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KIDS IN THE 
BUSINESS – KNOW 

WHAT YOU’RE 
GETTING INTO

H
aving (or getting) a kid into the world of professional acting is another 

one of those subjects that could easily fill an entire book. Since we have 

a child actor in the family, we’re often asked for advice. Funny thing is, the 

world of young actors isn’t all that different from the one grown-ups occupy. 

Kids still need headshots and training. They still audition more than they actu-

ally work, and they’re paid the same as adults; there’s no discount because an 

eight-year-old is on set instead of a 28-year-old. But there are definitely some 

key differences. For a good primer, look up Backstage’s guide “How To Become 

A Child Actor,” online. It’s got some very useful stuff.

Rather than rehash all the concepts already covered in this book, just know that 

everything that applies to adult actors also applies to their younger coworkers. If you 

haven’t already, I’d encourage you to read the previous chapters and assume almost 

all of it applies to them. The process of being trained, getting represented, and all 

the ancillary details regarding grown-ups are the same for children. The union/non-

union conversation is the same. The expectations are the same. Obviously, some of 

the seven ways (besides theater) Chicago actors make money actually acting don’t 

apply to kids. No one under 18 will be expected to learn the EAR or work a trade 

show, for example.

The big differences lie in the laws that govern underage workers in the 

state of the child’s employment. For example, the state of Illinois requires 

performers under the age of 16 to apply for Minor Employment Certificates, 

which must be obtained prior to the date of their job. The certificates must be 

renewed every year, and are intended to make the State aware of the minor’s 

employment with the employer, which also must obtain a license to employ 

minors. Also, California and New York require children working in the en-

tertainment industry to open trust accounts, commonly called Coogan ac-

counts. The name comes from Jackie Coogan, one of the first child stars in 
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film history. He earned millions but had to sue his parents to recover what 

little of his income they didn’t spend on diamonds and fancy cars. The ordeal 

caused the State of California to pass the Coogan Act, a law which requires 

that 15% of a child’s earnings put into a separate, blocked trust account which 

only the child can access at the age of 18. Illinois has no such law, so why is 

it important that you know about it? Because any production that is based 

in, or partially shoots in New York or California must follow the labor laws 

of those states. Therefore, if your child books a week on a film that has come 

through Chicago, but is really based in Los Angeles, then the paymaster will 

require a Coogan account to be opened. When it is, 15% of the gross earnings 

will automatically be deposited, completely bypassing the agent, the child and 

the parents. Those funds will be inaccessible to anyone until the child’s 18th 

birthday. The SAG-AFTRA credit union is a good place to find out more 

about Coogan accounts.

The Commitment

If you’re going to encourage and support a child’s pursuit of the entertain-

ment business, remember this: It is not just a child’s choice, it is very much a 

family choice. Any extracurricular activity places demands on both the kid and 

the family, but being a child actor is different from being in little league or on 

a traveling soccer team. In those activities, the obligations of both the kid and 

the parents are clearly spelled out and fairly stable. There’s a set schedule for 

games and practices, the fees are clearly posted, and because these things won’t 

change, families can use that information to determine if the program is worth 

joining.

Acting, on the other hand, has no set schedule. It has no season, it runs all 

year. Costs are variable, as the need for classes and new materials become neces-

sary for kids to become and/or stay competitive. And then there’s the cost of 

time, travel and havoc which last-minute scheduling changes inflict on the rest 

of the family. It doesn’t take much to imagine a scenario where a kid auditions 

for a project, gets a call from his agent to do a same day callback, and books 

the job the next day or later in the week, all when the family had other things 

scheduled. Now, everything gets dropped (not to mention other arrangements 
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for siblings) to make the kid available for the job, because the job is paid. It’s 

not like a coach called an additional soccer practice that could be skipped if it’s 

too difficult to get there.

The business also takes an emotional toll on both kids and parents. An actor’s 

job is 95% auditioning and being rejected. This is tough for some kids to realize, 

and tougher still for some parents to watch their kids go through. Wins can be few 

and far between.

