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Moira	McCullough 00:00
Welcome	to	the	College	Scoops	podcast.	I'm	your	host,	Moira	McCullough	and	today	we	are
talking	with	Kevin	Buck	about	creating	a	portfolio	that	stands	out.

Kevin	Buck 00:08
The	best	advice	I	could	ever	give	them	portfolios	is	you	never	make	a	portfolio	for	a	college.
That's	that's	the	wrong	idea	is	you	want	to	edit	your	portfolio	to	fit	the	college

Moira	McCullough 00:28
This	is	the	College	Scoops	podcast	and	I'm	your	host	Moira	McCullough,	we	focus	on	everything
college	related	from	the	admissions	process	to	where	to	eat,	stay	and	explore	on	and	round
campuses.	Our	guests	include	founders,	educators,	authors	and	experts	in	the	college	space.
Join	us	as	these	experts	share	their	knowledge,	experiences	and	lessons	learned	to	help	you
have	stress	free	and	formative	and	tasty	college	journeys.	Whether	it's	your	first	or	last	child
going	to	college,	where	you're	just	interested	in	going	to	a	college	town	for	a	game	or	meal,
we've	got	you	covered.	If	you	haven't	already,	please	subscribe	to	the	College	Scoops	podcast
to	get	the	inside	scoops	and	everything	college	related	and	leave	us	a	review.	Thanks	to	all	of
our	sponsors	partners	in	the	entire	college	scoops	Ambassador	team	for	helping	us	bring
valuable	content	to	our	community.	If	you	would	like	to	support	College	Scoops	as	a	sponsor,
please	head	over	to	Patreon	at	patreon.com/college	scoops	and	sign	up	as	a	sustaining	listener,
insider	or	Deluxe	sponsor.	We	have	exclusive	benefits	for	our	members	and	even	a	College
Scoops	care	package.	Kevin	Buck	received	an	MFA	at	the	California	Institute	of	the	Arts	and	his
BFA	from	the	Otis	College	of	Art	and	Design.	He	attended	the	American	University	in	Paris,
France,	and	completed	postgraduate	studies	with	the	Whitney	Museum	of	American	Art
independent	study	program.	In	Kevin's	over	25	years	of	our	education	experience,	he	has
taught	classes	in	many	disciplines,	including	portfolio	development	for	undergraduate	and
graduate	college	admissions,	as	an	admissions	professional	in	the	performing	and	visual	arts.
Kevin	is	the	former	director	of	admissions	at	Otis	College	of	Art	and	Design,	Director	of
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enrollment	and	outreach	at	the	UCLA	School	of	the	Arts	and	Architecture,	and	Vice	President	of
Enrollment	at	the	Pacific	Northwest	College	of	Art.	Kevin	has	conducted	workshops	in	schools
and	conferences	throughout	the	country	on	finding	the	right	fit	arts	program,	portfolio
development	and	supplemental	application	information	in	his	past	president	of	the	Western
Association	for	college	admissions,	counseling,	his	personal	artwork	has	been	exhibited
nationally	and	internationally,	including	shows	that	Laguna	Art	Museum	listesi,	an	arts
contemporary	no	in	Mexico,	Los	Angeles	Contemporary	Gallery,	University	of	Virginia	Art
Museum,	Elizabeth	leach	gallery,	the	drawing	center,	New	York	and	the	ps1	Museum.	His	works
are	included	in	many	public,	private	and	corporate	collections.	Welcome	to	the	College	scoops
podcast.	Kevin,	thank	you	so	much	for	joining	us	today.

Kevin	Buck 03:08
Oh,	thank	you	for	having	me.	I'm	really	excited	to	be	here.

Moira	McCullough 03:12
Well,	you're	a	busy	person,	because	you	just	released	your	new	book.	Can	you	share	a	little	bit
about	that?

Kevin	Buck 03:17
Yeah,	I	just	completed	a	book	that	is	the	last	five	years	of	my	artwork	that	I've	been	producing.
That's	called	the	passages	series.	And	I've	exhibited	the	work	over	the	last	five,	six	years.	And
it	was	time	to	put	it	all	together	into	a	book.

Moira	McCullough 03:36
That's	wonderful.	So	I	love	it.	Because	we're	we're	here	today	to	talk	about	and	to	help
students	and	families	if	they're	interested	in	performing	or	visual	arts,	how	to	go	about	the
college	application	process,	and	you're	actually	a	practicing	artist.	You	have	work	in	galleries.
You're	an	author,	and	you've	worked	in	at	several	colleges	and	universities	and	admissions
focused	on	helping	or	reviewing	actually	portfolios	for	admissions.	Right?

Kevin	Buck 04:04
Correct.	I	am	so	I've	been	all	over	the	place.	So	as	you	said,	I've	been	a	practicing	artists	for
over	30	years.	But	on	the	education	side,	I've	been	both	in	the	classroom	and	on	the
administrative	side.	So	like	in	the	classroom,	I've	taught	classes	in	photography,	painting,
drawing,	all	the	general	visual	arts	aspects,	but	I've	also	created	a	portfolio	development
course	at	work	and	finding	the	right	fit	seminars	that	I	would	then	do	across	the	country	to	help
you	know	parents	and	new	visual	and	performing	artists	find	that	right	fit	college	so	I	did	that.
But	I've	also	for	over	25	years,	I	was	an	admissions.	So	true,	I	was	sort	of	the	gatekeeper	at
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that	point,	you	know,	reviewing	applications,	reviewing	portfolios,	but	at	the	same	time	on	the
other	side,	I	was	teaching	classes	on	how	to	do	it.	So	I	love	that	both	sides,	both	sides	of	the
fence.

