


DEPARTMENT OF GEOGRAPHY FACULTY OF ARTS AND SOCIAL SCIENCES
GRADUATE INDEPENDENT STUDY COURSE (ISC) AGREEMENT

What is an ISC?
Definition​: An ISC (Independent Study Course) is designed for graduate students to independently explore an area of interest and develop new knowledge, a new skill set, and/or a new methodology, with advisory support. 
Purpose: An ISC is an excellent scholarly opportunity to explore new bodies of literature, deepen familiarity with knowledge of specific methods, and/or develop new methodological skills or technical expertise. This is particularly helpful in cases where students struggle to identify relevant courses to take beyond those that are compulsory or electives, inside or outside the Department. An ISC allows students to engage with other approaches to doing geography beyond their thesis and should be seen as enriching their repertoire and stretching them into unfamiliar yet stimulating territory. An ISC may involve a research component with data, but this is not necessary; the core focus remains on acquiring new knowledge and skills.
Total work hours: ISCs occur over one semester and are equivalent to a 4-unit credit course, requiring 10hr/week. Given that this is an independent study, most of this work will be undertaken by the student (no lectures, no tutorials, no standard assignments).

Choosing an Advisor
Advisor Selection​: Students are encouraged to work with an advisor other than their primary or secondary thesis advisor.​ This facilitates exploration of expertise beyond their thesis topic and builds wider scholarly proficiency.​ Students need to approach potential advisors before completing this agreement to jointly decide on the goals, tasks, and deliverables of their ISC.
If a student wishes to work with one of their thesis advisors, they must demonstrate how the ISC allows them to acquire new knowledge and advance their skill set in a domain beyond their thesis and usual supervisory mentoring. 
If a student wishes to take two ISCs, they should work with different advisors unless justified. 
Advisory Process​: Students are encouraged to meet with their ISC advisor for three scheduled meetings (up to 1 hour each) during the course of their ISC.​ Up to 20–30% of draft material may be submitted for advisor feedback.​ The process enhances reviewing and writing skills, benefiting proposal and thesis writing.

What an ISC Is NOT
Not a Research Assistant​: An ISC is not a mechanism for working as an RA on an advisor’s project or a joint research effort analysing data sets for publication.
Not for Data Analysis Related to the Thesis​: ISCs should not focus on primary or secondary data analysis, whether data are provided by the advisor, generated by the student, or drawn from other sources, unless the planned data analysis allows the student to develop new knowledge and methodological skills beyond their thesis and is specified and justified in the proposal.
Not Driven by the Thesis Topic​: The ISC topic should be independent from the thesis, although tangential or complementary links are allowed. These should be clearly explained in the proposal.
Not Part of Thesis Writing​:  ISC cannot be used to write thesis content (e.g., literature review, draft chapter, analysis for thesis results).​ Students cannot receive credit for the same work twice.


Crafting the ISC Proposal
Distinctiveness Required​: The proposal must clearly specify how the ISC is distinct from both the thesis research and the skill set the student already possesses (e.g. methodology, literature).
Content writing: An ISC proposal should not follow a standard research proposal format (e.g. including a literature review with references) but clearly focus on the new knowledge and skill(s) to be acquired and how this would advance a student’s current comprehension and skills.

Scholarly Opportunities Provided by ISC
Exploring New Areas​: An ISC allows for an exploration of new literature, methods, and skills.​ This is particularly useful when relevant courses beyond compulsory ones or electives are unavailable.​ It encourages engagement with new concepts and approaches in geography.

Proposal Submission
Format: Proposals must be submitted as Word documents. See Appendix A. 

Sent to: Proposals must be sent to Ms. Pauline Lee, the latest by 5pm on Friday, 2 full weeks prior to semester start, to ensure timely processing.

Proposal Review Process
Approval Requirements​: All ISC proposals are reviewed by the Graduate Studies Committee.​Proposals must fully and unambiguously satisfy all criteria for approval.

Proposal Review Process
Academic Integrity and Late Submissions: The same Department guidelines apply as for regular courses. 


CRITERIA FOR ASSESSMENT of the FINAL ISC DELIVERABLE – Please note this is how your ISC will be reviewed by assessors.

