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A S S I S TA N T S  M A K E  T H E  W O R L D  G O  
A R O U N D  

No one gets into show biz to be an assistant. 

But when they say skip film school and make movies, this is one of the things they mean. 
Some folks don’t have the money to go right into their own productions, so this job that can 
teach you how to actually make content on someone else’s dime.  

You might as well get paid to grow your industry sea legs and learn your etiquette. Where 
better to learn how to be the boss than at the beck-and-call of THE BOSS.  It’s not just the 
first rung on the ladder or a prelude to a career. It can be the fast forward button to get you 
to the mark, it’s the perfect place to listen and learn how things have been done so that you 
plan for how you’re going to do things in the future. And for a few it can be a fulfilling career 
in and of itself. 

Our hopes for this is to create a clear understanding of what the job is, what the boundaries 
should be, how to work on being the best so that you can advance to the position you got 
into show biz for. For those of you who are successful, assisting is a side hustle that you can 
always go back to in-between your own projects.  

The relationship between employer and assistant is sacred and should be treated as such.  

The more you do the work, the better you get at it, and to be good at this work you have to 
be willing to set aside your own ego.  

Remember the Golden Rule: Treat others the way you would want to be treated.  

Be the assistant you would want when you’re the boss. 

This is a symbiotic relationship and the first step to ensure you are the best assistant is to 
have clear communication from the start. Sometimes the assistant is asked to hit the ground 
running, and you should never assume you know what the needs of your employers will be, 
so knowing what you’re walking into from the start might be helpful.  

Make sure to talk to your friends and colleagues about what the workplace is like. 
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Here’s a simple way of getting things started at the interview level to know if you are 
a match made in movie-making heaven: 

I. What is the employee expected to supply (their kit)? 

II. What is an average day? What is the job description based on expectations and 
priorities?  

III. Who does the assistant answer to directly and who else do they work for? 

IV. Is the assistant, and therefore the employer, expected to be on call 24/7? 

V. How much personal work needs to be covered? Maintaining a life outside of the 
business is difficult and sometimes we have to cover each other. Do you or your 
employer have something going on in your life that takes priority over the job? (family, 
health issues etc.) 

VI. Is there a code of conduct? How would the employer like to be notified if there is a 
breech?  

VII. Who are the other employees that you can lean on when the job gets tough? 

VIII. What social things does the assistant have to navigate? Difficult personalities and how 
to deal with them. Is there a secret code you and your employer can set up? 

IX.  Sounds simple, but allergies and other food/health issues that need to be monitored. 
Feeding schedules and preferences.  

X. Hours and pay-scale? (It’s ok to ask these questions for your own information, it is not 
ok to have an emotional reaction to hearing you’re going to be paid $150/day for a 12 
hour day. If you think it’s not worth your time thank them and turn down the job when 
they offer it to you. But you will NOT get the job if you’re like ‘Whaaa?’) 
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T H E  F O U R  K I N D S  O F  A S S I S TA N T  
O F F I C E  P R O D U C T I O N  A S S I S TA N T  ( O F F I C E  P . A )  

The Office PA is an entry level position for the Production Coordinator, Production Manager, 
and eventually Executive or Producer positions. It involves long hours and is usually a 
longer contract, from prep through to production to wrap. The menial tasks give you low-
responsibility and access to the moving parts of what it takes to get production on its feet. 

The Writers Room Assistant is a part of this definition but leads to Story Coordinator then 
Writer, Showrunner or Development or Executive positions in Television. 

S E T  P R O D U C T I O N  A S S I S TA N T  ( S E T  P . A . )  

A Set PA is usually covered under the Director’s Guild guidelines in the Assistant Director 
department. It is on set and answers to the 3rd AD on the floor. It’s a great position for 
anyone who wants to be an AD, Line-Producer or Production Manager. It is also good for 
anyone who wants to Direct their own work to understand set life. You need a thick skin for 
this job and lots of etiquette. 

P O S T  A S S I S TA N T  

Post Assistants, the nocturnal creatures of the business are often tasked with organizing 
files, rendering, and trying not to cry at the spinning wheel of death. But it is the best 
position to upgrade to editors or post-coordinators. It’s imperative to be a self starter and 
double check all the work. 