Moira	McCullough 05:05
Well,	you	don't	get	that	that	often.	So	that's	why	it's	even	more	thankful	that	you're	here	to
share	some	expertise	and	guidance.	And	is	there	any	particular	job	that	you	like	better,

Kevin	Buck 05:15
It	goes	back	and	forth.	I	mean,	I	think	I	think	it	was	like	three	jobs,	you	know,	I've	got	my	studio
work,	which	I	love	being	in	the	studio,	when	it's	all	clicking,	when	it's	not	heard	in	the
classroom,	helping	artists	find	their	footing.	But,	you	know,	being	in	the	the	admission	side	was
also	really	gratifying.	Helping	students,	you	know,	when	they	would	come	to	a	college	that	I
was	working	for,	and	I'd	look	at	their	portfolio,	you	know,	in	a	pre	review,	or,	and	we'd	be
talking	with	the	parents	about	our	college,	sometimes	you'd	see	that	that	wasn't	the	right	fit.
So	it	was	really	great	to	then	be	able	to	say	to	them,	you	know,	I	know	you	love	this	college,
but	we	don't	have	what	you	need,	why	don't,	why	don't	I	put	you	in	touch	with	X,	Y,	or	Z
College,	which	would	be	a	better	fit	for	you,	and	you'll	you'll	have,	you'll	have	a	better
opportunity	to	reach	your	goals.	And	that	was	really	satisfying	to	be	able	to	say,	you	know,
everyone	thinks	admissions	is	just	about	bringing	people	in	and	making	the	tour.	But	really,	for
true	admissions	professionals,	it's	finding	the	right	fit	students.

Moira	McCullough 06:27
And	the	way	you	just	presented	that,	if	that	were	me,	and	I	was,	quote,	unquote,	denied,	I
wouldn't	look	at	it	that	way,	as	you	just	described,	there	is	a	place	for	that	student,	they	will
thrive	and	be	able	to	reach	their	goals,	somewhere	else,	that	will	be	more	worthwhile	for	them
less	costly	for	them,	because	they	will	be	at	a	place	where	they'll	be	able	to	grow	and	develop
as	an	artist,	in	whatever	medium	that	they're	working	in	more	so	than	that	school.	So	that's	a
great	way	to	kind	of	rephrase	the	whole	admissions	and	make	it	less	intimidating	and	more
inviting	for	students	to	because	it's	about	finding	that	right	fit,	as	you	said,	yeah,	absolutely.

Kevin	Buck 07:08
For	both	visual	and	performing	artists,	it's	really	more	so	about	fit	than	probably	most	other
students	applying	to	college.	So	it's	really	not	just,	you	know,	I	really	love	this	college,	or	they
have	great	sports	teams,	or,	you	know,	psychology	or	English	or	math,	you're	going	to	find	that
really	quality	programs	throughout	the	country,	with	the	with	the	arts,	it's	a	specific	type	of
music	or	a	specific	type	of	design,	you	know,	and	you	have	less	choices	overall.	But	you	still
have	a	vast	array	of	choices	is	just,	you	know,	kind	of	rooting	around	and	finding	that	that	fit.

Moira	McCullough 07:50
And	that	brings	me	to	the	question	that	students	actually	have	to	delve	deep	and	do	some	self
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And	that	brings	me	to	the	question	that	students	actually	have	to	delve	deep	and	do	some	self
reflection	to	really	find	out	what	is	it	what	is	their	goal?	And	how	important	is	that?	When,	when
researching	colleges,	because	as	you've	just	said,	for	the	arts,	it's	how	can	you	grow,	whether
it's	performing	or	visual	arts,	there	may	be	specific	programs,	so	is	that	more	important	than
the	community	aspect,	the	culture	aspect,	and	that's	something	that	only	a	student	can	really
determine.

Kevin	Buck 08:20
The	students	I	work	with	now	in	the	families,	I	have	about	a	three	page	questionnaire	that	I
have	the	student	fill	out,	hopefully,	without	that	much	parent	parental	support,	that	they	can
really	be	honest	with	themselves,	what	are	you	looking	for,	because	with	most,	particularly	with
visual	artists,	most	really	don't	know	what	they	want	to	do	long	term.	I	mean,	they	may	want	to
do	animation,	they	may	have	a,	you	know,	they	may	love	fashion	design,	or	they	may	love
painting,	or	drawing	or	graphic	design,	there's	hundreds	and	hundreds	of	pathways.	But	really,
they	haven't	kind	of	solidified	it.	And	that's	great.	They	shouldn't,	because	as	an
undergraduate,	really,	it	should	be	about	exploration	and	learning	new	things.	So	what	that
questionnaire	does	for	me,	it	tells	me,	you	know,	everything	from	Oh,	I	like	to	live	in	hot
weather	or	cold	weather	or,	you	know,	mountains	or	beach	or	rural	or	city	life.	But,	you	know,	it
gets	into	more	about	like	philosophies	about	how	you	see	the	world.	And	all	of	that	plays	into
effect	of	how	you	how	you	choose	that	college.

Moira	McCullough 09:35
I	almost	need	one	for	my	next	stage	of	where	I'm	gonna	move	next.	That's	it.	So,	something	so
basic,	and	you	and	I	talked	about	this	in	the	beginning,	I	think	it's	really	great	because	parents
get	involved.	And	I	know	I've	had	three	and	I	had	stopped	myself	from	getting	involved	because
the	whole	environment	is	so	different	than	when	I	went	obviously,	and	so	in	different	than	a
couple	of	years	ago.	So	if	you	were	to	Just	give	some	guidance	for	students	and	parents	as	to
when	evaluating	schools	and	programs.	How	do	you	decide	between	a	BA	and	BFA?	And	that
was	something	you	and	I	had	a	really	great	conversation	about.

