
MENA 399: Independent Study Project (ISP) Seminar 
Syllabus 

Credit Hours:  3 credit hours 
Program Location:  Amman, Jordan 

For this course you are expected to conduct primary research and produce a 4,500-5,500 word research 
paper. Through interviews, participant observation, systematic observation, and in-depth case studies, 
you should be able to further investigate a topic that captures your attention, or one that you encountered 
in one of your classes and wish to learn more about. ISPs are a great opportunity to further advance your 
research skills and conduct research in Jordan while observing research ethics. Students in this class are 
expected to plan, develop, and undertake research, independently. Advice and guidance will be 
systematically provided by the course instructor through the weekly class and individual meetings set with 
the instructor.  

Core areas of my expertise and research interest include: youth, gender and sexuality issues in Jordan and 
the Middle East, political transformations, civil society, Islamism, and social change and development. This 
list is meant to guide you, not to restrict your choice of a topic.  

Learning Objectives and Outcomes 
By the successful completion of this course you should be able to: 

1) Formulate a research question which is grounded in the relevant literature;
2) Learn about and learn how to apply for IRB;
3) Conduct primary research;
4) Apply key theories, concepts, skills, tools, and techniques learned throughout the program,
5) Demonstrate in-depth knowledge of a particular aspect of Jordan’s society, culture(s), or politics;
6) Demonstrate competent research abilities and skills, including: choosing a viable research topic,

appropriate methodology, and analyses and interpretations of data gathered in the field or
otherwise;

7) Understand and reflect on the challenges field researchers face conducting their investigation,
and assess the extent to which such challenges may affect research processes and findings;

8) Reflect on the positionality and gain deeper appreciation for research ethics;
9) Produce a final paper/ project report with an average length of 4,500-5,500 words. More details

will be shared in class.

Course Requirements: 

AMIDEAST Education Abroad Program
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1. Attendance and Participation: Students are expected to attend all regularly scheduled classes

and come prepared to participate fully in class activities. Students are further expected to be on

time for all classes. Class time will be spent discussing readings, reviewing challenges and issues

as the projects advance, and connecting these to the readings. Instructor will follow and apply

AMIEAST’s attendance policy. This policy is outlined below:

Only one unexcused absence is permitted per student.  If a student has more than the permitted 

number of unexcused absences  his/her grade for the course will be lowered by one “mark” for each 

additional unexcused absence.   

In other words, one unexcused absence is allowed. After two unexcused absences an A becomes an A-; 

after three an A becomes a B+; after four an A becomes a B, etc.  

An unexcused absence is one not caused by illness or otherwise not approved by AMIDEAST staff. An 

excused absence means written approval from the Program Manager (and sometimes a doctor) 

justifying the absence. Arriving late to class may also count towards an absence.    

Please note the following attendance policy requirements: 

1. Three occurrences of tardiness (to class or meetings with professor) are equivalent to
one unexcused absence; each subsequent instance of tardiness is considered an
additional unexcused absence.

2. Students are expected to do the required reading before class, volunteer for
presentations and participate actively in class discussions.

3. Excused absences are determined by the lead AMIDEAST staff member; in some
instances a doctor’s certification may be required.

4. Deadlines must be respected, even in cases of excused absences.
5. Students are responsible for getting homework assignments they miss and submitting it

in a timely manner. Assignments turned in after the due date will result in a penalty to
be determined by the instructor.

6. Any assignments not submitted will result in that assignment being given a grade of 0
(zero).

7. The Attendance Policy is applied until the last day of the program.

The ISP Seminar involves a combination of reading, discussion of course materials, and workshop-style 
evaluations of works-in-progress. The instructor reserves the right to ask students to share their 
experiences or materials in class at any time. For instance, students will be asked at various points in class 
to share their thoughts and some of the methodological materials or collected data they have prepared. 
These collaborative efforts may sometimes make students feel uncomfortable, but this is a common 
teaching technique in ethnographic or qualitative methods courses. Class discussions are a fundamental 
part of this course, creating a forum for students to discuss readings and to workshop independent 
projects.    