And then we have to talk about school. Remember, auditions and shoots 

happen during regular business hours. If kids are going to be part of that pro-

cess, they need to be available when it’s happening. Casting directors try to 

have auditions and callbacks after school, but this isn’t always possible. So child 

actors often miss school for a shot at landing a job. And young actors don’t go 

to these auditions alone. Their caregivers, who may or may not have jobs of 

their own, have to accompany them.

Given all of this, do you have to fully commit to this business or can you 

just dip your toe in the water?

Our Family

Our child actor is actually a SAG-AFTRA voice talent. He may branch 

into on camera acting at some point, but he hasn’t yet. Voiceover is right up 

his alley, though. He is always making noise. When he was a baby the joke was, 

“Once this kid learns how to talk, we’re not going to be able to shut him up.” 

That proved to be prophetic. Today if he’s not talking, he’s humming or singing.

Back when he was a preschooler, we decided to try something. Around 

our twins’ third birthday, whenever I got a VO audition with a child written 

into the script, I’d read both of them on it and send their takes along with my 

audition. At that age they couldn’t read, but they could mimic what I said, so I 

just gave them line readings. Upon turning four, Mr. Talkative booked his first 

job. After we moved to Los Angeles, I listed him with my agent there and he 

started auditioning for cartoons. He booked a couple things and was cast in a 

role on a series, thankfully one that didn’t require him to leave school and be 

taught by a studio teacher. See, when kids are too busy working, they can’t go 

to a regular school. They’re taught on set instead.
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For us, it made sense to involve our kid in the business because it wasn’t a 

stretch for us to do so. Scheduling was not an issue since I need to be available 

all the time for my own career. There was no effort involved in getting him an 

agent, it cost us nothing to start auditioning, and I coach him myself. In our 

case, the choice to have our kid in the business was a no-brainer since the im-

pact on our family was low. I’d say we’re far from dipping our toes in the water, 

but we’re also not in up to our earlobes.

It’s not going to be that simple for everyone. Just as when adult actors 

start from scratch, kids and their parents have the same challenges to overcome. 

They have relationships with agents to establish, classes and coaching to take, 

and experience to gain. This takes time and consistent effort, and adults are the 

ones doing this work. A four-year-old is not going to send out headshots or 

reply to emails confirming appointments.

It’s pretty tough to dip your toe in the water by, say, only auditioning dur-

ing the summer. You need an agent, and it usually takes longer than a couple 

months to land one. And once you’re signed, you’ll be expected to take most 

of the auditions that are offered whether they’re convenient or not. Whether 

the child has soccer practice or not. Whether they are in school or not. Decline 

those auditions often, and the agent will eventually stop calling as they do with 

grown-ups.

I think it’s pretty tough for kids and their parents to be in this business 

unless you’re committed to taking the inconvenience along with the benefits. 

Everyone has limited time and money to invest, and everyone’s priorities are 

different. Are you willing to skip karate for an audition? For a callback? For 

a job? Are you willing to brave rush hour traffic to get downtown on a Friday 

afternoon? Some callbacks happen on Saturdays. Want to miss an important 

gymnastics meet to get there? Those are decisions that will need to be made.

The good news is that when the kid gets started, chances are they won’t be 

too busy with auditions and work. But as they progress, they could be looking at 

a schedule which dramatically changes the family dynamic. Imagine this: your 

kid is cast as a series regular on a TV show, or cast in a play on Broadway. Now 

your little one will have to leave their school and be taught by a teacher on set 

at their place of employment. Or they have to move to New York. Who is go-

ing with them? Mom? Dad? They certainly can’t go alone, so now you have to 
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talk about the whole family moving, or just one parent accompanying the kid. 

Does that work with the parent’s own employment? This is the extreme end of 

the spectrum, but it’s good to consider because you just never know what will 

happen.

The bottom line is that child actors and their families who aren’t able or 

willing to jump through all the hoops this business demands of them, probably 

shouldn’t be in it.

Getting Started

If you and your kid are ok with all of this, then step one is to get a little 

training. That won’t look the same for everyone. Obviously if you’ve got an in-

fant, you’re not going to put them in a class. In fact, I’m not aware of any acting 

classes for kids younger than six.

