
Training	  our	  Future	  
Assistants	  

Anne E. McMills –       Lighting Design  
                      San Diego State University 

 
Owen Collins –            Lighting & Scenic Design  

                      Washington and Lee University 
 
Denitsa Bliznakova – Costume Design 

       San Diego State University 



Inspiration	  
Why have a panel on assisting? 



Empowering	  the	  Assistant	  
O  Assisting as its own profession. 
O  Skills sometimes separate or additional. 
O  Not always time to teach in school. 

O  Same inspiration for The Assistant Lighting Designer’s Toolkit.  
(Focal Press – booth 1405.) 



Defining	  the	  Assistant	  
O  Assistant vs. Associate 

O  Associate is authorized to make artistic decisions when the 
designer is absent. 

O  1st Assistant vs. 2nd Assistant  
 

O  “Assistant To” 



Qualities	  of	  a	  	  
Good	  Assistant	  

How to get hired over and over again. 



Recommended	  Qualities	  
(among	  others)	  

O  Meticulous 

O  Works well under 
pressure 

O  Thick-skinned 

O  Prompt & polite 

O  Able to stay one step 
ahead 

O  Know when to stay 
silent 

O  Sense of humor 

O  Good eye for design 
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“Theatre designers are polymaths in a magpie artform. They are 
single-minded lone wolves one minute and consummate collaborators 
the next. Life in the theatre is not kind to the shy and retiring, so you 
have to be able to give (consistently) 100%, made up of the clichéd 
but no-less-truthful 99% perspiration and 1% inspiration.”  
 
Michael Pavelka 
Author of So You Want to be a Theatre Designer? 
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Costume	  design	  assistant	  definition	  
Acquires a thorough understanding of the Costume Designers vision 
for each assigned show 
 
Assisting during the process of design (breaking down of scripts/
plays, research and preliminary phase) 
 
Carrying out a range of tasks from ordering accessories, overseeing 
fittings and helping with continuity 
 
Communicating with all of costume department on behalf of the 
Designer 
 
Helping with acquiring of costumes- purchasing, renting, pulling, 
building 
 
Overseeing paperwork 
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Working professionally as a design assistant 
Success stories 

Shelly Williams

MFA in costume 
design SDSU, ’00 
 
Resident 
costume design 
assistant at Old 
Globe Theatre, 
San Diego since 
‘01 

Assistant Costume Designer for the show- Dr. 
Seuss' How the Grinch Stole Christmas! for 14 of its 
17 years 
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Leslie Malitz

MFA costume design and technology 
San Diego State University, ’05 
 
BA Theatre Arts 
Texas A&M University, ‘01 
 
Various assistant, associate and 
design credits in regional and 
Broadway theatre 

Working professionally as a design assistant 
Success stories 
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Michael Crow

MFA Costume Design
Brandeis University, ’01

Current position- 1st assistant 
designer to Judianna Makovsky 
on Captain America

Various assistant and design 
credits for theatre, TV and Film

Working professionally as a design assistant 
Success stories 
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Recommended Qualities 

 

O Highly organized 

O Efficient 

O communication & 

interpersonal skills 

O detail oriented 

meticulous 

O self-motivated 

O tactful/considerate 

O work as part of a team 

 
 
 
 

Regional Theatre, Broadway, TV/ Film, Dance, Opera 

Bonus Recommended A must 

Good driver 
 
speaks more than one 
language 
 
reads music 
 
tall 
 
strong/ extra fit 
 
good sense of humor 

articulate 
 
not shy/outgoing 
 
keep composure/ 
calm under pressure 
 
creative problem solver 
 
multi- tasking 
 
good memory 
 
be flexible 



Do’s	  and	  Don’ts	  
O  Do look professional. 

O  Do note your designer’s 
preferences. 

O  Do memorize names of co-
workers. 

O  Be eager to learn. 

O  Don’t have a sense of 
entitlement. 

O  Don’t text, use social media, etc.  

