
Dr. Pettit     
ENGL 4480.001: American Drama: The New Canon 
Fall 2019  •  LB 222  •  Mondays, 3:30–6:20 
 

 
CATALOGUE DESCRIPTION, ANNOTATED. “Offered as a historical survey of American drama or as a 
study of major authors and schools. Authors may include O’Neill, Miller, Williams, Hansberry, Albee.” 
O’Neill, Williams, and Hansberry, yes; Miller and Albee, not this time; Jacobs-Jenkins and Gurira, welcome 
aboard! In this section, a sampling of the Traditional Bigs will cohabitate with a newer, younger, and more 
diverse group of first-rate playwrights who have already earned substantial reputations. “American” in the 
course title includes North American Indigenous people whose nations traverse the US/Canada border. 
 
REQUIRED TEXTS. All books are available at UNT’s Barnes and Noble in the Eagle Student Center. Books 
on course reserve (see below) are available for 1-day checkout at Willis’s library services desk. Plan ahead: 
Barnes and Noble sometimes runs out of copies. Assigned plays not listed here are available on Canvas. Note 
that I have replaced O’Neill’s “Anna Christie,” originally ordered for this class, with O’Neill’s Emperor Jones, 
posted on Canvas. 
 

ISBN AUTHOR   TITLE PUBLISHER WILLIS 

978-1559365284 Baker, Annie John TCG course reserve 

978-0809311101 Ball, David Backwards & Forwards S. Illinois UP course reserve 

978-1786820709 Gurira, Danai The Convert Oberon c. reserve & e-book 

978-0679755333 Hansberry, Lorraine Raisin in the Sun Vintage course reserve 

978-0394741123 Hellman, Lillian Six Plays [for Little Foxes] Vintage course reserve 

978-1559364904 Jacobs-Jenkins, Branden Appropriate & An Octoroon TCG course reserve 

B00HTJN15Q[ASIN]  Kushner, Tony Angels in America TCG course reserve 

978-1559361958 Parks, Suzan-Lori The Red Letter Plays TCG n/a 

978-1559363600 Ruhl, Sarah In the Next Room TCG course reserve 

978-1897252833 Highway, Tomson Dry Lips Oughta Move … Fifth House n/a 

978-1558850484 Valdez, Luis Zoot Suit Arte Publico course reserve 

978-0811216012 Williams, Tennessee Cat on a Hot Tin Roof New Directions course reserve 

978-0452265349 Wilson, August The Piano Lesson Plume course reserve 

 
OFFICE HOURS. I will be available in my office (AUDB 206C), Wednesdays from 1:00 to 2:00, by 
appointment. Please make appointments via email (see below, on email). I will give ample warning if 
professional meetings interfere with this slot. 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, again by appointment. I always 
schedule extra office hours in advance of due-dates for papers. 
 
WHAT TO EXPECT. We’ll read and discuss fourteen smart, entertaining, and challenging plays by fourteen 
spectacularly talented playwrights. I’ll lecture some, particularly in the first week or so, but more typically I’ll 
guide discussions. I’ll emphasize dramatic form as well as splashier considerations of theme and topicality. I 
respect all informed comments, whether or not they accord with my own perspectives, and I expect a 
similarity generosity from my students.  
 
INTRODUCING CHRISTA REAVES. Our TA for this class is Ms. Christa Reaves, a doctoral candidate, a 
knowledgeable student of theater and drama, and a highly qualified teacher of composition and literature. 
Ms. Reaves will grade your online responses, and, working with my comments, your optional revisions of 
Persuasive Essay 1. She will also meet with students about the process of revision and will conduct class on 
Monday, October 14, when I’ll be away on professional business. 



HOME TRUTHS. 1) this class requires hard work and a considerable investment of time; 2) deadlines are 
inflexible, except as stipulated by policy 06.039, “Student Attendance and Authorized Absences” (posted on 
Canvas); 3) the study of literature is difficult and time-consuming, in addition to being immeasurably 
wonderful; 4) the composition of academic essays is difficult and time-consuming, in addition to being 
maddening; 5) your investment of time does not guarantee a high grade, but 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; and 7) classes are communities, and your regular participation is essential to the 
greater good of this particular community. 
 
