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Final Project Assignment: Cultural Review 
 

Summary: 
 
In this assignment you will write a critical review of a movie, CD, book, play, or musical 
performance using a specific format. It will be graded on a scale of A-F, based on 
content, form, and proper use of research skills and the MLA citation format. Spelling, 
grammar, and punctuation will be considered also. 
 
Objectives: 
 
q Refine summary writing skills 
q Refine note-taking skills 
q Refine research skills 
q Practice writing essays 
q Practice using specific details and examples to develop a point 
q Practice with MLA citation format 
 
Assignment: 
 
Write a critical review of a movie, play, musical performance, CD, building or 
architectural piece, or artistic exhibit/work. Your review should be about 4 pages in 
length (about 1200 words) with an additional Works Cited page at the end. The goal here 
is not simply whether or not you liked the piece, but to engage in a deeper discussion of 
the significance of your subject, focusing on one key theme or context of the work 
you’ve chosen and what the subject says about that theme.  
 
You should then use outside research to comment on that theme and explain how it 
relates to the larger world. This will be your thesis, that is, the main point of your review 
essay. Put simply, your job is to argue how that theme is shown in the work you’ve 
chosen and how it relates to the contexts you choose.  
 
Examples from previous classes: 
 
• CCNY’s Shepard Hall and how good design allows re-use of landmark buildings 
• Transformers 2 (film) in context of the War on Terror  
• Social class and economics in Kanye West’s My Beautiful Dark Twisted Fantasy CD 
• Race in To Kill a Mockingbird (book). 
 
Essay format: 
 
• Introductory paragraph(s) should tell the reader what it is you’re reviewing (movie 

title, play, book title and author, etc.) and what it is about. Provide a brief (1-2 
paragraph) summary of the plot and action. Assume the reader knows nothing about 



the subject. You should then tell the reader your thesis and introduce key points that 
you will explain in detail later.  

• Next, summarize and comment on what other reviewers have said about the work in 
question. This should be possible to do in 1-2 paragraphs. You can agree or disagree 
with them: the point is to summarize what the thinking is on your subject. Reviewers/ 
commenters may not agree. That is fine, and to be expected with controversial or 
artistically challenging work.  

• Following paragraphs should explain how specific scenes, songs, characters, plot 
points, or design details of the review subject show your thesis. Use one paragraph 
for each major point. Show readers in detail exactly how the specific examples you 
chose illustrate your thesis.  

• The conclusion should answer any unresolved questions and summarize your 
conclusions about the topic.  

 
You should also talk about the work critically asking the questions we’ve raised in class. 
Here are a few examples of questions you might want to raise. What are the strong or 
weak points? What are the major themes? Who are the main characters? Where is the 
play/movie/book set? What is the time period? How does the plot progress? Are there 
serious flaws or weaknesses in the story, and what are they? Similarly, are there 
particularly good/awful performances? 
 
One point of attention: DO NOT simply re-tell the entire story or describe the subject. 
If you do this, you will fail. Use only as much summary as necessary to explain your 
points and focus on analysis. 
 
Possibilities for contexts to research: 
 
q Other published reviews: agree or disagree with their conclusions and state why you 

do. 
q Interviews with the musician, artist, author, film director, architect, museum curator, 

etc. Use these to say how the work you are reviewing fits into his/her view of art or 
life. 

q Articles on trends in music, film, art, theater, etc, and how the work you’re reviewing 
fits into them or breaks new ground. 

q Articles or news stories that make wider cultural, political, or social connections to 
the work you’re reviewing. Show specifically how these connections are shown in 
your review.  

 
Options for online research: 
 
q Newspapers such as New York Times, Village Voice, New York Press, Washington 

Post, Wall Street Journal, San Francisco Bay Guardian, the Indypendent. (just to 
name a few). 

q Magazines such as New Yorker, Rolling Stone, Vibe, XXXL, Architectural Digest, 
Entertainment Weekly, etc. 

q Online Magazines such as Slate.com, PopMatters.com, theRoot.com, Colorlines.com 



 
Note: Wikipedia is not an acceptable source for college-level work and will not 
count.  
 
The key question to ask about online sources is the following: is there an editorial 
board? If not, then look for another source! 
 
Format: 
 
This assignment must conform to the following guidelines: 
 
q Either typed or composed on a computer (handwritten papers will not be accepted and 

will receive a grade of “F”) 
q Be a minimum of four pages (1200 words) in length, double-spaced using Times (this 

is times) font with one-inch margins and 12-point type, plus a “Works Cited” page at 
the end in which you list references quoted in your paper. (This is the normal setting 
of the computers at the school). Please do not use any other type style and do not use 
a cover page: your name and title should be on the first page.  

q See the MLA template in your writing handbook or online for a detailed sample. 
q Include a review of existing reviews, author interviews, or outside commentary on the 

context of the work (minimum of 2) 
q Include outside research support for your analysis of the subject from essays in 

reputable newspapers, books, or magazines 
q Include a minimum of four (4) outside sources (including the reviews mentioned 

above). 
q Include a “Works Cited” page at the end to document your research 
q Conform closely to the MLA citation format, which we will review in class. 
 
