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Abstract 

 

This project details the role of a theatrical stage manager and through an 

examination of the documents they create uncovers the many valuable qualities, skills, 

and tools necessary to serve the vast needs of live theatrical productions. Specifically, 

this project evaluates a selection of the documents I created for my prompt book as the 

stage manager for Middle Tennessee State University’s production of Peter and the 

Starcatcher in November 2022. These documents, along with extensive research, 

illuminate the importance of having a stage manager who is a skilled communicator, 

record keeper, facilitator, relationship manager, artistic guardian, and who is willing to 

utilize these qualities and more in service to a theatrical production. 
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Introduction 

What is a Stage Manager?  

         When you attend a theatrical production, you see a finished product with talented 

performers and beautiful visuals, but you likely will not see the people who helped it to 

reach that point. A stage manager is the person who is charged with ensuring that 

everything, from pre-production, through rehearsals, and until the end of the 

performances, runs smoothly (Stern 1). An experienced Broadway stage manager states 

“the production stage manager is at the very center of the play, from beginning to end” 

(Lawrence 1).  Stage managers have a crucial job in theatre, but few people fully 

understand their role. Even within the theatre industry there can be confusion (Lawler 

14).  Proficient stage managers possess many valuable qualities, skills, and tools that 

serve the vast needs of a live theatrical production and an examination of the documents 

they create will uncover these attributes and more. The goal of this project is not only to 

detail the basic role of a stage manager but also to expand upon what qualities make them 

excellent. 

 

 What is their history? 

         Stage management has deep historical roots that likely began with the dawn of 

theatre, but we can find the most evidence for this type of role appearing during the time 

of Shakespeare. Beginning in the Elizabethan Era a theatrical position known as the 

prompter or book-keeper became common and the functions they served are very similar 

to some responsibilities of the modern stage manager. The title book-keeper came from 
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this person being the only one to have possession of the entire manuscript of the play 

being performed (Cattell 63). The other title, prompter, was given because this person 

was present during performances to prompt actors with their lines when they did not yet 

know them (Pedicord 1). There is also evidence of the prompter creating notation and 

paperwork that served the productions. A catalog of Shakespearean promptbooks details 

the type of notations that were commonly included such as actor lists, some properties, 

some cues for effects, and calls to enter (Shattuck 236). Through this we can see a strong 

connection to the modern stage manager via the documents they still create to serve 

productions. Overtime the prompter role grew into the stage manager we know today, 

and in 1920 they were formally included in Actor’s Equity Association, the theatrical 

union that still protects them (Equity Kicks Off). 

 

Who is the Production Team?  

To begin to define the modern stage manager we must also define their 

collaborators. Stage managers are members of a theatrical production team. The scale of 

theatrical productions greatly varies and so does the size of the production team, so this is 

meant to be a general summary of the collaborators a stage manager most commonly 

interacts with. First, the producer is a representative of the company or group who is 

providing the resources for the show to be produced. In commercial theatre, such as on 

Broadway, there are large production companies with major budgets. In contrast, a 

community theatre’s supporters are typically members of that community pitching in 

what they can (Bussell and Forbes 21). Producers are generally in charge of facilitation 
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and are usually responsible for hiring or selecting other members of the production team 

(Lawrence 4). 

         The director is responsible for creating and guiding the artistic vision of the story 

they are telling (Shouse). They collaborate with designers to craft the visual world of the 

show and they work with actors to tell the story through language, movement, and 

intention. For musical productions the director is also usually joined by a choreographer 

and a musical director who are responsible for the artistic oversight of the areas of dance 

and music respectively (Ionazzi 22). All three of these positions may also employ 

assistants that serve to make up the remainder of the directing team for larger 

productions. 

Some theaters also employ a production manager. This role is somewhat 

peripheral to the stage management team, as they are generally responsible for overseeing 

the production processes for an entire season of shows. Production managers work more 

closely with the producer and director as well as with other departments managing 

schedules, budgets and personnel. They also interact more with the business side of the 

theatre, such being a liaison with as marketing and venue staff (Lawler 24). They manage 

big picture logistics in all areas but are rarely present in the rehearsal room.  

For each artistic element of the show there are designers, and they are responsible 

for using the expertise they have in their area to realize the vision of the director on stage. 

The scenic designer creates the physical setting of the production that the audience views 

and the actors interact with. Sometimes the scenic designer also crafts the properties for 

the show and sometimes there is a separate props designer. The lighting designer brings 

the scenery and the actors to life by establishing a mood and by emphasizing the action. 
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The sound designer is responsible for crafting the production’s auditory landscape. The 

costume designer creates what the actors wear on stage, supporting the environment 

created in collaboration with the other designers. Sometimes the costume designer is also 

responsible for hair and makeup but sometimes those areas have separate designers. 

Sometimes there are also other specialty designers, such as video and projection, 

depending on the needs of the production. 

         Each designer will likely also have a team that works to achieve their product. 

This includes team members that facilitate the building and installation of each design, 

such as the technical director and the master electrician. It also includes crewmembers 

that support the show during its run, such as wardrobe technicians and spotlight 

operators. Depending on the resources the production has there may be many additional 

distinct roles but listing them all would be an entirely separate project. 

As we can see through this breakdown, a production team is a collaborative 

hierarchy, and the hub of communication for their entire process is the stage management 

team. The size of stage management teams varies by show just as the rest of the 

production team does. However, the most common positions are stage manager and 

assistant stage manager. The stage manager assumes responsibility for the primary 

production needs. This includes serving as a communicator, record keeper, facilitator, 

relationship manager, artistic guardian, and many more tangible and abstract duties that 

will be discussed at great length herein. The assistant stage manager, contrary to what 

their title implies, does not merely assist the stage manager but has duties and 

responsibilities of their own. These can vary based on the needs of the production, but a 

good stage management team works to balance their responsibilities to make best use of 
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their strengths in service of the show (Lawrence 56). To provide a frame of reference for 

their traditional roles, when the show moves into performances the stage manager moves 

to calling the show, a method of orchestration for everything that occurs on stage, and the 

assistant stage manager runs the deck, meaning they facilitate everything that occurs 

backstage. This division of responsibility certainly is not the only option, but it is the 

most common. 

 

What was Peter and the Starcatcher? 

