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Aim 
The faculty requires that students write a thesis, so that they learn to conduct an academic 
legal study in a scientifically responsible way, to present the findings of their research in 
writing. 
 
Within the Master European Law and the Master European and International Law, the thesis 
comprises 18 EC. It is to be written in one of the courses of the student’s specialisation. 
 
It deserves emphasis that during academic year 2016-17 students of the Master 
International and European Law are still free to write their thesis either in Dutch or in 
English! When writing in Dutch, they are expected to comply with the ‘Leidraad’ published 
by Kluwer. Students enrolled in  the  Master European Law cannot choose between 
English and  their  native language. 
 
Size 
Generally, the length of a thesis is between 40 and 50 pages of text (excluding the literature 
and jurisprudence lists and possible end-notes).  
 
Thesis supervision  
1. You are free to choose the subject of your thesis. A list of possible Master Thesis 

subjects is posted on the Blackboard to give you some inspiration. 
 

2. There will be an introductory lecture for EL/ IEL students about the Master thesis 
which will take place in (the beginning of) October (see the indicative time schedule 
under C). After the lecture, there will be a possibility for brainstorming in smaller 
groups and discuss possible thesis subjects and the formulation of a proper research 

NB: More information will be posted on a separate Blackboard course page 
(“Masterthesis (International &) European law”) for the Master’s Thesis in addition to the 
course in Dutch (“Scriptie Info”). If you do not have access to this Blackboard course, 
please contact the Master Thesis Coordinator of the Department of International and 
European Law: j.krommendijk@jur.ru.nl. 
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question and sub-questions. A second lecture on research methodology takes 
place in November.  
 

3. If you are a Dutch student, you are also advised to attend the general thesis 
lecture for all Master students studying law in Nijmegen (only in Dutch), and 
consult general works on academic research and writing. 
 

3. • Carefully consider the nature of your subject  
• Try to define it as accurately as possible (legal character, time, place, related legal 
conceptions)  
• Try to formulate the questions the subject raises in your mind, before you start 
searching ‘at random’. 
• Make a list of discussion points you think should definitely be addressed in your 
thesis and complete the list as new points come to mind. After some time you will be 
able to sort out this list and convert it into a scheme that represents a logical plan for 
your thesis. 
 

4.  You should register your thesis topic via Blackboard before a specific deadline, 
ordinarily somewhere in (the beginning of) November. The obligation to register only 
applies to students who wish to write a thesis with a supervisor from the department of 
International and European Law, the Centre for Migration and the Centre for Business 
and Law. Students wishing to write their Master thesis in courses from other 
departments (and especially students in the Insolvency Law Track) do not have to 
register and should contact the course coordinators / lecturers of the relevant course 
individually. Please mind that the selected course in which a student wishes to write 
the thesis must be completed before graduation! This does, however, not mean that 
the course should already be completed before starting the Master thesis.  

  
5. Before you can start writing, your supervisor needs to approve the subject and design 

of your thesis.  
 The intention of a thesis consists of the following elements: 
 • a problem definition 

• layout: a table of contents of the thesis/plan of action and justification of the problem 
definition   
• a short description of the core issues and/or discussion points that will be addressed  

 • references to relevant regulations, literature and jurisprudence  
 
6. Before you start writing your thesis, it is advisable to make clear arrangements with 

your thesis supervisor about the submission and discussion of concepts (parts or 
chapters of the thesis). 

 
7. The thesis supervisor will help students with the design of the thesis. Depending on 

the arrangements, students submit their thesis to their supervisor on a part-by-part or 
chapter-by-chapter basis, followed within a reasonable amount of time by a discussion 
of the submitted material. After the different parts of the thesis have been discussed 
and the comments of the supervisor have been incorporated, the overall concept of 
the thesis will be discussed. 

 
8. After the thesis has been submitted, the thesis supervisor has a reading time of, in 

principle, 14 days. During particularly busy periods for a department (May, June) the 
reading time can be extended by a week. In agreement with the student a date is then 
set to discuss the thesis. 

