
Final/Term paper guidelines
Yes, it’s that time again—time to start thinking about your next (and, in this case, last) paper for COMT 460.

Here’s what I wrote in the syllabus about this assignment:

Each student will write a term paper (target length: 10-15 pages) on a contemporary multicultural media issue relevant to this course. Your paper will necessarily touch on issues of representation, the theme of the semester’s final unit; if you wish, you may make representation the primary focus of your document.

While the bulk of your paper will consist of your own original analysis of a phenomenon of your choosing, your document must also include a literature review, in which you briefly discuss existing research relevant to your topic. You must use at least ten primary scholarly sources for this literature review. As a starting point for your literature review (and, in most cases, as inspiration for your paper as a whole), you will need to read and discuss at least one of the “representation” articles I will make available later during the term.
The term paper is due by 9:50 a.m. on Monday, December 11th, which is the first day of Finals Week. More details will be provided in the coming weeks. 
What follows is all the additional information you need to complete this project.

How this paper is like the others you’ve written so far
Like the “foundations” and “global media” papers, this assignment requires you to apply selected concepts and theories from our assigned readings and in-class discussions to the analysis of a media text (or texts) of your choosing. As such, this paper serves, in part, as an examination: it allows you to demonstrate your engagement with and/or mastery of course concepts.
How this paper is different from the others you’ve written so far

The text or texts you choose to analyze for this paper—or, at least, that portion of the text(s) you choose to analyze—must hinge on how individuals or members of a group are portrayed (as types or as stereotypes) in some way that relates to their group membership. The group may be defined in terms of any or all of the following:

- race

- ethnicity

- nationality

- religious affiliation

- sex/gender

- sexuality

- physical characteristics (disability, body shape, body type, etc.)

In short, although the list of possible topics and research questions is endless, in one way or another your paper will be exploring that way that some people or group of people are portrayed in media texts in terms, or because of, or in spite of, the identity of the group they belong to.

Even more important, this paper—unlike the two prior assignments—is a scholarly research paper. This means that in addition to analyzing your selected text(s), you will be reading, summarizing, and analyzing other scholars’ writings on topics that in one or more ways relate to your own as a crucial part of setting up, contextualizing, and making sense of your own arguments.

All scholarly articles include a section called a “literature review” (although in many articles those words do not necessarily appear at the top of, or as the title of, that section). The literature review is your discussion/overview of what might be called the “background research” for your own study. The literature review is a discussion of selected theories, concepts, findings, and/or arguments that set the stage for your own analysis. Its purpose is to acquaint you (the writer) and your readers with important work that has already been done in your area. It sets the stage for your own work in that it lets you learn (and write about) what has or has not been explored—so that you can show how your own analysis (a) advances scholarship in new directions, (b) fills in gaps in the existing literature, (c) relates to other work that has been done, (d) possibly challenges or contradicts other work that has been done, (e) possibly confirms other work that has been done.

Here’s what I mean. Let’s say you wanted to do an analysis of the portrayal of the racial tensions between the different tribes in this season’s Survivor episodes. Most likely no one yet has done this precise analysis. (That’s a good thing. As a scholar, you want to come up with a topic that no one else has yet written about.) However, there is a very good chance that media scholars have studied and written about any or all of the following topics:
- racial issues in previous seasons of Survivor
- racial issues in reality TV shows other than Survivor
- portrayals of racial tensions in non-reality TV series (for example, crime dramas or situation comedies)

- the absence of non-white contestants in reality TV series

- portrayals of tensions between reality-show contestants who are members of the same race 

Your literature review, then, would be a discussion of such key findings/arguments—and by “key,” I mean those findings or arguments that you determine to be most relevant to your study—in existing academic articles, books, or book chapters. By discussing what other scholars have already found, written about, and/or argued in their articles, you set the stage for your own original analysis. You become familiar with what’s already been done—and what’s not been done—so that you know how your own study can make an original contribution. 

Preparation for this paper

What this means is that the preparation process for writing this paper will be more involved and more complex than what was required for your previous papers. You will need to

- identify a text or group of text that you wish to analyze

- come up with a research question that guides your project

- explore the existing literature that touches on or relates to various aspects of your own analysis and research question

- figure out which literature to include in your literature review and which to exclude

- write a literature review

- summarize/describe your selected texts
- analyze—and, in doing so, construct an argument about—your selected text(s) using concepts/issues from your literature review to help frame your analysis/argument

How the assigned readings and representation articles fit into this project

You are encouraged to use the required readings and the sample representation articles—as well as the sources that are cited by the authors of those readings and articles—as starting points for your literature search, as discussion points in your literature review, and as analytical frames for your own argument. In fact, you are required to do so.
As noted above, your literature review must include at least ten scholarly sources. However, at least five of those must be sources other than the required readings and other than the representation article(s) I provide you. This means that the sources you discuss in your literature review will be a combination of required readings from the final unit of the course (November 8th through December 16th), the representation article(s) I provide, and (at least) five sources that you find on your own. (Hint: I think you will have to cite sources that explain or define “type” and/or “stereotype” and/or “representation” and/or “race” and/or “racism.”)
Paper structure
Your paper should be structured as most academic papers are:

Introduction

Introduce your topic and briefly explain why you are studying it. End the section with an identification of your research question. 

“What’s a research question?” I hear you ask. A research question is the question your paper, as a whole, is attempting to ask and answer. If you’re studying portrayals racial tensions in this season’s Survivor, your research question might be framed any of a number of ways, depending on what you’re most interested in, the specific focus of your analysis, and/or the theories you choose to apply to your analysis. Any of these might work:

How are racial tensions portrayed in the Fall 2006 season of Survivor?

How do portrayals racial tensions in the Fall 2006 season of Survivor illustrate or challenge Stuart Hall’s claims about the “spectacle of the other”?

How do portrayals of racial tensions in this Fall’s Survivor reiterate or differ from racial tensions in other contemporary reality TV programs?

Literature review
Separately, I will provide and discuss examples of literature reviews and ways to structure them. 
Description/summary of your text(s)
Provide a detailed description of the specific aspects of your text(s) that you will later be analyzing. Include as much “evidence” as possible: dialogue, descriptions of people, descriptions of settings, descriptions of actions. Do not be vague. 

Analysis/argument
Assess the “data” (the specific details you provided in the previous section) using the concepts, theories, or arguments from the literature you selected as your analytical lenses. Feel free to agree with, challenge, disagree with, or expand upon what other scholars have said. Show how what you found in your text illustrates, in various ways, what other scholars have found and also how, in other ways, it fails to illustrate what other scholars have found. Above all, make an argument: a claim or statement about what you’ve found. In doing this research on your original topic, you will become the expert on the text(s) you’ve chosen to analyze—so, as the expert, what do you think is going on?
Conclusions/implications
Briefly summarize what you’ve found/argued as a whole. Then, briefly speculate on what your findings/argument imply more broadly. 
For example, if you looked at racial-tension portrayals in Survivor, what do you think your specific Survivor-related findings imply about the state of race relations in 2006 in the US more broadly (or about racial portrayals on TV more broadly)? How does what you found in your text(s) either support or challenge the received thinking about representations, types, and stereotypes? What have you learned or discovered in a “big picture” sense as a result of doing this study on a specific text or set of texts? What does your study suggest about the state of the world (or, at least, our own mass-mediated, multi-cultural society)? Don’t be afraid to be bold here!

4