Kevin	Buck 10:12
I	would	say,	what	the	parents	are	an	integral	part	of	the	conversation,	they	have	to	be	a	part	of
it,	generally,	because	they're,	you	know,	usually	footing	the	bill	for	tuition	and	so	forth.	But	I	go
back	to	a	story	of	when	my	parents	actually	never	went	to	college.	I	have	three	older	siblings
who	never	went	to	college.	So	I'm	first	generation	first	person	ever	to	go	to	college,	I	didn't
have	that	help	at	home.	And	I	really	look	at	the	students	now	and	how	much	assistance	they
have.	And	in	a	lot	of	cases,	too	much	assistance.	But	what	I	really	liked	to	see,	when	I	was
talking	about	colleges	might	I	can	send	my	parents	couldn't	help	me.	So	I	went	to	my	art
teacher,	and	he	was	recommending,	oh,	you	must	go	to	this	one	school.	And	I'm	like,	Great,	I'll
guess	I'll	apply	there	because	I	look	up	to	him.	And	he's,	he's	been	a	great	mentor.	I	ended	up
not	going	to	that	school.	But	later	I	asked	him,	Why	did	you	send	me	to	that	school?	Because	I
went	there,	and	it's	a	great	school.	It	wasn't,	it	wouldn't	have	been	a	good	fit	for	me.	And	I	think
that	parents	need	to	be	involved	and	ask	questions,	but	allow	the	student	to	ask,	you	know,
more	questions,	and	to	be	the	person	up	front,	the	face	because	it	is	their	application.	It	is	their
college	years.	It's	their	education.	So	they	need	to	take	responsibility.	But	the	question	I	get,
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like	you	mentioned,	you	know,	what's	the	difference	between	a	BA	and	a	BFA.	And	I	always	go
back	to	the	first	letter,	the	B,	because	it's	that	sounds	for	baccalaureate,	your	baccalaureate
degree,	or	your	bachelor's.	And	so	they're	both	bachelor's	degree,	they're	both	four	year
degrees.	But	the	big	difference	is	a	BFA	is	really	like	20	to	35%	Liberal	Studies,	mainly	around
35%,	Liberal	Studies	class	that	everyone	takes,	that's	your	English,	math,	science	to	be	foreign
language	can	be	any	number	of	things	within	the	umbrella	of	liberal	arts,	about	60	to	70%	of
your	coursework,	is	in	the	arts.	Not	always	in	your	discipline,	that	may	be	art	history,	that	may
be	any	number	of	other	things.	2d	design,	3d	design	could	be	any	any	number	of	classes,	but
those	are	your,	your	core	classes	in	the	art.	So	that's	your	bachelor	of	fine	arts	degree,	your
bachelor	of	arts	degree	is	generally	about	50%	to	60%	of	coursework	in	liberal	arts	and
sciences,	and	then	40	to	50%.	In	your	core	discipline,	so	in	the	art,	so	I	always	ask,	that's	a	big
question	comes	up,	should	I	go	for	a	BA	or	BFA,	and	I	always	say,	throw	that	out	the	window.
You	don't	need	to	worry	about	that	right	now.	Find	the	right	fit	school.	If	it	offers	a	BA,	then
you're	gonna	get	a	BA.	If	you're	gonna,	if	it	offers	a	BFA,	you're	gonna	get	a	BFA.	Now	that
argument	comes	into	play	in	my	family,	because	I	have	a	BFA	and	my	wife,	I	went	to	a	private
art	school,	she	went	to	a	large	research	university	and	she	got	a	BA,	both	in	art	were	both
successful	in	the	arts.	And	his	argument,	which	is	the	better	degree	it's	not,	there	isn't	a	better
degree.	Either	one,	you	can	go	on	and	get	your	master's	degree,	you	can	go	on	to	law	school,
you	go	to	medical	school,	you	can	continue	your	educational	pathway.	So	I	generally	don't	like
to	get	hung	up	on	the	BA	versus	BFA.	Now,	with	that	said,	in	the	arts,	there	are	other	degrees
that	you	want	to	if	you're	a	musician,	a	Bachelor	of	Music,	if	you	want	to	be	a	performing
musician,	a	Bachelor	of	Music	is	a	great	thing	to	get	over	a	BA.	So	a	b	m,	or	a	bachelor	of
architecture	A	B	arc	is	is	something	you	definitely	want	to	strive	for	if	you're	wanting	to	be	a
practicing	architect,	a	designer	architect,	but	that's	a	five	year	degree	and	it	does	allow	you	to
set	for	your	licensure.	So	there	are	other	steps	along	the	way.	But	for	the	majority	of	the	artists
out	there,	the	BA	BFA	is	is	not	that	important.

Moira	McCullough 14:46
Then	what	do	you	do	with	with	students	at	the	start	to	get	them	even	thinking	about	the	right
fit	in	terms	of	what	they	would	like	to	study	from	performing	arts	and	visual	arts	perspective?

Kevin	Buck 14:58
That's	the	best	part	of	my	job.	Oh,	if	I	even	call	it	a	job	anymore,	I	just	really	enjoy	it	because	I
get	to	talk	to	the	young	artists.	And	it's	a	conversation.	And	sometimes	it	just	flows
immediately.	Other	times,	it	might	be	two	or	three	conversations	before	someone's	comfortable
talking	about	their	arts	practice,	but	it's	a	matter	of	looking	at	their	work,	talking	about	what
their	influences	are,	what	they	like	to	do,	why	are	they	making	art	and	slowly	learning	about
them?	That's	something	I	think	high	school	counselors,	especially	in	the	public	schools	don't
have	the	opportunity	to	do	that,	you	know,	they,	they	are	overworked.	They're	and	they	have,
they	can't	be	an	expert	in	art,	design	music,	right,	and	omics,	pre	med,	pre	law,	history,	we	can
go	on	for	hours	with	different	majors,	they	can't	be	an	expert	in	all	of	those.	And	so	my
opportunity	to	talk	to	families	is	really	about	not	just	what	are	they	looking	for	in	a	four	year
education?	Are	they	going	to	continue	and	get	a	master's	degree,	because	in	a	lot	of	fields,
master's	degrees	are	just	as	important	as	if	you're	going	in	a	different	academic	direction.	So
we	talked	about	graduate	school,	the	idea	of	transitioning	from	undergraduate	to	graduate,
we're	talking	about	professional	life,	you	know,	building	a	portfolio	for	college	admissions,	as

K



you're	leaving	school,	you	know,	your	junior	year,	your	senior	year,	you	know,	job	prospects,
internship,	prospects,	all	of	that	stuff,	that's	all	plays	a	role	in	that	decision	making	process	and
chooses	school.

