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[bookmark: _Course_Description][bookmark: _Course_Description_&]Advanced Playwriting – Big Ideas 

· The art of theatre is both a reflection of, and a reaction to, the world that we live in.
· Theatre artists must develop and be able to clearly articulate a personal aesthetic about the work they want to create, and the work they want to support and promote.
· Theatre artists must develop a deliberate, personal practice in which they purposefully, and routinely, engage. 
· Theatre artists must cultivate a habit of writing, reading and experiencing as much theatre as possible. If this doesn’t interest you, then you’re in the wrong business.

Advanced Playwriting Course Objectives

By the end of this course, the successful student will be better able to:
· Write a play

If that isn’t lofty enough for you, the successful student will also be better able to:
· Examine and learn various dramatic tools and strategies that will form your own personal dramatic toolkit, for you to use in your own deliberate writing practice.
· Explore your personal “hook,” and learn approaches to initiating the discovery phase of your own writing process.
· Learn how to conduct research for dramatic writing.
· Develop skills to listen strategically to your own writing and to that of your colleagues, to aid revision.
· Learn tactics to rewrite your work through several drafts. 
· Draw useful conclusions about your art and the world around you.
· Discuss big ideas in theatre, art and art-making in a bright, clear, educated and creative manner with peers.
NAST Statement

As per guidelines set forth by the National Association of Schools of Theatre, this lecture/discussion class is worth three (3) credit hours. Each hour of credit requires 50 minutes in-class, as well as an expected three hundred and sixty (360) minutes of work per week outside of class, including writing, reading, individual assignments and research.
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Course Content and Format
[bookmark: _A._Required_Materials]A. Materials

No textbooks are required to fully participate in Advanced Playwriting
Because a large portion of our class will be delivered online (because I’m teaching in Greece for the second half of fall semester) you’ll need to be certain you have the Required Equipment and Technical knowledge:
THEA 299X Hybrid uses the BSU Canvas interface to deliver instruction. Become familiar with the class interface before the semester begins and seek help if necessary. Ball State University provides resources to assist you. Please note: a lack of Canvas knowledge is not an acceptable excuse for late or incomplete work. It is your responsibility to make sure your equipment is in working order before assignments are due.
Technical Equipment: In order for you to be successful in this type of course (e.g. asynchronous online delivery, distance education), you will need the technology listed in the “Technology for Online and Distance Education Students."
· A BSU email account
· High-speed Internet access
Technical Assistance: If you have technical questions, you can contact Ball State's Help Desk. In addition, the Help Desk staff has put together many how-to video clips in its Tech Clips section that can guide you through many of the most common questions.  The helpdesk can be contacted at: 1-765-285-1517 or email at helpdesk@bsu.edu.
Required Materials
· Mud by Maria Irene Fornes 
· Drunk Enough to Say I Love You? by Caryl Churchill
· Short plays by Samuel Beckett
· Gorgeous by Anna Furse
· A full-length play of your choice
· Any and everything posted on Canvas
· A notebook of your choice, and pens/pencils (please bring these to EVERY CLASS MEETING)

Optional Materials (highly recommended for anyone wanting to pursue playwriting)
A Poetry Handbook by Mary Oliver
The Writer’s Journey (Third Edition) by Christopher Vogler
Bird by Bird by Anne Lamott
The Empty Space by Peter Brook
The Elements of Style by Strunk & White
How to Write a Sentence by Stanley Fish
100 Essays I Don’t Have Time to Write by Sarah Ruhl
A More Perfect 10 by Gary Garrison
Letters to a Young Artist by Anna Deveare Smith
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Assigning percentile “grades” for any kind of creative effort is a problematic notion. To ease the need for random and arbitrary “percentages” in assessing your work, this course utilizes a grading system called Specifications Grading. Under this system, you do your best work, and your final grade will reflect the groups of tasks that you have successfully completed to achieve the desired learning outcomes for the course (i.e. minimum specifications). This system also allows you the choice to work toward whatever grade you’d like. Each assignment will get an assessment of COMPLETE/INCOMPLETE in Canvas: COMPLETE indicates you have successfully fulfilled the objectives for the assignment, and INCOMPLETE indicates you need to take another pass at it (you are allowed one additional draft per assignment). 