 
9. After the submission of one or several corrected thesis versions, the thesis supervisor 

also has, in principle, a reading time of 14 days. 
 
Thesis assessment  
1. The thesis will be assessed against the following points: 

• Does the introduction of the thesis contain a clear problem definition /aim and 
phrasing? Does it indicate how these will be elaborated? 
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• Has sufficient literature and jurisprudence been collected and has it been correctly 
processed? 

 • Are the analyses logical and systematic?  
• Does the thesis show personal input and does it clearly state whether an 
interpretation has been taken from literature or jurisprudence or whether it is a 
personal interpretation? 

 • Are the conclusions a logical result of the previous line of argument? 
 • Did the supervisor often have to make corrections/adjustments? 
 • Does the subject of the thesis have a high degree of difficulty? 
 • Does the author of the thesis show originality? 
  
2. The thesis will eventually be assessed by two examiners: the thesis supervisor and – 

during the master's examination – a second lecturer, who together constitute the ad 
hoc examination commission.  

 
3. If the thesis meets the set requirements, it will be approved. 
 
4. The thesis will be defended during the master's examination before the examination 

commission. This exam is risk-free (the positive result of the exam is assured), but it is 
a real exam. After the defence the examination commission will grade the thesis. 

 
Graduation  
1. At least 14 days before the date of the master's examination, students have to submit 

two copies of the final version of the thesis to their thesis supervisor. (Some 
departments require a third copy for their archives.) 

 
2. During the master's examination, the examination commission discusses the thesis 

with the candidate. This discussion lasts approximately 45 minutes, which usually 
includes a 8-10 minutes presentation of the research findings at the beginning, 
followed by a Q&A. 

 
3. Candidates are expected to defend the subject of the thesis and to discuss recent 

developments (in literature, jurisprudence and in practice) in that area. 
 
4. After the discussion, the examination commission presents the diploma and the grade 

list with the grade of the thesis on it. Obviously, family and friends of the candidate are 
more than welcome to attend this ceremony. 

 
Procedure and problems  
If students have any complaints about the supervision provided by the lecturer, a breach of the 
terms mentioned in the Guidelines or any other breach committed by the lecturer, they can 
contact the head of the department, the thesis coordinator, or the study advisor. 
 
For general advice and coaching with regard to the writing process, drafting a clear 
research question and creating a clear structure, style, grammar etcetera, students should 
contact the ‘Academisch Schrijfcentrum Nijmegen’, www.ru.nl/asn. It is most effective to 
already do so early in the process of writing. 
 
Thesis research area  
The thesis research area is located on the ground floor of the library (behind the copier area). 
This area is exclusively reserved for students who want to work on their thesis or on other 
papers in a quiet setting. They will have access to all library facilities and services. 
 

http://www.ru.nl/asn
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Writing a thesis  
 
1. Introduction  
 
Jurists should have a high standard of written fluency. They should be able to explain the legal 
problems presented to them in a balanced and understandable way, to both colleagues and 
interested non-experts. Having legal knowledge is an important condition, but by no means the 
sole condition for a successful exchange of legal information. There are other, at least equally 
important, requirements. An argument should be constructed in an orderly and logical way, 
have a clear structure and be written in clear language.  
 Below, you will find extensive instructions on how to write a thesis and a number of 
general layout requirements. We would like to point out that these instructions mainly focus on 
legal theses. For legal-theoretical, criminological, sociology of law of inter/multidisciplinary 
theses there are more specific requirements regarding methodological justification, theoretical 
embedding of the subject, etc. 
 
