
Dr. Pettit 
ENGL 4450.001: The Plays of Arthur Miller and August Wilson 

Fall 2017  | Wooten Hall 321  | Tuesdays & Thursdays, 12:30–1:50 
 

Students are responsible for the information in this syllabus and all documents referenced in it.  
 
CATALOGUE DESCRIPTION. “In-depth study of the works of a major author or of two related authors.” 
 
TEXTS. Do not substitute editions published by Dramatists Play Service or Samuel French, which print 
alternate versions of the plays. Do not substitute “e-books.” 
 

ISBN AUTHOR   TITLE PUBLISHER 
978-1931082914 Miller, Arthur Collected Plays 1944–61 Library of America 
978-1598531473 Miller, Arthur Collected Plays 1964–82 Library of America 
978-1559362801 Wilson, August Gem of the Ocean Theatre Comm. Group 
978-1559362603 Wilson, August King Hedley II Theatre Comm. Group 
978-0452260092 Wilson, August Joe Turner's Come & Gone Plume 
978-0452261136 Wilson, August Ma Rainey's Black Bottom Plume 
978-0452265349 Wilson, August The Piano Lesson Plume 
978-0452276925 Wilson, August Seven Guitars Plume 
978-0735216686 Wilson, August Fences Plume 
978-0452269293 Wilson, August Two Trains Running Plume 

 
OFFICE HOURS. I will be available via Skype, without an appointment, Wednesdays from 1:00 to 2:00, 
and Thursdays from 10:00-11:00. If your other classes or your schedule at work prohibits you from 
meeting during these times, I’ll be glad to chat with you via Skype at another time. If you have a 
reasonable objection to Skype, I’ll schedule an in-person appointment with you shortly before 12:30 or 
shortly after 3:20. NB: Until late September, I’ll be using my phone for Skype. Apologies in advance if this 
requires some getting used to on my end; heartier apologies still if I accidentally swipe the annoying and 
obviously inappropriate “throbbing heart” feature, which I haven’t figured out how to disable! 
 
COURSE CONTRACT. Posted on Blackboard and to be distributed in class. Please sign and return by the 
start of the second week of classes. 
 
DO THIS TODAY. Read my handout on Skype, posted on Blackboard. Sign up. 
 
ANNOUNCEMENTS. Dated notices and miscellaneous observations will be posted on Blackboard and 
transmitted thence by email.  
 
WHAT YOU MAY EXPECT. Some lecturing and lots of discussion, all based on careful reading of the 
plays. I respect all informed statements, whether or not they accord with my perspectives.  
 
HOME TRUTHS. Please recognize the following: 1) this class requires hard work and a considerable 
investment of time, week after week; 2) deadlines recorded on this syllabus are inflexible, except as 
stipulated by UNT policy; 3) the study of literature is difficult and time-consuming; 4) the composition of 
academic essays is difficult and time-consuming; 5) your investment of time does not guarantee a high 
grade but that withholding that investment will likely result in a low one; 6) a certain amount of “stress” 
is intrinsic to the process of learning in an institutional context, the more so where weekly evaluations 
and other time-specific tasks are at issue; and 7) classes are communities, and that your regular 
participation is essential to the greater good of this particular community. If any of these observations 
seems unpalatable to you, you should select another class. 
 



TIP. Read each play at least twice. You’ll perform better in class and get higher grades. 
 
CAVEAT. We take these plays as we find them, and we’ll find that some contain profanity, violence, and 
other potentially tough subject matter. Neither UNT nor the Department of English has a “trigger 
warning” policy. If this poses a problem, I suggest selecting another class. 
 
ATTENDANCE POLICY. Policy in this matter is set by the Office of the Provost and applied by faculty. 
Students should attend both to UNT’s policy on Student Attendance and Authorized Absences, posted 
on Blackboard, and to my application of it, as stated below.  
 
Per UNT policy, I assert my authority “[to] lower a student’s grade where class attendance and class 
participation are deemed essential by the faculty member.” Students may miss one class without 
explanation or consequence. Students who miss three classes will be marked down one full grade-level; 
for example, a final “A” becomes a “B.” If a student misses a fourth class, I will, per UNT policy, request 
the Registrar to drop them from the course with the grade of “WF.”  
 
For excusable absences, see the document on Student Attendance and Authorized Absences. Consult 
this document before approaching me about an absence. Students with eight absences, unexcused or 
excused (~25% of total classes), will be dropped from the class, per an interpretation of UNT policy 
cleared with the Office of the Provost (see Student Attendance, p. 3, item VI.D). 
 