         This project examines the stage management process through my work as the 

stage manager for Middle Tennessee State University’s production of Peter and the 

Starcatcher by Rick Elise, directed by Kristi Shamburger in November 2022. This 

musical is based on the book Peter and the Starcatchers by Dave Barry and Ridley 

Pearson which is an imagined prequel to Peter Pan by J.M. Barrie. It creates a fantastical 

legend of how the characters we grew up with came to be and examines the meanings of 

family and identity. Peter and the Starcatcher would be defined in the theatre community 

as a play with music, as its main focus is dialogue and most of the songs it contains are 

not required to move the story forward. Our performers consisted of a cast of twelve 

actors, each playing multiple characters, and a three-person onstage band playing 

percussion, keys and providing sound effects. Our design team consisted of Scott Boyd 

designing scenic, Melissa Durmon designing costumes, Harry Whitmore designing 

lighting, Kevin O’Donnell designing sound, and Noah McCarty designing props. My 

assistant stage managers were Kayley Eaton and Matthew Parvin. 
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The goal of this project is to illuminate the expansiveness of the stage manager’s 

position and begin to define the qualities that enable them to best serve their productions. 

This record is for individuals inside and outside of the theatre discipline to gain a better 

understanding of stage management, and to provide a resource for student stage managers 

to reference in their own practice. By examining and analyzing the primary documents 

created in service of this production and reflecting on the production process of Peter and 

the Starcatcher, this project demonstrates the many valuable qualities, skills, and tools 

that proficient stage managers possess.   

The project’s format follows that of the stage manager's prompt book, which is a 

record of the production containing of all the notes and documents associated with it. The 

included documents are arranged according to the production phase they primarily serve. 

The production phases are as follows: Pre-Production, Rehearsal, Technical Rehearsal, 

Performance, followed by a Post-Mortem reflection. Each document is presented as it 

was created with added notes pertaining to the production process and is accompanied by 

a supporting section that describes and analyzes it. These sections examine how the 

documents are created, how the stage manager uses them to serve the production, and 

how they represent the qualities of proficient stage managers.  
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Stage Management Documents 

 

          The Definition of the Duties of a Stage Manager by Actors Equity Association, 

the union that represents professional stage managers and actors, includes language that 

indicates the stage manager “shall assemble and maintain the Prompt Book which is 

defined as the accurate playing text and stage business, together with such cue sheets, 

plots, daily records, etc., as are necessary for the actual technical and artistic operation of 

the production” (1). This is listed among their many other duties along with reference to 

stage managers as recordkeepers. This duty is represented at such a high level because of 

how integral the creation of stage management documents is to the theatrical process. Not 

only do they serve as records, they are also tools that facilitate the process as it goes. 

Because of this, it is important for these documents to be professionally presented and 

accessible to the production team. They should be cleanly formatted and easy to read and 

there should be some uniformity across documents from the same production (Goodwin). 

One way that this is accomplished is through headers that include the show title, the 

document title, and stage management identification at the top of each document. Stage 

managers often enjoy customizing this using the show’s logo or a unique font for the title 

to set it apart from the rest of the document. This is incredibly helpful for collaborators 

who are working on multiple productions concurrently to easily identify which show’s 

document they are reading. Alongside this, it is equally important to not over-design 

stage management documents, the information should not get lost in the aesthetic. This 

ensures that the stage manager’s communication is received clearly. The needs of the 
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show can dictate the format of documents, and while stage managers may have go-to 

templates, it is important for them to be adaptable.  
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Pre-Production Phase 

The first production phase is Pre-Production, this is the time after the production has been 

established and before rehearsals begin when the production team begins to form 

relationships and generate ideas. 

 

 1. Production Meeting Reports 

When viewing the stage manager as a hub of communication, some of the most 

important documents to examine are the reports they distribute to their production team. 

Stage managers are consistently in contact with individual team members but there are 

times throughout the production process when formal reports to the whole team are 

necessary. These generally fall into three document types, Production Meeting Reports, 

Rehearsal Reports, and Performance Reports, with some variations. All of these Reports 

are for the production team and theatre staff only, as Lawrence states, “it does not go to 

the actors” (113). The Production Meeting Report serves as a form of transparent 

communication that connects the production team and creates a record of their 

conversations regarding the process. The Production Meeting Reports are some of the 

stage manager’s first communications in the Pre-Production phase, but as their titles 

show, reports continue through the rehearsal and performance phases as well.  

Production Meetings are where collaborators come together to create the show 

and they also serve to build relationships within the team.  Ionazzi states “the production 

meeting should be attended by the director, stage manager, designers, production 

manager, technical director, and all functional department heads, such as the props master 

and wardrobe supervisor” (46). Team members may have smaller group discussions, but 



 10 

ultimately those conversations are brought to the whole team at the Production Meeting. 

In the first of such meetings, far before rehearsals begin, the director will share their 

vision and concepts for the production and the team can gain information through 

questions and discussion. Subsequently, Production Meetings move from broad concepts 

as designers also contribute their initial ideas, to more specific as the team creates, 

examines, and revises the world of the production (Lawrence 49). Production Meetings 

typically come to a close with the opening of the show, after any potential previews, 

when the major decision making is done, and any repairs or adjustments are instead 

shared in the Performance Reports.  

The Production Meeting Report is a document that records all of the significant 

details discussed in a Production Meeting, similar to standard business meeting minutes. 

Typically, the most straightforward way to quickly take down these notes is to create 

either a physical or digital template into which a shorthand can be written or typed for 

later revision. Following the meeting, if an ASM was also present, they can work 

together with the stage manager to review, clarify, and elaborate the notes into the final 

detailed report. Stage managers can customize the format of their Reports, but they 

should all contain the same general information.  