All assignments categories (detailed below) are posted in weekly modules in Canvas with due dates indicated.
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Play Readings

This semester you'll read four scripts that I assign, and one contemporary play of your choice. The assigned plays are:
· Mud by Maria Irene Fornes
· Selected short plays by Samuel Beckett
· A Number by Caryl Churchill
· Gorgeous by Anna Furse
· One contemporary play of your choice
Each play reading will be followed by...
Reading Reflection
For each play, I'll ask you to compose an informal two-three page essay addressing a targeted style-based question. These responses can and should be from your point of view, and will provide you with lots of information about how to complete the writing assignment that will follow each play.
Writing Assignments
In the first half of the semester, you will be given six targeted writing assignments of approximately 3-5 pages of dialogue. I will give you specific prompts for these assignments, but you will be free to write in any style or form you wish. You will be asked to follow specific play formatting guidelines, just so we're all on the same page (see what I did there?) about the amount of time each scene takes. More on this later.
Open Journal
Throughout the class, I’ll give you the opportunity to vent, spew, puzzle, and/or wax poetical about your process in an open journal, which will be formatted as a discussion board post that will be available to the rest of the class (as well as me). This is a very low-stakes chance for you to check in with me and your peers during your process, and practice writing about writing—specifically your writing. It’s very likely that you’ll discover that your peers in the class are experiencing the same frustrations and/or joys that you are. Yay solidarity!
Sixty Pages of Writing
The second half of the semester will be focused strictly on writing and meeting deadlines. You will be required to turn in sixty pages of writing in order to pass the class, and this writing may be organized as follows:
· One (1) sixty-page play: This constitutes a long one-act play that can, and will most likely, be developed into a full-length play that could be a complete evening of theatre.
· Two (2) one-act plays: These two one-act plays can be organized however you wish, as long as the two plays together constitute a total of sixty pages of writing. You can write one fifteen-page play and one 45-page play, two 30-page plays... the choice is yours. 
Targeted Revision
For your “final exam,” you will complete a targeted revision of your play(s)
Your grades will be tabulated as follows:

To Pass the Class:
The primary defined learning outcome for the course asks you to write a play. Accordingly, to pass the class you must complete each assignment that advances this goal.
· Earn Completes on all fifteen-page assignments (turn in your sixty pages total of writing)
· Finish the term with no more than six (6) absences for our in-person meetings
· Completing these two specifications will earn you a D in the class.

To Earn a C in the Class:
To earn an average grade in the course, you must complete all assignments for your full-length play (above), and make solid attempts on the other assignment categories:
· Earn Completes on all fifteen-page submissions (turn in sixty pages total of writing)
· Earn Completes on at least four (4) of the six writing assignments
· Earn Completes on at least two (2) Reading Reflections and/or Open Journal assignments
· Finish the term with no more than four (4) absences

To Earn a B in the Class:
To earn a B (above average) in the course, you must complete all assignments for your full-length play (above), and make thoughtful attempts on the rest of the assignment categories:
· Earn ON-TIME Completes on all fifteen-page submissions (turn in sixty pages total of writing)
· Earn ON-TIME Completes on five (5) Writing Assignments
· Earn ON-TIME Completes on at least three (3) Open Journal discussions
· Earn ON-TIME Completes on all five (5) Play Responses
· Finish the term with no more than three (3) absences

To Earn an A in the Class: 
As A’s indicate exceptional work in the class, A’s will be assigned to students who thoughtfully complete all assignment categories, as indicated below
· Earn ON-TIME Completes on all fifteen-page submissions (turn in sixty pages total of writing)
· Earn ON-TIME Completes on all six (6) Writing Assignments
· Earn ON-TIME Completes on all Play Responses
· Earn ON-TIME Completes on all Open Journal discussions
· Finish the term with no more than two (2) absences

To assist you in dealing with any unexpected issues that may arise, each student will receive two (2) “late passes” to turn as you need to. The pass will allow you one extra week (seven calendar days from the assignment’s due date) to submit any assignment, except for your final play submission at the end of the term. 

