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Evaluation Guidelines 

How to identify outstanding direction 

1. Is the whole greater than the sum of its parts? Is the overall impact of the 

production greater than any individual element?) 

2. Is the overall conception for the production unified and successful? 

3. Does the production succeed in bringing out the play’s ideas? (A production might emphasize one idea 

at the exclusion of other important ones, thus reducing its depth, breadth, and impact. 

4. Does the production convey the emotional depth and clarity that the play requires? Is there a clear 

emotional arch to the production? 

5. Is the staging imaginative? Is it lively? Is it interesting? 

6. Is the production successful in large part because of a strong and/or unusual concept? 

7. Has the director gotten a lot out of his/her actors? Have the actors been pushed to explore new depths 

of expression, or to play characters they haven’t played before, with surprising success? 

8. Does the production engage you from moment to moment? 

9. Is the use of scenery, lighting, costumes, properties, and/or sound imaginative and successful? 

How to identify outstanding set design 

There are four categories of function to be evaluated: Machine, Subtext, Fit and Finish, and Surprise. 

The Machine 

1. Can the actors use the space to the advantage of the production? 

2. Are entrances, exits, stairs, levels, windows, and furniture placed in relationships that are 

advantageous to the actors and the play? 

3. Does the set design allow for smooth scene changes? In a unit set, does the design allow for clear 

changes in locale? 

4. Does the setting focus the drama? Does the audience know where the important entrances will be and 

where to look for information? 

Subtext 

1. Quick, open your eyes. Are you somewhere? Even if it is a bare floor, it must have intent. Does the set 

arouse your curiosity? Does it provoke expectations about the coming production? 

2. Does the design clearly establish the following: place and locale, time and period, theme and mood? 

3. Does the design take focus from the actors or does it reinforce the mood and movement of the actors 

and the action? 
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Fit and Finish 

1. Does the set work properly? (Consider: Do the doors close? When they close do they shake the walls? 

Do the costumes fit through the doors? Does the height of the risers or the width of the treads make it 

difficult for actors to manipulate steps without tripping?) 

2. Does the painting have texture, dimension, and interest? Or, is it simply the flat colors of any house 

paint? Are the walls painted the same color as the leading lady’s dress? 

3. Does the set look finished? 

4. Is there harmony among the colors of the setting? Is there harmony between the setting and the 

costumes? 

5. Does the setting use line, amount and quality of detail, or intensity of color to focus the viewer on the 

most important areas of the stage? Or, is everything the same within the space? 

6. Do the details of the set (e.g., texture, color, line, shape, etc.) help the audience to understand both 

the characters and the play’s subtext? 

Surprise 

1. Sets should be better for having been played on them for two hours. Is your impression of the setting 

the same after the show as before? 

2. Does the setting have resonance? Through the course of the play, does the setting allow for the 

passage of time? Is it possible for the past lives of the characters to live here? 

3. Does the craft of the design transcend itself to become art? 

How to identify outstanding lighting design 

1. Does the lighting help to create the best possible environment in which the play can take place? 

2. Is the lighting sculpted and atmospheric while still suitably revealing the actors’ faces? 

3. Does the lighting atmosphere support the type of play being presented? (E.g., the same scene in the 

same location would be brighter in a comedy than a drama.) 

4. Are any lighting “effects” used appropriate to the play and appropriate to the style in which the play is 

being presented? 

5. If the play takes place in various locations, does the lighting help to differentiate between the 

locations? If the play takes place at various times of day, does the lighting help to differentiate these 

changes? 

6. If the play is presented in a realistic fashion, is the lighting motivates from sources provided or inferred 

by the set design and staging? (E.g., daytime—sunlight, skylight, windows; nighttime—lamplight, 

firelight, moonlight) 
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7. If the play is non-realistic, is the lighting appropriate to the world created by the director and other 

designers? 

How to identify outstanding costume design 

1. Does the costume serve the play? In other words, do the costumes add to the visual environment or 

the play? Or, do they instead detract from it? 

2. Are there any sophisticated color relationships between characters? Or, do the characters themselves 

follow color lines? (For example, Eliza’s costumes in My Fair Lady might follow the violet line from dark 

to light as the play progresses. This pattern is valid for modern plays, as well as period pieces.) 

3. For period pieces, are the costumes in the correct time period? Are they accurate to the period? 

4. Has the mood been established by the costume design? Do the fabric or costume choices indicate the 

time of day, the weather, or the financial status, occupation, and/or personality of the characters? 

5. For production which are designed as taking place in a period other than that of the original 

production, does the new period work? 

6. Keep in mind: Shows which have costumes built for that particular production should have a stronger 

sophistication in color and line—i.e., shape of the costume—than shows where the majority of 

costumes are rented, since designers have more control over built shows. Productions which rent all of 

the costumes used should show sophistication in either color or line, since it is usually impossible to 

find both when renting costumes instead of building them. 

7. Do the costumes fit within the world of the play, as suggested by the set? 

8. If there is no set, or a non-realistic set, do the costumes help establish the world of the play? 

9. Are the costumes well-made? Do they fit the actors correctly, in relation to the characters? Are they 

ironed and cleaned where appropriate? Are they dirty and old where appropriate? 

10. Are the costumes properly accessorized? 

Remember: Pretty costumes don’t always mean good design! Unless they fit the actors, the characters and 

the world of the play, and display sophistication in color and line, the most beautiful costumes may still be 

poorly designed. 

How to identify outstanding sound design 

The fact that an audience member may not be immediately aware of sound does not necessarily suggest the 

absence of sound design. Some sound designs are meant to affect the audience subliminally, in an emotional 

or psychological way. Non-subliminal sound, on the other hand—i.e., sound that is meant to be noticed—can 

be conceptual or realistic. 

1. Depending on the type of sound design chosen by the director/designer—e.g., subliminal, non-

subliminal, conceptual, realistic, etc.—does it fit within the context of the play? 
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2. If the play is presented in a conceptual way, does the sound support the concept? (For example: The 

Wilma production of Road chose to show a slice of life, but not in a realistic way. The 

director/designers wanted to explore the circus-like nature of life an make it more presentational. The 

sound design supported that idea by expanding the nature of the sound to make it unreal and by using 

music to connect with the individual characters while also making an ironic comment of the scenes.) 

3. If the sound is meant to be realistic, does it sound real? Does it have the right period feel? Is the sound 

specific to the locale? 

4. Does the sound help you feel like you are in the world of the play without being unnecessarily 

distracting? 

5. If the play is underscored with sound, is it appropriate to the play as a whole? Is it appropriate to 

individual scenes or monologues? 

6. If music is used to bridge scenes or as underscoring, does it support the play or is it just fluff? Did the 

designer pick the music because it related to what was happening, or simply because it was of the right 

period or seemed fun? 

7. Does the sound add to the mood of the play or specific scene? 

8. Has the designer added texture and interest by adjusting levels and placement of sound? Or, does 

everything sound the same or come from the same place? 

9. Is the sound of high quality? When you are watching a play, do you know a sound effect is coming 

because all of a sudden you hear a hiss? Can you hear the sound equipment going on and off? It should 

be taken into consideration, however, that at times both of these things are unavoidable in theaters 

where the sound system is old. In that case, users of the space can sometimes be at the mercy of the 

equipment. 

Sound design for a musical is very different than for plays.  Musicals rarely need either extra music or sound 

effects chosen for them. Most of the sound designer’s job in this case is reinforcement: the designer designs a 

speaker system to augment the acoustics of the space, chooses appropriate microphones for voices and 

instruments then oversees the mix. 