Yet very young kids are booked all the time. Casting directors will frequent-

ly keep track of adult actors who have little ones. When our twins were eight 

months old, we had them audition for a Fischer Price commercial. It was hor-

rible and funny at the same time. See, kids need to audition in the room without 

a parent present. This is true all up and down the age spectrum. Producers need 

to see if kids can ignore the strangers, the lights, and all the other stuff on a film 

set and do the job even if their parents aren’t there to encourage them. A set can 

only have one director. If a kid isn’t able to do their thing without a parent near-

by, then it’ll make the day much harder for everyone since the parent will have to 

be the director for the kid, and the real director will have to work with everyone 

else. So kids audition alone, without their parents in the room. As we sat hold-

ing our twins in the waiting room, a very nice casting person came to take them 

in. I think it was the first time they were ever out of our sight. It was weird for us, 

and apparently them, because shortly after the door closed, we heard all kinds of 

screaming coming from that room. It wasn’t long before the door opened and 

our boys were once again safe and sound and unemployed.

There really isn’t any training for that kind of scenario. A kid is either go-

ing to be ok alone in a room full of strangers, or not. If they are, then they’ll be 

evaluated on how much or little they fit the production’s idea of what’s need-

ed for their role. Age, look, demeanor and overall attitude can all factor into 
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whether or not they’re booked. When booking really young kids, frequently 

productions will hire several kids for one role. In our example, five babies were 

hired for the shoot day, and all of them got to make the commercial but just 

one of them made it into the final cut that aired. All five kids were paid session 

fees, but only one got residuals. This is done because if they cast only one kid, 

and that child gets sick or has a bad day, the production can go on with the 

other kids. This same reasoning is why identical twins are usually hired for TV 

and film roles.

Even in the earlier grades, classes aren’t necessarily about acting, but rather 

playing make-believe and telling stories. This kind of thing can be good for 

little imaginations whether they’re hoping to get in front of a camera or not. 

By the time kids are in 3rd or 4th grade, they’re ready to learn about creating 

characters through actions, voice and physicality, all good for getting the gist 

of what their job is as an actor. In the middle and high school age range, there’s 

plenty of acting classes around, not only for learning about traditional theater, 

but also on camera acting. If nothing else, these will give kids an idea of what to 

expect on a professional set. Any of the schools in Chapter 4 have great classes 

to check out.

Pictures

Headshots aren’t necessary for little kids until the age of five or six. Be-

fore then, you can easily get away with good quality snaps from your phone. 

As long as the pics are in focus and not overly dark, you’re fine. Around the 

first grade you’ll start to notice that professional headshots are the norm. 

This is too bad, because kids grow and change so quickly and headshots 

need to be updated at least once a year. Check websites and send some 

emails to see if your favorite shooter photographs kids, and if they do, see 

if they discount the session. Some do, many don’t.

Permits

Those Minor Employment Certificates don’t generate themselves. You’ve 

got to apply for them, and it takes some time for them to be granted. So once 
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you’ve got an agent, make sure you take care of the application before you send 

your young actor on any auditions. Because if they book the job but don’t have 

a current certificate, they can’t work the job. If your little one happens to book 

something in the State of California, they have their own permit system and 

you’ll have to apply there, too. Search online for help because the state’s website 

is pretty clear about what’s needed for a permit to be issued.

Money

As stated previously, a portion of young actors’ earnings will likely be di-

verted into a blocked trust account. The rest will come to them in the form of a 

check. Some kids have bank accounts in their name, but if yours doesn’t, most 

banks allow adults to endorse a minor’s checks and deposit them. When our 

kid began to earn money, we deposited his checks into our account, then made 

equal contributions into a college fund. Oh, and don’t forget that when kids 

earn money, they have to file tax returns, too.

Contracts

The funniest thing about having a kid in the business is that they sign 

their own contracts. Our little one, when he was signed by his agent, had to 

sign about about 25 different documents. Seeing his messy printed signature 

on official-looking legal pages struck me as hilarious. I co-signed a few of the 

really important ones, but the rest of them were made official by his scratchy 

little handwriting. He signs his own tax forms, too.


