Course Syllabus: Playwriting I: Action, Dialogue, and Structure

Course Overview

Instructor: Annette DanielsTaylor

Course Number: THEA 250
Credits: 3 (15 weeks)
Prerequisites: None

This is a foundational playwriting course structured as a workshop. The course focuses on
developing core dramatic writing skills: creating compelling action, crafting authentic
dialogue, and establishing effective dramatic structure. We will read and analyze the work of
diverse playwrights to understand the various techniques used to reflect cultural, political,
and historical realities on stage. Students will meet twice weekly for lecture/discussion and

workshop/lab sessions.

Course Objectives

Upon successful completion of this course, students will be able to:
1. Identify and implement the core elements of dramatic structure: action, objective,

conflict, climax, and resolution.

2. Develop distinct, dramatically active characters rooted in research and empathetic

observation.

3. Craft dynamic and authentic dialogue that reveals character, forwards the plot, and

utilizes subtext.

4. Participate constructively in a writing workshop environment, offering clear, actionable

feedback on peers' work.

5. Complete and revise a polished one-act play.

Grading Breakdown

Component Weight
Participation & Workshop Contribution 20%
Weekly Journal & Prompt Responses 20%
Public Observation Exercises (2) 15%
Midterm Portfolio (First 10 Pages Draft) 15%
Final One-Act Play (15-20 pages) 30%
Total 100%

Required Weekly Component: Public Observation and Journaling

Weekly Journal: Students must submit a journal entry (approx. 300 words) each week
responding to the assigned prompt or reflecting on their public observation/listening exercise.

These are mandatory writing practice.

Public Observation/Listening Exercises: These are designed to train the playwright's ear




and eye by engaging with the real world. Students will document language, mannerisms, and
conflict observed in public spaces (cafés, parks, public transit, etc.).

Weekly Schedule and Topics

Week |Day 1: Lecture/Discussion (Craft & Reading) Day 2: Workshop/Lab (Writing & Feedback)

1 Foundational Tools: Action & Objective. What |Public Observation I: Listening. Assignment:
does a character do? Reading: Short Play Document 10 distinct, overheard lines of dialogue
Excerpts (Suzan-Lori Parks, and the context of their delivery.
Topdog/Underdog).

2 The Dialogue Engine: Subtext and Silence. Public Observation II: Conflict. Assignment:
What is unsaid? Reading: Short Play: Ironbound |Document a real-world conflict, detailing
(Martyna Majok) excerpts. objective, obstacle, and attempted action.

3 Character Building: Needs, Secrets, and Writing Exercise: Scene Draft 1: A dialogue
Masks. Character depth and biography. Reading: |driven entirely by a secret one character is
Scenes from Fat Ham (James ljames). keeping.

4 Structure I: Inciting Incident & Rising Action. |Workshop: Critique and feedback on Scene
The dramatic question. Reading: Scenes from Draft 1. Journal Prompt: “"The Character | Don't
Water by the Spoonful (Quiara Alegria Hudes). |Understand.”

5 Structure II: Climax and Resolution. Payout and |Writing Exercise: Scene Draft 2: Writing the
consequences. Reading: Scenes from A Raisin in [climax of a conflict without using stage violence.
the Sun (Lorraine Hansberry).

6 Staging the Invisible: Set, Lighting, Sound. Workshop: Critique and feedback on Scene
Writing for the theatrical space. Reading: Scenes [Draft 2. Journal Prompt: "The Senses of the
ffrom Pass Over (Antoinette Nwandu). Stage."

7 Worldbuilding: Given Circumstances and Tone.[Writing Exercise: Draft a monologue that reveals
Establishing the rules of the play. Reading: Sceneslthe protagonist's entire world in three minutes.
ffrom Vietgone (Qui Nguyen).

8 MIDTERM CHECKPOINT Midterm Portfolio Due: First 10 Pages of

One-Act Draft. Peer Workshop on structure and
momentum.




9 The Monologue: Voice, Confession, and Workshop: Critique and feedback on Monologue
Address. Types and functions. Reading: Drafts. Journal Prompt: "The Power of Direct
Monologues from diverse BIPOC and women |Address."
playwrights.

10 Time, Pacing, and Dramatic Time. Manipulating [Writing Exercise: Revise a scene by
time on stage. Reading: Scenes from The Wolves|compressing or expanding the dramatic time.
(Sarah DeLappe).

1 Revision and Self-Editing I: The Dialogue Pass. |Workshop: Peer review focusing specifically on
Pruning and tightening language. Reading: Editing|dialogue economy and rhythm in revised pages.
Guides/Checklists.

12 Voice and Authenticity: Writing Across Writing Exercise: Draft a short scene with a
Difference. Ethical representation and research. |character whose lived experience is different
Reading: Critical essays on from your own (requires specific research).
voice/appropriation.

13 The Ten-Minute Play Challenge. Writing under |(Workshop: Critique of completed 10-Minute Play
constraint. Reading: 10-Minute Plays from Drafts. Journal Prompt: "The Lessons of
diverse sources. Constraint."

14 The Professional Life: Production, Publishing, [Final One-Act Play Due. Class Readings of Final
and Next Steps. Industry standards. Projects (if time permits).

15 Final Readings and Wrap-up Class Readings of Final Projects (Continued) &

Course Conclusion.

Final One-Act Play Project (15-20 Pages)

Students will complete a polished one-act play focusing on a single sustained action. The final
script must demonstrate mastery of character, action, and dialogue, and must include a
written artist statement detailing the play's inspiration, structural choices, and the questions
the playwright hopes to provoke in an audience.
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