· General organisation of the ISC deliverable/report
· Identification of a clear area of debate, new knowledge or skillset applied, coherent rationale for selecting the focus, and means for identifying relevant literature and/or other study elements
· Integration of ideas
· Ability to sustain an argument
· Capacity and creativity/originality in the review (and where relevant, deployment of secondary material and evidence)
· Spelling, typing, presentation, and clarity of argument
· Bibliography (accurate and professionally presented)
· [bookmark: FOR_GRADUATE_STUDENT]Word Limit: 4000-6000 words (6000-8000 group projects)







	Section A: To be completed by Graduate Student

	ISC course code:
	☐   GE5660    or    ☐   GE6660

	Programme
	 ☐  Masters   or    ☐ PhD

	Name of student: 
	

	Year of study:
	 ☐ 1st year   ☐2nd year   ☐3rd year   ☐ 4th year

	Name of Thesis Advisor:
	

	Name of ISC Advisor: 
	

	Please indicate if this ISC is to be part of a joint project/group study with other students:
	  ☐ Yes   or  ☐ No
If yes, please indicate in Appendix A the names of other members in the group and elaborate on the portion of the project that you will claim responsibility for and on which you will be assessed.



	[bookmark: JOINT_PROJECT]Section B: To be completed by Graduate Student

	Declaration & Submission by student

	I declare that I have read and understood the requirements pertaining to writing an ISC; will submit the ISC report to the faculty member advising my ISC and send a copy to Ms. Pauline Lee; and have noted the deadline for submission.

Deadlines for submission of ISC report to ISC advisor:
· Friday on Week 12 of the semester by 5pm


	Signature & date by student:




[bookmark: GRADUATE_STUDENT_DECLARATION_&_SUBMISSIO]

	Section C:  For the attention & declaration of the ISC Advisor

	If an extension is needed, then the Department should be notified by the beginning of week 12 of the semester. The appointment of a second marker is the responsibility of the Chair and/or Deputy Chair of the GSC, and NOT the responsibility of the ISC advisor. The second marker should be anonymous and not engage with any discussion of the ISC prior to grading.


	· I have ensured that the student's ISC assignment comprises work that is in addition to that envisaged or already undertaken as part of their research thesis.

· Based on the information provided, including that in Appendix A below, I have ensured that the student’s proposed project complies with the requirements of a Graduate ISC in the Department of Geography.


	Signature & date by ISC advisor:






	Advisor’s Role and Student’s Obligations

	· Students may schedule up to three one-hour meetings with the ISC advisor.
· Both parties are encouraged to agree on the dates or week for these meetings early on.
· The ISC advisor is not responsible for reading draft versions of the ISC for the purpose of student revision. Instead, these meetings are intended for students to seek clarification and advice on specific sections where guidance is needed.




	Section D:  To be reviewed by Graduate Coordinator/Deputy Graduate Coordinator

	Name:

	Signature & date by Graduate Coordinator/Deputy Graduate Coordinator:







PROPOSAL ELEMENTS FOR INDEPENDENT STUDY COURSE – use the bolded
headlines below as your structure for APPENDIX A.

(Proposal should not exceed two pages) ‐ font size 12, Times New Roman, single‐spaced

1. Statement about your thesis – include a title and one paragraph of explanation regarding your focus and methods
2. Names of thesis advisors
3. Master by research student or PhD student and year of study
4. Title of proposed ISC
5. Name of the ISC advisor
6. Abstract of ISC – 200–250 words limit
7. Proposal statement – 500 words limit 
(The statement must clearly, convincingly, and comprehensively state the focus you plan to pursue for your ISC and what the relationship is/is not with your thesis, including existing and new knowledge and skills to be acquired)
8. Schedule/Plan of work (anticipated discussion for 3 scheduled meetings)
9. ISC advisor’s role and student’s obligations
10. Contact hours (between the ISC advisor and the student)
11. Student’s study path with completed and planned courses per semester (this allows you to demonstrate how your proposed ISC complements other courses in your overall research trajectory)
12. For joint projects, please include a breakdown of joint and individual assessments.


APPENDIX A
Font size 12, Times New Roman, Single-spaced, not exceeding two pages. Submit as a Word document.

	About your Thesis and Proposed ISC Topic

	Statement about your thesis
	Provide your thesis title and a paragraph of explanation regarding your thesis focus and methods used in the next row.


	
	



	Title of proposed ISC
	

	Abstract of ISC 
(200-250 words limit)
	

	ISC proposal statement
(500 words limit)
	The statement must clearly, convincingly, and comprehensively state the focus you plan to pursue for your ISC and what the relationship is/is not with your thesis, including existing and new knowledge and skills to be acquired. Please fill in the next row.

	
	



	
	For joint projects, please include breakdown of joint and individual assessments. If applicable, please fill in the details in the next row
 ☐    Not applicable

	
	

	Schedule/Plan of work (anticipated discussion for 3 scheduled meetings)

	



	ISC advisor’s role and student’s obligations

	

	Courses already completed and to be taken in the upcoming semester(s)
	This allows you to demonstrate how your proposed ISC complements other courses in your overall research trajectory

	
	Course title (completed/reading in current semester). Indicate semester & AY (e.g. Sem 1/25-26)

	Courses planned for the future 

	Contact hours (between the ISC advisor and the student)
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