These Reports begin with the facts of the meeting such as the date, the start and 

end times, the location, who was in attendance, and the date of the next meeting. Next is 

the General section where announcements are made and topics that involve the entire 

team are shared. It then moves to sections divided by design or production area for more 

detailed notes. Information reported throughout should be as straightforward and 

unbiased as possible (Goodwin). The Production Meeting Report should be an accurate 
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record of the meeting, not an opinion piece. The full production team should be in 

attendance at each production meeting so the notes in this report are generally more brief 

than later reports in phases where the team is not present. The meeting that the selected 

report is from was a virtual meeting that was recorded and the video link was included so 

that team members had access to review its entirety as needed. The stage manager can 

also separately flag topics that may need further discussion between specific team 

members and initiate those conversations.  
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2. Calendar 

Another type of document that the stage manager interacts with early in the 

process are Calendars; these serve the production by ensuring everyone is aware of where 

they are in the schedule at any given time. There are several types of calendars utilized 

for each show. First, the stage management team should have access to a master 

production calendar that includes every date pertaining to the process. Sometimes they 

create this and sometimes the production manager creates it, but it includes production 

meetings, design and build deadlines, the general rehearsal timeframe, and planned run of 

show (Stern 36). This is typically made available to the full production team. There will 

also be a rehearsal calendar outline distributed to actors that lists all the days and times 

that there will be rehearsal. This is subject to change and will not include a detailed daily 

schedule. Usually, the director and stage manager craft an internal schedule that plans out 

these details but does not get distributed. That plan is used in conjunction with a conflict 

calendar as a guide for creating the Daily Calls. Daily Calls are documents that go out at 

the end of each rehearsal that detail the next day's schedule, they will be discussed further 

in the Rehearsal phase. A conflict calendar is typically created by the stage manager from 

data collected in the Actor Information Form regarding the unavailability of the actors 

due to prior commitments.  

The Calendar presented here is the rehearsal calendar outline from Peter and the 

Starcatcher. It was created using a spreadsheet calendar template for each month and it 

includes the general times and locations for rehearsals as well as the call time for 

performances. It also shows when there will not be rehearsals. This was posted on our 

show's callboard. A callboard is a physical location where production information is 
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posted, in a location where the cast and production team have easy access to (Agreement 

and Rules 11). For our production this was in a hallway where everyone could easily 

reference it. 
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3. Actor Information Form and Contact Sheet 

Within the Pre-Production phase one of the most significant developments that 

occurs is casting. Sometimes the stage manager is involved in the audition process and is 

able to make an initial connection with actors by facilitating a comfortable and efficient 

space (Ionazzi 69). However, it is just as common for the stage manager to join the team 

after the show has been cast. If this is the case, it is important for the stage manager to 

begin to build a reliable relationship with actors before the first rehearsal. One of the 

ways to do that, while also serving the production, is through an Actor Information Form. 

These can be distributed in person or digitally to the members of the cast to gain 

information about them that is helpful to the process. It includes basic information such 

as name, pronouns, age, and contact information, as well as more specific personal 

information such as any allergies and an emergency contact for safety. There can also be 

a space for actors to share anything else that may affect them during the process 

(Goodwin). The Form should clearly indicate that all personal information is kept 

confidential. The stage manager should only share these details in an emergent situation 

when the individual cannot advocate for themselves but knowing them in advance could 

help prevent such a situation. Often many of these questions are included on an initial 

Audition Form but it is helpful for the stage manager to gather it for their own records 

and to ensure confidentiality. 

         From the data in the Actor Information Form another document is created. The 

stage manager will collect the contact information provided and use it to compile Contact 

Sheets. Generally, the stage manager has a document with the contact information of the 

entire cast, crew, and production team, so that they have a line of communication with 
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everyone involved. However, that full list is not provided to everyone. For example, the 

production team should all be able to contact one another, but an ensemble actor doesn’t 

need the master electrician’s phone number for the show to be successful. The Contact 

Sheet I have provided from Peter and the Starcatcher is a cast Contact Sheet that was 

created so that the actors could communicate with one another; they also received the 

stage management team’s contacts on the Company Business Letter. 

         In creating the Contact Sheet, the stage manager must also consider the most 

effective way to communicate with the cast and production team. Some collaborators 

prefer to receive emails while others never check their accounts, younger collaborators 

often prefer texts or group messaging platforms, and still others prefer a phone call or a 

physical posted notice. In order to ensure that their daily communications are viewed in a 

timely manner the stage manager must find a productive middle ground even if that 

means using multiple communication methods. Additionally, the stage manager may 

want to differentiate more personal communications from public communications by 

using a different platform (Porter and Alcorn 49).  
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4. Props List 

Another important part of the Pre-Production phase is script analysis. Different 

members of the production team are searching the script for different things. The director 

is shaping their vision, digging to deeper meanings, and determining how the story will 

connect to their audiences. Each member of the design team is searching for details that 

pertain to their areas and beginning to craft artistic connections. Stage managers can also 

engage in these ideas when analyzing a script, but their main focus is more on logistics 

and practicality, knowing what is necessary, and anticipating challenges. Once the stage 

manager has first read through the script for understanding and enjoyment, they can begin 

to notate production details including lists of anticipated design elements for each area 

(Ionazzi 16). This allows the stage management team to better understand the scope of 

the production they are working on, and they can compare lists with the designers to 

ensure that nothing is missed from either side. 

         In this section we are only examining the Props List, but many of the steps to 

creating it and elements included in it are consistent across the rest of the design areas. 

The initial Props List is created by compiling all of the properties mentioned through 

dialogue or stage direction in the script and numbering them according to order of 

appearance. The List should include an item number for each prop for easy identification, 

the page number on which it first appears, a short name for it, the character that handles it 

first, additional notes and descriptors (Goodwin). Depending on the needs of the show, 

other categories may be added. For example, there could be a section regarding whether a 

prop is a consumable. This is a prop that will need to be replenished before every show, it 

could be something that is eaten, broken, or otherwise used up. 
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Often, many items are added or removed from the Props List over time as the 

needs of the production solidify and discoveries are made in the rehearsal room, so this 

document will be frequently updated. The Props List will also serve as a preliminary 

resource for the props tracking that will later be incorporated into the production’s Run 

Sheets. Because continual development is necessary in this area, it is a great 

responsibility to delegate to another member of the team. For Peter and the Starcatcher I 

had two assistant stage managers, one who took on the role of point person for Props and 

the other for Costumes. They primarily handled the documents and communications in 

those departments while I handled the rest of the design areas. Balancing the team in this 

way allowed us to give each of the design areas equal focus and helped us to all feel 

ownership of the process. In the professional theatre world, when you may have more 

choice in hiring, it is important to build stage management teams that can trust one 

another and share responsibility in a way that best serves the show (Lawrence 56).   
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5. Page by Page and Scene by Scene Breakdowns 

Other documents that stage managers create through script analysis in Pre-

Production are Page by Page and Scene by Scene Breakdowns. The basic purpose of 

these documents is to be a quick reference of what characters are onstage at any given 

time. This has a variety of applications in the production process. For example, when 

scheduling rehearsals, it is helpful to use a Scene by Scene to be able to see which 

characters are in a scene at a glance and craft the Daily Call to make best use of 

everyone’s time (Stern 32). Another example is that early in the process before timings 

are accurate, you can use a Page by Page to estimate how much time an actor has for 

quick changes and share that information with the costume department. 