To utilize a late pass, email me with the request before the assignment is due, and I will note the pass on your assignment grade as “excused” for one week. If I do not receive your assignment after the pass has expired, the grade will convert to an incomplete. No late pass requests will be accepted after the assignment due date and time.
C. Course Expectations
Attendance
Research has repeatedly shown that regular class attendance is crucial to college success. In this class especially, the most significant work will occur in our classroom during discussions, when we can ask questions and learn from each other. Accordingly, regular attendance in THEAT 299X is required, and to underscore the importance of coming to class, I'm including attendance in the grading structure for this course. 
You may miss up to two classes with no penalty in this course. Following these first two unexcused absences, your grade will be determined in the following manner:
· 0-2 absences - full specification credit (see “grading” above)
· 3-4 absences – partial spec credit
· 4-5 absences – partial spec credit
· More than 6 absences - no credit
Because of the hybrid nature of our class, attendance will NOT be taken after October 8th. All assignments and activities will convert to online.
Absences are excused and not counted in your allotted two for the following: official university business, extreme illness, and family emergency. Appropriate documentation as to the nature of the absence must be provided. If possible, all family emergencies should be reported to me before the necessary absence; if an extended illness or rare crisis prevents you from attending class for an extended period, please notify me as soon as possible so appropriate arrangements can then be made. Please note that, while I respect your privacy, proactive communication with me regarding issues affecting your class success is crucial; if you do not communicate with me then I have no way to help you, which is always my goal!
As per Ball State University policy, an incomplete will only be granted in extreme circumstances of illness or personal crises.
Class participation
Participation is essential in any theatre class, especially one where meanings can shift, and analysis is based on interpretation. I’m not looking for “canned” or “brilliant” thoughts – I want to know what YOU think! Theatre is about communicating meaning; meanings may clash, but that makes for some great class discussion, and even greater theatre! It’s better to contribute something … even a half-formed idea can serve as inspiration for a deeper analysis. Also, know that our classroom is a safe space for you to “go out on a limb”—in other words, I encourage you to be creative in your responses, to consider possibilities from ALL angles, and don’t be afraid to say what you think, as long as it follows proper discussion guidelines (below).
D. Course Policies and Procedures
Office Hours
My drop-in office hours are Mondays and Wednesdays from 9-10:30 AM. During those times, I can be found in my office in NQ224. If my drop-in hours don’t work for you, then feel free to contact me by email to make alternate arrangements – please do not stop me before or after class, or in the hallway to set up appointments.
Website and Email
This class, as you obviously now see by virtue of reading this syllabus, employs a web site to facilitate learning. All material posted to this site is part of the class, and everyone is expected to know this material. All students are held responsible for any information contained on the Canvas site.  This requires you to do two things: (1) check the site regularly (I recommend once a day) for any announcements or postings.  (2) check your BSU email account regularly (at least once per day). If you choose NOT to use your BSU account, then you MUST arrange to forward all BSU messages to your account of choice.  I have provided links on our Canvas site to help you do this; the system itself does not allow me to make any adjustments to your email addresses in my class lists … it will automatically send messages to your BSU account. Not receiving email because your account is not forwarded is not a valid excuse for missing assignments, etc.

Likewise, I do my best to stay on top of my email daily, but please note that I strive for as much balance in my work and life as possible. This means that I may or may not always check my email after the end of a typical workday (5 PM). I cannot be held responsible for information in any email sent after 5 PM until the next day of classes. (For example, emailing me with a question about an assignment at 11 PM the night before it is due is NOT a good idea … plan ahead!)
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The course withdrawal period ends October 28th. Through this date, students can elect to withdraw from a course; this process is completed through Self-Service Banner. A “W” will appear on your record for the course. The instructor’s permission is not required. For details, see Degree Requirements and Time Limits in the current Undergraduate Catalog.
Technology in the Classroom
Full participation in the in-person meetings of my classes does not require the use of technology, so I will implement a “no tech” space during all class meetings, unless otherwise informed. This means that smart phones, laptops, and tablets must be silenced or turned off and put away (not in your pocket). Headphones and ear buds are not allowed unless specifically told otherwise. 

If you have a documented disability that requires technology use to aid your full participation in our class, please make an appointment with me as soon as possible to discuss appropriate accommodations. If you have an emergency that requires you to maintain access to your technology during the class period, please see me before class to make any accommodations. 

Recording lectures or taking any kind of video or photographs during class without permission of the instructor is prohibited. Notes may be taken by hand; please be aware that I will post all presentations and PowerPoints on Canvas so you may review material as necessary following our discussions. 