P E R S O N A L  A S S I S TA N T  ( E X E C U T I V E  A S S I S TA N T )  

This is the job that most of the other PA positions covet. This very intimate job between you 
and someone above the line usually leads to opportunities beyond your wildest dreams. 
Or… to be forgotten by the VIPs. This brass ring of positions only comes when you are the 
best at your job. This is not an entry level position.  

Yes, it can include walking dogs or ducking a flying telephone but it can also mean you’re 
bouncing script ideas back and forth, helping create shot lists and access to the people who 
are always looking for the next best thing, it could be you. Etiquette and understanding of 
the industry is imperative, one wrong move and you can be fired but if you become 
indispensable, your bosses gratitude can lead you to your goals. 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M I N I M U M  R E Q U I R E M E N T S  C H E C K L I S T  
PHYSICAL THINGS YOU NEED TO HAVE: 

 Smart phone, portable battery pack 

 Laptop & Backpack 

 Driver’s licence and being comfortable driving 

 Shoes with arch support 

 Paper Notebook & an infinite supply of pens, sharpies, post-its, white-out etc. 

KNOWLEDGE YOU NEED TO HAVE: 

 Can read a Call Sheet, Day out of Days, One Liner, Prep Schedules, etc. 

 Calendar programs (iCal, Google Calendar, etc.) 

 Basic phone programming (phone book & contact apps) 

 Food delivery & restaurant reservation booking apps (include gift baskets, spa etc.) 

MENTAL THINGS YOU NEED TO HAVE: 

 Listening skills 

 Reliability 

 Set Etiquette 

 People Skills (this includes hygiene, time management and to be a self-starter) 

 Friends in the biz 

 Friends outside of the biz 

 PERSONAL GOALS & BOUNDARIES 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T H E  B A S I C S  O F  T H E  J O B  
R O L E S  A N D  R E S P O N S I B I L I T I E S  

Every gig is going to be different. If the employer doesn’t have time to sit down and go 
through expectations, this is what the base line will be for the job. You don’t have to know 
how to do everything, you get into trouble when you do something without understanding 
why or how. It’s OK to ask questions. 

• The assistant is open, accessible, and easy to find, or be in touch with. Phone batteries and 
computers are charged.  

• Make sure that your employer is fed and watered appropriately with the food and drink 
they want, to their specifications, and at the times they need to be satiated.  

• Assistants are prepared for all meetings that they are expected to attend and reminded of 
these meetings in timely manner.  

• Demands from coworkers are prioritized in a manner that ensures they can get 
accomplished before the deadlines. All correspondence is handled. All distribution is given 
out in a safe (Hand to Hand), confidential and timely manner. 

• Assurance that everyone that you come in contact on their behalf is met with the 
appropriate level of respect. 

• The ability to know what needs to be done, when it needs to be done by, and how to look 
busy when everything is running smoothly. 

• Everything that is filtered through the assistant is organized. Schedules are easy to access. 

• Note taking, cleaning up and distributing. Any basic paperwork. 

• Ensure that no one is running out of Batteries, Deal Memos, Accident Reports, Chewing 
Gum. When you see supplies are running low, you do something about it. Anticipate. 

• To be seen and not heard, to be undistracted when needed, and up for the task. 

• To read the room and the personalities in it. Know your place and act accordingly.  

Remember the advice: If there is time to lean, there is time to clean. And there is always 
something to clean. 
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L A N D  T H E  J O B  A N D  K E E P  I T  

This ain’t no 9-5 job, they expect you to put in 12 hours and for that 12 hours you got to be 
on your game. Smart, alert, with a smile on your face and a skip in your step. That means 
the biggest and most important thing that will land you the job is your personality. 

So listen up, grumpy who would rather be anywhere other than here: this isn’t about you 
and what this job can give you — this is about what you can give THEM. 

Make sure you are prepared everyday; early is on time, on time is late and late is you’re 
fired. You don’t have to be dressed up, but are you clean and smell fresh? No one cares if 
you are tired, they certainly don’t care if you’re hung over and if you have any priorities over 
the job at hand. Save your side hustle for your friends and family. 

Assisting should be a mutually beneficial position; eat crap in order to get the offer from the 
boss to read the script, to shadow someone above the line, at the very least to get that wrap 
party invite. Being happy to be there and grateful for the opportunity is instrumental to 
starting things off on the right foot.  

Write out and keep to a schedule. Make lists. Ask your boss for more assignments if you can 
handle more. Be clear with your co-workers when you are feeling overwhelmed. 

