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Independent Study Project in Finance 

ISPR 3000 (6 credits / 180 hours)  
 

Switzerland: Banking, Finance, and Social Responsibility 
 

This syllabus is representative of a typical semester. Because courses develop and change over time to take 
advantage of unique learning opportunities, actual course content varies from semester to semester. 

 
Description 
The Independent Study Project in Finance (ISPF) is designed to give students the 
opportunity to do fieldwork and design a project that carries an innovative proposition to 
address banking or finance issues from a social responsibility perspective. In addition to 
the research tools acquired in the classroom and field based participatory action, 
students take the research methods and ethics module and maintain regular individual 
meetings throughout the semester with their academic director and a local advisor. 
Projects may include proposals for a sustainable business, regulatory mechanisms for 
financial control and ethical account reporting, or approaches to tax evasion or debt 
forgiveness. Regular reflection and assessment meetings are held with the academic 
director to review the progress of the ISPF. Students are required to author and submit a 
final ISPF document that articulates program readings and field data into a theoretically 
informed, carefully analyzed, ethically rigorous, and substantive report of their research 
questions, primary field research methodologies, collected data, and subsequent 
findings. 
 
Learning Outcomes 
The Independent Study Project in Finance course comprises 180 hours of instruction (6 
credits).  Upon completion of the course, students will be able to: 
 

• Conduct a field-based project in finance/banking in observance of academic and 
professional ethics; 

• Produce an ISPF that demonstrates critical thinking, intellectual flexibility, and 
reflective assessment of international financial institutions/systems; 

• Provide an oral presentation in which they present the design of their field data; 
• Demonstrate an understanding of socially responsible banking/finance and how 

to apply them in a concrete professional environment; 
• Comprehend the challenges of the current international finance system and find 

solutions using alternative forms of intermediation in the Swiss / European 
context. 
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Language of Instruction 
This course is taught in English, but students will be exposed to vocabulary related to 
course content through in-country expert lectures and field visits in a wide range of 
venues and regional locales. 
 
Course Schedule  
Students will be provided a detailed course schedule during orientation on the program. 
Please be aware that topics and excursions may vary to take advantage of any 
emerging events, to accommodate changes in our lecturers’ availability, and to respect 
any changes that would affect student safety. Students will be notified if this occurs. 
 
Module I: Research Methods and Ethics 
This module focuses on the tools and methods required for conducting field research in 
observance of the ethics and value systems of the local community. The module walks 
the students through the preparation process of their ISPF, the LRB (Local Review 
Board) process, and the application for human subjects review (HSR application).  
 
Session 1: Positionality, Representation, and Fieldwork in Switzerland  
This introductory session asks the students to reflect on their own positionality and ways 
in which it can impact their data collection and representation of the host culture. 
Particular attention is given to ways in which positionality shapes the research question, 
relation with the research participants, approach in data collection, data processing, and 
the representation of research participants in the final ISPF.   
 
Required reading:   
Sultana, F. (2007). Reflexivity, Positionality and Participatory Ethics: Negotiating 

Fieldwork Dilemmas in International Research. In ACME: An International E-
Journal for Critical Geographies, 6:3, 374-385. Retrieved from: 
https://www.acme-journal.org/index.php/acme/article/view/786 

 
Session 2: Doing Research on Finance/Banking in Switzerland 
This session provides a comprehensive overview of field research techniques with a 
particular focus on qualitative research in a cross-cultural context and research methods 
in business. The focus is on research and interviewing techniques in Geneva and the 
challenges of connecting with professionals at banking institutions and international 
financial organizations. 
 
Required reading: 
Quinlan, Ch. (2015). Business Research Methods (1st Edition). Cengage Learning, 

Hampshire, UK. (Chapter: “Beginning the Research Process”, 85-208)  
 
Session 3: The Ethics of Fieldwork in Finance 
The session provides an in-depth introduction to ethical issues in research and obligations 
to human subjects. The session also introduces SIT’s policy on ethics and research on 
human subjects. 
 
Required reading: 
Bolt-Lee, C. and Moody, J. (2010). Highlights of Finance and Accounting Ethics Research. 