TIP & CAVEAT. Read each play at least twice. You’ll perform better in class and get higher grades. We take 
these plays as we find them, and we’ll find that some contain violence and other tough subject matter. 
Neither UNT nor the Department of English has a “trigger warning” policy.  
 
ATTENDANCE POLICY. Policy in this matter is set by the Office of the Provost and applied by individual 
faculty. Students should attend both to UNT’s policy on “Student Attendance and Authorized Absences” 
(06.039), posted on Canvas, and to my application of it, as stated here. Per policy 06.039, I assert my 
authority “[to] lower a student’s grade where class attendance and class participation are deemed essential 
by the faculty member” (p. 2). Students may miss one class without explanation or diminution of their grade. 
Students with two unexcused absences will be marked down one full grade-level; for example, a final “A” 
will become a “B.” The accrual of a third unexcused absence will result in the final grade of “F.” Students with 
3.5 absences, unexcused or excused (i.e., 25% of total classes), will be dropped from the class or awarded the 
final grade of “F,” per an interpretation of UNT policy cleared with the Office of the Provost (see “Student 
Attendance,” p. 3, item VI.D). Late arrivals and early departures count as one-half of an absence. 
 
By distributing a detailed policy statement before the term begins, I allow students time to determine 
whether another class might better suit them. This is fair if not therefore delightful. 
 
CANVAS/TURNITIN. Canvas will be the repository of all things course-related. Papers and extra-credit 
assignments must be submitted via Turnitin, which is embedded in Canvas’s Assignments feature. This 
syllabus and the grade sheet, updated weekly, are posted under Modules. PDFs of assigned but out of 
copyright or out of print plays are also posted, as are or will be adjunctive readings. All UNT policies 
mentioned in this syllabus are posted, as well. Do not ask me technical questions about Canvas, which I will 
surely be unable to answer. Rather, consult this document: https://it.unt.edu/help-desk-resources-students. 
 
ANNOUNCEMENTS. I will post announcements, often dated, on Canvas. Once you’ve set your 
“Notifications” properly on Canvas, these will reach you as emails. See: https://community.canvaslms. 
com/docs/DOC-10624 . 
 
QUIZZES. I will give multiple-choice quizzes weekly. The first quiz will include questions about this syllabus 
as well as the first week’s reading. No make-ups, except in the instances authorized policy 06.039, refer-
enced above. I delete your lowest quiz-grade. See Extra Credit, below, on raising your overall quiz grade. 
 
CRITICAL RESPONSES. Five times, always by Mondays, 3:25 p.m., you will post your thoughts on the 
week’s reading on Canvas’s Discussion section. You choose the dates, but I will accept only one response per 
student per week. I’ve provided optional prompts for the first two weeks; subsequently, you’re on your own. 
Responses must be 200-300 words long and conclude with a bracketed word count. Unlike the persuasive 
essays (see below), these are casual papers. I won’t take points off for any but extraordinarily faulty grammar 
or syntax, but I will grade down for spelling errors and other indicators of shoddy proofreading. Students 
may choose to submit additional critical responses; grades for these will replace lower grades in this section. 
 
The critical responses are good occasions for trying out tentative arguments that might merit further ex-
ploration in a persuasive essay. So take a chance, and have some fun. Thoughtful critical engagements based 

https://it.unt.edu/help-desk-resources-students
https://community.canvaslms.com/docs/DOC-10624
https://community.canvaslms.com/docs/DOC-10624


on close readings of the plays will earn high grades. Generalizations, summaries, observations unrooted in 
the texts will not. Effort counts, big-time. I expect all students to read all responses. Please feel free to 
contribute respectful comments on your classmates’ work. No negativity, please. 
 
PERSUASIVE ESSAY 1. The first persuasive essay will be due on or before Wednesday, 10/23, at 8:00 a.m. 
Perhaps working from a critical response (see above), state and defend a thesis about one or more of the 
plays we’ve read thus far. Papers on staging and performance possibilities are welcome, as long as they are 
persuasive (i.e., argumentative, thesis-driven). If you’d like to work from a prompt, here’s one: “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. 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. Length: 500–750 words. Papers that do not fall within this range will be marked down. Conscientiously 
undertaken and successfully executed optional revisions, due Monday, 11/4, 8:00 a.m., will raise your grade 
on this paper 1, 2, or 3 points. 
 
