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INTRODUCTION

Thornton Wilder’s Our Town is a good introduction for younger students in the exercise of 
reading plays. The piece is consciously spare in its set, props, staging, and language, and its 
content is simple yet appropriate material for younger readers. In fact, the beauty of the play 
lies in its simplicity and universality as it touches on some of the experiences we all share as 
human beings. In some sense, Our Town means to describe all small towns. 

In Our Town, we follow the lives of Grover’s Corners’ rather ordinary residents in what 
the Stage Manager describes as the three great acts of life: daily life, love and marriage, 
and death (48). In Act I, we experience daily life within a single community, observing the 
activities of two families during events that could transpire in any small town. In Act II, we 
witness Emily and George choosing to spend their lives together, which, although significant 
to them, is at the same time unremarkable: “Almost everybody in the world gets married,” 
according to the Stage Manager (48). Finally, in Act III, we are reminded that no one escapes 
death. Death in Our Town means forgetting even the particulars of life. 

Before she forgets, however, Emily is given one last opportunity to experience the life she 
has left behind and discovers that life’s great wonder is found in all of the small gestures and 
particulars of human existence so easily overlooked and even forgotten by the living: her 
mother’s sunflowers, the aromas of food and coffee, the touch of crisply ironed dresses and 
ribbons, the comfort of a hot bath and the ticking of clocks. All of it, Emily says, is “too wonderful 
for anybody to realize” (108). As the Stage Manager remarks, only saints and poets seem 
capable of realizing what life is while they still live. But life is troubled too because it is often 
accompanied by terrible suffering that comes with being human: painful and sometimes fatal 
childbirth, untimely death, loneliness and drunkenness, wasted time, overmastering passions, 
and ignorance and blindness. Humans seem to live life as if “they’re sort of shut up in little 
boxes” (96), unable to experience it fully while in the middle of the swift moving stream of time. 
Sadly, for most individuals, life’s beauty only becomes meaningful at the moment of its loss. 

All of these thoughts are worthy of consideration by students. And, while younger students 
have little acquaintance with regret, they can gain some insight by witnessing it in these 
characters’ lives. 

Because this is a play, we recommend that the students and teacher read it aloud together in 
its entirety before discussing it. The teacher should assign parts based on reading proficiency. 
For example, the most adept reader should be given the Stage Manager’s role since he has the 
bulk of the dialogue. This exercise should take approximately two hours.
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Once the play has been read aloud, the teacher may wish to give the students an opportunity 
to read it on their own before the discussions begin. 

The discussion questions below are meant to lead the students deeper into the world Wilder 
has created by eliciting concrete details and suggesting more consequential topics for 
reflection. (Please see the Cana Academy Guide Teaching Fiction from the Inside Out for 
a more detailed explanation of the principles that inform this approach.) They are written 
solely for the teacher and should not be reproduced for the students, nor should they become 
the basis for comprehension tests. Occasionally, the discussions will spill over into areas 
addressed deeper into the play or even into a recapitulation of earlier material. This is a good 
and natural response from the students that should not be interrupted unless necessary. If 
important details have been skipped, they can be returned to later in the conversation.

Some of the questions point to repeated and developing imagery and material that only 
ultimately comes into sharper focus in the final scenes. It is a good idea to encourage students 
to keep track of these references so that when they reach the culmination of events in the 
final scenes, they will have ready sources and citations for a rich and final discussion of 
the larger issues at stake. Advising them to keep a watchful eye for repeated details such as 
references to stars and starlight is not the same as instructing them on what those references 
come to mean over the course of the play. These are opportunities for training students on 
how to mark a text for later discussion. 

Finally, Our Town is a play and should be seen on stage or on film at the conclusion of 
the discussions. However, it is important that the students not view any performances 
before they have read and wrestled with the text. This way they can freely debate their own 
interpretationswithout undue outside influence. Because the staging is relatively simple and 
the props and setting are spare, this is a desirable piece for a drama course that is staging its 
first performance. In any case, questions regarding the proper staging should be periodically 
addressed throughout the discussions. 

This guide includes the following:

• A glossary of unfamiliar references plus the lyrics to the recurring hymn, “Blessed 
be the Tie that Binds.”

• Discussion questions for each act

• Broader questions for larger discussions and essay assignments

We encourage teachers to reflect on the broader questions at the close of this guide before 
beginning the daily discussions since these questions orient the teacher to the larger issues 
at stake in the play. 
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SAMPLE DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

ACT I: Daily Life, 1901  

(Wilder has the Stage Manager name the acts on page 48. He does not name Act III.)

1. Throughout these discussions, the students should watch for the continual breach of the 
wall between the audience and the players. Why does this happen? What dramatic purpose 
does this serve? This cannot be answered all at once and will need to be addressed as the 
discussion unfolds. 

2. Where does the action of the play take place? Note the longitude and latitude of Grover’s 
Corners. Sketch on the board the set and props for this act, paying attention to the details 
of the various structures and their relationships to each other. What is the setting, place 
and time of the play? How can you tell? What details do you notice? Note that much of the 
movement of the actors is mimed rather than supported by actual props: the imaginary black 
bag of Dr. Gibbs, the imaginary horse, wagon and milk bottles of Howie Newsome. What 
does this lend to the action and meaning of the story?

3. How does the Stage Manager introduce the play? What is unusual or surprising about his 
introduction? How is the play organized? How does he describe Grover’s Corners? What 
indications do we have that this is a typical day and that things do not change much in 
Grover’s Corners? Try to include as many details from the text as possible. 

4. How does the Stage Manager move our imaginations through time? Why is this significant? 
What is his role in this play? Keep track of time by watching for changes in tense. Also pay 
attention to the various roles the Stage Manager enacts throughout the play. What roles does 
he play? How does he direct the actors? How does he move the action of the play forward?

5. The Stage Manager says, “In our town we like to know the facts about everybody” (7). 
Keep this in mind as you read and discuss the text. How is this proven true or not true over 
the course of the play?

6. How do we meet the other characters? What details does the Stage Manager provide about 
each? Make a grid on the board to keep track of the relationships between the characters.

7. What does the Stage Manager tell us about the future? Note references to death throughout 
Act I. We hear, for instance, that Joe Crowell dies in the war in France. What was this war 
about? Describe it and its consequences, especially the number of casualties. (The students 
may need some historical detail about World War I, but keep it brief.) How does the Stage 
Manager view Joe Crowell’s death and why? Watch for any reiteration of this sentiment in 
the remainder of the play.
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8. Compare the Webb and Gibbs families. What do Mrs. Webb and Mrs. Gibbs talk about? 
What do we learn about these two characters? What does Mrs. Gibbs dream of doing someday? 
Why? How would she be able to afford this? Why hasn’t she done it yet?

9. What do Professor Willard and Mr. Webb have to say about Grover’s Corners? On what 
authority does Mr. Webb speak about the town? Why does the Stage Manager think we 
should know these things? What reason does the Stage Manager give for cutting off the 
Professor? Why is this significant? 

10. What questions do the audience members ask? What is the effect of these interventions 
on us? 

11. One of the questioners asks if “there [is] any culture or love of beauty in Grover’s 
Corners” (26). What is Mr. Webb’s answer and how does the questioner respond to his 
answer? Think about his answer later when you encounter Simon.  

The full guide Leading a Seminar on Thornton Wilder’s Our Town is available in our online 
shop for $10. 
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