Retrieved from: 
http://www.journalofaccountancy.com/Issues/2010/Oct/20102896.htm  

 

https://www.acme-journal.org/index.php/acme/article/view/786
https://www.acme-journal.org/index.php/acme/article/view/786
http://www.journalofaccountancy.com/Issues/2010/Oct/20102896.htm
http://www.journalofaccountancy.com/Issues/2010/Oct/20102896.htm
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Session 4: Designing a Research Project 
This session provides a practical introduction on how to design and develop a research 
project. It involves the formulation and refinement of the research question(s), the 
description of the problem, preparation of a literature review with the use of critical and 
analytical methods, and the integration of interview quotes into the research project. The 
session also covers project management basics, the preparation of a work journal, and the 
preparation of an HSR application.  
 
Required Reading:  
Silverman, D. (2005). Writing a research proposal. Doing Qualitative Research. 139–

146). Retrieved from: 
http://www.uk.sagepub.com/managementresearch/Easterby-
Smith%20Online%20Reading%20Links/Chapter%202/Silverman%20Doing%20
Qualitative%20Research%20pp139-146.pdf  

 
Potential List of Independent Study Projects in Finance: 

1. Awareness level on sustainable finance issues among bank workers and 
consumers 

2. Profit-generating potential of ethical bank products versus classical bank 
products 

3. Role and efficiency of multistakeholder initiatives in the field of ethical investment 
4. Gaps in the existing sustainable finance regulatory system 
5. Alternative ways of financing, new initiatives, and their risks (crowdfunding, etc.) 

 
Human Subjects Review (HSR) 
All ISPF proposals must reflect a thoughtful and culturally appropriate consideration of 
the effects of the inquiry on the participants in the project, with an eye to the highest 
standards of academic scholarship. Any questions or concerns that cannot be resolved 
at the program level (through the Local Review Board) are forwarded to SIT’s 
Institutional Review Board for review. If the Academic Director believes that you have 
not sufficiently addressed the concerns of this policy, he/she may ask you to revise your 
proposal. Standards for this review are developed in country and reflect local academic 
practice. 
 
If a student’s research has been funded by a US government agency or if she/he plans 
to take this research back to his/her home school or community for further 
dissemination, then the student must follow more stringent standards, i.e., not only those 
of the host community, but also those of the Office for Human Resource Protections, 
with which SIT is registered. Any questions or concerns are forwarded to SIT’s 
Institutional Review Board for review. 
 
ISPF ACADEMIC PAPER (Length: 30-35 pages / 9,000-10,000 words) 
At the end of the ISPF period, students are expected to present their work to the group. 
Assessment of both written work and the oral presentation is based on the quality of 
research and academic scholarship and adherence to the highest ethical standards. 
 
 
ISPF Procedure: Getting Started 
Decide on a topic 

http://www.uk.sagepub.com/managementresearch/Easterby-Smith%20Online%20Reading%20Links/Chapter%202/Silverman%20Doing%20Qualitative%20Research%20pp139-146.pdf
http://www.uk.sagepub.com/managementresearch/Easterby-Smith%20Online%20Reading%20Links/Chapter%202/Silverman%20Doing%20Qualitative%20Research%20pp139-146.pdf
http://www.uk.sagepub.com/managementresearch/Easterby-Smith%20Online%20Reading%20Links/Chapter%202/Silverman%20Doing%20Qualitative%20Research%20pp139-146.pdf
http://www.uk.sagepub.com/managementresearch/Easterby-Smith%20Online%20Reading%20Links/Chapter%202/Silverman%20Doing%20Qualitative%20Research%20pp139-146.pdf
http://www.uk.sagepub.com/managementresearch/Easterby-Smith%20Online%20Reading%20Links/Chapter%202/Silverman%20Doing%20Qualitative%20Research%20pp139-146.pdf
http://www.uk.sagepub.com/managementresearch/Easterby-Smith%20Online%20Reading%20Links/Chapter%202/Silverman%20Doing%20Qualitative%20Research%20pp139-146.pdf
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• This can be easy sometimes, but more often it is difficult. This is where you ask 
yourself: “What do I want to study? What do I want to learn from the ISPF? Is 
there a topic I have always wanted to investigate or learn more about?” Think 
about the ISPF as an opportunity for self-fulfillment and growth or as a stepping-
stone to further your studies in a particular area. You must be able to define a 
distinct and do-able project. As such, the next sentence is critical to keep in mind 
when deciding upon or refining your ISP topic. If you cannot clearly and 
completely state your project in one sentence, then your project cannot be 
completed within the time frame of the ISPF period. 

