
Semester Long Auto-Ethnography Assignment 

Ethnography is a strategy that researchers use to explore cultural phenomena where the 

researcher observes society from the point of view of the subject of the study. An ethnography is 

"the recording and analysis of a culture or society, usually based on participant-observation and 

resulting in a written account of a people, place or institution" (Coleman and Simpson). This 

assignment is an extension of this research strategy intended to observe and critique the uses of 

religion in your own life – an auto-ethnography. An auto-ethnography uses self-reflection and 

writing to explore anecdotal and personal experience and connect this autobiographical story to 

wider cultural, political, and social meanings and understandings. The assignment is broken up 

into four parts, totaling to 140 points, or 28% of the total grade.  

Part 1: Making Observations (10 points) 

The first step in an ethnography is making observations about whatever topic is being studied (in 

this assignment, that topic is simply “religion in the world”). Each week for ten weeks (Week 2-

Week 11) you will record three observations about how you encounter religion in the world. 

These observations can be anything from a tweet you see, a comment a friend or family member 

makes, something you see on TV or in a movie, something that makes you uncomfortable, or any 

other way you observe and encounter religion in the world. Three observations are due on 

Canvas every Friday at 5pm and will be graded as complete or incomplete. Each submission will 

be given one point, with this part of the assignment totaling to ten points. No late points will be 

given. In addition to submitting three observations each week, it is encouraged that you keep a 

running list (on a Google Doc, Word Document, Notes on your phone, etc.) because you will 

need to return to your observations for future parts of this assignment.  

Part 2: Sharing Observations (5 points) 

Starting Week 3, class will begin with one or two students sharing an observation they have 

made. Every student must share one observation they have made by the end of the course. 

Sharing will be on a volunteer basis, but each class period must have at least one student share.  

Part 3: Sorting Observations (25 points) 

Once observations have been recorded, the next step in an ethnography is to look for patterns to 

study. At the end of Week 14, a sorted list of observations is due. The 30 (or more) observations 

will be sorted into categories based on which cliché it supports. For reference, the clichés (which 

also act as our section themes throughout the course) are listed below: 

• Religion is bullshit 

• Religion is intrinsically violent 

• Religion makes people moral 

• Learning about religion leads to tolerance 

• Religions are belief systems 

• Religion concerns the transcendent 

• Religion is a private matter 



• Religions are mutually exclusive 

Part 4: Reflecting on Observations (100 points) 

The final part in an auto-ethnography is reflecting on the observations made and the categories 

they were sorted into. The final auto-ethnography (that doubles as your Power Thread 

Reflection) will be due at the start of the Final Exam period. Taking the observations you made 

in Part 1, the other observations you heard from classmates in Part 2, and the categories you 

sorted your observations into in Part 3, you will write an ethnography that attempts to answer 

questions about religion in the world while examining power and privilege. All students will 

work to explain at least 2-3 ways that power and privilege has distorted/influenced your own 

assumptions in the study of the religions of the world (the ultimate goal of the Power Thread). 

Not every observation needs to appear in your final paper, but each trend or category identified 

needs several examples (both from your observations AND examples from course content). 

Listed below are some guiding questions, but do not limit yourself to these. Feel free to pose and 

answer any questions that were of interest to you throughout the semester. If you are stuck, here 

are some questions to start with: 

• Where did you encounter religion the most?  

• Which category had the most observations under it? 

• What trends did you see in the observations you made? Others made? 

• How did your knowledge and understanding of the clichés from class help you to make 

your observations? Did observing religion become harder or easier as the course went 

on? 

This paper will be evaluated based on the extent to which it makes an interesting argument and 

synthesizes personal experiences into broader academic or social conversations. 