Moira	McCullough 16:46
That's	almost	as	you	said,	exploration,	it's	a	journey	that	students	are	walking	through	and
trying	to	find	out	what	they're	looking	for.	And	the	perfect	example	is,	I	know,	when	I	was
looking,	there's	no	way	I	was	gonna	go	to	graduate	school	right	after	I	ended	up	going	to
business	school,	but	a	couple	years	down	the	line.	So	you're	absolutely	right,	if	there's	certain
requirements	for	certain	arts	programs	that	a	graduate	school	is	required,	right	after	that	may
kind	of	sway	a	student	to	look	in	a	different	way.	So	that's	kind	of	the	exploration	that	you're
doing	with	students	up	front	in	terms	of	what	they're	looking	for	expectation	schools,	as	a
former	admissions	person,	and	somebody	who's	then	teaching	how	to	create	a	portfolio.	Can
you	walk	us	through	both	of	those	hats	that	you	were?

Kevin	Buck 17:35
Sure,	yeah,	I,	I've	trained	a	lot	of	young	admissions	counselors	over	the	years	on	how	to	review
portfolios.	And	each	institution,	you	know,	depends	on	if	it's	a	private	art	school	or	a	university.
If	they're	requiring	a	portfolio,	they	usually	are	required,	they	want	something	in	particular,	and
for	the	most	part,	there	is	a	basic	system	out	there.	So	really,	we	talk	about	portfolios,	once
they've	made	their	college	list	of	schools	they	want	to	apply	to,	because	each	school	will	want
something	slightly	different.	But	there	is	a	system.	And	so	what	we	look	at,	and	I	generally
have	a	student	nowadays	will	upload	me	their	artwork,	because	I	work	with	students	virtually
all	over	the	country.	And	they'll	upload	their	artwork	to	me,	and	I'll	look	at	it	and	then	we'll	we'll
do	a	critique,	we	will	critique	the	work,	face	to	face	and,	or	via	zoom,	and	we	will	build	a
baseline	for	where	they	are.	And	then	we'll	look	at	the	colleges	that	are	applying	to	and	see
where	what	they	have	that	fits	those	colleges	and	what	they	need	to	still	create	to	fit	those
colleges.	The	best	advice	I	can	ever	give	them	portfolios	is	you	never	make	a	portfolio	for	a
college.	That's	that's	the	wrong	idea	is	you	want	to	edit	your	portfolio	to	fit	the	college.	It's	like
filmmaking.	A	director	doesn't	go	out	and	shoot	two	hours	worth	of	film	to	make	a	two	hour
movie.	They	shoot	hundreds	of	hours	of	film,	and	then	they	edit	to	a	really	good	movie.	And
that's	the	same	thing	with	a	portfolio.	You	want	to	edit	your	portfolio	and	if	you	have	the	idea	of
the	three	major	areas	of	a	portfolio,	you	can	work	on	that	beginning	your	freshman	year	in	high
school,	and	just	keep	adding	to	those	areas.	And	then	when	it's	time	to	apply,	you	can	probably
edit	down	to	the	right	portfolio.

Moira	McCullough 19:57
I	think	that's	really	important	because	that's	A	big	distinction	people	are	like,	what	do	I	have	to
do	for	that	particular	school,	I'm	gonna	create	something	new.	But	as	an	artist,	you've	always
been	creating	that	piece	of	work.	So	it's	just	organizing	it	into	a	central	area	so	that	you	can
then	as	you	look	at	it	with	a	different	lens	and	say,	Okay,	now	how	does	that	work?	And	how
can	we	tweak	it	or	edit	it	for	that	particular,
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Kevin	Buck 20:24
Let's	what	tells	the	best	story	of	who	you	are	as	a	young	artist	at	this	time.	The	hard	part	is	the
other	two	main	silos	of	the	type	of	art	that	they	should	be	making.	The	first	silo	is	the	hardest,
because	it's	not	the	most	enjoyable,	it's	not	the	most	fun.	And	that	is	observational	drawing.
And	it's	basically	drawing	one	on	one	in	any	any	freshman	college	drawing	class,	or	they	call	it
drawing	and	composition,	drawing	one	on	one	when	I	was	in	school.	And	it's	basically
observational	drawing,	you	draw	what	you	see	in	front	of	you	without	much	interpretation.	So
you're	trying	to	not	say	do	a	photorealistic	drawing,	but	you're	trying	to	make	sure	the
composition	is	correct	the	line	the	color,	if	there's	color,	the	you	know,	the	tone,	there's	a	lot	of
aspects	to	it.	But	basic	observational	drawing,	I	think	students	should	be	doing,	you	know,
anywhere	from	two	to	three	of	those	a	week.	And	they're	not	small	sketchbooks.	But	there	are
usually	18	by	24	inch	drawings.	And	again,	using	the	right	materials,	and	all	of	that	plays	into
the	success	of	the	drawing.	But	the	idea	is	to,	you	know,	this	could	be	a	still	life,	this	could	be	a
landscape,	anything	that	you	see,	not	from	a	photograph,	if	students	are	doing	two	or	three	of
those	a	week,	imagine	52	weeks	in	a	year,	how	many	drawings	you	have,	you	know,	and
they're	not	all	going	to	be	great.	Most	likely,	you	know,	you're	lucky	to	get	one	out	of	10	that
really	popped.	But	it	doesn't	matter	because	you	can	be	have	hundreds	of	drawings	in	a	two
year	span.	So	you've	got	dry	that	as	one	silo,	the	other	silo	is	the	one	that	students	love	to	do.
And	that	is,	we	just	call	it	personal	work.	Just	make	the	work,	you'd	like	to	make	fashion	design.
If	you'd	like	to	do	comic	books,	if	you'd	like	to	do	anime,	if	you'd	like	to	do	animation,	I	mean,
the	software	today	is	so	readily	available,	students	can	do	almost	anything	jewelry	design,	it
doesn't	matter.	But	make	what	you	want	to	make	and	make	a	lot	of	it,	you	know,	just	instead	of
two	or	three	pieces	a	week,	this	is	more	personal.	This	is	more	time	consuming.	So	I	would	say
if	you	could	do,	you	know	two	or	three	pieces	a	month	would	be	really	great.	watercolors,	oils,
it	doesn't	matter.	But	make	the	work	you	love	to	make.	And	then	the	third	category,	and	you
can't	students	can't	really	work	on	this	until	they	have	their	college	list.	And	that	is	what	we	like
to	call	the	homework	assignment.	Certain	schools	will	say,	now	create	specifically	for	us,	X,	Y	or
Z.	And	so	students	have	to	kind	of	wait	until	those	are	posted.	But	be	prepared.	You	know,
check	them	out	a	year	or	two	in	advance	that	the	assignments	might	change.	But	at	least	you'll
know	that	college	will	require	that	and	you'll	be	on	the	lookout	for	that.	But	with	all	of	that	you
can	edit	down	a	portfolio	very	seldom,	if	a	student	has	got	3040	50	pieces,	we	can	use	the	Edit
a	portfolio	without	making	new	work.	That's	when	students	come	to	me	and	say,	Well,	I've	got
like	eight	pieces.	Well,	portfolios	are	anywhere	from	10	to	20.	You're	gonna	need	to	make	more
work.

