COMT 320 Research Paper Guidelines:

Preliminary Thoughts


Here’s what I wrote in the syllabus:
Research paper
An 8-to-10-page research paper will be due on Tuesday, April 17th. Many more details will be provided as we get into the semester.
Here are the first of those details. (I’ll be covering a lot more after the Spring Break, but I wanted to get your wheels turning now.)
Purposes
I have several objectives for this assignment:

· To allow you to explore in more depth than is typically possible in a survey class a specific contemporary media-and-society or media-and-culture issue that is of interest to you. 

· To allow you to gain experience in academic research and writing.

· To allow you to become acquainted with a small portion of the academic literature that relates in various ways to your topic.
· To allow you to ask and begin to answer an original research question.

Paper overview
Although brief as research papers go, your paper will include all the elements found in most academic writing:

- introduction

- research question

- brief review of literature

- your own original analysis of the issue/texts/effects

- the conclusions and implications you draw as a result of reviewing both prior literature and new texts/issues: in other words, an answer to the research question that you posed
What should your paper be about?
The simplest answer is this: a contemporary issue or phenomenon or effect or controversy involving media and society (or media and culture) that you are strongly interested in. 

During our class discussions, panels, and deprivation papers, you’ve all made clear to me that in various ways you are deeply and personally involved with media forms, media texts, media products, and/or the media industries. You spend time online, watching TV, listening to music, reading magazines/newspapers/books, being exposed to advertising, going to movies, listening to the radio, etc. In short, for better or worse, the media are clearly important parts of your own lives and the lives of the people you care about. Your paper should explore a topic that relates to one of your media interests.
How to turn your interest into a research paper topic
All academic research is guided by a “research question”—the issue, phrased in the form of a question, that you are investigating and hoping to (in at least some small way) answer. In other words, academic research does not simply involve compiling a pile of pre-existing facts about a topic—that’s what encyclopedias (and elementary school reports) do! 

Rather, real academic research is much more narrowly focused and involves more creativity and originality. It is based on asking and attempting to answer a specific question—ideally, one that has never been asked or answered before—and, in doing so, generates new knowledge
While there are as many possible research paper topics and research questions as there are researchers, for the purposes of this assignment, it might be most helpful to think about your topic—and, therefore, structure your research question—in one of the following ways:
Investigation of a new/different phenomenon
Let’s say you’re intrigued by a new media technology, or a movie that’s significantly different from all others that have been produced, or the latest (“state of the art”) digital TV programs. You might phrase your research question as follows:
“How is [media issue/phenomenon X] new or different from what’s been available before”?
This, then, provides a framework for your own paper—it opens the door for a paper that includes (a) a brief review of the research about existing/old/traditional elements of your topic, and (b) a review of whatever research may exist about the new elements of your topic, and (c) your own original analysis.
Effects/impact/influence of a media phenomenon on society
Let’s say your interest is not so much in a technology or a program or a text in itself as much as it is in how one of those things is affecting people (as individuals, as a group within a culture, as an entire culture, as a society, as the world). Then your research question might be like one of these:

“What effects does X have on [group of people]?”

“How do [group of people] respond to X?”

“How do [group of people] feel about X?”

“In what ways are [group of people] incorporating X into their lives?”

“How is X changing the lives of [group of people]?”

“Why do [group of people] respond to X the way they do?”

“Why do [group of people] use X?”


A question/focus like one of these allows you to review what’s been studied about topics similar to yours as well as offer your own thoughts on what’s going on.
Controversies concerning a media/society issue
Another possibility is for you to explore neither a media text/phenomenon nor its effects, but rather the discussion or controversy that may be swirling around the text/phenomenon. In this case, your research question might be like one of these:

“What are the issues raised by X?”

“How do [group of people A] and [group of people B] differ in their reactions to X—and why?”
“Why is X controversial?”

What to do now
Start thinking about
- media-and-society issues that interest you

- the types of question(s) you might want to investigate that relate to your chosen issues

IF you have the time, motivation, and “know-how” to do so at this point, start doing database searches using Academic Search Premier (or other databases available through the library’s web site) to see what’s already been written about your topic.
What we’ll talk about after the break
- How to do database searches

- What counts as academic research

- How to approach and write a literature review

- How to refine research questions

- What I’m looking for in your “original analysis” section

- What I’m looking for in your conclusion section

- APA formatting