There is a zero-tolerance policy. Students who do not comply with these requirements will be given two strikes where they will be asked to leave the class and will be counted absent for that day. A third offense will result in an automatic failure of the class.
Academic Dishonesty
Because honesty, trust and personal responsibility are the fundamental attributes of both our University and civic communities, every effort will be made to uphold these qualities in this class. Academic dishonesty threatens the foundations of an institution dedicated to the pursuit of knowledge. Any form of academic dishonesty, including cheating, plagiarism, violation of a fellow student’s work and collusion will not be tolerated and will result in automatic failure of the course, in addition to other disciplinary action by the University.

A Note About Plagiarism:  All students are expected to always do their own work. Plagiarism is the taking of someone else's ideas, sentences, and/or words and using them as one's own. Students will be dismissed from class and receive a failing grade for any act of plagiarism.
University Statement Regarding Artificial Intelligence (AI)
As you work on and submit assignments this semester, please be aware that using generative AI tools to complete your assignments is a violation of Ball State’s Academic Ethics Policy, unless the AI use is explicitly approved by the faculty member. In general, students may not submit any work generated by an AI program as their own. Doing so is plagiarism (see above). Generating work in this course using any form of Artificial Intelligence will be considered a violation of the Academic Ethics Policy. If your grade is affected by an academic ethics violation, I am required to report the violation to the Office of the Vice Provost for Academic Affairs who oversees the Student Academic Ethics policy and maintains records of its violations. More information about this reporting process is available here.
Jen’s Statement Regarding Artificial Intelligence (AI)
I understand how tempting it can be when you’re overworked and behind schedule to ask an automated chatbot to write your scenes and assignments for you. And, given how sophisticated the technology is right now, the chances of me not finding out that you did this are decent. I’m working hard to create activities, assignments and discussions that ask you to put yourself squarely into the topic as a researcher, a thinker, an artist, and a human being, but please be aware that I won’t waste valuable time puzzling over whether your discussion board post is truly your own; I have better things to do.

So, before you resort to AI to complete an assignment, please consider the following:

· What am I getting out of this exercise? You signed up for this class to write a play—an original piece of theatre that explores an original story filtered through your unique point of view. An AI generated scene will be anything but that. If you’re just looking for an easy way to save time and avoid thinking through something complicated or difficult, then ask yourself what you will do the next time you’re confronted with this kind of a creative challenge? And the next? And the next? And if that’s all you’re doing, then take this class? Why spend money on a college degree? 
· Is it fair ask Jen to read something that I didn’t take the time to write myself? It might feel good initially to “trick” me, but our relationship as instructor and learner is based on trust and mutual respect. I promise that I will make our time together interesting and rewarding—I will not promise to make it quick or easy. Besides, any play generated by AI won’t be your play. And chances are pretty good that it’ll be boring and pointless. Do you want your name on something boring and pointless? Additionally, I promise that I will never use AI to evaluate any of your submissions. It is my responsibility as your instructor (and fellow creative artist) to model the choices I wish you to make, so you may rest assured that my comments on your assignment come from me and me alone. 
· Am I willing to accept the “hidden” costs of using AI? Research conducted by Cornell University revealed the following: “The team found that, by 2030, the current rate of AI growth would annually put 24 to 44 million metric tons of carbon dioxide into the atmosphere, the emissions equivalent of adding 5 to 10 million cars to U.S. roadways. It would also drain 731 to 1,125 million cubic meters of water per year – equal to the annual household water usage of 6 to 10 million Americans.” These are modest estimates. Additionally, social impacts are just now emerging, not the least of which include the building of data centers in poor and marginalized areas of the country, creating massive upheaval in the power grid and increasing costs for those who can least afford it. 