Define your research questions and research methods (ISPF draft proposals) 
• In the process of submitting your ISPF draft proposals and meeting with either 

the academic director or the academic advisor, you will have to clearly define 
your ISPF topic and research questions. Focusing your interest on a clear and 
precise question will allow you to begin your ISPF period with as much clarity as 
possible and will help you complete your task in the given period of time. 

Complete a final ISPF proposal 
• The ISPF proposal should provide a clear description of your topic, research 

questions and intentions, and expectations of the ISPF you have chosen to 
pursue. The proposal will help you anticipate what you are going to do and what 
possible problems may arise. The proposal should help you to clearly define and 
refine your project ideas and focus so that your resulting work is a discrete 
project that can be accomplished in the given period of time. 

Complete, sign, and hand in SIT forms: ethical guidelines, and Institutional Review 
Board (IRB) 

• In addition to completing the ISPF Proposal, students are also required to submit 
and comply with ethical requirements, agreeing to adhere to our written ethical 
policy, and to comply with our Institutional Review Board (IRB) process. This will 
be discussed in detail in the Research Methods and Ethics course. Please note 
that until items 3 and 4 above (ISPF Proposal, Site Approval, and Ethical 
Guidelines Forms) are satisfactorily completed, students will not be allowed to 
embark on their ISPF. 

  
ISPF Written Format—Organization and Presentation 
Introduction 

• Explain why you chose this topic 
• Points of interest (i.e., thematic courses, personal observations, previous 

research interests, future research interests, personal interests, etc.). 
• Describe why this topic is relevant to the region/country/culture and program 

theme. 
• Define the general parameters of your study, including the scope, depth, and 

expected outcomes (hypothesis). 
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• Define your terms, including the overall theory on which you are basing your 
work, while situating your work in a scholarly context. 

Literature Review 
• This segment is usually a general introduction into the literature and theories 

relevant to your topic. 
• Link your topic to the literature currently available on the subject—cite authors, 

book titles, theories, or general perceptions that you may or may not agree with. 
• Explain why you feel these authors were right or wrong; argue with or against 

their theories using your own observations or those of other theorists. 

Body of Paper/ Methodology 
• This should be the fun part of the paper, as it allows you the opportunity to 

describe your overall research experience. 
• Describe the way you decided to set out on your research (i.e., how you chose 

the participants that you interviewed or worked with, the locations where you 
conducted your research, etc.). 

• Describe the methods you used while planning your strategy to obtain the data 
for your research (i.e., protecting the identity and integrity of your participants, 
maintaining the integrity of your data, how you planned to avoid any 
misunderstanding/misinterpretation of your data). 

• Describe the obstacles and problems that arose during the course of your 
research. 

• If necessary, explain how and why you had to change your original plans 
(basically a cause/effect section) and how that affected the quality, depth, and 
scope of your data. 

 
Findings 

• The really fun part! This is where you get to explain what you found out during 
the research process. 

• It’s better to focus on the important points of your hypothesis in this section. 
Highlight the most important aspects of your data and cite responses or 
observations that either prove or disprove your original hypothesis (it’s okay to 
be wrong here) using the data you generated during the study. 

• You can include your analysis of the data/interpretation of findings in this section 
or you can include this discussion in the “Conclusions” section. 

Conclusions 
• This is where you get to tie up all the loose ends and bring things together, while 

proving or disproving your original hypothesis. 
• You can include your analysis/interpretation of findings in this section as the 

proof you need to argue for or against your original theory. 
• Describe what the implications of your study are (i.e., why your findings are 

important. How can this information enhance the existing body of knowledge 
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already available on the topic? What new questions arose out of your findings? 
How will these findings inform your future research interests?) 

Role of Academic Director and Academic Advisor 
The academic director and the academic advisor advise students on methodology, 
background reading, and in-country contacts which the students will be encouraged to 
pursue. The academic director, in consultation with the academic advisor, and in some 
cases with the help of the ISPF advisor (if applicable) evaluates the completed project 
and assigns the grade. 
 
Student Expectations 
Responsibilities when conducting fieldwork: 

• Students must respect, protect, and promote the rights and welfare of all those 
contributing to, and affected by, their work by protecting the privacy and dignity of 
the people and communities with whom they conduct field study. 

• Students must respect the ethical considerations and guidelines of conducting 
research in vulnerable populations. 

• Students must comply with participants’ right of anonymity, privacy and 
confidentiality. 