Due: Midnight, Eastern Standard Time, Monday August 7, 2017 by email to 
hewilliams@ccny.cuny.edu  
  



Sample Intro to Critical Reading/ Writing/ Research Paper Topics 
 

Read through these actual research topics from previous classes to get a sense of both the 
range of things you can pursue and the approach you can use to write your analysis. If 
you’re interested in a specific topic, try to find something to review that fits your topic. 
 
Film 
 
Child abuse/bullying in Dorothy Allison's Bastard Out of Carolina  
Portrayal of modern American history in Forrest Gump 
Government invasion of privacy using technology in Eagle Eye 
Government’s War on Terror in Transformers 3. 
Racial identity in The Green Mile. 
Sexism in The Color Purple. 
Media’s influence on physical appearance in daily life as seen in Phat Girlz. 
American Dream in The Pursuit of Happynesss. 
Portrayal of history and WWII in Michael Bay’s Pearl Harbor. 
Love and relationships as seen in Love and Basketball. 
Men/ masculinity in Fight Club. 
 
Books 
 
Depiction of slavery in Uncle Tom's Cabin 
Assimilation and identity in Jhumpa Lahiri's The Namesake 
Terrorism as seen in Khaled Hosseini’s The Kite Runner 
Women's roles in Zora Neale Hurston’s Their Eyes Were Watching God. 
Portrayal of the Holocaust in Elie Wiesel’s Dark of Night. 
Darkness and human wildness in Heart of Darkness (book) and connections to 
Apocalypse Now (film). 
Racism in the 60s/today as seen in To Kill a Mockingbird. 
Spirituality in Yann Martel’s The Life of Pi. 
 
Theater/ Drama 
 
Donmar Warehouse performance of Shakespeare’s King Lear. 
 
Music 
 
Social class in Kanye West’s My Beautiful, Dark Twisted Fantasy. 
Individual vs. group in The Last by Bachata group Aventura. 
 
Style and Design 
 
Adaptive re-use of older buildings in CCNY’s Shepard Hall 
Renaissance revival in Alexander McQueen’s fashion Runway exhibition 
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Guidelines for in class presentations 
 

The last 2 days of class, we will have brief presentations on student research topics. These will be 
done individually in class. Approximately half of the class will present each day in panels with  
other students working on related topics. 
 
q Presentation. Should be about 10 minutes (total) in length and on your research paper topic. 

You should prepare an outline that you can refer to while presenting your topic to the class. 
You should aim for your formal talk to be about 8-10 minutes to leave time for discussion. 
Do not read from a script word for word: try to use what you have prepared as the core of an 
informal discussion. It is better to write a few notes on an index card that you can refer to. 

q MUST be done with PowerPoint or similar slide software. No exceptions. It should be about 
8-12 slides long. The first slide will be your title page with your name and presentation title. 
The last slide will have your sources. One slide should have your thesis: the main idea of 
your paper. 

 
q Format: You should 1) give a brief summary of what your topic is, 2) Explain what your 

thesis is and summarize the arguments you use, and 3) be prepared to answer questions from 
either myself, the tutors, or your classmates on your presentation. 

 
q Other things to think about and discuss: What did you learn from doing this research? Was 

there anything surprising or unusual? Did you gain greater insight or look at the subject in a 
different way? What else (if anything) could you do with this? What might you have done 
differently or added to the formal written report? 

 
Presentation tips: 
 
q Face the class and make eye contact with your audience 
q Speak loudly and clearly 
q Be aware of body language: avoid slouching, playing with hair, etc.—these things show a 

lack of confidence and distract the audience from your message 
q Don’t rush: take your time and work through your points. This is why you are going to 

summarize your main points. You can expand on ideas during the question/answer. 
q If you’re going to use video/ audio clips you must let me know the day before. Also, 

download video clips from the internet using Keepvid.com (or similar) and save on a USB 
key: do not count on streaming video/audio to work! Also be sure to 1) chose short clips 
and be ready to explain exactly how what you are showing/ playing, etc. illustrates the points 
you want to make. 

q Pictures and visuals are fine, but don’t overdo it. Don’t put too many words on a single slide 
either: use it as a visual to help people keep up with what you’re saying. 

 
Assessment: A-F based on: 1) Clarity of thesis 2) Clarity of explaining topic 3) Preparation 4) 
Design of presentation: appropriate visuals and wording (including spelling). Presentations will 
also be uploaded to the course website. 
Deadline: Midnight the day before your scheduled time slot via email  
 
Objectives of this exercise: 
 

q Practice in presentation and discussion skills 
q Learning to summarize 
q Learning to critically evaluate the learning and research process 