Like we said before it’s OK to ask questions so that you can learn why and how to do the job 
the best way. But what’s also important is to prove that you have been listening. Someone 
should only have to ask you once to do things and then it’s on you to make sure they never 
have to ask you again. 

If your actions have been corrected, that’s the only time they ever have to tell you how to do 
it. Change the way you do things - each gig is going to be different, and being adaptable is 
important. If you have a way of doing things that you feel works better for you, let them 
know. But ultimately, you’re working for them, do things their way. 

Now, about that personality:  

Are you accommodating? Funny? Amazing at spelling and grammar? Can you cheer people 
up by letting them vent? Can you keep good secrets? What are your special skills and what can 
you bring to the job? If you’re going to be in the office for 10-12 hours every day, can you find 
the joy in it?  

This is not just for your employers, but you will be happier too if you enjoy your work. 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W H AT ’ S  G O I N G  T O  G E T  YO U  F I R E D  

• Being late. 

• Being on your phone. 

• No one wants to hear about the script you already wrote. 

• Don’t ask what time you’re wrapping. 

• Being Rude/Giving attitude: Talking to your co-workers or the public like you’re the boss because 
you work for someone fancy will get you put in your place in the most public way. 

• Refusing to do something that is the job. 

• Acting like you’re better than the job. 

• Harassment. 

• Disappearing on the job. 

• Bringing your drama to work. 

• Posting confidential show info or photos on social media. 

W H AT  S H O U L D N ’ T  G E T  YO U  F I R E D  

If you feel like you’ve been let go for unfair reasons, please do not hesitate to report it. 

• Being tardy. 

• Posting something unrelated to work on social media. 

• Getting a ticket. 

• Getting into a car accident. 

• Your personal life. What happens off hours is your business, obviously be mindful of what you post on 
social media. If you don’t bring it to work with you it’s no one’s business.  

• Personal Emergencies. Different than the above, if you have a sick relative or ANY priority above the 
job. 
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• Standing up for yourself. 

• Needing time off for personal reasons. As long as you’re not taking advantage you should be able 
to ask for and receive time off - be smart about it - and adjust your schedule accordingly based on the 
requirements of the gig. Likely you will be asked to take a day or a half day off, so when you do take time 
off try and book all your doctor, dentist, therapist etc. appointments on one day. 

• Not doing something that isn’t the job. Personal favours for your co-workers are at your own 
discretion. If something is asked of you that you’re not comfortable with you do no have to do it.  

• Not doing something that isn’t safe. This includes working night shifts alone, doing lock-up in 
alleyways. 

• Making a mistake. 

• Reporting Harassment. 

• Being anything other than the dominant culture. Need to take time in the afternoon to pray? 
Have a standing therapist appointment that you can’t move? Be upfront about those things at the 
interview and it shouldn’t stand in your way. But let’s be honest, sometimes it does.  

If you have been let go because of discriminatory reasons you have people 
on your side and actions to take. 

REMEMBER TO LISTEN TO YOUR GUT. 

Notes on Reporting: 

Yeah, it’s going to be hard and embarrassing - but remember you are not the perpetrator. This industry has 
changed and employers are WAY more understanding of these things. But that’s not to say their initial 
reactions will be positive. It might take a moment for the person you’re reporting to process what you’re 
saying. Be patient. If you are feeling vulnerable in any way, bring a friend or ally to report with you - or 
FOR you - yes, you should be automatically believed. But it might take a moment. Don’t give up. 

Details are important, but when reporting an act of violence or other incidents, we have been taught to be 
ashamed. You have nothing to be ashamed of.  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G E T  H E L P :   
HAVEN Helpline: 1-855-201-7823  

https://help.lifeworks.com/hc/en-gb 

https://www.actra.ca/resources/haven/ 

https://www.dgc.ca/en/national/the-guild/haven-helpline/  

We Are Rosa: wearerosa.com   

After Me Too: https://www.aftermetoo.com/ 

Ontario Ministry of Labour: https://www.labour.gov.on.ca/english/atwork/
workplacerights_fs.php 

City of Toronto: https://www.toronto.ca/city-government/accessibility-human-rights/
human-rights-harassment-resources/ 

The Arts and Entertainment Plan Assistance Program (AFBS members - 
ACTRA & WGC): 1-800-268-5211 https://www.aeplan.ca/the-member-and-family-
assistance-program 

