
Schwerpunktseminar SS 2016:  
“School Systems and Student Achievement in International Perspective” 

Prof. Dr. Ludger Wößmann and Dr. Francesco Cinnirella, LMU München 

Notes on Writing a Seminar Paper 
1. The topic of your seminar paper is defined by the title of your topic and not exclusively 

by the starting literature. The latter is only relevant insofar as it is part of the topic 
investigated.  

2. Please write your seminar paper in English.  
3. The length of the seminar paper should be at least 12 pages, but should not exceed 15 

pages (line spacing 1.5, at least 2 cm margin, 12pt font). Additionally, you need a cover 
page, a table of contents, a bibliography (“references”) and optionally an appendix of 
tables and figures.  

4. In your seminar paper, you are expected to show your ability to understand a complex 
and potentially technical or theoretical line of argument. You should be able to boil down 
the content of your topic to the essentials and present them as clear and precise as 
possible. Additionally, you should show that you are able to embed your topic in the 
“bigger picture” (reference to further relevant papers for your topic and the general topic 
of the seminar) and to critically discuss the papers which underlie your seminar paper. 

5. Our experience shows that longer seminar papers tend to include less important parts, are 
sometimes just direct transfers of original texts, and do show a lack of deeper 
understanding of the topic. Ideally, you first write down the essential parts which you 
want to include in your paper and figure out how to incorporate them into your limited 
number of pages. It can also be an option to first write a slightly longer version of your 
paper and then reduce it to the requested length of 12-15 pages. 

6. Including your own thoughts and not only summarizing the literature will have a positive 
impact on your grade. Importantly, this does not include the proposition of a scientifically 
unfounded opinion which counters all scientific evidence. 

7. If footnotes are necessary, they should be included at the end of each page.  
8. Rough outline of your paper: Cover page, table of contents, introduction, main part, 

conclusion, bibliography, appendix for figures and tables (if any). 
9. The cover page should include: Seminar title, semester, title of your paper, advisor name, 

author name, address, e-mail, major field of study, number of current term. 
10. Pay particular attention to the introduction of your paper. The introduction has the 

following purposes: 
a) To motivate the topic (why is the topic important and interesting, reference to current 

situation, connection to the “bigger picture”); 
b) To define the topic of your paper (which questions are addressed in your paper, which 

questions are not discussed, etc.); 
c) To give a short literature overview regarding your topic and reason which literature 

you concentrate on in your seminar paper; 
d) To give a short outlook of the most important results; and  
e) To delineate how the rest of the paper is structured. 
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11. Your conclusion should generally include the following parts: a) a summary of the most 
important results, b) a critique of the methodology and the interpretation of the results, c) 
the connection of the results with the general topic of the seminar, d) the general 
relevance, for example regarding policy implications for Germany.  

12. It might be helpful to use the introductions and conclusions of the provided scientific 
papers as a guideline for your own introduction and conclusion. 

13. You need to provide references for all thoughts borrowed from other authors. These 
references have to include the source as well as the exact page number. For instance, if 
you write “see Gneezy (2005, p. 15)”, it must be apparent from the context what the 
reader should “see”. Otherwise, further clarification is necessary (“see Gneezy (2005, p. 
15) for …”). 

14. Avoid too many and too lengthy direct quotations. One might get the impression that you 
are not able to reproduce argumentations in your own words (and this is exactly what you 
should proof in your seminar paper).  

15. Ultimately, most of your thoughts in the seminar paper will be derived from other 
authors. As a general rule, everything that is “basic” knowledge in economics does not 
have to be cited. Particularly, it is not necessary to quote textbooks because textbooks 
comprise basic knowledge in economics. You should try to assign a thought to the author 
who expressed it first (admittedly, this can be rather difficult). 

16. The bibliography only includes the literature and the sources you use in the seminar paper 
(in alphabetic order). References should be structured as follows: Surname, first name(s), 
(eds.), year, title, subtitle, edition, volume, place of publication, publisher; for journal 
articles: Surname, first name(s), year, title of the paper, title of the journal, volume, 
pages; for articles in collected volumes: Surname, first name(s), year, title of the article, 
in: surname, first name(s), (eds.), year, title, ..., pages. As an orientation, consult the 
references on the literature list of this seminar. 

17. The sources of figures and tables must be cited as well. 
18. Figures and tables are welcome if they help to improve the understanding of the seminar 

paper. They should be reduced to their important parts and should be included in the 
appendix at the end of the paper. They must be discussed in the text.  

19. Technical terms must be explained if they are not part of “basic” knowledge in 
economics. 

20. The language of your paper should be scientific and not prosaic.  
21. The usage of a spelling check (e.g. in Word) is obligatory. It helps to prevent unnecessary 

errors and helps the reader to concentrate on the content of the paper.  
22. Be self-critical when reading your paper. When proofreading your paper multiple times, 

read it carefully and question the paper over and over again.  
23. Further hints and references:  

a) http://www.sfm.vwl.uni-muenchen.de/lehre/allgemeine_infos/richtlinien.html  
b) Theisen, Manuel R. (2011). Wissenschaftliches Arbeiten: Technik, Methodik, Form. 

15. Aufl., München: Vahlen. 
c) McCloskey, Deirdre (1987). The Writing of Economics. New York: Macmillan. 
d) Thomson, William (2011). A Guide for the Young Economist. 2nd edition. Cambridge, 

MA: MIT Press.  
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