Required readings should be completed by the class session for which they are listed, even though 
discussion of that reading or topic may extend into the next class. Plan readings in advance, factoring the 
time needed to conduct participant observations, interviews, and coursework in other classes.  
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2. Individual meetings with instructor:  Students are responsible for scheduling individual
meetings with the professor. A minimum of one individual meeting every 2 weeks is required
per student.  Students are expected update the instructor (orally as well as via weekly journals)
on the status of their research and come to those meetings fully prepared with concrete
questions/ concerns. Failure to schedule meetings, arriving late to a meeting, or simply missing a
meeting will result in lowering your grade by one mark for each incidence of tardiness or
absence.

3. Fieldwork notes: Students are responsible for doing fieldwork out side of class time.  Fieldwork
will include conducting interview as well as conducting participant field observations.

4. Work in Progress Individual journals: Students will keep and submit weekly
individual journals with field notes and personal reflections on the project as it develops over
time.

5. Short written assignments: Students will be expected to complete a series of (5) short
assignments throughout the course. The assignments are opportunities to practice skills
of design, collection, analysis, interpretation and reporting. Experience doing these will
ground class discussions. Assignments include:

Assignment Deadline  

Assignment 1—Research Question and annotated 
bibliography 

Week 2 

Assignment 2—Project Proposal & IRB Week 3 

Assignment 3—Coding & Analysis Week 7 

Assignment 4—Fieldnotes Journals Continuous-See Syllabus  

Assignment 5—Interview Guides Week 9 

6. A Final research paper and Presentation

Each student is expected to submit a 3750-5000 word final paper. Handouts distributed in class will explain 
the structure and outline of the paper. Students are also expected to present their research finding in 
class. Each student should prepare a 10-15 minute in-class- presentation of their research project. Final 
paper is due on Week 13.  

 Assignment Deadlines (ACM/ MAIDEAST policy) —Most of your assignments will be due to me BY CLASS 
TIME BOTH electronically and in hard copy. Always save a backup copy of every assignment you turn in. If 
for some reason you anticipate difficulty in completing an assignment on time, you must speak with me 
at least 24 hours before the due date in order to work out an extension. Assignments build upon one 
another and the ISP project is a fast-paced seminar; it is in your best interest to plan ahead and turn in all 
work on time so as to avoid getting behind. Assignments that are not turned in on time will be marked 
down 5 points when they are handed in, then 5 additional points for every day they are late, no 
exceptions. Except under extenuating circumstances decided by the instructor, if your assignment is more 
than five days late it will not be accepted and you will receive a zero for that assignment. Please note that 
there is only one printer at AMIDEAST; please print your assignments early so you are on time for class. 

If an extension is granted, you must turn it in on the agreed upon extended due date. If you do not turn it 
in at the agreed upon time and date, the original due date and all of its possible point deductions/penalties 
will apply to your assignment when it is turned in. Use this privilege wisely; generally students are eligible 
for only one extension per semester, with exceptions granted only in truly extraordinary circumstances.  

**This is a real syllabus for this course, but please note that there may be changes for each semester. 
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Grading 
 No late assignments will be accepted for grading, unless agreed upon in advance with 
the professor.   

Course grade will be distributed as follows:   

1. Participation   (10%) 

2. Five Short Assignments  (50%) 

Assignment 1—Research Question and annotated bibliography   (10%) 

Assignment 2—Project Proposal & IRB Application and Approval  (10%) 

Assignment 3—Fieldnotes and reflections  (10%) 

Assignment 4—Interview Guides   (10%) 

Assignment 5—Coding & Analysis   (10%) 

3. Work in progress journals  (10%) 

4. Final Paper  (30%) 

Required Textbook 

 Maxwell, Joseph. Qualitative Research Design: An Interactive Approach. 3d ed. Sage  Publications,

2013. 

 Robert Emerson, Rachel Fretz, & Linda Shaw, Writing Ethnographic Fieldnotes (2nd edition).

