
COMT 320 Research Paper
Guidelines: Part 2

What can my paper be about (ctd.)?

Any of the following:
A media “text”—or any part of, aspect of, or issue occurring in a media text. Examples:
- a TV show or series or episode or storyline

- a movie

- a music video

- a book or series of books (or a specific character, or a specific event in a book)

- a newspaper (or a specific article or photo or any other element of a newspaper)

- a magazine (or a specific article or photo or any other element of a magazine)

- a radio broadcast or series or format

- a web site, blog, or other online text
- a video game

- a commercial, print ad, or online ad

A trend or phenomenon or event that occurs across multiple iterations of a text or type of text. Examples might include:

- how a person or group of people is portrayed or described in (multiple episodes of) a TV series, or a series of TV commercials

- how a certain character acts, or what a certain character says, across episodes of a show
- the types of ads that are predominant in (multiple issues of) a magazine

- the relationship between visual and text elements in (multiple editions of) a newspaper

- a visual, musical, aural, or other technical aspect of a text (e.g.,  a TV show, movie, web site, radio show, music video) that is used in multiple episodes/airings/sites

- the differences between the way two different media texts (e.g., two different cable news networks, two different radio shows, two different magazines) cover an issue

- a trend or occurrence that occurs across multiple members of the same text category; e.g., profanity uttered by children in (various) prime-time TV shows; smoking and drinking in (various) Disney animated films

A producer of or participant in media texts, such as:

- a TV network, station, production company, corporation, executive, director, star, writer

- a radio network, station, producer, company, station chain, on-air personality

- a movie studio, production company, exhibitor, star, director, producer, writer

- a book publishing company, editor, author

- a newspaper publishing company, editor, writer/reporter

- a magazine publishing company, editor, writer

- an advertising or public relations agency or anyone who works in those fields 

OR media coverage/treatment of any of the above

Reactions by audience members (yourself, a group of people) to any of the above.

Media coverage of or about any of the above.

What guidelines do I need to follow when researching and writing the “literature review” section of my paper?
The golden rule: when writing an academic paper, the sources that you cite and discuss in your literature review must be academic sources.

What’s an academic source?

An article, conference paper, book, or book chapter that is

- written by a scholar (usually a professor, but sometimes a graduate student)
- published in an academic journal or academic book by an academic publishing company
- both of which guarantee that the source is “peer reviewed”: edited, fact-checked, revised, substantiated, and finally approved for publication by an editorial board consisting of other expert scholars in the same field as the author.
Academic publications, then, are significantly different from journalistic and many other types of publications in that all factual statements offered in them can—and must

- be supported by evidence (which is discussed in the text)

- refer to the original sources that discovered or published that evidence (and provide complete bibliographical references to those sources so that readers can find the sources themselves if they want to)

- be verified by experts other than the author 

before they can be published.

What are some examples of academic journals?

In the communication discipline, the journals include Journal of Communication, Mass Communication & Society, Quarterly Journal of Speech, Human Communication Research, Critical Studies in Media Communication, Communication Theory, Journalism & Mass Communication Quarterly, Journal of Communication Inquiry, Popular Communication, Western Journal of Communication, and many others with similarly enticing titles.

You’ll notice that publications such as The New York Times, The Wall Street Journal, The Billings Gazette, Time, Newsweek, USA Today, Vogue, Sports Illustrated, Maxim, and Elle are not included in the above list!
How do I find academic sources for my literature review?

These days, the easiest and fastest way to find such sources is by starting with an online database. (The actual sources—that is, the actual articles, books, chapters, conference papers—may not necessarily all exist online, of course, but at least you can find the titles and locations of the sources online!)

How do I find online databases?

1. Go to the MSU-B library homepage (www.msubillings.edu/library).
2. Click on “Favorite Full-Text Databases” or “A-Z Database List” in the green box (“Find an Article”) at the top of the center column.
What databases available through the MSU-B library would you recommend that I use? Recommended databases to search for mass communication academic sources:

- Academic Search Premier (start here!)
- Expanded Academic

- JSTOR

If what you’re analyzing is news coverage of a media text or event, you might also want to use 

- LexisNexis (which is also a source for legal briefs)
If you’re analyzing a business-related issue, you’ll find this database helpful:
- Business Source Premier

If you’re analyzing a legal issue:

- LegalTrac

How do I ensure that I’m searching for and finding only academic sources when I do my database search?

