COMT 460

Fall 2006

Take-Home Exam

This exam consists of six essay questions. Should you choose to take this exam rather than write a paper, you must answer five—and only five—of the questions below. I will read and grade only the first five answers you provide, so it will not be to your advantage to write six answers.
Each question has a target length of 2-3 pages, assuming that your pages follow the same formatting guidelines required for all papers in the class: You must computer-print your answers, use double-spacing, use Times New Roman 12-point type, limit margins to one inch on each side, 1” margins, and do not place extra spaces between paragraphs. 

As with all papers in this course, your exam answers will be evaluated on the strengths of their analyses, the clarity and specificity of their descriptions, the appropriate application (and citation!) of key concepts to selected texts, writing quality, and compliance with directions. 
For full credit, you must hand a hard copy of your exam to me no later than 9:50 on the morning of Monday, December 11th. I will be in my office (LA 607) between 9:30 and 9:50 that morning. (You are also welcome to deliver a hard copy to me—or, if I’m not in my office, to the Communication & Theatre department manager, Ms. Amber Gamsby, any day before December 11th.)

Exams handed in on Monday, December 11th between 9:51 A.M. and 5:00 P.M. will be assessed a 10% grade penalty.

Exams handed in after 5:00 P.M. on December 11th will not be accepted or graded. They will simply be given a score of zero.
I will not accept or grade e-mailed exam responses at any time. (It’s not my responsibility to print out your 10-to-15-page paper.)
NOTE: The same deadline, acceptance, and grading policies apply to those of you writing papers rather than exam responses: 
· full credit if handed in by 9:50 A.M. on December 11th; 
· a 10% penalty if handed in between 9:51 A.M. and 5:00 P.M. on the 11th; 
· no credit if handed in after 5:00 P.M. on the 11th; and
· no e-mailed papers at any time.
Question # 1
In the “Race, Ethnicity, Representation” section (that is, the reading assigned for 11/13/06) of his book Cultural Studies, Chris Barker lays out a number of strategies or trends used by television producers over the past few decades to represent (or, in some cases, to not represent) non-white people. Barker refers to these strategies/trends as:

- “whites only”

- “stereotyped representations” (which, I admit, is vague and overbroad)

- “menace to society”

- “assimilationism”

- “ambiguities of representation”

- “the new ghetto aesthetic”

- “positive image”

Describe and analyze the use of any three of these strategies in either Crash (2005; dir. Paul Haggis), Bamboozled (2000; dir. Spike Lee), or any other 21st-century movie of your choice. Be sure to provide concrete evidence to support your arguments. By this I mean you must provide detailed and specific descriptions of actual scenes, characters, actors, performances, storylines, visuals, and/or actions in the film you choose to discuss. It is not enough to simply talk about your film in the abstract or as a whole—I want you to focus on specific elements of that film.

Be sure to quote and/or paraphrase Barker’s ideas when you use them to analyze elements of your film.

If you choose to discuss what Barker calls “stereotyped representations,” feel free to use (and cite!) definitions of “stereotype” provided in any other required reading for this unit of the course. You are also free to use the definition provided by Marsha Woodbury in her article about media stereotypes of Jews. Finally, you are welcome to discuss (and cite!) ideas offered in the article “Bamboozled: Audience Reactions to a Spike Lee Film” by Dwight Brooks and George Daniels (assigned for 12/6) should you decide to analyze that film.
Question #2
In the video Representation and the Media that we watched in class, and in his book Representation—portions of which were assigned readings for 11/8, 11/15, 11/20, and 12/6—Stuart Hall explores a number of different uses of the word “representation.” The first chapter of his book (i.e., the 11/8 reading) explores the various meanings of “representation” and ghen goes on to provide a particularly in-depth investigation of what Hall refers to as the reflective approach, the intentional approach, and the constructionist approach to representation. Which approach does Hall appear to most strongly endorse, both in his book and in his video? Why, in Hall’s opinion, is that approach preferred? How does he apply his preferred approach to his analysis of the photographs of athletes in chapter 4 of his book (specifically, the photos on pages 227, 229, and 231-233; assigned reading for 11/15)?—that is, what arguments does he make in his analysis of the photos that provides evidence that he is using one of these approaches and not the others?
Question #3
Define the following terms by describing the relationships among them: sign, signifier, signified, referent. Having done that, discuss how any or all of these terms/concepts might help explain what’s going on when media texts (magazine ads, TV shows, movies, etc.) visually represent people using racial, ethnic, or sexual stereotypes. In other words, use the “tools” of semiotics to explain what happens when stereotypical visual images are produced and what happens when such images are seen by audiences. Feel free to refer to ideas in the readings to make your arguments. Most helpful might be Hall’s Representation book (particularly those parts assigned for 11/15 and 11/20), chapters 3 and 4 of Racism, Sexism, and the Media (assigned for 11/27). You might also find some useful ideas in the Dixon reading (11/29), the Morris & Stuckey reading (11/29), and/or the Martin & Yep reading about Eminem (12/4).
WARNING: When answering this question, be sure to use examples of actual media stereotyping to illustrate your arguments. You are free to refer to any media text and any form of stereotyping (racial, ethnic, religious, sexual, national, physical, etc.) you wish – but you must refer to specific texts and specific instances of stereotyping. (Don’t just talk about “how Hispanic people are portrayed on TV,” for example—describe portrayals of a specific Hispanic person/character on a specific TV show.)