         Both of these documents are created in essentially the same way. Some stage 

managers prefer a list form and others a spreadsheet, but there will be an indication of the 

scene or page and a list of the characters appearing in it. Page by Pages are usually very 

straightforward, but it is important to ensure that the whole production team and cast are 

working off of the same version of the script so that everyone sees the same action 

happening on the same page. This should include a code that indicates the location of 

each actor during that page. Scene by Scenes can be a bit trickier to define. Some scripts 

have very clearly marked, reasonable length scenes, while others are more ambiguous, or 

too long to be worked at a time. When directors need smaller sections to work early in the 

rehearsal process, it is common for the stage manager to work with the director in 

creating their own scene designations to naturally divide the action, and number or name 

them in reference to the scene for simpler shorthand (Ionazzi 19). 
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         In some situations, stage managers prefer to combine the Page by Page and Scene 

by Scene breakdowns into one document. This was the case for our production of Peter 

and the Starcatcher because it was such an ensemble-based show where the actors helped 

create the environment through their physicality. This meant that they were almost 

always all on stage. Because of that it was more helpful for us to have both of the 

documents combined on the same spreadsheet. 
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Rehearsal Phase 

The Rehearsal Phase is the part of the process in which the director works with actors to 

create the movement and intention of the production. 

 

1. Company Business Letter 

The Rehearsal phase begins with the first rehearsal which is usually focused on a 

read-through of the script with the full cast and if the stage manager was not involved in 

the casting process this is usually their first time meeting the full cast. The first rehearsal 

is also an opportunity for the production team to communicate company policies and 

rehearsal rules as well as set expectations for the process. The Company Business Letter 

is a document that articulates these things and is typically distributed at the first 

rehearsal.  In The Stage Management Handbook David Ionazzi states “it is important that 

everyone involved in rehearsals has a clear understanding of what is expected of them 

and what they can count on others to do. Be very specific about these issues so there are 

no misunderstandings” (77). In the room, often the director, stage manager, and 

sometimes producer speak on these topics when introducing the actors to their process. 

The Company Business Letter is a physical document that recaps and elaborates on this 

conversation that can be given out to each actor to save for future reference. Through the 

Company Business Letter the stage manager can serve the production by ensuring that 

everyone has received the same initial information so that the entire cast can start on the 

same page figuratively and literally. As it is a majority of the room’s first impression of 

them it also provides an opportunity for the stage manager to set the tone for their process 

going forward (Porter and Alcorn 14). 
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 Depending on the type of producing institution as well as the specific needs of the 

show the details of the Company Business Letter can vary.  For example, if they are 

working for a union theatre within the Actor's Equity Association the stage manager 

would need to include more details regarding specific policies found in the Equity 

contract (Actors Equity Association 1).  Meanwhile, a community theatre may have a 

more relaxed set of guidelines and just want to give their cast an overview of the theatre’s 

culture and expectations. The Company Business Letter for Peter and the Starcatcher 

falls into a middle ground. Middle Tennessee State University’s Theatre Department 

incorporates general Equity guidelines in regard to daily scheduling and break time 

allotments, as seen on lines 1 and 7, while other specific rules, as seen on lines 8a and 8b 

are dictated by the department and venue. It is also customized to the show through 

collaboration between the director and I and includes some of our expectations for the 

process. 
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2. Daily Calls 

In the Pre-Production phase, we discussed the various types of Calendars that are 

created and utilized by stage management teams throughout the production process. Here 

in the Rehearsal phase, we will discuss Daily Calls, which are detailed schedules for each 

rehearsal that are distributed to actors and the rehearsal team on a daily basis. Where 

calendars provide an overview of the entire process, Daily Calls detail each day’s work. 

They are typically sent out at least 12 hours prior to the start of the rehearsal they are 

calling (Agreement and Rules 10). This is to allow actors sufficient notice of when they 

are expected to be at the next rehearsal and what they will be working on so that they can 

be prepared.  

 Daily Calls are created by the stage manager in collaboration with the director, 

typically following each rehearsal, in anticipation of the next. The contents of the 

schedule are based on what needs to be accomplished next in the rehearsal process, 

usually according to a master schedule that the rehearsal team has created for internal 

use. The Daily Call can be adjusted though based on what was accomplished in the 

rehearsal that just finished. When considering how much time is allotted for each section 

of rehearsal the break schedule must also be considered. Actors Equity Association 

requires that “...there shall be a break for each Actor of five minutes after each 55 

minutes, or 10 minutes after 80 minutes of rehearsal” (Agreement and Rules 10). While 

non-union productions are not required to uphold this policy, it is a good rule of thumb. 

It should be noted that daily calls are most commonly associated with professional 

theatre, and many community theaters have a full rehearsal schedule that is released 

further in advance. This allows actors that are, usually unpaid, community members with 
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jobs and other responsibilities the opportunity to know what days they are called far in 

advance and plan accordingly. In professional theatre the show is the actors’ job and they 

should expect to be called at every rehearsal until they are told otherwise. This also 

reflects on the variation in rehearsal timelines. In community theatre it is very common 

for a production to rehearse a couple of nights a week over several weeks to a couple 

months, with the time commitment ramping up only when reaching technical rehearsals. 

However, in professional theatre rehearsals are usually held on an almost daily basis with 

longer daytime hours over only a handful of weeks before performances. In either case, if 

a daily call system is not used, there will be challenges when schedule deviations occur 

because there is not as much room for flexibility. The creation of the Daily Call following 

a rehearsal allows the director and stage manager to take into account how things went in 

the course of that day and what needs to be accomplished at the next rehearsal. 
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3. Rehearsal Report 

While the Daily Call provides the ideal outline of the day, the Rehearsal Report 

details how rehearsal actually went. As Ionazzi states in his book “these reports provide 

the production staff with critical information about the development of the show and 

identify changing needs and potential problems” (102). This is necessary because other 

than a select few occasions before the tech process, the designers and technicians 

typically are not present at rehearsal. The occasions a designer might be present can 

include the first rehearsal when they often give design presentations, then once the show 

begins to take more shape, they may come to watch to better visualize the performance 

they are designing for. However, there are many day-to-day occurrences that designers 

and other team members need to be made aware of when they are not in the rehearsal 

room. The Rehearsal Report serves the production by centralizing this communication. 

