
Dr. Pettit 
ENGL 4800.001: Seminar in Literature or Language (Honors) 
The Musical Imagination in the Drama of August Wilson and Others 
Spring 2020 •  MATT 114 •  Mondays & Wednesdays, 2:00–3:20 
 

 
DESCRIPTION OF HONORS CLASSES (HONORS COLLEGE WEBSITE). “The heart of the Honors 
College is the Honors classroom where faculty members offer opportunities to engage in learning that 
challenges the intellect and advances academic achievement. Honors classes will encourage you to think 
critically, assess issues, make and defend arguments, and synthesize ideas.” 
 
DESCRIPTION OF ENGL 4800 (UNT CATALOGUE). “Study of a major author, topic or genre in literature 
or language that extends the scope of traditional offerings. May be repeated for credit as topics vary.”  
 
THIS SECTION . . . will focus on plays that manifest their authors’ passion for music thematically, 
formally, and affectively. Music history and theater history will figure prominently; music theory will not. 
This is not a class about musical theater (that is, “musicals”). We’ll read and discuss smart, entertaining, 
and challenging plays by spectacularly talented and musicophiliac playwrights. Sometimes, we’ll listen 
to pertinent music in class; weekly, you’ll do so on your own, attending carefully to songs and musicians 
referenced in the plays. After the initial meeting, the class will rely almost exclusively on interactive group 
discussion. I respect all informed comments, whether or not they accord with my own perspectives, and 
I expect a similarity generosity from my students.  
 
REQUIRED TEXTS. All books are available at UNT’s Barnes and Noble in the Eagle Student Center. See 
below for e-books and books on course reserve, which are available for one-day checkout at Willis’s 
library services desk. Tennessee Williams’s Orpheus Descending will be posted on Canvas. 
  

ISBN AUTHOR   TITLE PUBLISHER WILLIS 
978-1559363891 Baker, Annie The Vermont Plays Theatre Com. Group course reserve 
978-0809311101 Ball, David Backwards & Forwards S. Illinois UP course reserve 
978-1848426382 Butterworth, Jez The Ferryman Nick Hern e-book 
978-0920079447 Highway, Tomson The Rez Sisters Fifth House course reserve 
978-1559364461 Hudes, Quira Alegría The Happiest Song Plays Last Theatre Com. Group e-book 
978-1559365383 Morisseau, Dominique The Detroit Project Theatre Com. Group course reserve 
978-0573662447 Ruhl, Sarah Eurydice Samuel French course reserve 
978-0802143075 Stoppard, Tom Rock 'n' Roll Grove course reserve 
978-1558850484 Valdez, Luis Zoot Suit Arte Publico course reserve 
978-0452265349 Wilson, August The Piano Lesson Plume course reserve 
978-0452276925 Wilson, August Seven Guitars Plume course reserve 
978-0822936664 Wilson, August Three Plays U. of Pittsburgh each play on reserve 
978-0452269293 Wilson, August Two Trains Running 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, at least twenty-four hours in advance. I will give 
ample warning if professional meetings interfere with this slot. Most days, I can linger after class for a 
short while. I always schedule extra office hours in advance of due-dates for major assignments. 
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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 invest-
ment 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. 
 
TIPS & A CAVEAT. Read each play at least twice. Listen to the referenced songs carefully and repeatedly. 
Read up on playwrights and musicians and mythic/historical figures. 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 be intimately familiar with UNT’s policy on “Student Attendance and 
Authorized Absences” (06.039), posted on Canvas, and with my application of it, as stated here.  
 
Broadly to apply helpful language from UNT’s Office of Disability Accommodations, “the fundamental 
nature of [this class relies] on student participation as an essential method for learning.” Interactive 
discussion—between professor and students and among students—is the medium through which we 
collectively engage the assigned texts as an intellectual community. Therefore, in order to prevent the 
diminution of your and your fellow students’ educational experience, regular attendance, regular 
attentiveness, and regular participation are required.  
 
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” (“Student Attendance,” III.B).  
 
Students may miss three classes without explanation or penalty. A fourth absence is allowable only 
if, per UNT policy for excused absences, it results from one of the following: “1. religious holy day, 
including travel for that purpose; 2. active military service, including travel for that purpose; 3. 
participation in an official university function; 4. illness or other extenuating circumstances; 5. 
pregnancy and parenting under Title IX; and 6. when the University is officially closed” (“Student 
Attendance,” IV.A). I consider the three unquestioned absences likely to cover virtually all absences due 
to “extenuating circumstances.” Students who cannot verify illnesses with doctors’ notes should refer to 
“Student Attendance,” IV.F. Late arrivals and early departures count as one-half of an absence. 
 