2. Structure 
 
2.1 Introduction 
You determine the subject of the thesis in consultation with a lecturer. It often becomes clear 
during the first meeting and during the writing stage that additional defining is required. If you 
are in doubt about how to define your subject, please consult your lecturer to make certain you 
are on the right track. However, you should do this on the basis of a written design, i.e., a 
structural scheme of your thesis. 
 Inexperienced writers often make the mistake of starting to write too early. They have 
selected a subject, come up with some ideas about it and immediately want to work them out. 
These writers soon encounter problems. After the first ideas have been worked out they come 
across problems they have not thought of before. What appeared to be a main issue turns out 
to be a side issue, literature found at a later stage unexpectedly sheds light on the case. The 
initial design of the thesis becomes increasingly shaky. This manual aims to prevent you from 
making this mistake, by offering a step-by-step writing plan. Of course you can note down 
sudden thoughts or ideas, but why should you immediately work them out? This will be easier 
once you have collected all data, when you can separate the main issues from secondary 
ones, when you know which direction you want to go and have a clear perspective of the 
conclusions. 
 You should obviously not get bogged down collecting and reading information. At 
some point you should start writing. The first sentences are often the hardest. It requires a lot 
of patience. In the first chapter, try to describe the legal framework (the applicable law articles 
or provisions of a treaty and their interpretation in literature and jurisprudence). That way, you 
can rely on work that has already been done by others. 
 
2.2. The structure of the thesis  
The structure of a thesis is very important. If a thesis has the right structure, it is possible to 
discover the essence by reading only the introduction and the conclusion. Readers who are in 
a hurry, should be able to skip the main text! This is only possible if the four parts of the 
argument, the title, the introduction, the main text and the conclusion, are closely 
interconnected. What does this ‘interconnectedness’ consist of? 
 
2.2.1. Title 
There is little to say about the title: it must cover the content and, if possible, be catchy. 
Readers should be able to deduct the subject of the thesis from its title. 
 
The title page contains: 
• the title of the thesis and possibly a subtitle  
• the name of the author(s) 
• the month and year of graduation, the name of the lecturer, the student number. 
 
The title page does not contain: preface, table of contents or introduction.  
NB. Do not put a full stop after the title; ideally, the title is short. 
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2.2.2. Introduction 
An introduction consists of three parts: (a) sentences that introduce the subject, (b) the 
problem definition and (c) an announcement of the line of argument (the justification of the 
design, the planned approach). The study is hence defined under b and c. In practice, the 
formulation of (b) is the hardest part, but also the one that mainly determines the structure. 
The problem definition consists of a number of legal questions that will be answered in the 
main body of the thesis. We will later return to the development of a good problem definition. 
The introduction should not be confused with the preface. In the preface you can, for example, 
write how difficult it was to get started or thank a parent or friend. 
 
2.2.3. Main body of thesis  
The main text analyses the legal questions presented in the introduction in a logical sequence, 
using relevant legislation, the legal history, the applicable jurisprudence and (the most recent) 
literature. You must also justify your sources by referring to footnotes. A story must be 
verifiable. Copying other people’s opinions without mentioning the source is considered 
plagiarism. The main text constitutes the largest part of the argument. This is where the actual 
analysis takes place. The problem is analysed from every angle. 
 
2.2.4. Conclusion 
The conclusion contains the answers to the questions raised in the introduction. The 
justification for these answers results from the main text. The conclusion should not contain 
new arguments. The conclusion is logically connected to the main text and directly connected 
to the introduction. The conclusion should make a distinction between a generally accepted 
opinion and, possibly, the author’s personal opinion. Students often think that the conclusion is 
not important and only write a few sentences. However, the conclusion is actually the most 
important part of a thesis. This is the part where questions are answered. In that sense, it can 
sometimes be useful to give a very short summary of the preceding argument. Readers can 
find the extensive arguments of the obtained results in the main text. 
 