ACTRA Sexual Harassment Help Page: https://www.actratoronto.com/sexual-
harassment-resources/ 

NABET’s Code of Conduct: http://www.nabet700.com/aboutus/
industry_code_of_conduct/  

NABET’s Safety Guidelines: http://www.nabet700.com/resources/
section_21_safety_guidelines/ 

Canadian Creative Industries Code of Conduct: http://readthecode.ca/code-of-
conduct/ 

IATSE Anonymous Hotline: https://www.iatse.com/anonymous_hotline.aspx 

*** Your call sheet will have information about this. If it does not, report to an Assistant 
Director or Producer. If you do not feel safe reporting to any of them please report to the 

above links and resources and articulate your situation.*** 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M I S TA K E S  &  D I S A S T E R S  
Not every day is going to be a good day. 

Stop. Breathe. Actions speak louder than words.  

That shot of adrenaline is your gut telling you that something just went pear-shaped and it’s 
got to be dealt with. I bet you’re glad you’re the assistant and not the boss now. No one can 
use an assistant who panics, they are unhelpful and the last person you can lean on when 
things go wrong. So remember this: Shit Happens - now fix it. Yes, it’s your job to fix it.  

Time to remind you: to make the world right again is through communication. Particularly if 
the training wheels are still on remember that you are learning on the job, mistakes are the 
best way of learning what does and doesn’t work. Everybody makes mistakes. Mess up a 
name, hang up on someone, send the wrong email to the wrong person. 

1. You’re human, it happens, admit to your mistake and apologize if you can. 

2. What can you salvage? 

3. Remember “measure twice, cut once”? Take a minute to double check everything. 

W H AT  T O  D O  W H E N  YO U  S C R E W  U P  

It’s not if you screw up, it’s WHEN you screw up. It happens, sometimes you just have that 
day where everything goes wrong and like the saying goes - it’s HOW you handle it and 
LEARN from it that makes you good at your job. 

1. Listen to what happened and understand. 

2. Apologize reiterating that you understand what you did wrong. 

3. Articulate how you will never let it happen again. 

4. Clarify how your employer wants to do things in the future. 

5. Explain how you will never let it happen again (“Going forward…”) 

6. THEN NEVER MESS IT UP AGAIN. 

Now walk away. Take a minute. Sit in the discomfort. Figure out what you did wrong and 
really make a plan for what to do next time.  
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W H AT  T O  D O  W H E N  YO U  G E T  Y E L L E D  AT  

Tempers flare, this is a high stakes business with lots of money and egos and that means 
sometimes you have to take a tongue lashing. We are going to talk about abusive behaviour 
later, so for now let’s assume that this verbal tirade is just fear and disappointment boiling 
over. 

Thick Skin - yeah, it sucks. 

W H AT  T O  D O  W H E N  YO U R  E M P L OY E R  S C R E W S  U P  

It’s you two against the world. Take their lead and have their back. 

-OR- 

Remember that you are actually a different person and aren’t the one that made the mistake, 
and that maybe it’s not going to be helpful to throw them under the bus, or for that matter, 
to stick up for them. Listen and understand why someone else is angry and take that 
information back to your employer. 

If you have to take their lumps for them remember that thick skin - if it crosses a line and 
gets personal, jump to the harassment section - but usually the person yelling at you has to 
hate you because they can’t hate the Actor who locked themselves in the trailer or the Editor 
who dropped the hard drive. 

REMEMBER: This is just a job. 

For every enemy you make, you make friends with their enemies. No one has the power to 
make sure you never work in this town again. This is also a tough biz, not everyone is going 
to be nice and in return you don’t have to like everyone. 

If your boss has crossed a line and is going to get fired you have to consider that you might 
be let go at the same time. Sometimes it’s because the replacement have their own teams, 
and that’s ok. But before you jump to the worst conclusion consider your options. Like, talk 
to your bosses’ boss if there is something that can be done to keep your position or if they 
can help you find other employment. 

Sometimes it will feel like the world is ending and it’s all your fault. Most folks have stories 
of being fired in the most spectacular way, coming out of left field or over the most annoying 
reasons. You can’t have a life in Show Biz without at least one disaster story. 
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But the boring truth is most of the time mistakes are the end of the world until another 
mistake happens and then that mistake becomes the end of the world. Deep Breaths. Move 
on. Tomorrow is another day. 