University of Chicago Press, 2011.

 Robert Weiss, Learning From Strangers: The Art and Method of Qualitative Interview Studies. Free

Press, 1995.

 Additional articles and book chapters will provided in PDF format and emailed directly to students.

**This is a real syllabus for this course, but please note that there may be changes for each semester. 
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Course Outline 

Date Topic Readings Assignment/Homework 

Week 
1 

Introduction to course, students and 
instructor. 

The nature of qualitative research. 
Research designs and multiple 
traditions of qualitative 
Inquiry.  

Maxwell, Joseph. Qualitative Research Design: 
An Interactive Approach. 
Pages 1-38 

Individual meetings with 
instructor about research 
questions/ topics.  

In preparation for this meeting, 
please email me one paragraph 
describing broadly and as 
briefly as possible your research 
interest and rationale.  

Week 
2 

Building conceptual framework, 
Choosing topics, exploring questions. 

Maxwell, Joseph. Qualitative Research Design: 
An Interactive Approach. Pages 40-88 Formulate three Research 

Questions related to the 
subject of your research- Bring 
them to class.  

Prepare Annotated 
bibliography.   

Week 
3 

Ethical Issues and IRB - IRB guidelines included in this 
document. 

- American Anthropological Association. 
Statement on ethics and principles of 
professional responsibility.  

- American Sociological Association. 
American Sociological Association code 
of ethics and policies and procedures of 
the ASA Committee on Professional 
Ethics.  

Start the IRB Application 
process.  

Schedule an individual meeting 
with instructor.  

Finalize and submit research 
proposal and ethical 
statement.  

Week 
4 

Deciding on data collection method 
Designing tool: participant 
observations and interviews. 

Maxwell, Joseph. Qualitative Research Design: 
An Interactive Approach. Pages 87-100 

Week 
5 

Participant observations and field 
notes  
Writing Fieldnotes 

Robert Emerson, Rachel Fretz, & Linda Shaw, 
Writing Ethnographic Fieldnotes. Pages 1-44 
Robert Emerson, Rachel Fretz, & Linda Shaw, 
Writing Ethnographic Fieldnotes. 45-126 

Fieldnotes journals 

Week 
6 

Analyzing and Reflecting on your notes Robert Emerson, Rachel Fretz, & Linda Shaw, 
Writing Ethnographic Fieldnotes. 129-167 

Week 
7 

Processing fieldnotes Robert Emerson, Rachel Fretz, & Linda Shaw, 
Writing Ethnographic Fieldnotes.  

Devising codes and analysis 
schemas  

Week 
8 

Writing an ethnography Robert Emerson, Rachel Fretz, & Linda Shaw, 
Writing Ethnographic Fieldnotes. 201-243.  

Fieldnotes report 

Week 
9 

Interviews  
Why Interviews? 
Respondents  

Robert Weiss, Learning From Strangers. 1-59 Interview Guides/ 
Questions/Respondents 
Schedule meeting with 
instructor  

Week 
10 

Preparing for interviews Robert Weiss, Learning From Strangers. 61-
120 

Interviewing process begins 

**This is a real syllabus for this course, but please note that there may be changes for each semester. 
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Week 
11 

Analyzing interviews and writing 
report  

Robert Weiss, Learning From Strangers. 151-
182. 

Interviews report 

Week 
12 

Making sense of your findings- 
presentations  

Writing Against Culture, Abu- Lughod 
http://xcelab.net/rm/wp-
content/uploads/2008/09/abu-lughod-
writing-against-culture.pdf 

How not to study gender in the Middle East?  
http://www.jadaliyya.com/pages/index/4775
/how-not-to-study-gender-in-the-middle-east 

In-class Presentations of 
research project 

In-class presentations of 
research project 
Final paper due Week 13 

Week 
13 Site visit:  panel and discussion of 

research with local scholars 

Week 
14 

Final reflections:  the scholarship and 
the personal in academic research 

**This is a real syllabus for this course, but please note that there may be changes for each semester. 
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Overview of the Independent Study Process 

IMPORTANT TO NOTE: Interviews with human subjects cannot begin until the proposal has been 
reviewed and approved by the ACM Ethics Review Panel.  

