Cultural Landscapes

Some Guidelines for Writing Seminar Papers
Your seminar papers (2 pages) should focus on a close reading of the text(s) and convey what the text is about, as well as some thoughtful analysis.  Because these papers are brief, do not write a long introduction, rather get to your thesis quickly. You are expected to bring a seminar paper to class every Tuesday, weeks 2-9 (except weeks 5 & 6, or if you signed up to write on a Friday weeks 2 or 3).   Weeks 2-4 you will write a summary/critique: 

Summary/Critique--A summary is a condensed, objective (non-evaluative) restatement of an author's work in another writer's (your) own words, but generally adhering to the original author's organization.  Obviously, you will not be summarizing all of your reading, but rather focusing on a topic or section that is of interest to you and concentrating on key information from the related reading.  In this summary, you should present what the writer's main proposition or thesis is on your chosen topic and the key supports given for this thesis.  

Then, you should critique the main ideas with the following questions in mind:  What is your comment in response to the author's idea?  What are your arguments or examples to support your response to the source?  (You may want to use another author to evaluate and critique your primary author).  Why is this argument significant or relevant?  (In other words, so what?)  What questions do the readings leave you with?
The aim of summary is recount the ideas of others into your own words. A summary, which is significantly shorter than the original source, restates the thesis and main ideas of the source. In academia, you will be asked to use the skill of summarizing often, in different assignments and in different contexts. For example, sometimes you will need to summarize a source formally (in an exam) or informally (in a journal entry), and sometimes you will be asked to summarize in combination with critique, response, or evaluation (as in an essay assignment). The length of a summary will depend on the task at hand; summaries range from one sentence, to one paragraph, to several paragraphs, or even to a couple of pages long. Criteria for summarizing include accuracy, brevity, comprehensiveness, independence, and neutrality.

Accuracy: make sure that you have accurately represented the ideas and perspectives of the writer of the original source.

Brevity:  condense the original material down to the main points.

Comprehensiveness: while a summary is brief, it also needs to cover all the essential information from the original text. Don’t leave out any important information.

Independence: the summary should “stand on its own” as a text. 

Neutrality: no opinion (remember, though, that sometimes the summary is part of a larger assignment that requires opinion, critique, or analysis).

Here are some things to keep in mind as you write your own summaries:

· Assume your reader has not read the source you are summarizing.

· Preview, read, and re-read the source to determine where it breaks into sections.

· Write down the main point of each section, creating a bullet summary or outline in your notes.

· Retain the appropriate balance between major and minor ideas or points in the source. Your summary should reflect the weight of discussion a writer gives to an issue.

· Write down the essential details and examples you need to make your summary clear. Very minor examples and details usually do not need to be included in your summary.

· Be sure to include any implied significance from the source in your summary. This is especially true of narrative sources, as very often the main points and controlling idea are implied rather than explicitly stated.

· Write your summary from your notes, preserving the original organization of the text. 

· As you write, remind the reader of where the information is coming from by acknowledging the original author (“According to Smith…” or “She states that…”).

For weeks 6-9, you may take one of the following approaches:

· Question Paper—Formulate your own “burning question” that you have about the reading, and articulate the question clearly at the beginning of your response paper.  Then use the essay to search for the answer to your question, drawing on specific textual examples to support your argument.  In this paper, your thesis appears in your conclusion, that is the answer to your question.  You may also need to explain the larger significance of your question in relation to the program objectives or to a more general understanding of “Feminisms,” both locally and globally.  

· Quotation analysis—Begin with a significant quotation from the text that capture a central thesis.  Expicate the quotation and explain how it applies to the arguments of the text as a whole.  In this approach, make sure  the quotation points to a clearly focused thesis, then explain how the text develops this idea through specific examples. 

· Theoretical analysis--You may also choose to apply some cultural or political theory (say, Orientalism, theories of representation, etc.) to a particular text. Or you may choose to focus on explicating/clarifying an author’s theoretical argument.  In either case, you need to clearly explain the theory in your own words, then you may show how it applies to the text, or give some practical examples of the theory from the readings or films.  If you are using theory, ask how well does the theory apply, and what are its limitations.

Throughout all of your seminar papers, keep your argument focused, and use direct quotations and/or page citations to support each step in your argument.  Your paper, however, should never be more than one-fifth direct quotations.  Make sure that your own voice as a writer comes through in your paper. Use MLA or Chicago style citations (Style guides are also available online through TESC library catalog; click on “quick reference,” then go to “style quides”).   