I realize that some students regard attendance policies as unfair. Obviously, and respectfully, I disagree; 
clearly, the terms of disagreement are sanctioned by UNT policy. By distributing a detailed policy before 
the term begins, I allow students time to determine whether another class might better suit them. 
 
QUIZZES. I will give quizzes weekly, usually but not invariably on Tuesdays. These cover the full week’s 
reading. The first quiz, administered on the first day of class, will include questions about this syllabus. 
No make-ups, except in the instances covered in UNT’s policy on Student Attendance and Authorized 
Absences. I delete your lowest quiz-grade. See “Extra Credit,” below, on raising your overall quiz grade. 
 
SHORT PAPER 1.  The first short paper will be due on or before Monday, 10/16, at 9:00 a.m. Here’s the 
prompt, adapted from my colleague Dr. Vanhoutte: “State and defend a thesis about the use of a prop, 
a scenic or costume description, or a stage direction in one of the plays that we have read thus far. How 
does this prop, description, or direction help bolster a theme in the play—that is, an essential idea or 
meaning?” Do not write about a prop, description, or direction that we have discussed in detail in class 
or one that I have included in a prompt. Length: 450–500 words; papers that do not fall within this range 
will be marked down. For guidance (e.g., “what IS a thesis?”—a reasonable question), see my “Writing 
Persuasive Essays,” posted on Blackboard. For additional guidance, see me. 
 
SHORT PAPER 2. Using the prompt I’ve provided for Short Paper 1—or, if you prefer, now discarding it—
state and defend a thesis about a play by Wilson or about the Pittsburgh Cycle more broadly. Again: 
450–500 words, neither more nor less; due Tuesday, 12/12, 9:00 a.m. 

 
CRITICAL POSTINGS. Ten times this term, always by 9:00 a.m. on the Monday before we begin 
discussing a play, you will post your thoughts on that play using Blackboard’s Discussion Board. You 
choose the ten dates, but be aware that I will accept only one response per student per week. The first 
two prompts are included in the reading list, below. Subsequently, you will create your own topics. 
Responses should be three or four paragraphs long and must favor textual detail and rigorous 
interpretation over generalization and cliché. Try out a tentative argument; take a chance; run 
something up the flagpole; and have some fun. Relax. All students must read all postings. Students may 



choose to respond to postings, respectfully and briefly. I will transmit my comments on the posting to 
their authors, privately. 
 
EXTRA CREDIT. By Friday, 12/8, 9:00 a.m., students may submit one, two, or three additional papers. 
Extra-credit grades will replace the lowest quiz grade(s) remaining after I delete the overall lowest. Any 
one item, or any combination totaling two or three, is acceptable. Item 1 is more of an expectation than 
an invitation, although I am not empowered to make it a requirement. 
 
1. Using the voucher to which your enrollment in this class entitles you, attend the UNT 

performance of Miller’s The Crucible, which runs in the University Theatre (RTFP Building) from 
Thursday, 11/9 to Sunday, 11/12. Curtain Thursday, Friday, and Saturday is at 7:30; Saturday and 
Sunday matinees begin at 2:00. (See: http://danceandtheatre.unt.edu/events/crucible.) Submit 
a 450‒500 word paper about the performance, analyzing an aspect of the performance (e.g., 
acting, set design, directing), as distinct from the published text. Submit a ticket stub. Students 
involved in this production should see me about other possible extra-credit options that might 
be useful to the class as a whole. 

2. Submit a 450‒500 word paper about an unassigned full-length play (i.e., not a one-act) by one of 
the authors whom we are studying. Respond to this question: “how does this play fit into 
Miller’s or Wilson’s larger canon?” Specify the bases on which you make your claim. See me for 
suggestions. 

3. Submit a 450‒500 word paper about a live professional performance of a play, children’s 
theater and musicals excepted. “Professional” excludes additional student productions and 
community theater, although I will on occasion authorize exceptions in the latter instance. The 
paper must analyze an aspect of the performance (e.g., acting, set design, directing), as distinct 
from the published text. Submit a ticket stub. Some of my favorite DFW theaters are 
Undermain, Kitchen Dog, and Theatre Three in Dallas, and Stage West and the Jubilee in Fort 
Worth. See their websites, or see TheatreJones.com. 