The independent study project includes several steps that will continue throughout the semester. 

a. Permission and Collaboration

Consult your AMIDEAST faculty and staff for advice on how to gain appropriate entry to a setting 
and make initial contact. Consider carefully how you will present yourself—what you will wear and 
say and how you will explain your academic discipline and independent study goals. During the first 
five to six weeks, as you prepare your project proposal and IRB application, you may with general 
permission conduct observations, participant observations, and have regular interactions and 
conversations, BUT interviewing must wait until IRB approval.  

b. Observation

Focus on the characteristics of the setting of your study. Draw up maps noting detail about the 
physical space, the behavioral routines, and the people in it. Describe the events and steps in a 
process you have witnessed. Taking a sensory approach, use your eyes, ears, skin (touch or 
condition of the air), nose and, if relevant, taste to experience the environment. Besides your initial 
observations, you may find occasions to do this several times during the semester. In your 
fieldnotes, always note the date, day and time; take mental or head notes if jotting is inappropriate; 
and always type up full fieldnotes immediately after a “field” session.  

c. Participant Observation

In the beginning, focus on interactions between members in the setting, the type of participants 
and groups, the relationship among people, and the questions and problems you may face. As you 
mingle and establish friendly working relationships with people at your site, learn the appropriate 
ways in which you can be an observing participant or a participating observer.  There is no universal 
prescription for what to record in fieldnotes.  How and what you record will depend on the physical 
and social circumstances at your site.  As participant observation and fieldnote recording will last 
throughout most of the semester, our class will spend considerable time covering participant 
observation and fieldnote writing. 

d. Textual, Material and Visual Sources

Before your departure for Jordan, you researched library sources—articles, chapters in edited 
volumes, a book or two—that pertains to your topic of interest. Now in Amman, you might utilize 
local library, archival or museum sources.  If applicable to your subject matter, you might collect 
and analyze physical objects, text-based artifacts, and visual materials. 

e. In-depth Interviews

Never mind that the IRB process—preparation, submission, and approval— might take 5 to 6 weeks 
because successful in-depth interviews are never the first data collection operation in good 
qualitative field research.  Successful interviewing follows weeks of field observations so that good 
researcher-informant rapport can be established and appropriate interview questions can be 
formulated.  After establishing yourself in the setting and uncovering variables, topics, and ideas 

**This is a real syllabus for this course, but please note that there may be changes for each semester. 
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through your field observations, begin to devise interview questions.  Interview questions might 
solicit informant perspectives on context and history, how events or organizations function, steps 
in a process, shared knowledge and experience. 

f. Tentative Outline and Theoretical Focus

Combine your observations, fieldnotes, interviews and preliminary ideas into a tentative outline. 
You need to assess the relative completeness of your data, look for gaps in your data, and develop 
concepts for analyzing your data. At this point, draw connections between your library sources and 
your research, asking how your data reflects topical, methodological and/or theoretical debates and 
vice versa. 

g. Return to the “Field”

While formulating your tentative outline, you will probably discover that you do not have all the 
answers to your questions. You may need to ask follow-up questions or do more observations, 
interviews or casual conversations on specific topics. 

h. Final Presentation and Paper

One week before the final paper deadline you will offer a work-in-progress presentation including 
an introduction, reflections on methods and sharing one piece of cultural data (evidence) that 
illustrate your main discovery or analysis scheme. Your final paper should be 3750-5000 words 
excluding photographs and maps, or charts, figures, and graphs that you may devise to summarize 
data.  Your paper should include the requisite elements of a good field research paper: introduction 
(w/ theoretical relevance/context), methodology, setting, data presentation, analysis of data and 
conclusion. 

**This is a real syllabus for this course, but please note that there may be changes for each semester. 