Students who exceed the allowable number of absences will receive the final grade of “F” or, pending a 
written request within the span of time authorized by UNT’s academic calendar, a “WF.” 
 
Students with ODA-issued requests for accommodation should refer the pertinent section, below. 
  
By distributing a detailed statement on attendance before the term begins, I allow students time to 
determine whether another class might better suit them. 
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CANVAS/TURNITIN. Canvas is the repository of all things course-related. Papers and extra-credit 
assignments must be submitted via Turnitin, embedded in Canvas’s Assignments feature. This syllabus 
and the grade sheet, updated weekly, are posted under Modules. PDFs of assigned but “fair use” or out 
of copyright materials are also posted, as 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, usually on Mondays. No make-ups, except in the 
instances authorized policy 06.039, referenced above. I delete your lowest quiz-grade. See Extra Credit, 
below, on raising your overall quiz grade.  
 
The first week’s quiz, probably delivered on Wednesday, 1/15, will comprise questions on this syllabus, 
UNT’s attendance policy (posted on Canvas), the reading from David Ball’s book on reading plays, and 
George Orwell’s essay “Politics and the English Language” (because it matters). 
 
CRITICAL RESPONSES. Five times, always by Mondays, 1:55 p.m., you will post your thoughts on the 
week’s reading and listening on Canvas’s Discussion section. You choose the dates; I will accept only one 
response per student per week. Responses must be 200-300 words long and conclude with a bracketed 
word count. These are casual exercise, casually graded. 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 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 on close readings of the plays will earn high grades. Generalizations, summaries, observations 
unrooted in the texts will not. Effort counts. I expect all students to read all responses. Feel free to 
contribute respectful comments on your classmates’ work. No negativity, please. 
 
FINAL PAPER (PERSUASIVE ESSAY) & PREPARATORY ASSIGNMENTS. A five-item annotated 
bibliography for your final paper is due Tuesday, 4/14, 8:00 a.m.; a formal proposal is due Tuesday, 4/21, 
8:00 a.m.; the final paper is due Wednesday, 5/6, 8:00 a.m. No late submissions. For fuller information, 
see the assignment sheet, posted on Canvas. See also “Grading Rubrics,” below. 
 
NOTE ON PERSUASIVE ESSAYS. I am a tough grader of persuasive essays: averages tend to fall in the 
B-/C+ 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. We’ll chat about writing in class and can do so in my office as well. 
 
GRADING RUBRICS. Rubrics for the bibliography and the proposal appear on the assignment sheet; the 
rubric for the final paper appears on my handout “Writing Persuasive Essays.” Both docs are posted. 
  
EXTRA CREDIT. By Thursday, 4/30, 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 

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

sense engages with music. See me for suggestions, if you’d like. In your essay, respond to this 
question, as broadly or narrowly as you’d like: “How does this play complement one or more of 
the other plays we’ve read?” Specify the bases on which you make your claim. 

2. Submit a 450‒500 word paper about a live performance of a play, children’s theater and, perhaps 
ironically, musicals excepted. The paper must discuss an aspect of the performance, for example 
acting, set design, or directing.  I’ll make suggestions throughout the semester, or you can scour 
Theatre Jones, online, for something that might appeal to you. Two starter suggestions for 
productions running in early and mid-January: Ada and the Machine, by Lauren Gunderson, at 
Stage West (Fort Worth); and The Humans, by Stephen Karam, at the Campus Theatre, Denton. 

 
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 your critical responses; 15% will be based on your annotated bibliography; 5% 
will be based on your proposal for the final paper; 30% will be based on your final paper. 
 
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 professors and students. 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. Electronic discussions of substantive matters of 
literary analysis rarely work, so please prefer office hours for this purpose. 
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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.  

 
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 
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 consideration, please see information on the Office of Disability 
Accommodations, below. 