 Similar to the Production Meeting Report, Rehearsal Reports typically begin as a 

template where notes can be made in different sections throughout the span of rehearsal 

and following it can be refined into the final report by the stage management team. Just 

like the Production Meeting Report, the information in the Rehearsal Report should be 

reported clearly and without bias. However, unlike notes from Production Meetings 

where the full team is present, the information here should be presented more thoroughly 

by the stage manager because the other collaborators are not in the room to witness the 

conversations and developments during rehearsal. The stage management team is 

communicating this information to them for the first time instead of restating a 

conversation they already participated in. Sometimes, this new information sparks further 

conversation that involves the stage manager, a great deal of which is time sensitive. For 
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example, if a technical change needs to be made by the next day, the stage manager may 

help coordinate the time for that to occur.  

After the report’s identifying information, the first item is actor attendance 

information. This is an important record to have if needed to track any patterns of 

absence, especially in professional theatre when payment and contracts are involved, and 

to record possible reasons for schedule adjustments. Next is the Schedule, which tracks 

how the time of the day was actually used and is helpful to reference when creating the 

Daily Call for the next rehearsal. For example, if more time than scheduled needs to be 

spent on a particularly challenging scene, the director may choose to continue with it and 

push the following work out. Conversely, if the scene work moves more quickly the 

director may be able to move on to the next thing scheduled sooner. In either of these 

instances the schedule for the next day may need to be adjusted. The Schedule section 

also lets the rest of the production team know where the rehearsal team is in the show. 

The General section in this Report is used to summarize the day, to report on how it went 

overall, and share if there were any major occurrences outside of the expected as well as 

list any pertinent announcements and reminders. It also is an opportunity to mention what 

part of the show will be rehearsed next, so that again, the production team knows where 

they are in the process. Finally, the report moves into sections for each design or 

production area that is involved in the show, where notes can be made about discoveries, 

questions, problems, or changes to their specific area. Having these sections clearly 

marked can make the report more digestible for the individual designers (Ionazzi 103). 

Efficient and reliable communication is extremely important for a stage manager, 

they are expected to respond to communications very quickly in order to keep the process 
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moving forward.  However, stage managers who have outside commitments have a 

distinct disadvantage here. In my experience, student stage managers have days filled 

with classes, homework, and often jobs and other obligations, in addition to their stage 

management duties. Stage managers who hold multiple jobs or who are parents also have 

more commitments. They must uphold their communication standards while juggling 

everything else they are responsible for, but if they can find a successful balance it can 

help everything to run smoother and make a positive impression on their team. One way 

they can achieve this is by creating and upholding healthy working boundaries (Porter 

and Alcorn 44). 

  



 48 

 

  



 49 

 

  



 50 

 

  



 51 

  



 52 

4. Blocking Sheets 

One of the most important kinds of documentation created during the rehearsal 

process is blocking notation. Blocking is defined simply by Daniel Ionazzi as “the 

movement and business of an actor on stage” (33).  This includes anytime they enter or 

exit, cross the stage, stand, sit, or otherwise change levels, interactions they have with 

other actors, any major motions they do, and any tasks, known as stage business, they 

accomplish. Stage managers may choose to include more or less detail than this in their 

notation, but those items are fairly standard. This practice is integral in documenting the 

rehearsal process and serves as a record that assists the whole team. The stage manager’s 

responsibility to record keeping is so important that it is one of the official duties of the 

stage manager as defined by the union that oversees them (Actors Equity Association 1). 

         Blocking notation supports the maintenance of the director’s vision by recording 

the movement created in rehearsal. When an actor forgets their next move the stage 

manager needs only to reference their Blocking Sheets to remind them (Stern 110). 

Blocking notation can also help a stage manager communicate to designers how the 

movement of the play will interact with their designs as they are being created. In a long-

running show, Blocking Sheets are crucial when rehearsing a new cast member who was 

not present for the discoveries of the initial process, and reminding long term actors of 

the original vision when scenes start to lose shape (Lawrence 121). In all of these 

instances, it is critical that the stage manager’s blocking notes are detailed and precise. 

         In order to achieve this level of accuracy while writing quickly in the flow of 

rehearsal, stage managers have devised some tactics to aid their effectiveness. The first is 

the Blocking Sheet template. While some stage managers prefer to write their blocking 
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notes in the margins of the script page, most use a separate sheet of paper, corresponding 

with each page, to have sufficient room to write out their blocking notes. These templates 

will look different for each stage manager and sometimes each show, but they usually 

include lines to write down the blocking as well as space to draw stage pictures or to 

visually track movement. The amount of space dedicated to writing and drawing can vary 

based on the needs of the show. A wordy small cast show may not need much drawing 

space, while a dance heavy musical may need lots. 

         The other method stage managers use to efficiently notate blocking is using a 

shorthand while writing. Many directors move quickly through blocking the show so 

having abbreviations and symbols helps the stage manager to keep up. Each stage 

manager should develop a shorthand that works best for them but some common 

adjustments are: abbreviating actor or character names, creating symbols for common 

movements, using abbreviations for stage directions (see fig. 1), and naming or 

numbering off stage locations (Ionazzi 83).  

 

Fig. 1. Suzy Woltmann. “Stage Directions: A Full Guide for Actors.” Backstage, 

4 Oct. 2022, https://www.backstage.com/magazine/article/stage-directions-

examples-75377/.  
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         Though rehearsals move quickly, there is time to revise Blocking Sheets as 

directors revisit scenes, and in fact much of what was initially written may change. 

Blocking should always be written in pencil so that it is easily updated through the 

process but should be solidified by the end of the rehearsal period so that there is an 

accurate record of the show’s directed movement before performances begin. This not 

only allows the stage manager a reference to maintain the director’s artistic vision but can 

also be integral in ensuring safety. The safety of the production relies on everything 

going the same way every time, if an actor moves out of turn in some shows there could 

be serious repercussions (Lawrence 13). With Blocking Sheets stage managers can help 

keep their actors safely on track. 
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5. Line Notes 

As the company begins to get closer to technical rehearsals, the stage 

management team will begin to prepare them for that transition. One area that actors 

often need support is in the memorization of lines. It is usually around this point in the 

process, if not sooner, that actors are expected to be fully memorized, also known as 

being off book. Some professional companies with very short rehearsal periods expect 

actors to be off book at the start of rehearsals, while other processes may give them a few 

weeks of time. Either way, it is imperative that actors are off book by the time technical 

rehearsals begin so that they do not add time to the process by searching for lines. Many 

technical cues are linked to specific lines, so it is very important that actors come into 

technical rehearsals fully memorized. Actors have varying memorization methods and 

skills but even the most experienced are likely to make a few errors while learning and 

this is where the support of the stage management team serves their process. 