O  Don’t shop for design jobs. 

O  Don’t sleep or nap on the job. 



Skills	  Required	  
What you need to know. 



Scenic	  Knowledge	  
O  Architectural Period styles 
O  Materials: carpet, marley, tile, laminates, 

veneers  
O  Molding and resin casting 
O  Wood and metal construction 
O  Foam carving 
O  Scene painting – translucencies, drops, faux 

finishes 



Scenic	  Skills	  
O  computer drafting (VW & AutoCAD) 
O  Traditional modelmakiing 
O  digital modeling 
O  digital painting 



Costume	  Skills	  
• Word (good writing skills) 
• Excel (accounting knowledge) 
• Photoshop (research boards and rendering) 
• Illustrator (creating graphics) 
• PP or Keynote (presenting, communicating) 
• Sync on set (free on-line management tool for film 

and TV) 
• CPlotPro (costume breakdown software for film 

costumers) 
• basic photography skills 
• hand sketching/rendering  
• ability to do technical drawings 



Budgeting	  
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SyncOnSet	  
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O Photoshop (research boards and rendering) 
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O Photoshop (research boards and rendering) 



Sweatshirt- cut sleeves 
like this. !

Phil!

Distress 
sweatshirt to 
“match the 
henley” 
underneath. !

Kevin and I talked about the pants. We need 
to try and get some of the pink out without 
loosing too much of the contrast in the nice 
distressing that already exists. ! The 12, Denver Center 

PP or Keynote (presenting, communicating) 



Tom !

If we are set with the shoes 
(check with Jan), those will need 
to get distressed to the level of all 
of the other shoes we’ve pulled 
from stock for the show. Going in 
this direction.

Sweater- needs some dirt. 
Thinking, it should be yellowish 
over tone spots. Could discuss in 
person...

The 12, Denver Center 

PP or Keynote (presenting, communicating) 
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Costume	  related	  knowledge	  

• Textiles knowledge- qualities of different types of 
fabric 

• Fabric swatching and sources 
• Period costume and contemporary fashion knowledge 
• Familiarity with call sheets and schedules 
• Understanding the research processes  
• Sourcing information 
• Knowledge of cuts, fits and building techniques of 

costumes 
• Costume technology knowledge, crafts, dying/painting, 

millinary  



25Photo credit- Leslie Malitz !

Fabric knowledge/swatching 
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• Entrance and exit charts 
• Scene/character breakdowns 
• Piece sheets 
• Budget paperwork (budget breakdowns) 
• Costume dressing lists 
• Fitting notes 
• Fabric charts/swatch sheets for build costumes 
• Measurement sheets and cheat sheets 
• Costume crossplot forms (film) 
• Scene worksheets (film) 
• and more, and more, and more, and more…. 

Costume	  related	  paper	  work	  



Paperwork	  
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Paperwork	  
Dressing	  Lists	  
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Paperwork	  
Fabric	  Charts	  
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Paperwork	  
Measurements	  
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Paperwork	  

The Madness of George III, Shoe chart 
Old Globe Theatre, Shelly Williams  
(cost. assistant) 



Responsibilities	  
O rehearsal costumes 
O organizing the racks 
O organizing the fitting room 
O taking notes 
O keeping track of costume shop bible (costume sketches, 

measurement sheets, production schedules, ledgers, rehearsal 
schedules, costume lists, pull/rent/buys lists, to build or swatch 
sheets) 

O understudy/swings fittings 
O keeping track of expenditures (not all theatres) 
O ordering costume pieces on line 
O relating information between designer and shop 
O relating information between shop and wardrobe department 
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Fittings	  
O setting up the fitting room 
O organizing the racks based on 

the designer’s liking 
O sorting the costumes after a 

fitting (keeps, returns etc.) 
O taking notes 
O organizing costume racks and 

dd bags 
O labeling purchased and rented 

garments  
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Photo credit- Relished Artistry's owner, Corey 
Johnston 
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SHOPPING 