SENATE BILL 212 (2019): Reporting Sexual Misconduct. From UNT’s explanatory memo (posted on 
Canvas): “The law requires an employee to make a report anytime an ‘employee of a postsecondary 
educational institution…witnesses or receives information’ regarding an incident that ‘the employee 
reasonably believes constitutes sexual harassment, sexual assault, dating violence, or stalking’ either 
committed by or against ‘a student enrolled at or an employee of the institution at the time of the 
incident.’ |  The requirement applies not only when both the reported victim and perpetrator are affiliated 
with UNT, but also if a UNT community member is victimized by or victimizes an individual with no 
affiliation to UNT. The employee reporting obligation only exists, though, when the employee witnesses 
or receives information regarding sexual harassment, sexual assault, dating violence, or stalking ‘in the 
course and scope of [the employee’s] employment.’ There is nothing in the law suggesting that an 
employee is relieved of their individual obligation to report because they know another employee 
has already reported the same misconduct” (emphasis in original). 

As I understand the matter, UNT is interpreting the law as not bound by a statutory period; that is, 
employees are obligated to report heard or overheard instances of sexual misconduct from the student’s 
past, however proximate or remote. I am awaiting confirmation or correction of this interpretation from 
the Dean of Students. Barring a contrary reading from that office, my interpretation stands for this class.  
 
In order that students may retain the maximum of control over their lives and preferences, I request and 
encourage students to take the following steps when they wish to report instances of sexual misconduct: 
 
о Know that UNT has a system for reporting these cases and that it is administered by well-

trained and competent professionals. This from UNT’s explanatory memo: “All types of 
misconduct can be reported at report.unt.edu or via email at TitleIX@unt.edu. Contact 
information for Title IX Coordinators can be found online, along with additional 
information on sexual misconduct. They can be contacted to file a report or to answer 
questions regarding reporting requirements.” 

https://deanofstudents.unt.edu/report
mailto:TitleIX@unt.edu
https://edo.unt.edu/title-ix
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о Know that UNT has a range of services devoted to student health and safety. See, on Canvas, 

“Contacts: Student Health, Support, and Assistance.” 
 
о Please do not mention instances of sexual misconduct to me during one-on-one conversations, 

in class, or in your written work for this class, even if doing so seems pertinent to the material 
under discussion. 

 
GUNS & “ACTIVE SHOOTERS.” Students should read UNT’s state-mandated and approved 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. Students wishing to discuss an ODA-related attendance modification should 
familiarize themselves with the ODA document entitled “Modification of Course Attendance Policy 
Guidance” (posted) and initiate a discussion of it with me early in the term, in order to ensure compliance. 
 
  

http://emergency.unt.edu/get-prepared/Active-Shooter
http://www.unt.edu/oda
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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. Entry marked with an asterisk (*) 
is available on Canvas.  
 

Check, check . . . 
1/13 Introduction: overview and syllabus 
1/15 Orwell, “Politics and the English Language”; Ball, Backwards and Forwards, Part 1: Shape (chaps. 1-7) 
Myths and musicians . . . 
1/22 Ruhl, Eurydice; Ball, Part 2: Method (chaps. 8-12). Classes do not meet on Monday,1/20 (MLK Day). 
1/27, 1/29 *Williams, Orpheus Descending; Ball, Part 3: Tricks of the Trade (chaps.13-22) 
2/3, 2/5 Baker, The Aliens (from The Vermont Plays) 
Music history with August Wilson . . . 
2/10, 2/12 Wilson, Joe Turner’s Come and Gone (in Three Plays) 
2/17, 2/19 Wilson, Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom (in Three Plays) 
2/24, 2/26 Wilson, The Piano Lesson 
3/2, 3/4 Wilson, Seven Guitars 
→ 3/9, 3/11 Spring Break; classes do not meet 
3/16, 3/18 Wilson, Two Trains Running 
On tour . . . 
3/23, 3/25 Morisseau, Detroit ’67 (from The Detroit Project) 
3/30, 4/1 Valdez, Zoot Suit 
4/6, 4/8 Highway, The Rez Sisters 
4/13, 4/15 Stoppard, Rock ’n’ Roll 
→ T., 4/14 Annotated bibliographies for final papers due, 8:00 a.m., via Canvas/Turnitin 
4/20, 4/22 Hudes, The Happiest Song Plays Last 
→ T., 4/21 Proposal for final paper due, 8:00 a.m., via Canvas/Turnitin 
4/27, 4/29 Butterworth, The Ferrymen 
Loading up . . . 
→ Th., 4/30 All extra-credit assignments due, 8:00 a.m., via Canvas/Turnitin 
→ W., 5/6 Final paper due, 8:00 a.m., via Canvas/Turnitin 

 