 Line Notes are a way to record errors in actors’ line memorization so that they can 

review specific passages when studying. Errors can include paraphrasing, skipping, 

words out of order or calling line. When Actors are initially off book they are encouraged 

to call “line” and a member of the team will prompt them by beginning to read their line 

until the actor is able to pick up the rest. This practice is called prompting and it dates 

back hundreds of years. In fact, the prompter was the person on early production teams 

that most resembles the modern stage manager. A poem from the nineteenth century 

captures the role of the historic prompter. 

To prompter many duties more belong, 

Than biding at the wing with book in hand. 
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Of their go-off, come on, he points the sides. 

By margin letters of P. S. O. P. 

Stage properties, stage business, music, band, 

Of stage arcana prompter keeps the key. 

He writes the playbills out, pens paragraphs, 

Marks forfeits down for every stage neglect. 

The audience gone, he, ere the lights are out. 

Of all new scenes tries every new effect; 

And, from eleven o’clock, perhaps till three. 

He in his duty all that time must spend ; 

And then from six to twelve o’clock at night, 

Upon the stage the Prompter must attend. (O’Keeffe 422) 

We can see within O’Keeffe’s poem that though the prompter began as someone who just 

fed lines to actors, the role developed to include many responsibilities that a stage 

manager still holds. Tracking blocking and props, cuing entrances and music, and 

spending long hours in service to the production. Specifically of note here, the poem’s 

line about marking down forfeits for every neglect seems very reminiscent of line notes. 

In modern times they are meant to be more of a constructive tool, though actors are still 

obligated to learn their lines.  

 Typically stage management teams use templates to write line notes quickly, and 

while some prefer hand writing them and others create them digitally, the general outline 

should be similar. Each note should include the page number of the line in question, the 

type of error that occurred, and the accurate line (Goodwin). Some stage managers also 
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include the wrong words spoken, but I prefer to keep actors focused on what is correct to 

avoid confusion. This document is given to the actor at the end of rehearsal so that they 

can use it during their review of lines before the next rehearsal. Line Notes are typically 

given out over the course of several rehearsal periods which gives actors the opportunity 

to identify recurring problem areas, but also to track their progress and improvement.   
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Technical Rehearsal Phase 

One of the last phases before performances is the Technical Rehearsal phase, commonly 

called Tech, this is where all of the design elements are fully realized and everything 

comes together for the first time, usually in the span of a week or less. 

 

1. Run Sheets 

Because of how much happens in the short span of Tech, it is a high-intensity 

time, and it is important for stage managers to be communicative and supportive to 

maintain productivity (Porter and Alcorn 19). A form of documentation that serves the 

transition into technical rehearsals and the run of the show are Run Sheets. Run Sheets 

are master documents that include almost everything that happens onstage and backstage, 

providing a detailed scope of the performance and all of its technical elements and 

moving parts. They are used by the stage management team and other backstage 

technicians to track these elements during the run of the show. Some stage managers 

and/or the companies they serve prefer to have separate documents for each major area 

including scenic shifts, costume changes, prop tracking, and actor cues if needed. 

However, other stage managers create Runsheets that include all of these areas and more. 

A general rule of thumb is that Run Sheets include everything that happens except for 

acting (Goodwin). They also typically do not include cues to light and sound technicians 

as those will be in the Calling Script.  

However, they do include entrances and exits, tracking of prop movements, scenic 

transitions, costume changes, and any special effects or hazardous activities during the 

run of the show. They also include Pre-show and Post-show sections detailing the duties 



 62 

of the crew and Stage management team before and after the performance. If the show 

has an intermission the Run Sheets will also detail what happens during it. Typically, all 

of this information is formatted in a spreadsheet that details when it happens according to 

time and page number, which crew members and actors are involved, and what exactly 

happens including any additional notes regarding it. Many stage management teams also 

like to distinguish what area the action pertains to by using code letters or color coding or 

both. This is particularly useful when it is necessary to break the Run Sheets down by 

area to give to individual technicians, which is one way that Run Sheets can be 

distributed. Additionally, full Run Sheets can also be posted in key areas backstage for 

the whole team to reference, and many stage managers have begun to keep a digital copy 

available on their devices for quick reference and easy updates.  

Having accurate and updated Run Sheets is imperative. The information in them 

is collected by the stage management team throughout the rehearsal process and is 

continually updated for best accuracy. Since Run Sheets will be used by multiple 

technicians, they must be precise so that everything continues to happen as it was 

originally directed. Particularly in long running shows, touring shows, or shows that are 

remounted, Run Sheets are essential to understanding the technical world of the show. 

For example, if a new wardrobe crew member subs in on a long running show they would 

likely rely on the costume tracking in the Run Sheets to understand where and when they 

are needed. If the Run Sheets have not recently been updated in this scenario this crew 

member could end up in the wrong place at the wrong time and be unable to help an actor 

with a quick change, but if the Run Sheets are accurate and easy to follow, they should be 

able to follow the tracking even if they have never worked this show before. 
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Run Sheets also have a deep history dating back at least to Shakespeare’s time in 

the hands of the prompter, though at that time they were called theatrical plots. In her 

thesis Tracey Cattell shares that backstage plots from the Admiral’s Men in the 1590s 

were formatted as “a large sheet of paper, divided into two columns, in which each 

entrance is noted and ruled off underneath, creating individual sections or boxes for each 

item. These are supplemented, to a greater or lesser extent, with annotations to the left of 

each column detailing props, stage effects, or noises off” (76). It is incredible to note the 

distinct similarities between the theatrical plot and modern Run Sheets and it makes it 

clear to see the development of the stage manager's role in theatrical production through 

history. 
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2. Calling Script 

Tech is not only a time when all of the elements come together, it is also the time 

when a stage manager’s responsibilities shift. Tech is an intense collaboration between all 

members of the production team and at the end the director, who has led the team up to 

this point, must step away and leave the stage manager to maintain the run of the show 

(Kordsmeier 78). Additionally, because everyone’s creations are being realized on stage 

it can be an incredibly vulnerable time for the artists involved and recognizing that can 

help the team to be more compassionate and patient. The period of Technical and Dress 

Rehearsals is also the only time the stage manager gets to learn and rehearse everything 

they will be responsible for during each performance. Dress Rehearsals come at the end 

of the Tech process, and they are when costumes, hair, and makeup are added following 

the other technical elements, and when the show begins to run in its full form. 