 
TURNITIN. Papers and extra-credit assignments must be submitted on Turnitin, via Blackboard. Prefer 
Calibri, 12-pt., single-spaced, with your filename modeled thus: Pettit_4450_Paper1.docx. As the 
extension suggests, the paper must be submitted in Word—no exceptions. 
 
GRADING. 30% of your final grade will be based on the weekly quizzes, after I drop the lowest grade and 
replace the next-lowest grade(s) with extra-credit grades; 20% will be based on the first short paper; 
20% on the second short paper; and 30% on the critical postings. 
 
If you have read the material carefully, the quizzes will be easy; averages will tend to be in the B+/A- 
range. I am a tough grader of persuasive essays: average grades for short papers generally fall in the 
C+/B- range. Students who consult with me during the process of composition tend to outperform their 
peers. Perceived effort will weigh more heavily in my grading of the more casual critical responses. I 
expect average grades on the critical postings to cluster in the B+/A- range but will not hesitate to assign 
lower grades to students who do not manifest maximum effort. I grade extra-credit assignments 
generously (usually A’s and A+’s). 
 
All work is graded on a scale of 0 to 20; for alphabetical conversions, see “Grade Conversion,” posted on 
Blackboard. I reserve the right to tweak final grades in consideration of effort and participation, which I 
judge qualitatively, not quantitatively.  
 
I update grades on Blackboard weekly, on a spreadsheet posted under “Course Content” (not on the 
Blackboard-specific “Grades” page). 

http://danceandtheatre.unt.edu/events/crucible


 
LATE PAPERS? INCOMPLETES? No. No. 
 
PLAGIARISM. Built from the Latin verb plagiare, meaning “to kidnap,” plagiarism is the representation 
(or re-presentation) of someone else’s words or ideas as one’s own. In the academic community, this is 
an extremely serious offence. It’s also an impressively foolish offence at a time when detection, never 
that tough for informed professors anyhow, is facilitated by Turnitin. See UNT’s policy on Student 
Standards of Academic Integrity (posted) on plagiarism as “the knowing or negligent use by paraphrase 
or direct quotation of the published or unpublished work of another person without full and clear 
acknowledgement or citation” (p. 4). Students who submit plagiarized work will be dropped from the 
class and assigned a final grade of “F,” per an option authorized in Student Standards of Academic 
Integrity, pp. 4–5. 
 
E-MAIL. My address is Alex.Pettit@unt.edu; I check this account on weekdays, holidays and breaks 
excepted. This is a professional address: do not send chatty memos, bulk memos, or memos informing 
me of the obvious (for example, stating that you won’t be in class on such-and-such a date). E-mails 
must identify the course-number and topic in the subject line (e.g., “ENGL 4450: Possible topic for 
paper”). E-mail is not an appropriate medium for intellectual discussion; visit me during office hours for 
discussions of the material. 
 
ELECTRONIC DEVICES. No. Please turn off all your gadgets upon arrival. This class is for real people in a 
real place at a real time, engaging in intellectual communion. That’s precious, so let’s cherish it. See also 
DISRUPTIVE BEHAVIOR!, below. Please read Joshua Whitfield’s op-ed piece “We Are Slaves to Our Shiny 
Screens” (posted). Key concept: free will, use it or lose it. 
 
DISRUPTIVE BEHAVIOR! UNT defines “disruptive behavior” as “actions that distract the class from ... 
discussion” and “behavior that interferes with the learning and teaching environment and/or the 
administrative student services function of the university” (see “Responding to Disruptive Student 
Behaviors” and “Code of Student Conduct,” both posted). Of the behaviors that qualify, I note 
particularly the use of profanity, the unauthorized consultation of electronic devices, and the whimsical 
wandering into and out of the classroom. The first of these requires no elaboration. The second I’ve 
covered above; here, I note its applicability to UNT policy. The third—a stunningly rude, disruptive, and 
disrespectful behavior—has become increasingly common and vexatious. Note, please, that the 
brochure on disruptive behavior specifically instances “repeatedly leaving and entering the classroom 
without authorization while class is in session.” I will respond to initial infractions by meeting with the 
student in question. Per “Disruptive Student Behaviors,” I will refer cases of disruptive behavior that I 
cannot personally resolve to the Dean of Students. If you have a condition that requires special 
consideration, please see information on the Office of Disability Accommodations, below. If you have a 
pertinent medical condition that does not fall under the ODA’s purview, please present documentation. 
 