HINTS: When discussing signs, it may be helpful to talk about and define any or all of the three types of signs that semioticians talk about (symbols, indexes, icons). Feel free to consult Daniel Chandler’s particularly helpful and accessible “Semiotics for Beginners” web site for help concerning any semiotic terms or issues: http://www.aber.ac.uk/media/Documents/S4B/sem02.html
Just be sure to cite this source if you use it.

Question #4
Two of the assigned readings—“Destroying the Past to Save the Present: Pastoral Voice and Native Identity” by Richard Morris and Mary Stuckey (11/29), and “Outwhiting the Whites: An Examination of the Persistence of Asian American Model Minority Discourse” by Chiung Hwan Chen (12/4)—explore racial stereotyping that involves positive characteristics that are often ascribed to ethnic groups when these groups (and individual members of the groups) are represented in the media. 
Write an essay in which you compare and contrast the key arguments of these two articles. Specifically, in your comparison/contrast, consider the following issues (and others, if you like):
- the specific positive attributes that are stereotypically ascribed to the groups by media producers (creators of TV shows and movies; journalists; writers; advertising executives)

- the role of expectations and “schemas” in stereotyping, as discussed by Bradley Gorham in his article “The Social Psychology of Stereotypes” (assigned for 11/20)

- the relationships/tensions/conflicts between the positive attributes and the negative attributes that are stereotypically ascribed to the groups
- the arguments that the authors make about the dangers (or other “bad” effects) of so-called “positive” or “model” stereotyping: that is, why is “positive stereotyping” problematic?
Question #5
Both Stuart Hall (11/20 reading) and Chris Barker (11/13 reading) discuss the very helpful distinction made by Richard Dyer between types and stereotypes. (I explored parts of Dyer’s ideas in various class discussions as well.) In our 11/29 discussion of the carjacking scene in the movie Crash, we saw how that film’s director, Paul Haggis, explored the tensions between typing and stereotyping as well as the overlaps between those concepts/processes.

With this in mind, watch any episode of any currently airing fictional (that is, not news or documentary—stick with sitcoms, dramas, etc.) TV show this week—or rent/view any film produced in last four to six years—paying close attention to the use of types, the use of stereotypes, the interplay between the two, and the distinctions between the two. Then, write an essay in which you describe and analyze how these notions played out in specific scenes of the show/movie. Be sure to quote (and cite!) Hall’s and/or Barker’s type-stereotype comments in your essay, showing how those scholars’ use of the distinction is connected to your text. 
You are also free to incorporate the concepts of marking and/or binaries in your discussion. If you do, however, cite/quote an author’s explanation of these terms. (Both Hall and Barker discuss them quite frequently. Several of our other readings for this unit also make use of them.)
Question #6
Travis Dixon’s article “Racialized Portrayals of Reporters and Criminals on Local Television News” (assigned reading for 11/29) explores various relationships among population statistics, race, TV news anchors and reporters, and the people who are the subjects of crime reporting on TV news. 

Watch at least one 30-minute local TV news broadcast this week. Additionally, watch at least one 30-minute (or longer) sports news broadcast (such as ESPN’s SportsCenter or any other program that brings you sports-news highlights or sports-news analysis—rather than complete coverage of a game). Compare and contrast the local news show and the sports news/analysis show in light of specific findings and arguments Dixon makes in his article, particularly those concerning

- over-representation and under-representation

- relationships between race and media personality (anchor, reporter)

- relationships between race and “object” (the people being discussed or reported on in the TV shows’ coverage), particularly the “objects’” representations as good/bad, positive/negative, hero/villain, normal/abnormal, preferred/dispreferred, etc.
When discussing the shows, be sure to talk about specific elements of the programs: people, comments they make, visuals they show, etc. Do not just talk about SportsCenter in the abstract, for example—discuss and analyze actual people, words, visuals, etc., in the specific episode you watched.
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