The typical division of stage management responsibilities for performances 

consists of the stage manager calling the show and the assistant stage manager(s) running 

the deck. Calling cues is the stage manager’s main method of orchestration during the 

show, wherein they tell crew members exactly when to initiate the next designed cue. For 

lighting and sound this means that an operator needs to move to the next lighting look or 

sound effect. For scenic elements it could mean starting a scene shift or flying in or out a 

hanging piece.  While these are the most common cues, there are also a variety of other 

cues that may end up needing to be called during the show and none of these elements 

occur without the stage manager calling them precisely.  

Traditionally, the stage manager calls the show from a technical booth located 

behind the audience facing the stage. Sometimes they are instead at a booth backstage 
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and are assisted by live monitors. Depending on the layout of the theatre, the operators 

they are cueing may be sitting next to them or they may be across the building. In both 

cases it is very common for the stage manager to give cues over some form of 

communication system. The technology will vary based on the budget of the theatre, but 

it should allow stage managers to give cues to technicians without disturbing the show. 

Using this system, the stage manager calls cues. Calling a cue consists of the stage 

manager first giving the operator a standby warning so that they are prepared when the 

cue call occurs. This is often done for groupings of cues in advance, especially when they 

happen in quick succession. Then as the moment approaches the stage manager will state 

the area and cue number, for example: “Lights 29”, then they say “GO” to indicate when 

the cue should be initiated (Ionazzi 144). The stage manager must anticipate the moment 

when the cue must be visible on stage so that they have enough time to get their words 

out and for their operator to hear and complete the action. In cases when there are mere 

seconds between cues, the stage manager should find a way to shorten the phrases that is 

still understandable to technicians in the heat of the moment.  

The Calling Script is both the stage manager’s guide during their performance but 

also their record of it. The way cues are written in the Calling Script is another place 

where stage managers can customize their notation. Some like to use different shapes or 

symbols along with the cue numbers to indicate each design area, while others use color 

coding, and some are comfortable just writing them out with an abbreviation of the 

corresponding area. Often cues are tied to specific dialogue or music, in which case the 

stage manager usually draws some sort of line or arrow to connect their notation to the 

line. Other times cues are visual, meaning they are connected to action happening on 
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stage. In that case the stage manager may write a description of what they are looking for 

as an indicator that it is time to look up. How ever the stage manager chooses to notate, it 

should be written cleanly and legibly. Not only so that they can quickly understand it 

during the run of the show but also so that someone else could read and understand it and 

call the show if necessary. On Broadway and other long running shows it is common for 

the stage management team to rotate through deck and calling duties so the Script must 

be legible to all of them, but in any show an emergency could happen and if the show 

must go on, someone else will need to call off of the stage manager’s Script (Lawrence 

116). The calling script is also the record that we most often use to understand the entire 

scope of a production. 

 Another thing that must be notated are standbys. Often standbys are given in 

advance for a group of cues when they happen in close succession, and it is helpful for 

the stage manager to have these written in their Calling Script as well. The stage manager 

should give standbys to each area in the same order every time and if technicians verbally 

acknowledge that they are ready, they should respond in that order as well to avoid any 

confusion (Goodwin). An incredibly helpful practice that many theatrical processes 

observe is paper tech. This is an opportunity for the stage manager to sit down with 

designers who have elements that are cued and write the cues into their script before they 

are expected to call them live with the action (Stern 205). They can also use this time to 

estimate where standbys will be placed. Many cues will shift throughout the tech process 

but having an initial placement saves a great deal of time (Lawrence 102). 
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Performance Phase 

The Performance phase of a production is where all of the preparation and collaboration 

culminates in the public run of the show. 

  

1. Performance Report 

During Tech the production team handed their hard work over to the stage 

managers and technicians with a great deal of trust and vulnerability. In the Performance 

phase the stage manager completes the transition into the artistic guardian of the show 

and their goal is to uphold the standards of the director and designers throughout the run 

(Porter and Alcorn 21). The run is the span of performances, and it can range anywhere 

from one-night-only to many years as some on Broadway. Throughout this time, however 

short or long it may be, the stage manager is tasked with maintaining the show. This is 

the ultimate way that the stage manager serves the production, and the Performance 

Report is an important tool in that mission. 

The Performance Report is very similar in template structure to the Production 

Meeting and Rehearsal Reports with a few distinct differences geared toward reporting 

on the day’s performance (Ionazzi 145). These include the Audience Count, sometimes 

called the House Count, is listed so that the team knows how many patrons were in 

attendance.  Following that is the Run Time, which the stage manager uses to monitor for 

discrepancies. Slight fluctuations of a minute or two are normal, and may be related to 

differing audience responses, but if the show begins to run noticeably long or short, there 

is likely an underlying cause that needs to be addressed. Often in long-running shows the 

stage manager is responsible for issuing reminders to the cast about the pacing of the 
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show or specific scenes as needed to uphold the director's vision. The next section is 

weather, which may seem unusual, but it is actually quite important. Peter and the 

Starcatcher was performed in a fairly mild November, but in more extreme seasons or 

climates the weather could affect the attendance of patrons, and in outdoor theatre it can 

certainly affect the entire show. 

Similar to other reports, the General section in the Performance report is still for 

notes that are to be read by the entire production team, but it is geared more toward the 

director than it had been previously.  Directors are in the room for a majority of 

rehearsals and their work informs much of the content in the Rehearsal Report, but not 

every director is at every performance, and they still need to know how it went. Some 

directors like very detailed reports of how moments in the show played out while some 

prefer a more general sense of the audience's reaction, but as always, the stage manager 

should endeavor to report in a clear and unbiased manner. Their job is not to critique the 

performers, rather it is to report the facts of their performance. As with all other Reports, 

this document should not be distributed to actors (Lawrence 113). The General is also a 

place where the stage manager can show that they are guarding the artistry of the show by 

noting any issues that may have arisen and stating how they will address them.  

