COMT 492/592: Movies about the Media

Spring 2007 Term Project

Yes, it’s that time again: time to start thinking about the term project!

As a reminder, here’s what I wrote in the course syllabus (with new stuff added in boldface):
Term project

Each student will write and present a research/analytical paper about a film or films about the media. Undergraduates’ papers will each focus on the analysis of one film; graduates must analyze two films in their papers.

Your paper will offer a detailed analysis of your selected film(s) in terms of:

- broad film-studies themes discussed during the semester (film as social practice, film narrative, the construction of audiences, film as bearer of ideology, use of film technique to make narrative or social/cultural statements, film genres and their purposes, etc);

- issues relevant to the critical study of mass communication or media more generally (especially media as mirrors or shapers of society and culture; tensions between a medium’s roles as communication form and commercial entity; media as ideological apparatuses; media as persuasion industries and persuasive forces; the intersections of media and fame/celebrity; media as positive or negative societal forces)

- any of the specific “movies about the media” themes investigated during the semester (e.g., filmic representation of a given medium and/or its producers, conditions of production, audiences, or content; media intervention in politics/history/law; the “free press myth,” journalism movies as a distinct genre, the roles and values of journalists—or media professionals more broadly).

Each paper will include a brief literature review (background research section) but will have as its focus the description and critical analysis of the chosen film(s). 

Please note that you may not write about movies designated as featured films during this course or any other movie that you may have written about in your reaction papers. There are, however, many, many other films you may choose from, including those noted on the attached course calendar. As we get into the semester, I will provide a list of recommended titles; you are also welcome to propose your own. To get some ideas, you may wish to consult, among other sources, the following lists compiled by the UC-Berkeley film program:

http://www.lib.berkeley.edu/MRC/journalistsmovies.html
http://www.lib.berkeley.edu/MRC/moviesaboutmovies.html
Term papers will be due in class on April 30th, which is the Monday of finals week. Our session on that date will be devoted to your presentations of the highlights of your paper; as part of your presentations you will be required to show selected clips from your chosen film(s). A portion of your term project grade will reflect the quality of your presentation.

Here’s what else you need to know about this project:

Movies you can write about. Look at the course calendar. Only those movies in boldface—that is, those we’ve watched or will watch in class—are off-limits for this project. All of the other titles mentioned on the calendar are fair game—as are any other movie that is primarily about journalism and/or any of the mass media of communication.
Paper structure. While the primary focus of your paper is a critical analysis of the movie or movies you have chosen, the paper should be structured somewhat like a traditional communication journal article or conference paper. My specific recommendation is that your paper include the following elements, in this order:
- Title page

- Abstract (one paragraph overview of entire paper: what you did and what you found)

--------------------

- Introduction: set up the paper’s scope and purpose; pose the paper’s research question (the specific question that your critical analysis—and, thus, the paper as a whole—will ask and, hopefully, will answer

- Literature review: a brief, selective review of prior scholarship that is in any way relevant to your own critical analysis. Studies/articles/publications discussed in your literature review might include (a) prior scholarly analyses of the films you yourself are analyzing; (b) prior analyses of films similar to yours (which can include the “featured” films we watched in class) or that are members of the same genre as yours; (c) academic writing about the general topics you will be exploring in your own analysis (e.g., scholarship about genres, about journalism films, about the effects of print and TV on contemporary culture). I will talk more about literature reviews in future classes and memos.
- Description/summary of your chosen film(s). Assume that your reader is an upper-level college undergraduate or graduate student in a “movies about the media” class (and thus familiar with the notions of narrative, genre, etc.) but who has not seen the film(s) you are describing.

- Focused critical analysis. This is the heart of your paper—the section in which you analyze the film in terms of the specific area of focus that you have identified in your research question.  This section may include references to prior scholarship if appropriate (if, for example, you are agreeing or disagreeing with what another scholar has said about your film, or if you are illustrating a point you are making by referring to a similar observation another scholar has offered about a different text) but that is not its focus. This section should be primarily your original thinking.


Note to graduate students. Your critical analysis will necessarily consist largely of comparisons and/or contrasts between your two films. You may analyze each film separately and then discuss the specific ways in which the films are similar or different; alternatively, you may find it preferable to structure your entire analysis as comparison/contrast without first offering individual-film analyses. This is your call.

- Conclusions and implications. In this final section, briefly summarize your findings, then move on to their implications. What is the “big picture” learning your analysis provides? What do you think your analysis implies for an understanding of any or all of the following: (a) films whose topic is similar to yours?; (b) films that are members of the same genre as yours?; (c) movies about media generally?; (d) movies generally?; (e) the relationships between movies, the media, and culture/society? In other words, why is your analysis important? (This is often referred to as the “so what?” question: why does what you studied and concluded matter?)
--------------------

- References (in APA style; more on this later)

- Appendices, if any

Paper length. In order to accommodate all of the elements listed above, I expect that undergrads’ papers will be 8-12 pages long, not counting title page, abstract, references, or appendices. I expect that grads’ papers will be in the 15-20-page range.
Formatting: In the communication discipline, journal and conference articles are typically written using APA-style formatting; that is, the formatting described in the 5th edition (2001) of the American Psychological Association’s style handbook. Among other things, APA style dictates the use of 12-point Times New Roman type, double-spacing, 1” margins, a running head, and APA-style in-text citations and References page. In other words, sources are cited in parentheses inserted directly into the text—not in footnotes!—by author’s last name and publication year (and, if quoting exact words, a page number), as follows: 

Ehrlich argues that movies such as Shattered Glass and All the President’s Men play into different aspects of the “free press myth” (2005, p. 115).

Turner (2006) argues that genre is the essential marketing tool, whereas Epstein (2004) feels that publicity focusing on a film’s stars is more important in selling a film.
Complete source information (author, publication year, article title, book or journal title, volume, publisher, location, etc.) is then provided on the References page (not in footnotes!!!), which immediately follows your Conclusions section.

I will provide more APA-formatting pointers and examples in the coming weeks. Meanwhile, for a look at APA formatting in action, see Ehrlich’s (2005) article on Shattered Glass and the “free press myth.”.
Helpful sources: In addition to the course calendar and the web sites mentioned on page 1, other sources that may prove helpful as you’re preparing and researching your paper include

- Matthew Ehrlich’s book Journalism in the Movies (which the library just ordered; meanwhile, I’ll put my copy on reserve)

- Larry Langman’s book The Media in the Movies (which I just got through Interlibrary Loan, and which will be on reserve through at least April 11th)