Moira	McCullough 23:50
My	mom's	an	artist,	everything	she	does	and	touches	has	some	type	of	artistic	story	behind	it.	I
mean,	some	artists	are	always	drawing	or	they're	always	creating.	So	I	think	sometimes	to	your
probably	the	mindset	is	students	are	so	fixated	on	what	they've	been	told	is	artwork.	So	you're
almost	helping	them	say	no,	there's	probably	a	lot	you've	done	that	you	just	have	to	gather
and	then	put	them	as	you	said	in	those	three	different	silos	of	buckets	that	will	be	required.

Kevin	Buck 24:21
Right,	exactly.	And	to	know	that	getting	an	outside	point	of	view	when	specifically	away	from
your	parents,	or	you	know,	especially	if	they're	not	artists	like	mine.	To	kind	of	overview	and
generally	I	like	to	say	the	artists	and	their	parents	or	their	worst	critics,	and	I'll	pick	I'll	shoot	I'll
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help	be	editing	portfolios	with	students	and	I'll	see	these	beautiful	drawings	and	they	go	oh,
my,	I	really	hate	those	and	that's	like,	No,	these	are	what	the	colleges	are	looking	for.	The
differences	with	the	observational	drawings	silo	that	silo,	the	reviewer	on	the	college	side	isn't
looking	at	concept,	they	don't	really	care	what	your	concept	is.	And	I'll	actually	go	so	far	as	say
they	really	don't	care	whatsoever.	Why	you	chose	those	objects	to	draw,	just	technique,	they
want	to	see	how	you	see,	I	know	that	sounds	silly.	But	learning	to	see,	there's	a	wonderful	book
that	came	out,	I	believe	in	the	early	60s	called	ways	of	seeing	by	John	Berger.	And	it's	really
learning	to	see.	And	so	I	train	my	staff,	if	five	or	10%	of	that	drawing,	you	see	something	there,
that	student	passes	that	test,	because	they	just	probably	haven't	learned	to	do	a	whole
drawing	yet.	Put	them	in	a	good	drawing	class.	And	they'll	probably	do	very	well,	they'll
probably	grow	as	an	artist.	So	we're	really	looking	for	percentages,	were	looking,	I	like	to	think
of	the	word	potential,	we're	not	looking	for	great	artists,	we're	looking	for	artists	who	are
learning	to	learn,	are	willing	to	learn.	So	that's	what	we're	looking	at	on	that	side.	Now,	the
opposite	is	that,	for	the	personal	work,	when	we're	looking	at	personal	work,	I	don't	care	about
technique,	I	don't	care	how	you	if	you	can.	So	if	you're	doing	fashion	design,	I	don't	care	if	your
color	is	off,	what	I'm	more	interested	in	is	your	concept.	Why	are	you	making	this?	What's
behind	it?	This	tells	me	the	story	more	about	you	as	a	young	artist.	And	so	it's	that	balance
between	technique,	basic	skills,	and	that's	seen	and	drawing	to	the	larger	idea	of	concept.	And
so	that's	what	really	balances	that	out	in	a	review	of	a	portfolio.	We're	looking	at	those	two
things.	And	then	in	the	third	category,	the	homework	assignment,	those	are	usually	designed
by	the	faculty.	I	know	when	I	was	head	of	admissions	at	UCLA	for	the	School	of	Arts	and
Architecture,	we	had	both	visual	and	performing	arts,	my	faculty	would	come	to	me	the	same	I
design	Media	Arts	faculty,	and	they	would	come	up	with	these	really	wild	concepts,	and	the
students	would	have	to	complete	a	special	project	that	our	faculty	had	designed.	And	a	lot	of
those	are	almost	like	word	problems.	They're	seeing	how	you	solve	a	problem,	not	just	what
you	made.	But	how	did	you	solve	that	problem.	And	it	tells	the	faculty	quite	a	bit.	So	this
homework	assignments	are	quite	important,	because	they're	usually	designed	by	the	faculty
themselves.

Moira	McCullough 27:32
Well,	first	of	all,	I'd	love	to	be	on	faculty,	that	must	be	so	fun	to	figure	out,	like,	how	can	we
come	up	with	something	so	crazy	and	obscure?	Or	can	you	share	that	one	that	we	talked
about?	It	was	a	bicycle?

Kevin	Buck 27:45
Yes,	there	was	a	there	was	a	bicycle	drawing	homework	assignment.	I	won't	name	the	school,
they	no	longer	asked	for	it.	But	it	was	a	sort	of	infamous	one.	And	the	idea	was	to	do	a	drawing
of	a	bicycle.	They	were	also	very	specific	on	the	sides	of	the	paper,	they	want	you	to	follow
instructions.	But	it	was	it	was	really	do	a	drawing	of	a	bicycle	that	represents	a	bicycle.	So	the
key	word	there	was	represent.	But	everyone,	17	year	olds,	were	all	thinking,	I	just	got	to	draw
bicycle.	Bicycles	are	hard	to	draw.	They're	not	that's	a	hard	thing	to	draw.	But	really,	you	could
take	a	bicycle,	run	its	tires	through	graphite,	or	charcoal,	and	then	roll	the	tires	over	paper.	And
that	would	represent	the	bicycle.