• Students must acknowledge the help and services they receive and must 
recognize their obligation to reciprocate in culturally appropriate ways. 

• Students must record and represent accurately all aspects of the field study. This 
includes not representing as their own work—either in spoken or written form—
materials and ideas directly obtained from other sources. 

 
Student research is a product of fieldwork and, as such, students have an obligation to 
assess both the positive and negative consequences of their field study. Ethical 
fieldwork, as stipulated in the SIT Statement of Ethics, results in products that are 
shared with local and academic communities; therefore, copies of ISPs are returned to 
the sponsoring institutions and the host communities, at the discretion of the 
institution(s) and/or community involved. World Learning/SIT Study Abroad may archive, 
copy, or convert the ISP for non-commercial use, for preservation purposes, and to 
ensure future accessibility. World Learning/SIT Study Abroad archives the ISPF in the 
permanent collection at the SIT Study Abroad local country program office and/or at any 
World Learning office. World Learning/SIT Study Abroad has a non-exclusive, perpetual 
right to store and make available, including electronic online open access, to the ISPF. 
Students retain all ownership rights of the ISPF product and retain the right to use all, or 
part, of the project in future works. Please refer to the Student Handbook or the Access, 
Use, and Publication of ISPF form. 
 
Course Methods 
Throughout the ten weeks of seminars, students identify primary and secondary sources 
related to the topic of their ISPFs. Students meet with the Academic Director and 
Academic Advisor on formal and informal basis to evaluate and discuss their progress of 
ISP research. Students contact experts working in fields related to their ISP topic and 
will meet such experts at various international organizations in Geneva. During the last 
month of the program, students work exclusively on their ISP project which includes data 
collection, synthesis and analysis, interactive research, interviewing experts, writing the 
ISPF paper, writing in their work journal and interactive log, and preparing for their oral 
presentation.  
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Course Requirements 
1. 5 interviews are required, with at least 3 formal interviews; 
2. 180 hours of field-based study that applies methods of interactive research, including 

interviews, towards completion of the project;  
3. A 30-minute oral presentation and discussion of the ISPF; power point is 

recommended though not required;  
4. A 30-35 page (8’000-9’000 words) academic paper that includes: abstract, title page, 

acknowledgments, table of contents, theoretical framework of analysis, research 
methodology, conclusions, notes, and bibliography 

5. Electronic version (USB or e-mail) of your fully formatted ISPF 
 
Student Evaluation and Grading Criteria  
The evaluation of the ISPF will be completed by the Academic Director with critical 
comments and evaluation from the project advisor. Assessment of the written project 
and the oral presentation is based on the accuracy of information conveyed, the 
student’s methods and effectiveness of gathering information, organization, assimilation, 
the clarity of the presentation, the use of hand-out material, the quality of analysis and 
argumentation, oral expression, clarity of answers to questions and civility of interaction. 
Special emphasis is put on the student’s ability to integrate primary sources and 
methods of interactive research and to present the findings in a clear, organized and 
well-synthesized format. The Academic Director assign the final grade.  
 
At the end of the ISPF period, students are expected to present their work to the group 
and faculty. Timely completion of all ISPF assignments is expected. Late submissions 
will be penalized. Assessment of both written work and the oral presentation is based on 
the accuracy of the information conveyed, the breadth and appropriateness of sources, 
the depth of analysis and insight, the quality of expression, the level of cultural sensitivity 
displayed, and adherence to the highest ethical standards. During the process of 
planning, developing, executing and presenting the ISPF, students are evaluated on 
their ability to:  
 

• Work independently and respectfully within Switzerland and in cooperation with 
institutions and advisors; 

• Develop a logical and coherent framework for the study project, and clearly justify 
how the chosen topic lies within the scope of the program and region; 

• Critically discuss and evaluate available and relevant theories, papers, and 
published materials on the proposed project; 

• Clearly present the main objectives of the project, further developing them when 
needed; 

• Present and justify a reasonable methodological framework to achieve the 
proposed objectives; 

• Critically describe the data collected, analysis performed, and results; 
• Present and discuss problems, findings and conclusions based on the methods 

used, data and information collected, and/or analysis performed;  
• Be able to present all steps of the project clearly and coherently in a written and 

oral format for an independent audience. 
 
Description of Assignments: 
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Independent Study Project in Finance (70%): 
Assessment of the ISPF is done on the basis of SIT’s assessment rubric for the 
Independent Study Project with the grading evaluation criteria listed below.  
 

