of them
are cheap — can make the
choice of training very
daunting. Skillset — the sector
skills council for the audio
visual industries — suggests
that the first step to finding
the right course is to do some
research on the industry
itself. What skills shortages
are currently prevalent?
What qualifications does the
sector of the industry you are
aiming to enter look for?

Alexander has his own
working definition of ‘profes-
sional standard’ “It’s when a
presenter can cope with any-
thing, and that includes on-air
technical faults or filling air-
time while being honest to the
viewer about any problems.
A well-trained presenter
knows what he or she can or
cannot do with things like
body and head movements.

A presenter appears before a
viewer who is deprived of
peripheral vision. That means
the viewer is very concen-
trated on what is coming out
of the screen.”

Most professionals are
in agreement that with
self-shooting and other
multitasking roles becoming
increasingly common in Brit-
ain thanks to a combination
of technical innovation, the
increased need for ‘instant’
broadcast material and not
least the need to economise
on budgets, it is very sensible
for the young presenter to
study what goes on behind the
camera as much as what goes
on in front of it. “Learn your
camera angles,” Alexander
suggests, “and try operating
a script prompter yourself.”

However, while new tech-
nology offers both opportuni-
ties and challenges for
everyone entering the current
TV market, Alexander closes
with one particularly encour-
aging observation for those
who have already invested in
more traditional performance
training: “Bear in mind that
if anything can go wrong,
it’s often the sound, because
it can get neglected if every-
one is paying attention to
appearances and the lens.
There’s often too much
attention to photogenic issues.
A presenter must have some
poise and should not be
distracting. You can do a lot
with a person’s appearance,
but communicating and
connecting with an audience
is also in the voice.”

Beverley Hills offers career
guidance via careersadvice-
beverley@equity.org.uk.
Pukka Presenting may

be contacted via www.pukka-
presenting.co.uk. BBC
Training Academy is at
www.bbctraining.com. Spot-
light’s Presenter Directory
and Emerging Talent details
are at www.spotlight.co.uk.
Skillset’s website is www.
skillset.org
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