SENATE BILL 11 (“CAMPUS CARRY”). Students should read UNT’s policy on concealed handguns, posted 
on Blackboard. Here I note that 1) only licensed persons may legally carry handguns on campus, and 2) 
this right only authorizes the licensed carrying of “handgun[s], the presence of which is not openly 
noticeable to the ordinary observation of a reasonable person.” If a gun is “partially or wholly visible, 
even if holstered,” it is illegal on campus, whether or not it is licensed. I report all illegal activities to the 
UNT police, regardless of their nature. 
 
“ACTIVE SHOOTER SITUATIONS.” Please read UNT’s guidelines for responding to “active shooter 
situations” and examine their classrooms with these in mind. See http://emergency.unt.edu/ get-

http://emergency.unt.edu/get-prepared/Active-Shooter


prepared/Active-Shooter. Note that the instructions do not neatly apply to most classrooms used by the 
Department of English. 
 
FROM THE OFFICE OF DISABILITY ACCOMMODATION. “The University of North Texas makes reasonable 
academic accommodation for students with disabilities. Students seeking accommodation must first 
register with the Office of Disability Accommodation (ODA) to verify their eligibility. If a disability is 
verified, the ODA will provide you with an accommodation letter to be delivered to faculty to begin a 
private discussion regarding your specific needs in a course. You may request accommodations at any 
time[;] however, ODA notices of accommodation should be provided as early as possible in the semester 
to avoid any delay in implementation. Note that students must obtain a new letter of accommodation 
for every semester and must meet with each faculty member prior to implementation in each class. For 
additional information see the Office of Disability Accommodation website at http://www.unt.edu/oda. 
You may also contact them by phone at 940.565.4323.”  
 
I am committed to working with the ODA in order to ensure the equitable treatment and “reasonable 
accommodation” of all UNT students. Per the ODA’s website, further examination of a request for 
accommodation may be necessary when “a faculty member determines that he/she cannot provide a 
reasonable accommodation that does not fundamentally or substantially modify course, program or 
degree standards.” I review requests on a case-by-case basis and will contact you and/or the ODA for 
clarification if need be. 
 
SCHEDULE. All reading for the week must be completed by Tuesday. You are required to read 
introductory materials when they are present. 
 

8/29, 8/31 Introductions: Reading Plays / American Drama c. 1947. Miller, All My Sons 

For Mon. 9/4,  
9:00 a.m. 

Journal prompts (choose one): 1) How does Miller’s division of the stage (downstage or “apron”  
area / upstage area) help him dramatize the problems of the Loman family? 2) Discuss the thematic 
importance of stockings, which are props in Death of a Salesman.  

9/5, 9/7 Miller, Death of a Salesman; Miller, “Tragedy and the Common Man” (Blackboard) 
For Mon. 9/  
11, 9:00 a.m. 

Journal prompts (choose one): 1) Sure, The Crucible is a political allegory, but might it also be a 
meditation on the challenges of being young in an old person’s world? Go! 2) Does Miller’s essay  
“Tragedy and the Common Man” help us understand this play, as it helps us, more obviously, with 
All My Sons and Death of a Salesman? [See above: after this, you’re on your own for prompts!] 

9/12, 9/14 Miller, The Crucible 
9/19, 9/21 Miller, A Memory or Two Mondays and A View from the Bridge (one-act version) 
9/26, 9/28 Miller, After the Fall 
10/3, 10/5 Miller, Incident at Vichy 
10/10, 10/12 Miller, The Price 
Mon. 10/16 Short Paper 1 due, 9:00 a.m. 
10/17, 10/19 Wilson, Gem of the Ocean 
10/24, 10/26 Wilson, Joe Turner’s Come and Gone 
10/31, 11/2 Wilson, Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom 
11/7, 11/9 Wilson, The Piano Lesson 
11/9-12 The Crucible @ UNT. Vouchers provided; attendance expected; extra credit offered. See above. 
11/14, 11/16 Wilson, Seven Guitars 
11/21 Wilson, Fences 
11/23 Gobble, gobble, gobble 
11/28, 11/30 Wilson, Two Trains Running 
12/5, 12/7 Wilson, King Hedley II 
Fri., 12/8 Extra-credit assignments due, 9:00 a.m. 
Tues. 12/12 Short Paper 2 due, 9:00 a.m. 

 

http://emergency.unt.edu/get-prepared/Active-Shooter
http://www.unt.edu/oda