Following the General, instead of having sections for each design and production 

area, the performance report has a technical section wherein notes are added for specific 

areas if something needs to be addressed. Often these are things that require immediate 

attention and may need to be addressed before the next performance of the show, so it is 

imperative that the stage manager sends out the report as soon as they are able after the 

show ends. To do this they will need to check in with the front of house manager as well 
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as their ASM(s) and the rest of the crew to ensure that they report anything that might not 

have been visible from their calling location. The majority of the Peter scenic and props 

notes were reported by my ASMs because they were on the deck to witness the issue 

occur. The end of this report still has a separate Admin section because they cannot quite 

be grouped with the technical areas, and because it is common to still have administrative 

notes especially as the show approaches its closing date. 
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Post-Mortem 

 

         Though we borrow the term from the medical field’s examination of the deceased, 

a theatrical Post-Mortem is much less morbid. It is simply a meeting that commonly 

occurs following the closing of a show that allows the production team to reflect on the 

process and its successes and challenges. When reflecting on my time working on Peter 

and the Starcatcher, I am able to see how much I learned and grew as a stage manager 

and as a person through the process.  

Perhaps one of the most impactful lessons was gaining a greater understanding of 

the importance of clearly establishing expectations before assuming they will be upheld. 

As Porter and Alcorn wisely said in their discussion of this concept, “an unexpressed 

expectation can easily go unmet, potentially leading to disappointment or conflict” (85). 

In our first rehearsal the director and I spoke to the cast about our desire to create a safe, 

supportive, and respectful rehearsal space. We assumed because we were working with a 

cast of adults, most of whom had previous experience in theatre, that we did not need to 

spell out details of the professionalism that was expected. However, as rehearsals 

progressed we began to have a few challenges with a lack of professionalism. When 

discussing the conversation we would need to have with actors to address the situation, 

we looked back to the Company Business Letter and although it did set some 

expectations, we soon realized it did not address the issues we were experiencing. This 

meant that our conversation needed to be an establishment rather than a reminder of 

expectations, which is more challenging to approach once the process is in full swing. 



 82 

Because of this situation I will ensure that in future processes the director and I clearly 

express all of the expectations we have for the process from the beginning. 

         Another scenario I learned how to navigate was the replacement of an actor. This 

reinforced the importance of accurate documentation, especially blocking notation. We 

had an actor who stepped down from the show a few weeks into rehearsal. Thankfully the 

director was able to replace them the same day, but because much of that character’s 

scene work had already been blocked, it was up to the stage management team to catch 

them up so that we would not have to lose time backtracking in rehearsals. Both of my 

assistant stage managers had been taking down blocking notation alongside me so they 

were able to walk the new actor through their blocking while I helped the director to 

continue moving the process forward. Because we all knew the show so well already, we 

were able to support this actor and the rest of the team during this transitional period. 

         Throughout my time at Middle Tennessee State University and especially while 

working on Peter and the Starcatcher, I have learned the great advantage of building and 

maintaining meaningful connections with your collaborators. Prior to my experiences 

here, I worked on very small productions, and while I knew lots of people in the 

discipline, I had not experienced the network of relationships that is found in a full 

production team. Being able to foster connections with every member of my team 

throughout the process ultimately helped it to go more smoothly. For example, I was 

acquainted with my lighting designer Harry Whitmore before the process began, but I 

took time to build a further relationship early in the production process so that by the time 

we reached tech rehearsal we had already built a rapport that made it much easier to 

communicate in that high pressure environment. Making positive professional 
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connections in this way can also be helpful in the future. Often theatre communities are 

relatively small and even at the Broadway level are very interconnected (Rhine 187). This 

means that stage managers will likely work with the same team members more than once, 

so maintaining relationships within their network is incredibly important. 

         My experience with Peter and the Starcatcher ultimately taught me that a stage 

manager’s true success is in serving the show well. Communicating well with my team 

through my documents and conversations helped to build mutual trust in our 

collaboration. My organization, adaptability, and understanding of the show helped to 

keep the process on track even when we encountered challenges, and my recordkeeping 

helped the show to run smoothly. I have also noticed that honing my stage management 

skills has helped me navigate other areas of my life as well. All of these qualities have 

made me a better team member at my jobs and improved my ability to balance my 

education and personal life. I plan to utilize these attributes throughout my professional 

life, in stage management and beyond. 
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Conclusion 

 

         Through examining the selected documents, we have seen not only the basic 

definition of a stage manager but uncovered connections to their many attributes. For 

example, we see transparent communication in the Reports, interpersonal skills in the 

Company Business Letter, being forward thinking yet adaptable in Run Sheets, and 

keeping organized records through the Calling Script. Not every production has the same 

needs, and there is not one set way to stage manage, but if stage managers seek continual 

growth in these areas and others examined here, they will likely have a greater foundation 

for success. 

While these skills and qualities are invaluable to stage managers as they serve 

productions, many of them are also highly valued in other career fields. Being strong 

communicators that maintain relationships and mitigate conflict in high pressure 

situations makes them a valuable asset to any team. Their strong technical skills in 

organization and record keeping, scheduling, and orchestration make them qualified 

managers outside of the theatre discipline as well. Additionally, leaders from many 

disciplines have a lot to learn from the adaptability of theatre leaders (Skalican 142). In 

particular, the smooth transition that must occur during tech as the stage manager takes 

on the responsibility of being the artistic guardian of the show through its performance 

phase, can be examined by other leaders who must complete successful transitions of 

power (Kordsmeier 79). Stage managers are exemplary models of service based 

leadership and those who go onto work in other fields bring these skills to contribute to 

the success their new collaborators. 
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Throughout this project we have also seen a sampling of a variety of 

responsibilities of a stage manager from Pre-Production through Performances. What 

may seem like a small role to the outside viewer expands almost infinitely upon further 

examination. Stage managers are intricately involved with each production element and 

each member of the team, and as we have seen they support the show in a multitude of 

ways. So, the next time you attend a theatrical production, be sure to applaud for the 

unseen stage manager too. 
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Appendix 

 

MTSU’s Peter and the Starcatcher Promotional Video - https://fb.watch/jmeFmAq13O/  

Stage Management Team Interview - https://fb.watch/jmeBzcC0Xc/ 

Calling “Swim On” - https://youtu.be/GvAZo27k_qo  

 

 