Moira	McCullough 28:27
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It	is	a	word	problem.	Yeah,	that	key	word,	as	you	said,	it's	just	like	all	you	know,	the
standardized	tests,	it's	that	one	word	that	could	screw	you	up.	Because	in	your	head,	you're
thinking	one	thing,	but	you're	not	looking	at	what	they're	asking	for.

Kevin	Buck 28:41
Absolutely.	I	always	say	slow	down,	really	think	about	it,	just	don't	jump	into	it.

Moira	McCullough 28:46
And	that	brings	me	to	you.	And	I	had	this	great	conversation	again,	about	creative	thinking,
problem	solving.	So	it's	it's	a	lot	of	the	basic	concepts	that	you	would	learn	in	a	liberal	arts
background	to	it's	observing,	listening,	trying	to	solve	a	problem,	trying	to	gather	missing
pieces	to	help	solve	the	gap	that	you	see.	So	artists,	it's	not	just	what	you	draw,	it's	how	you
got	to	that	point,	and	why	you	chose	that	certain	path,	right,	or	that	medium	to	use	when
you're	drawing	that	picture	or	that	painting?

Kevin	Buck 29:18
Oh,	absolutely.	I	mean,	I	always	like	to	tell	young	artists	and	why	the	liberal	arts	are	so
important	in	your	education.	In	that	is	you	don't	just	make	a	painting	or	you	just	don't	write	a
piece	of	music.	Everything	has	an	influence.	It	could	be	literature,	it	could	be	mathematics,	it
could	be	science,	philosophy.	Every	there's	something	behind	are	not	left	behind,	but
embedded	in	all	art.	It	could	be	faith	based,	it	could	be	secular,	it	doesn't	matter.	There	is
reasons	why	people	make	things	beyond	just	decorative	art.	You	go	to	museums	and	they	have
on	the	walls	just	attack	banana	peel.

Moira	McCullough 29:58
I	remember	going	to	the	Whitney	Museum	and	seeing	like	a	banana	peel	on	the	wall.	And	I'm
like	women,	what	is	that?

Kevin	Buck 30:06
You	have,	like,	you	know,	a	10	page	explanation.	So	there's	a	lot	that	goes	on.	And	we're	not
expecting	every	artist	to	have	that	ability	to	talk	about	their	work	to	that	extreme.	But	to
understand	that	it's	there.	I	know,	when	I,	when	I	was	ready,	putting	together	my	recent	book
for	my	last	exhibition,	I	have	a	hard	time	sometimes	talking	about	my	own	work.	But	that's	why
we	have	art	critics.	There's	an	essay	by	one	of	the	curators	at	the	Broad	Art	Museum	in	Los
Angeles,	who	wrote	my	essay,	someone	who's	done	my	work	for	well	over	a	decade,	and	he's
pulling	out	information	that	is	that	I	knew	was	there,	but	he	was	more	eloquent	at	putting	it
into	words,	but	that's	definitely	part	of	it.	And	part	of	that	portfolio	is	that	being	able	to	bring
out	that	that	explanation	to	even	at	a	basic	level,	and	that's,	they're	going	to	ask	for	an	artist
statement,	or,	and	that's,	that's	an	equal	part	of	your	portfolio.	Now,	the	thing	that	separates
art	students	from	general	applications	is	that	students	applying	to	the	arts	have	the
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opportunity	with	in	their	statement	to	basically	illustrate	their	statement	with	their	portfolio.	So
that's	a	wonderful	opportunity	to,	you	know,	talk	about	your	portfolio,	and	why	within	your
statement.	And	then	state,	as	you	see	in	like	image	number	three,	or	image	number	five,
where	I'm	using	these	colors,	or	I'm	doing	this	or	that.	So	there's	a	connection	between	your
statement	and	your	portfolio,	because	I	think	it's	all	like	one	package.

Moira	McCullough 31:42
And	as	somebody	who	is	reviewing	that,	I'm	sure,	sometimes	you	may	have	looked	at
something,	and	it	may	not	have	connected	or	there	have	been	questions,	but	that	artist
statement	may	have	been	the	tipping	point	for	all	of	a	sudden,	as	a	critic,	as	somebody	who's
reviewing	that	work,	it	made	sense,	or	that	was	a	tipping	point	to	say,	oh,	my	gosh,	this	really,	I
get	it	now,	or	the	student	has	the	potential	or	they	are	right	fit	because	of	the	way	they
thought	and	conceptualized	it?

Kevin	Buck 32:13
Well,	at	the	competitive	programs,	the	highly	competitive	programs,	I'll	tell	you,	we	would
review	portfolios,	and	when	the	portfolio	is	being	projected	on	the	screen,	and	we	would	project
them	large,	not	just	on	our	computer	screen,	we	put	them	on	a	large	projector,	we	would	read
the	essays	out	loud,	so	everyone	could	hear	it,	while	the	images	were	live,	if	it's	an	admissions
team,	or	I've	had	some	cases	where	faculty	are	involved	in	the	admissions	process,	depends	on
the	school	depends	on	the	major,	you	know,	they	might	say,	Oh,	can	you	backup	three	slides?
Because	that	really	related	to	what	they're	saying	in	paragraph	two,	or	something?	So	yeah,
there	is	a	correlation	between	both	the	essay	and	the	portfolio	just	depends	on	the	type	of
school	and	who's	reviewing	it.