Shelly Williams, resident costume 
design assistant 
Old Globe Theatre, San Diego 



Measuring	  garments	  
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Taking	  and	  organizing	  notes	  
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-Riley shorts were sitting a little low I 
could see his belly button. I could 
also see the lace on the bottom of 
the compression shorts peeking out 
the bottom I wonder if we lost length 
when they were washed and dried 
today. 
-Onaodowan shorts looked much 
better after today’s washing and 
drying. 
-Lavelle’s bowler looked like it had a 
slight dent in the crown in the front. 
The shop will check it. 
-Riley’s bow tie still looks wrong. I am 
going to look at it with Stacy on the 
shirt on the form tomorrow and sort it 
out. 
-Thomas coat button hole side was 
flipped back. I wonder if the way Mary 
Miller suggested it be hung to fix the 
back collar folds is making the lapel 
worse. I’ll look at it with Stacy and 
Wendy tomorrow. 



Source	  files	  
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Source	  files	  for	  fabric	  
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Lighting	  Skills	  
O  Vectorworks – 2D/3D 
O  Lightwright 
O  Word & Excel 
O  Focus Charts / Run 

Focus 
O  Work notes 
O  Followspot Tracking 
O  Moving Light Tracking 
O  Dropbox 

O Bonus: Filemaker, Sketchup, 
AutoCAD  

O  Communication between 
groups of people 

O  Understand tech process 
O  ORGANIZATION! 
O  TIME MANAGEMENT! 
O  Personable nature /    

Calm Head 
O  Care & Feeding of your 

Designer & Programmer 



Drafting	  Style	  -‐	  Lighting	  

Line Weights, Font Sizes, Font Styles, Dimensioning, Overall neatness! 



Drafting	  Delineates	  a	  Professional	  



Focus	  Charts	  
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Q Ref.
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Followspot	  Design	  

- SpotTrack 



Moving	  Light	  Tracking	  

-  Moving Light Assistant 
-  FocusTrack 
-  Fast Focus Pro 



Other	  thoughts:	  
O  Is it different between theatrical structures? 

O i.e. educational vs. regional vs. Broadway 

O  What related fields should students also learn? 
O  i.e. TV/film, themed entertainment, industrials, 

architecture, etc. 



Types of assistants 

• Regional Theatre (on staff with theatre) 
• Broadway (hired by prod. company or designer) 
• TV/Film (hired by production company) 
• Commercial work/venues (hired by designer) 
• Overhired for specific task in areas of research, 

fabric swatching, shopping, pulling etc. 

46



Education	  
How do we teach it? 



Educators	  
O  How do we find time to teach the necessary 

skills? 

O  What do we teach to prepare them? 

O  In what classes do they learn these skills? 

O  Specific classes and/or internships or 
professional assisting opportunities? 
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As	  an	  educator	  I	  want	  to:	  
•  Give the knowledge to my students that is necessary for their 

success 

•  Teaching a skill should not be hard (demonstrate and practice) 

•  Teaching good habits, good design sense and aesthetic is hard 

•  Make students familiar with the latest professional practices (as 
an educator you need to be on top of that) 

•  Push, but do not break 

•  Encourage, but do not flatter 

•  Build the students’ confidence without the ego 

•  Require them to show respect in the field and all practitioners 
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Portfolio Development and the Business of 
Theatre, TV and Film 
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Portfolio Development and the Business of 
Theatre, TV and Film 

Learning Outcomes: 
 

o Develop a professional portfolio that demonstrates the student’s 
theatrical knowledge, experience and background 

 
o Develop a complete resume and a professional cover letter to be 

submitted to future job announcements 
 

o Have a list of job sites, showcases and job contacts for future 
reference 

 
o Clear understanding of the Theatre, Television and Film industries 

 
o Knowledge about Theatre, TV and Film unions 
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Portfolio Development and the Business of 
Theatre, TV and Film 

Class Activities: 

o  Classroom discussions, demonstrations and handouts. 

o  Practicing the various techniques in building a strong 

portfolio, resume and cover letter 

o  Student projects demonstrating knowledge of the various 

portfolio development techniques. 

o  Guest Speakers 



Fellowship	  and	  internship	  
programs	  with	  local	  
theatres	  
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A mask fitting for actress Karson St. John, who plays the 

Emcee in Cygnet's "Cabaret." The wolf mask designed by 

Shirley Pierson (SDSU alum). David Maxine is fitting the mask 

with a mouthpiece that holds the mask in place for St. John. 