Easy! When using databases such as Academic Search Premier, be sure to check the box that says “Scholarly (Peer Reviewed) Journals” before hitting the “Search” button.
How else can I find sources that are relevant to my topic?
Every academic article/chapter/book/conference includes its own literature review and its own list of references. This means that even if you’ve found only one article that’s relevant to your own study, that article itself can serve as a source for additional articles. Just look at (and then get your hands on) the sources that are referenced in your article’s literature review and reference section. Then look at the sources referenced in those sources. And so on, and so on, and so on…

Some academic journals make their entire articles available online—but many do not. What happens if I’m using Academic Search Premier and find an article title that sounds perfect for my literature review but the full text of the article isn’t available online?
You have several options:

- See if the MSU-B library subscribes to the print version of the journal. 

- See if another database carries the article’s full text.

You can do both of these by clicking the “check for full text” link at the bottom of the article reference.

If the article is not available either as a hard copy in our library or on another database, you can always order the article through Interlibrary Loan. It will usually be e-mailed to you within a week.
How many academic sources do I need to cite/discuss in my literature review?

In a paper of this size and scope (an 8-to-10-page paper about a narrowly focused issue), I think your literature review should be about two pages long. Assuming that you’ll need to spend about a paragraph summarizing/discussing each relevant source, your literature review should include at least 6 academic sources. 

Can I refer to non-academic sources in my literature review?

Yes, but

- only in addition to—not instead of—your 6 academic sources

- and only if the non-academic sources are journalistic (print or online versions of national, regional, or local newspapers or magazines) and are identified by author, title, source, and publication date.
Are any sources completely off-limits?

Good question! Yes, several sources may not be used or cited in your literature review (or elsewhere in your paper):
- Wikipedia

- Google (as a source)

- online dictionaries and online encyclopedias

- any other non-journalistic web site that is not EXPLICITLY maintained and overseen by academics

Of course, if the very topic of your paper (that is, your original analysis) is one of these sites, you can talk about it in your analysis section. But you are not allowed to use Wikipedia entries (for example) as “sources” in your literature review. As we’ll see, Wikipedia and most other so-called “encyclopedias” and “dictionaries” online are NOT peer-reviewed.

Why are you getting your panties in a twist about this issue, Dr. Weiss?
Because this paper is not
- a personal essay

- a journalistic article

- a blog

- a reflection paper

This assignment is specifically framed as an academic paper. Academic papers are valuable—and respected—precisely because every background statement that occurs in them can be, and has been, independently verified by panels of experts. Their very purpose is to bring reliable, authoritative knowledge (new and existing) to their readers and to the world at large.

Other types of writing have different purposes and, thus, different standards. 

There’s a good chance that the analysis section of my paper will consist largely of my own interpretation or that of my friends. Doesn’t that violate the principles of evidence or “peer reviewing?”
Great question! (Boy, you guys are smart!)

Academic writing in many fields (including communication) can include criticism, which necessarily involves an individual’s opinions, interpretations, evaluations, and judgments. The rule, though, is that you must always back up any such value statement with “evidence.” The evidence in a critical analysis of a media text (e.g., a TV show) is the specific fact, portrayal, article, visual component, action (etc.) you’re analyzing. 

So, let’s say your paper involves a critical analysis of what you perceive to be racially motivated, negative portrayals of the contestants on this season’s Survivor. It’s not acceptable in an academic analysis to say only “Survivor is racist.” It is acceptable in an academic analysis to say something like this:

This season’s Survivor episodes seem to contain aspects of racism. Only two of the 19 contestants selected to be on the show (John and Mary) are non-white. In the episodes I watched for this analysis (episodes #3, 4, and 7), John, who is Hispanic, was given an average of 2 minutes of on-camera time per episode and Mary, who is black, was given an average of only 1.5 minutes per episode. Each of the 17 white contestants, however, appeared on camera for at least 3 minutes in every episode. Additionally, whenever John or Mary appeared on camera, they were shown doing or saying something that reflected badly on them. John’s on-camera appearances included him failing to start a fire, accidentally losing his tribe’s food, and contributing to his team’s defeats in the immunity challenges. The only times Mary was shown speaking was when she was arguing with her teammates or making derogatory comments about them to the off-screen interviewer. All of the white contestants, however, were only shown at moments when they were helping their tribes find food or winning challenges. While it is entirely possible, and even likely, that John and Mary both made positive contributions to their tribes and had positive things to say about their teammates, such things were never shown on-camera.

In this example, while you are clearly providing your own observations and interpretations, your overall claim/opinion—that Survivor is racist—is supported by all sorts of verifiable evidence. (Anyone watching the same episodes you watched could easily confirm that what you described really happened—or, if you’re not describing the episodes accurately, could easily challenge your claims.)
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