Title/Acknowledgements/Abstract 
• The title is succinct, interesting, and engaging, and it clearly explains the 

project 
• The acknowledgments are complete and professionally written 
• The abstract clearly summarizes the project 

Research Question/Objectives/Justification 
• The study/research question is relevant, thought-provoking, and original 
• The project aims to contribute information on a topic relevant to local 

community and/or other researchers 
• The objectives of the study are clearly presented and appropriate 
• The justification of the project is clear and contextualized 

Context and Literature Review 
• The content is relevant. Important themes and background information is 

provided 
• The paper includes appropriate, high-quality relevant background sources, 

including several from peer-reviewed journals 

Methods 
• The explanation of methodology is clear and accurate and supporting 

materials are included 
• Implementation of methods through the research process is thoughtful and 

handed with care 
• The methods are appropriate 

Ethics 
• Human subject policies and ethical research guidelines are adhered to and 

thoroughly discussed 
• Appropriate consideration is given to informed consent, anonymity, and 

confidentiality of research participants, in keeping with human subjects 
protocols and the LRB-approved ISPF proposal 

• The ISPF is responsive to host community needs, as applicable 

Presentation of results/findings 
• The findings are complete and are logically and convincingly presented 
• The prose discussion of findings is clear, succinct, and logical 
• Tables, graphs, photos, and direct quotes are relevant and support the 

argument 

Depth of analysis/Conclusions 
• Important implications raised by the findings are included 
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• The argument is well-structured and different sources of information are well-
integrated 

• Patterns in the findings (or lack of a pattern) are identified and discussed 
• The author gives logical explanations of what findings mean 
• The author clearly and specifically related his/her findings to the 

study/research question and to previous research in the field 

Technical aspects/Effort 
• The paper is organized into major sections and/or follows the guidelines in 

accordance with the orientation of the program 
• Table of contents, in-text citations, and reference list or bibliography are done 

correctly and completely 
• There are no mistakes in writing, grammar, spelling, and punctuation 

Evaluation criteria for oral reports include: 
• Organization of presentation, with a view to holding audience interest 
• Use of appropriate examples and personal experiences 
• Clear explanation of ISPF strategy and implementation 

Oral Presentation (30%): 
Assessment of the ISP Oral Presentation is done on the basis of SIT’s assessment 
rubric for the Independent Study Project Presentation with the grading evaluation and 
criteria listed above.  
 
Assessment: 
Independent Study Project in Finance paper   70%  
Independent Study Project in Finance presentation   30% 
 
Grading Scale 
94-100%   A 
90-93%  A- 
87-89%  B+ 
84-86%  B 
80-83%  B- 
77-79%  C+ 
74-76%  C 
70-73%  C- 
67-69%  D+ 
64-66%  D 
below 64%  F 
 
 
Expectations and Policies 
 

• Show up prepared. Be on time, have your readings completed and points in mind 
for discussion or clarification. Complying with these elements raises the level of 
class discussion for everyone. 
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• Have assignments completed on schedule, printed, and done according to the 
specified requirements. This will help ensure that your assignments are returned 
in a timely manner. 

• Ask questions in class. Engage the lecturer. These are often very busy 
professionals who are doing us an honor by coming to speak.  

• Comply with academic integrity policies (no plagiarism or cheating, nothing 
unethical).  

• Respect differences of opinion (classmates, lecturers, local constituents we 
engage with on-site visits). You are not expected to agree with everything you 
hear, but you are expected to listen across difference and consider other 
perspectives with respect.  

Academic Policies: SIT prides itself on providing students with an experientially based 
program; we hold ourselves, and our students, to the highest of academic standards. 
Students are asked to refer to the SIT Study Abroad Handbook for policies on 
academic integrity, ethics, academic warning and probation, diversity and disability, 
sexual harassment and the academic appeals process.  
 
Disability Services: Students with disabilities are encouraged to contact Disability 
Services at disabilityservices@sit.edu for information and support in facilitating an 
accessible educational experience. Additional information regarding SIT Disability 
Services, including a link to the online request form, can be found on the Disability 
Services website at http://studyabroad.sit.edu/disabilityservices.  
 

mailto:disabilityservices@sit.edu
mailto:disabilityservices@sit.edu
http://studyabroad.sit.edu/disabilityservices
http://studyabroad.sit.edu/disabilityservices
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