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Jill’s Communication Skills Exercise 
 
I have some exercises that I have my college classes do that I also used when I guest lectured at 
Marshall Fundamental High School in Pasadena. They are all based on real incidents. Students 
draw one slip from the SM pile and one from the actor pile. All they know about the situation is 
what’s on their piece of paper. Students with matching numbers get in front of the class and act 
out the issue, with the goal being resolution, whether in favor of the SM or the actor. Some 
should be obvious “no” answers, some are “of course” and some are really up to a judgment call. 
After each one I ask the class if anyone has other ideas about how to have approached the issue 
as a SM, and then I tell them how I dealt with it in reality. It’s very helpful in teaching how to 
present a good demeanor, how to remain calm in stressful situations, not making promises you 
can’t keep, staying strong but firm in the face of others’ emotions, and that saying yes is not a 
sign of weakness. I suggest you create your own examples so you can discuss the real life 
situation and resolution, but here are some ideas of disputes that I use in my classes.   
 

SM 1: Your lighting designer has designed a slow spot fade at the end of Ethel’s song 
and a quick fade out on the last note of Harry’s song because of the nature and tempo of 
the numbers. 
Actor 1: Ethel’s spotlight stays on longer at the end of her number than mine does after 
mine. I’m acting in that moment and want to be in the light after the music is over. 
 
SM 2: You have 12 people in eight dressing rooms. The actor talking to you is in a single 
room around the green room; there are doubles further away down the hall but they’re 
full right now. 
Actor 2: My dressing room is too hot and noisy from all the people talking in the green 
room. I have to be moved. 
 
SM 3: You’re in tech and down to the last scene of the night. The actor talking to you is 
the first person on in the scene. 
Actor 3: I didn’t hear the 10 minute break called so I’m going out to make a phone call 
now.  
 
SM 4: It’s the second week of rehearsal and you’re running scenes at the beginning of 
each day to remind everyone what they did the day before. Rehearsal starts at 12. 
Actor 4: I have an audition at noon tomorrow so I’ll be in around one…unless I get a 
callback, in which case who knows! 
 
SM 5: Your cast was offered comp tickets for two previews, and they all used them. The 
show is open now. The star comes in. 
Actor 5: I need four tickets for tonight for my agent and his parents who just flew in from 
Florida and he deserves comps since he got me this job. 
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SM 6: You have an insecure actor who never gets the laughs she thinks she deserves, 
although half the time it’s the delivery. 
Actor 6: David’s cutting off my laugh on the joke I tell at the end of Act One. Tell him 
not to talk until the laugh is over. 
 
SM 7: Your “Townsperson Number 2” comes to talk to you in tears… 
Actor 7: (crying) I’m not in the light in the curtain call because she keeps moving 
towards the wing so I’m shoved aside for the final bow and my mom couldn’t see me. 
 
SM 8: An actress (one of your favorites) comes to you at places for Act Two. 
Actor 8: My kids are at the matinee today so I don’t want to say “Who do you have to 
screw to get out of this show” so I’m going to say “Who do you have to kiss up to get out 
of this show” instead. 
 
SM 9: An ensemble member who’s only in Act One comes to you before the show. 
Actor 9: Can I skip curtain call tonight? I’m on TV tonight at 11 and I want to watch it.  
It takes me half an hour to get home. 
 
SM 10: It’s dress rehearsal and they’re taking production photos throughout the run 
through. Your star, a well-known actress, comes to you 5 minutes before you’re due to 
start, still in her street clothes. 
Actor 10: My costume itches and I will NOT wear it today unless you do something 
about it. 
 
SM 11: Your star, an older movie actor, comes to you at the 5 minute call with a notepad 
in his hand. 
Actor 11: I have a few notes about some cues that aren’t being called correctly. The 
blackout at the end of my first scene comes too quickly so I don’t get applause. The 
sound cue for the doorbell should wait until I’ve walked away from the door so I have 
time to turn around. I don’t like the entrance of the ensemble in scene 3 because they 
steal focus, so delay them until I’m finished. (You can ad-lib more if you want to… see 
what happens) 
 
SM 12: Your actor who complains about everything comes to you as he’s warming up on 
stage. 
Actor 12: The ushers are standing in the exits during the show and the exit sign light 
makes their white shirts glow and it’s distracting when I’m on stage. Make them move to 
somewhere else or I’ll be thrown. 
 
SM 13: Your actor has had trouble learning his lines from the beginning. You gave line 
notes during rehearsal and now the playwright is giving notes directly to the actor out of 
frustration. The show’s open. 



© 2017 Taylor & Francis 
 

Actor 13: I keep getting notes that I’m not saying the lines right but that’s the way I’ve 
always done it and I don’t want to re-learn it now. 
 
SM 14: Your musical director insists on playing “I’m Still Here” at a quick tempo 
because it’s towards the end of the show and he wants to go home. Your star knows it’s 
her big number and has asked him repeatedly to play it at the right tempo. 
Actor 14: (REALLY PISSED) The tempo is too fast in my big number and I’m sick of 
talking about it. I want it done right, TONIGHT. 
 
SM 15: One actor has a bit of business with a cigarette (to light it and smoke 
inconspicuously), and another has a dramatic monologue in a spot downstage. 
Actor 15: He’s lighting his cigarette during my monologue and then blowing smoke 
rings so no one’s watching me. 
 
SM 16: Your show has a coffee shop scene that involves four people, three of whom 
don’t drink coffee so you’re using a substitute. The fourth person comes to see you. 
Actor 16: I need real coffee in my cup for that scene and I take cream and two sugars. 
It’s a hard enough scene to do without ACTING like I’m drinking real coffee. 
 
SM 17: You have a large scene shift that involves shuffling furniture offstage right after 
it so the wings will be clear for the cast on their next exit.   
Actor 17: There’s too much noise backstage after that scene shift and I can’t hear my 
cue. The shift’s over, it needs to be quiet. 

 