Please note, I am not anti-technology, and I understand that AI can certainly have positive applications. I know that it’s here to stay. I also understand and respect that your relationship to technology may be different from mine, and that’s fair. For purposes or our class however, I invite you to think about the “downstream” consequences of what might seem to be a quick fix for a busy schedule and/or unanticipated problems. I also encourage you to think about the impact AI is undoubtedly having on the creative arts. When you’re in a pinch, remember that you have two “late passes” that you can use for any assignment. Use those to help alleviate the stress, and do you own creative work. That’s what I want to see.
Special Conditions
If you need adaptations or accommodations because of a disability, if you have emergency medical information to share with me, or if you need special arrangements in case the building must be evacuated, please speak with me privately as soon as possible. My office hours are 9-10:30 AM on Monday and Tuesday.
Children
Please note that parents with children are always welcome in my class. If you need to bring a child with you to any of our class activities because a caregiver is not available, please contact me in advance to make accommodations.
Discussion Decorum
As mentioned above, any discussion-based seminar warrants a certain amount of informality in our work together. I encourage an informal, open and engaged classroom environment.  All opinions will be heard, and everyone who has something to contribute will have equal opportunity to speak. Please know, however, that I will not tolerate any amount of disrespect of me or your peers; this includes personal and insulting remarks, unwarranted foul language, speaking out of turn, and unwarranted outbursts. Any behavior such as this is grounds for immediate dismissal from the course, and departmental disciplinary action. In addition, a large part of your participation grade will be determined by how well and how thoroughly you critique your peers’ work; during the first week of class I will review ways to engage in healthy, positive and productive peer reviews. Please see me if you have any concerns or questions about this aspect of the class.
Hot Topics
Since writing is a very personal activity, some of the work generated in class can be controversial and even polarizing … that is, artistic opinions are often strong, emotional and heartfelt.  Beginning students often see only one side of a complex issue. The classroom, by its very nature, is designed to be a safe space for the exploration of ideas in a positive and constructive atmosphere. Accordingly, ALL OPINIONS will be heard in this classroom and greeted constructively. If you disagree with a comment, please feel free to voice your opinion, but under no circumstances should comments be derogatory, hostile or personal in nature. Part of the learning experience in this class (and the practice of theatre in general) is to learn how to constructively disagree and come to consensus, rather than reacting emotionally to heated discussions. If you feel frustrated, I encourage you to examine WHY you are frustrated, and explore how to effectively deal with those issues. Please see me if you need to discuss this further at any point during the semester.

If you have a concern about any of the materials or topics discussed in class, especially as it relates to academic freedom, and freedom of speech, please see me. I’m happy to have a conversation with you in productive and respectful manner.
Adult Themes
Please be advised that many of our reading materials and discussions, as well as work generated by your peers, may contain adult themes and language. If you have a concern about this, please see me as soon as possible.
Freedom of Expression
For more information about Ball State University’s commitment to Freedom of Speech and Freedom of Expression, please visit https://www.bsu.edu/about/freedom-of-expression.
Resources for Students
Code of Student Rights and Responsibilities:  www.bsu.edu/studentcode
Student Academic Ethics Policy:  www.bsu.edu/studentcode/academicethics
Student Grade Appeal Policy:  www.bsu.edu/studentcode/gradeappeal
Policy Regarding Student Disruptions:  www.bsu.edu/studentcode/disruption
Policy Regarding Unexpected Student Leave:  www.bsu.edu/studentcode/leaves
Taking Responsibility
In this class, we discuss the importance and implications of taking responsibility for artistic choices.  Likewise, you will be expected to assume responsibility for your own learning processes and products. I will make clear the parameters of your responsibilities in this course, and the projects within this course, but you are responsible for making sure you understand the procedures, details and deadlines. In other words, if you don’t know ... ask!

Welcome to Advanced Playwriting! I look forward to working with you, and I hope you enjoy the class!

“It’s like making a movie: All sorts of accidental things will happen after you’ve set up the cameras. So you get luck. Something will happen at the edge of the set and perhaps you will go with that; you get some footage of that. You come into it accidentally. You set the story in motion and as you’re watching this thing begin, all of these opportunities will show up. So, in order to exploit one thing or another, you may have to do research. You may have to find out more about Chinese immigrants, or you may have to find out about Halley’s Comet, or whatever, where you didn’t realize that you were going to have Chinese immigrants or Halley’s Comet in your story. So you do research on that, and it implies more, and the deeper you get into the story, the more it implies, the more suggestions it makes on the plot. Toward the end, the ending becomes inevitable.”

								-Kurt Vonnegut, November 1985



Jennifer Blackmer, Professor of Theatre
Office:  NQ224
Course Mailbox:  WQ 100 (theatre and dance department office)
Drop In Office Hours: Mondays and Wednesdays 9-10:30 AM
Additional hours are available by appointment.
Office Phone:  765-285-8795
Email:  jsblackmer@bsu.edu
Professor’s Website: www.jenniferblackmer.com 