PERSUASIVE ESSAY 2. Like the first persuasive essay, but concerning a play we’ve read since your work on 
that paper. Again: 500–750 words, neither more nor less. Due Friday, 12/6, 8:00 a.m. 
 
NOTE ON PERSUASIVE ESSAYS / GRADING RUBRIC. I am a tough grader of persuasive essays: average 
pre-revision grades generally fall in the C+/B- range. Students who consult with me during the process of 
composition tend to outperform those who do not. For guidance (e.g., “what IS a thesis?”—a perfectly 
reasonable question), see my “Writing Persuasive Essays,” posted on Canvas; that document also contains 
my rubric for grading papers. We’ll chat about writing in class and can do so in my office as well. 
 
EXTRA CREDIT. By Monday, 12/2, 8:00 a.m., students may submit one or two additional papers. Extra-
credit grades will replace the lowest quiz grade(s) remaining after I delete the overall lowest grade. Feel free 
to write one or two papers on either option or one paper on each option. Thoughtful and well-prepared 
submissions will be awarded grades in the “A”-range. 
 
1. Submit a 450‒500 word paper about an unassigned full-length play by one of the playwrights we’ve 

discussed or by another playwright altogether. In your essay, respond to this question, as broadly or 
narrowly as you’d like: “How does this play complement or contradict the other plays we’ve read?” 
Specify the bases on which you make your claim. See me for suggestions. 

2. Submit a 450‒500 word paper about a live performance of a play, children’s theater and musicals 
excepted. The paper must discuss an aspect of the performance, for example acting, set design, or 
directing.  One good place to start is UNT’s own Dance and Theatre Department, which is mounting 
two promising productions this term: Noel Coward’s Private Lives (3‒6 October) and Paul D’Andrea’s 
adaptation of G. E. Lessing’s Nathan the Wise, guest-directed by the eminent Akin Babatunde (7‒10 

November). For details, see https://danceandtheatre.unt.edu/upcoming-season-productions. 
Pending confirmation from the folks in Dance and Theatre, your course fees will cover one ticket 
for any performance of either of these productions; details to follow. The go-to source for 

Metroplex theater is Theater Jones: http://www.theaterjones. com/. I’ll announce particularly 
enticing productions throughout the term. 

 
PAPER FORMAT. Use Calibri, 12-pt., single-spaced, with the filename modeled thus: Lastname_3924_ 
Paper1.docx. As the extension suggests, the paper must be submitted in Word—no exceptions. 
 
CALCULATING & POSTING GRADES. I grade all work on a scale of 0 to 20; for conversions, see “Alpha-
numeric Grade Conversion” (posted). Twenty-five percent of your final grade will be based on the quizzes, 
after I drop the lowest grade and replace the next-lowest grade(s) with extra-credit grades; 25% will be 
based on the critical responses; and 50% will be based on the persuasive essays (25% each). I reserve the  

https://danceandtheatre.unt.edu/upcoming-season-productions
http://www.theaterjones.com/


right to tweak final grades in consideration of effort and participation, which I judge qualitatively, not 
quantitatively. I post updated grades, and records of attendance, weekly. 
 
For information on appealing grades (I mean information on formally objecting to grades, not on grades of 
particular allure), see UNT policy 06.040, “Grade Appeals,” posted on Canvas. 
 
LATE PAPERS? INCOMPLETES? No. No. 
 
ACADEMIC DISHONESTY / PLAGIARISM. “According to UNT Policy 06.003 ‘Student Academic Integrity,’ 
academic dishonesty occurs when students engage in behaviors including, but not limited to cheating, 
fabrication, facilitating academic dishonesty, forgery, plagiarism, and sabotage. A finding of academic 
dishonesty may result in a range of academic penalties or sanctions ranging from admonition to expulsion 
from the University” (UNT policy 06.049, “Standard Syllabus Statements,” p. 1). Plagiarism can be a 
particularly troublesome problem in classes with writing components. Built from the Latin verb plagiare, 
meaning “to kidnap,” plagiarism is “[the] use of another’s thoughts or words without proper attribution in 
any academic exercise, regardless of the student’s intent” (UNT policy 06.003, p. 2). In the academic 
community, plagiarism is an extremely serious offence. It’s also a foolish one, given the ease of detection. 
Students who submit plagiarized work will be dropped from the class and assigned a final grade of “F,” per 
an option authorized in UNT policy 06.003, pp. 4–5. See policies on Canvas. 
 