2.2.5. The other parts of the thesis  
The title page, the introduction, the main text and the conclusion form the main parts of a 
thesis. In addition to these elements a thesis also has a table of contents, a list of consulted 
literature and a list of consulted jurisprudence. Sometimes it is useful to add a list of acronyms. 
In summary, a thesis consists of: 
1. title page  
2. table of contents  
3. introduction 
4. main text (including notes and glosses) 
5. conclusion 
6. list of consulted literature  
7. list of consulted jurisprudence

1
  

 
2.3. Further divisions of the main text 
Obviously there are more detailed structural requirements for the different parts of the thesis. 
Further divisions are also necessary. The main text must be divided into chapters, paragraphs 
and subparagraphs. In order to avoid fragmentation this division should not be too detailed in 
a relatively short text. For a thesis, a three-level division will suffice (chapters, paragraphs and 
subparagraphs). 
  
The chapters and (sub) paragraphs all have titles. These titles should provide structure. 
Divisions are usually based on contrasts/distinctions at the same level. For example: public 
law versus private law. But not private law versus labour contract law. Labour contract law is 
part of private law. You must try to avoid a phenomenon known as the Chinese encyclopaedia. 
According to Argentinean author Borges there was an encyclopaedia in Ancient China that 
divided animals into the following categories: 

                                                 
1
 You can include annexes at the back of the thesis. They must be numbered. You use annexes for 

tables, drawings, diagrams and the like. If necessary, you may include the text of a law that is difficult to 
consult, the text of general conditions, or something similar in an annex. 
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a. belonging to the emperor f. fabulous ones 
b. embalmed ones  g. stray dogs 
c. those that are trained  h. those that are included in this classification 
d. suckling pigs   i. those that tremble as if they were mad 
e. mermaids   j. innumerable ones 
 
Together, the titles should constitute a very concise summary of the work. The possible table 
of contents forms the thesis structure. For that reason, the titles should meet a number of 
requirements: 
(a) they must be short; the use of full sentences is not recommended, (b) they must have a 
common denominator, (c)  preferably, they should have a similar grammatical form. 
 
If, for example, a chapter of a thesis deals with source of law, then the following division would 
not be correct: 
a. The law as a source of law  
b. Are habits also a source of law? 
c. Judicial verdicts in the light of article 13 General Laws 
d. Treaties  
e. The issue of treaties of international law organisations. 
 
It is much better to use source of law as the common denominator: 
a. Laws        (as a source of law) 
b. Habits        (as a source of law) 
c. Verdicts       (as a source of law) 
d. Treaties        (as a source of law)  
e. Treaties of international law organisations    (as a source of law) 
 
Paragraphs also need to have a structure. Paragraphs are an excellent way of structuring a 
document. Each paragraph (visible in the text thanks to an indentation) addresses one theme, 
one question. The essence of that theme is described in a key or core sentence. These 
sentences are, preferably, located at either the beginning or the end of the paragraph. The 
rest of the paragraph contains arguments, explanations, clarifications, examples etc. This 
gives readers the big advantage of being able to quickly identify the main lines of an argument, 
even if they only read the text superficially. 
The paragraph structure can be clarified for readers by using signal words and connectors. 
Some examples: 

 in enumerations, words such as ‘first’, ‘second’, etcetera provide a better 
understanding of the text. 

 in paragraphs with a chronological order, words such as ‘first’, ‘then’, 
‘consequently’, ‘subsequently’ and ‘finally’ are an appropriate aid. 

 contrasts within a paragraph can be highlighted by using words such as ‘but’, ‘yet’ 
and the like. However, do not overuse these words. 

 words such as 'all in all', ‘to sum up’ and ‘finally’ can be used to indicate that a 
paragraph is near the end.  

 
Signal words and connectors are also useful to show the connection between certain 
paragraphs. If you want to explain something in a separate paragraph with an elaborate 
example, that paragraph can start with words such as ‘To illustrate,…’, ‘As evidence of this, …’ 
or ‘In conclusion,…’ and so forth. The use of these kinds of structure indicators helps readers 
to quickly understand the structure of an argument. 
 A commonly made mistake is to include everything that has been read in the text. You 
are keen to show everything that you have read; otherwise a lot of work would be useless. 
Readers, however, tend not to appreciate this very much. Furthermore, there is a big chance 
that the central argument becomes obscured. The structure of the first stage of the writing 
process falls apart. Conciseness will be valued over verbosity any day.  
 