And let your boss buy you dinner if they offer. You deserve it.  

W H AT  T O  D O  W H E N  S O M E O N E  E L S E  S C R E W S  U P  A N D  
YO U  H AV E  T O  B R E A K  I T  T O  YO U R  E M P L OY E R  

I promise you the lunch order will be wrong, the dressing will not be on the side and they 
totally left the onions on. Aren’t you glad that you ordered something that your boss would 
also love and you can just trade lunches? 

Ok, what if it’s worse than that — what if it’s really bad. That’s why you’re the first line of 
defence. There are folks who will bring their issues right to the source, but this is what to 
do if someone comes to you with bad news and you’re the one that has to prime the boss: 

1. Calm down your co-worker, get a good assessment of their state of mind. 

2. Remind them that you are not the person to vent to if they have a problem with another 
co-worker. 

3. Get 100% of the information so that you can relay this to your employer: 

• How and Why this happened. 

• How it could have been avoided and how it will be avoided going forward. 

• What they are going to do to correct this, what steps are they taking and the amount of time it’s going 
to take. 

So how do you bring it up the chain? Get ready to see how the messenger gets shot. 

1. Don’t preamble, get to the point - “I just talked to — and…” ,“I’ve just been informed 
that—” etc. 

2. Remember, you’re not on the hot seat, you are the person relaying the information. 

3. Ask your employer how they would like to proceed - ultimately it’s their call, that’s why 
they are getting paid the big bucks. 

Remember that it’s not your job to fix things, as you get used to the gig there will be more 
that you can help repair, but hiding mistakes from your boss is not your job. 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A B U S I V E  A N D  T OX I C  P E O P L E  &  
W O R K  P L A C E S  

Deal Breakers and how to recognize them. 

W H AT  I S  H A R A S S M E N T ?  

This can and should be a whole other booklet. But the basics are ANYTHING THAT MAKES 
YOU FEEL UNCOMFORTABLE or UNSAFE. This could be about anything, and it doesn’t 
even have to be personal. It could be something that you see another person doing. 

- Unwanted looks or touching, 

- Any kind of racialized, sexualized, gendered etc. slander, no matter how much the person 
is ‘joking’. 

- The repetitive implication that their job is on the line. 

W H AT  I S  U N S A F E  W O R K  P R A C T I C E S ?  

Every single one of you had to roll your eyes at the Ontario Workers Safety video in order to 
get that certificate that lets you work. But if you were paying attention you were told that 
you have the right to refuse to do work that makes you feel unsafe.  

Technically, a film set is categorized as a construction site and we should all be wearing hard 
hats. Eyes roll over open toed shoes for a reason. If you don’t feel safe you don’t have to do 
the job.  

- Asking an employee to work late, alone, and in secluded locations (Doesn’t matter if it’s 
in an office or on set). 

- Asking an employee to travel late, alone, to secluded locations AND after a long day. 

- Asking an employee to work in an unsafe location or without the safety equipment 
needed to keep the employee safe. 

© BIPOC TV & FILM 2019 15



A B O U T  B I P O C  T V  &  F I L M  
BIPOC TV & Film is a grassroots organization and collective of Black, Indigenous and 
People of Colour in Canada's TV and film industry. From writers, directors, producers and 
actors to editors, crew members and executives, our members are a mix of emerging, mid-
level and established industry professionals. BIPOC TV & Film is dedicated to increasing the 
representation of BIPOC both in front and behind the camera. 

BIPOC was founded in 2012 as Indigenous & Creatives of Colour in TV & Film by Writer/
Director Nathalie Younglai, who saw a need to form a community for others like her, who 
were also feeling isolated by the overall lack of representation of BIPOC in the industry. This 
collective is the only intersectional organization in Canada dedicated to providing safe 
spaces for all Black, Indigenous and People of Colour in the industry. 

BIPOC TV & Film hosts a series of panels, Q&A sessions, workshops, networking events 
and provides opportunities to secure employment in the television and film industry, 
specifically targeted to BIPOC. We also hold occasional events throughout the year that are 
open to allies, as we believe the support of allies is integral to creating a welcoming industry 
for BIPOC. 

https://www.bipoctvandfilm.com/ 

BIPOCtvandfilm@gmail.com 
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