(Photo by Angela Carone)

Cabaret at the Cygnet Theatre, directed by 

Sean Murray. Set Design by Sean Fanning 



Design Showcase West, hosted by the UCLA School of Theater, Film and 

Television; the Costume Designers Guild, Local 892; the United Scenic 

Artists, Local 829; the Set Decorators Society of America; and the Art 

Directors Guild, Local 800 
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Design	  Showcase	  at	  SDSU	  
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Design	  Showcase	  at	  SDSU	  
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Design	  Showcase	  at	  SDSU	  
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Design	  Showcase	  at	  SDSU	  
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Design	  Showcase	  at	  SDSU	  



Resumes/Interviews	  
How do you interview for assistant positions? 



Interviewing	  as	  an	  Assistant	  
O  How do you interview as an assistant? 

O  What do you bring?  Portfolio? 

O  If portfolio, is it different than your design 
portfolio?  How does your resume differ? 

O  Do you frame things differently during the 
interview?  What do you talk about? 



Interviewing for a designer job vs. an 
assistant job 

• Detail oriented 
• Design aesthetic (show through design work) 
• Organizational skills (a sample bible) 
• Personable 
• Textile knowledge 
• Knowledge of costume resources 
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Your Name Here 
Assistant Lighting Designer 
Phone number, email address 

Website, if applicable 
 

Assistant Experience: 
 
 Designer’s Name (A) Show Name Theatre Name, Location Year 
   Show Name Theatre Name, Location Year 
   Show Name Theatre Name, Location Year 
   Show Name Theatre Name, Location Year 
   Show Name Theatre Name, Location Year 
  Show Name Theatre Name, Location Year 
  Show Name Theatre Name, Location Year 
 
 Designer’s Name (B) Show Name Theatre Name, Location Year 
   Show Name Theatre Name, Location Year 
   Show Name Theatre Name, Location Year 
   Show Name Theatre Name, Location Year 
   Show Name Theatre Name, Location Year 
  Show Name Theatre Name, Location Year 
 
 Designer’s Name (C) Show Name Theatre Name, Location Year 
   Show Name Theatre Name, Location Year 
   Show Name Theatre Name, Location Year 
    
Related Experience: 
 
 Followspot Operator Show Name Theatre Name, Location Year 
   Show Name Theatre Name, Location Year 
   Show Name Theatre Name, Location Year 
   Show Name Theatre Name, Location Year 
  Show Name Theatre Name, Location Year 
 
 Electrician Show Name Theatre Name, Location Year 
   Show Name Theatre Name, Location Year 
  
Education: 
 MFA Lighting Design  University Name Location candidate Year 
 BFA Theatre Design University Name Location achieved Year 
 
Additional Skills: 

Software Skills: Vectorworks, Lightwright, AutoCAD, Adobe Photoshop, FileMaker Pro  
Other skills: Musical Score reading, Basic Projection Design, Fluent in German 
Lighting Design resume and portfolio available by request. 
 

References: 
 Reference’s Name Reference’s Name  Reference’s Name 
 123-456-7890 cell 123-456-7890 cell  123-456-7890 cell  
  myreference@email.com myreference@email.com myreference@email.com  



Time	  for	  Questions/
Comments	  



Please	  check	  it	  out!	  

Focal Press – Booth 1405 

www.ALDToolkit.com 

Book signing: Today at 5pm!  