2.4. Collecting literature, legislative documents and jurisprudence.  
When you start collecting specific literature for your thesis, there are two possibilities: 
a. You have the bibliographic details of the book or article you are looking for. You can 
consult the library's catalogue directly. 
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b. You only know the subject; you hardly have any literature and you don't have any 
specific (bibliographic) information about relevant literature. In this case there are several 
methods: 

- a systematic method; you move from more general to increasingly specific literature. 
You start with manuals or general articles that give a global picture of the subject area 
which will lead you, via their reading lists, to more specialist publications. You can also 
collect literature by systematically consulting various catalogues, bibliographies, 
newspaper lists, registers in publications, card systems that record jurisdictions, 
jurisprudence collections etc. The advantage of this method is that you gain a good 
overview of the subject area. An extra benefit is that there is only a small risk of 
missing something important. 
When looking for information or relevant literature about your subject, a so-called 
abstracting journal is an excellent aid. In these journals you find a collection of titles 
with abstracts of books and (journal) articles divided per year. 
- the so-called snowball method; you take a recent publication about your subject area 
as a starting point, to see which literature is mentioned in the list of sources. This 
literature will refer to other publications, etc. etc. With this method, however, you risk 
getting a somewhat narrow view of your subject, because you may end up in a circle 
of authors who keep quoting each other. There is also a risk that you may not find 
more recent references because you are, in a chronological sense, working 
backwards. However, this method is less time consuming. It is recommended as an 
addition to the previous method. 

 
 
3. Content  
 
3.1. Introduction  

The quality of the problem analysis and the level at which the author proposes a solution have 
the strongest influence on the quality of a thesis. To get an above average grade for your 
thesis or article it should have added value. Preferably, it contains an original thought which 
takes the science of law ‘one step further’. The original element can also consist of the use of 
a different unusual approach or an ordering of opinions and arguments that have never been 
put together before. The argument must contain something original and add something to what 
has already been published. This is, for example, the case if you propose a solution to a 
problem that has arisen. 
 
Authors of a thesis should not deliberately seek originality. This is often doomed to fail. It is 
good to remember that it can sometimes be innovative to conduct a systematic literature and 
jurisprudence study. Such a study can force a reordering of existing arguments and opinions 
or put them in a different light. 
 
Obviously, the writing starts with a formulation of the right legal questions. This requires a lot 
of time and most of all, a lot of reading. But first you need to choose a subject. 
 
 
3.2. Selecting a subject and task description  
Students often prefer current subjects. They follow the news in the papers, on the radio and on 
TV, but it is more effective to read legal journals and particularly the discussions of 
jurisprudence they contain. That way it is easy to find pressing legal issues in everyday life. A 
so-called abstracting journal can also be an excellent aid. Here you will find a collection of 
titles with abstracts of books and (journal) articles divided per year. 
 In many cases the chosen subject is too broad. The task must be specified: what am I 
going to discuss and what will I avoid, at what level will I study the material? A good way to 
obtain an overview is by making a task description. In addition to the problem definition, a task 
description contains the following elements: a reader profile, a description of the aim and of 
the additional conditions. These three elements should not be addressed in the thesis itself; 
they are only a means to accentuate the problem definition.  
 The type of readers you are writing your thesis or article for will determine what prior 
knowledge can be assumed and the extent to which details can be addressed. The aim of the 
argument is often both informative and persuasive: the author offers readers arguments to win 
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their support and to get his or her solution accepted. The additional conditions include, for 
example, format requirements, such as the total number of pages. 
 