Moira	McCullough 32:59
And	as	you	said,	it's	a	very	thoughtful	to,	they're	going	through	looking	at	the	three	different
buckets	of	content,	and	then	with	those	artists	statements,	and	really	trying	to	find,	is	this	the
right	school	for	that	particular	student?	And	will	they	thrive	here?	Yeah,	and

Kevin	Buck 33:12
I	should	clarify	the	three	buckets	of	statements,	not	every	school	is	going	to	want	all	three.
Okay,	I	recommend	concentrating	on	on	the	three	as	your	as	your	baseline,	there	are	schools
that	only	want	to	see	the	personal	100%.	There	are	some	that	want	to	see.	And	I'd	say	a
majority	want	to	see	a	5050	split	between	the	personal	and	observational.	And	there	is	one	or
two	schools	that	only	have	personal	work	that	they	only	want	to	see,	like	a	homework
assignment,	I	mean,	so	it's	usually	a	combination,	it	just	depends	on	the	school.	And	again,	the
competitiveness	of	the	application	process	for	that	institution.

Moira	McCullough 33:55
And	from	your	experience,	going	through	all	of	this	and	then	helping	to	you	know,	working	in
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And	from	your	experience,	going	through	all	of	this	and	then	helping	to	you	know,	working	in
designing	courses	that	would	teach	you	know	how	to	review	a	portfolio.	I	guess	the	biggest
piece	of	advice	to	students	who	are	thinking	about	pursuing	that	type	of	higher	education	in
college	or	university,	is	to	like	gather	that	artwork	is	to	keep	it	in	a	certain	space,	because	to
your	point,	it's	hard	enough	to	write	an	essay,	it's	normal.	college	applicants	are	writing	their
essays	within,	you	know,	maybe	the	course	of	a	year,	or	maybe	that	summer	before	senior
year.	But	for	an	artist,	you	really	don't	want	to	have	to	be	in	a	pressure	point	where	you're
creating	new	work,	which	will	not	resonate	well.

Kevin	Buck 34:37
Exactly.	And	as	I	said,	students	are	their	worst	critic.	I	say,	you	complete	a	piece	or	two	or	three
or	four.	Just	slide	them	under	your	bed,	keep	them	around.	The	great	thing	with	digital	artists	is
everything	is	on	your	hard	drive,	but	photograph	everything.	Never	throw	away	anything	from
a	sketch	to	a	final	piece.	It	took	us	30	hours,	don't	throw	away	anything,	because	you'll	never
know	what	is	going	to	open	that	door	to	that	college.	So	allow	someone	that	has	the	eye	to
help	you	edit	it,	it	might	be	an	art	teacher,	it	might	be	a	college	counselor	who's	attended	some
of	our	workshops.	And,	you	know,	we've	done	workshops	at	the	National	Association	for	college
admissions	counselors	for	20	years,	you	know,	helping	high	school	counselors.	So,	hopefully,
you	know,	we've	probably	seen	1000s	of	counselors	come	through	our	workshops.	Maybe	it's
what	you	have	one	of	those	counselors.	But	the	idea	is,	don't	throw	away	your	artwork,
because	each	school	is	going	to	want	something	a	little	bit	different.	And	it's	not	just	what	you
want,	you	want	to	put	out	what	the	school	wants,	once	you	get	your	foot	in	the	door,	then	you
can	wreak	havoc	on	that.	And	you	got	to	get	in	the	door	first.	And	you	know,	and	getting	in	the
door	is	again,	it's	finding	the	right	fit.	So	it	might	be	you	might	want	a	liberal	arts	college,	you
know,	something	like	a	Bennington	or	Sarah	Lawrence,	which	has,	you	know,	really	wonderful
Bas	and	art,	but	their	portfolio	is	less	of	a	portfolio	more	of	a	supplemental	application	for
artists,	and	it's	a	different	type	of	animal.	And	then	if	you're	applying	to	a	private	art	school,
and	you	know,	a	RISD	a	Parsons,	a	Cal	Arts,	Art	Center,	any	number	of	schools	like	that,	and
they're	more	with	those	type	of	silo	portfolios,	those	those	categories,	and	then	you	might	be
applying	to,	you	know,	a	larger	research	university,	University	of	Michigan,	UCLA,	university,
Texas,	Austin,	I	love	University	of	Virginia	has	a	really	good	arts	program,	but	they	have
separate	art	schools.	So	you	don't	just	apply	to	say	UCLA,	you	do	you	submit	your	UCL
application,	but	if	you	check	the	box,	School	of	Arts	and	Architecture,	and	let's	say	art	as	your
major,	then	you	have	the	supplemental	and	portfolio	do,	which	the	general	students	don't
have.

Moira	McCullough 37:11
And	is	that	is	that	after	you	get	accepted

Kevin	Buck 37:14
I	know	like	with	UCLA,	and	many	of	these	highly	competitive	public	or	research	based
universities,	you're	not	in	the	general	pool	of	admissions	applicants,	you	would	apply,	and	then
you're	pulled	out	and	put	into	that	separate	school.	And	UCLA	case,	it's	the	School	of	Arts	and
Architecture,	or	the	school	of	theater,	film	and	television,	they	have	to	two	separate	standing
tools	on	campus.	And	then	in	that	case,	then	the	reviewers	will	be	the	faculty	in	that	area.	And
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if	they	like	you,	let's	say	you	only	have	a	3.3	GPA	that	meets	minimum	University	of	California
eligibility.	But	UCLA	is	average	in	freshmen	is	about	a	4.1,	I	believe,	and	they'll	take	you	over	a
4.1	Because	you've	applied	for	the	art	and	you	pass	the	portfolio	exam.

Moira	McCullough 38:06
Got	it?	Okay.	So	a	lot	of	great	information	for	students	and	families	know	in	terms	of,	we	always
say	you've	said	it	multiple	times,	students	are	their	worst	critic,	keep	everything	that	you	have,
let's	an	outsider	take	that	view.	And	I	could	just	see	so	many	students	throwing	away	a	lot	of
the	observational	work	thinking	that	it's	not	good	knowing	that	oh	my	gosh,	you	just	you've	just
described	clearly	like	five	to	10%	is	just	technique	wise.	So	and	then	the	other	thing	is	don't
shortchange	yourself,	if	a	GPA	is	not	in	a	certain	caliber,	because	your	portfolio	may	be	the
deciding	factor.