E-MAIL. Email is the generally accepted form of communication between professional adults and those in 
their employ or orbit. It is the required form for this class instances other than scheduled face to face 
meetings. My address is Alex.Pettit@unt.edu; I check this account on weekdays until 5:00, excepting 
holidays and breaks. 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 a certain day). Emails must 
identify the course-number and topic in the subject line (e.g., “ENGL 4450: Possible topic for paper”). 
Professional memoranda open (“Dear Dr. Pettit”) and close (“Sincerely”) professionally, not casually (“Yo, 
Prof! . . . Later!”). Electronic discussions of substantive matters of literary analysis rarely work, so please visit 
me during office hours, or via Skype, for discussions of the material. 
 
ELECTRONIC DEVICES. No. Please turn off 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 adminis-
trative student services function of the university” (see “Responding to DISRUPTIVE STUDENT BEHAVIOR ” 

and “Code of Student Conduct,” both posted). Of the behaviors that qualify, I note particularly the use of 
profanity (note to AP: “heal thyself”!), 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 BEHAVIOR ,” 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 consid-
eration, please see information on the Office of Disability Accommodations, below. 

 
GUNS & “ACTIVE SHOOTERS.” Students should read UNT’s policy on concealed handguns (04.001), 
posted on Canvas. 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. See also UNT’s guidelines for responding to “active shooter situations”: 
http://emergency.unt.edu/get-prepared/Active-Shooter.  
 
EMERGENCY NOTIFICATION & PROCEDURES. “UNT uses a system called Eagle Alert to quickly notify 
students with critical information in the event of an emergency (i.e., severe weather, campus closing, and 
health and public safety emergencies like chemical spills, fires, or violence). In the event of a university 
closure, please refer to Canvas for contingency plans for covering course material” (UNT policy 06.049). 
 
FROM THE OFFICE OF DISABILITY ACCOMMODATION. “The University of North Texas makes reason-
able 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” (UNT policy 
06.049, p. 1). You may also call the ODA 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 
necessary. 
 
SCHEDULE. All reading for the week must be completed by that week’s meeting.  You are required to read, 
and will be quizzed on, introductory and explanatory materials. Entries marked with an asterisk (*) are 
available on Canvas. 
 

8/26 Ball, Backwards and Forwards, pt. 1; O’Neill, The Emperor Jones;* quiz on the reading and this syllabus. 

9/2 Labor Day; classes do not meet. 

9/9 Ball, Backwards and Forwards, parts 2-3; Glaspell, Alison’s House* 

9/16 Hellman, Little Foxes 

9/23 Williams, Cat on a Hot Tin Roof 

9/30 Hansberry, Raisin in the Sun 

10/7 Valdez, Zoot Suit 

10/14 Wilson, The Piano Lesson 

10/21 Highway, Dry Lips Oughta Move to Kapuskasing 

→W., 10/23 Persuasive Essay #1 due by 8:00 a.m., via Turnitin/Canvas. No late papers will be accepted. 

10/28 Kushner, Angels in America, Part One: Millennium Approaches 

11/4 Parks, The Red Letter Plays. Optional revisions of Essay #1 due by 8:00 a.m., via Canvas/Turnitin. 

11/11 Ruhl, In the Next Room 

11/18 Gurira, The Convert 

11/25 Boucicault, The Octoroon;* Jacobs-Jenkins, An Octoroon 

12/2 Baker, John. Final day for submission of extra-credit assignments (3:30 p.m., via Canvas/Turnitin) 

→F., 12/6 Persuasive Essay due by 8:00 a.m., via Turnitin/Canvas. No late papers will be accepted. 
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