Kevin	Buck 38:45
I	actually	do	have	a	great,	great	story	with	that	is	there	was	a	student	at	UCLA	who	got
admitted,	her	high	school	counselor	told	her	that	she	wouldn't	be	wouldn't	even	be	close	to
getting	into	UCLA	because	of	her	GPA	and	her	test	scores.	But	she	applied	to	the	art	got
admitted	in	the	arts	and	completed	four	years	at	UCLA.	She	was	a	work	study	student	of	mine
in	my	admissions	office.	This	is	why	I	know	the	story	so	well.	And	she	was	a	wonderful	work
study	student.	When	she	graduated,	she	wanted	to	she	knew	she	didn't	want	to	be	a	practicing
artist,	but	wanted	to	work	in	the	art.	So	she	got	a	part	time	job	at	the	museum	on	campus,	the
Hammer	Museum,	and	I	ended	up	having	an	opening	available	for	an	admissions	counselor.
And	I	ended	up	hiring	her	as	an	admissions	counselor.	So	here	she	is	admitting	students	to	a
school	she	was	told	she	would	never	get	admitted	to	why	I	left	after	12	years	whenever	I	left
UCLA.	She	took	my	job	as	director	of	admissions	for	the	great	story,	and	she's	still	there
actually.

Moira	McCullough 40:00
Isn't	that	a	great	story?	I	love	that	because	those	are	the	ones	that,	you	know,	you	have	to	also
trust	your	gut	people	can	tell	you,	you're	only	going	to	get	here.	But	it	goes	to	drive	and	desire
and	grit	and	resilience.

Kevin	Buck 40:14
Resilience,	grit.	And	also	she	did	her	research.	She's	not	that	she	was	applying	to	a	separate
school	on	campus,	and	they	had	a	different	admissions	policy.

Moira	McCullough 40:23
Exactly.	So	you	don't	know	what	you	don't	know.	We	always	love	to	ask	our	guest	two	last
questions.	What	do	you	wish	you	knew	before	attending	college?

K

K



Kevin	Buck 40:30
Oh,	probably	everything.	Little	to	no	help.	But	I	would	say	more	about	how	to	research	colleges.
I	wish	I	knew	that	I	did	make	mistakes	along	the	way.	And	I	ended	up	getting	admitted	to	a
college	that	two	colleges	and	I	chose	the	wrong	one.	Because	I	chose	the	one	that	was
recommended	to	me	by	people	that	didn't	know	me,	really.	And	so	I	ended	up	spending	a
semester	at	a	school	that	was	a	wrong	fit	completely	ended	up	transferring	after	that	semester
to	the	right	fit	school	and	was	very	happy	there.	So	I	kind	of	wish	I	knew	how	to	do	research.
You	know,	we	didn't	have	the	internet	then.	So	everything	was,	you	know,	out	of	books	and
libraries.	But	still,	I	wish	I	knew	how	to	back	then	how	to	research	schools.

Moira	McCullough 41:19
Well,	the	only	thing	I	can	say	on	that	front	is	that	you	made	a	decision	very	quickly.	And	that	is
a	really	courageous	thing	to	do	with	only	one	semester	there	and	be	able	to	navigate	and	make
that	change.	So	it	was	a	good	learning	experience.	And	kudos	to	you	that	it	wasn't	four	years
later	that	you	reflected	back	on	that	mismatch.	We're	all	about	food	here.	Is	there	any
particular	favorite	dessert	or	food	that	you	like	on	a	college	campus	or	near	a	college	campus?

Kevin	Buck 41:46
Oh,	well,	I	that's	hard.	I've	been	a	part	of	so	many	really	good	colleges,	not	only	the	attending
but	working	for	I	would	say	probably	one	of	the	best	ones	is	again	at	UCLA.	UCLA	has
Westwood	adjacent.	So	the	Westwood	is	part	of	the	UCLA	campus,	there	was	a	dessert	store
called	DD	Reese	DD	Reese	cookies,	and	and	they	made	ice	cream	sandwiches	with	the	cookies.
So	my	staff	and	I	would	sneak	over	there	at	least	once	a	week	and	and	it	had	the	day	old
cookies	where	you	get	10	for	like	$2

Moira	McCullough 42:20
Okay,	so	for	any	student	looking	at	UCLA	to	go	over	to	DD	res,	you	never	know	who	you	might
be	in	admissions	over	there.	Exactly.	Kevin,	thank	you	so	much	for	joining	us	today	and	sharing
all	this	really	helpful	information.	Thank	you,	Kevin	for	demystifying	the	portfolio	process	for
students	knowing	what	colleges	are	looking	for	how	they	could	take	a	portfolio	and	how	to	best
present	your	work	is	key	to	find	the	right	fit.	When	gathering	your	work	for	portfolio.	Include	all
of	your	artwork	at	first,	don't	throw	away	anything	before	you	get	a	second	opinion.	college
admissions	critique	observational	drawings	for	technique.	The	projects	they	assign	are	more
word	problems,	allowing	admissions	a	lens	into	how	artists	think,	learn	and	solve	problems.
Always	look	at	past	year's	questions	to	get	a	better	understanding	of	what	colleges	might	ask
in	terms	of	additional	work.	The	personal	statement	is	an	opportunity	for	students	to	expand
upon	the	how	and	why	of	their	portfolio.	You	can	find	all	the	show	notes	and	links	to	the	helpful
resources	mentioned	throughout	our	conversation	on	our	website	at	college
scoops.com/podcast.	You	can	learn	more	about	Kevin	on	his	website,	Kevinbuck.com.	Please
take	a	couple	of	minutes	to	rate	review	and	subscribe	to	college	scoops.	Thank	you	for	listening
to	our	College	Scoops	podcast.	Our	entire	college	scoops	team	strives	to	make	the	college
journey	a	little	bit	easier,	less	stressful,	fun	and	tasty	by	sharing	all	the	inside	scoops	we	have
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curated	along	the	way.	We	would	love	to	hear	from	you	about	topics	to	cover	and	your	ideas
and	everything	college	related.	Reach	out	to	us	at	collegescoops.com	or	follow	us	on
Instagram,	Twitter	and	Facebook.