3.3. Problem definition  
Finding a subject is one thing, but coming up with a problem definition is another. The problem 
definition determines the main line of argument. It is the central point around which the 
publication revolves; that is why it must be formulated as accurately as possible. Sometimes 
the identified social problem must first be examined in a legal context: looking for leads in our 
legal system (law, treaties and jurisprudence). The next step is to describe the selected 
problem in the most detailed and precise way possible. However, a descriptive problem 
definition does not lead to a high grade. The provisional problem definition is, above all, a 
compass to be used by authors to orientate themselves during their research activities. The 
final problem definition, which is developed in progress, must be analytical: a problem 
description in combination with a solution-finding process. 
 
The problem definition consists of two questions about the subject: a. what do I want to 
achieve with this research and/or argument in the applicable subject area, in other words, what 
is the aim of this thesis (aim), and b. what knowledge do I need to reach the aim I have set, in 
other words, what do I want to find out (phrasing). These two questions are closely connected 
in the sense that the aim determines the phrasing. A clear aim is a prerequisite for the 
formulation of the phrasing. 
 The aim of the thesis usually refers to a scientific or social problem that needs to be 
solved. The justification of the aim should always focus on the formulation ‘making a 
contribution to ….’. This formulation indicates the relevance of the study. The justification of 
this question is more than simply mentioning a certain bottleneck though. It should contain an 
analysis or elaboration of it, so as to get a right view on the issue. This problem analysis 
should at least address questions such as: what does the problem consist of and how has it 
arisen, what consequences does it have and to what other problems is it possibly connected. 
As we have said, it is often necessary to examine the selected social problem in a legal 
context. Also, a problem often stems from an interpretation of a concept or term in the source 
of law, an open norm in a law article, a provision of a treaty, the interpretation of legal norms 
formulated in previous jurisprudence, an unclear law provision etc. 
 The second question concerns the phrasing of the thesis. This is always a question 
and never a formulation of the subject. The phrasing guides the study and needs to be 
answered. The phrasing contains a central question with a number of subquestions. Through 
these subquestions the central question is answered in a structured way. They hence 
constitute a suitable plan for the design and phasing of the study. It is important that the 
central question and concepts are clearly defined, in other words, it must be clear from the 
beginning which issues (sorts, aspects) are (not) going to be used during the study, and how 
the concepts used are defined in such a way that any confusion is avoided. In this context it is 
also important to determine which law doctrine the formulated phrasing is part of; this also 
involves making a definition. Finally there is the issue of which approach(es) you are going to 
use: dogmatic, theory of law, historical, sociology of law, comparative law. 
 
Often the phrasing is a legal question of an existing legal dispute. The legal question is the 
judicial issue that divides the parties. The answer to the underlying legal question of a conflict 
is usually not easy to give; otherwise it would not have led to a procedure. There is almost 
always something to be said for the positions of both parties. They have sought support for 
their positions from jurisdiction and literature. Authors have the task of describing and 
analysing these arguments in their story. The judicial verdicts (also from lower judges), the 
conclusion of the Procurator General or Solicitor General and the views of legal commentators 
are very useful for that. Here you will find criteria or leads on the basis of which the judge 
weighs up the interests to settle a conflict. 
 
3.4. Comparative law 
Looking at a foreign legal system is something that is not only very appreciated in this time of 
internationalisation, but it can also be a good aid to find inspiration for an approach and/or 
solution to a problem in your own country. However, a comparative law study is not always 
useful. First you need to discuss your plans with your thesis supervisor. Comparative law 
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should not be restricted to a description of the other legal system. You must also do something 
with your findings on it.  
 
3.5. History of law  
 
An orientation on the past often has added value, since our legal system is, for a part, 
historically defined. We cannot understand the concepts we use, the legal questions we try to 
answer, the methods we apply, the state in which we live, without any form of historical 
reflection. Just like comparative law can give us new insights when solving problems, history 
of law can offer a new view on the legal reality. Of course not every thesis has to contain a 
historical element. A historical examination should fit in with the phrasing. The legal historical 
argument is almost never decisive, but may serve as inspiration in tackling the research 
problem. Particularly in the jurisdictions of state, penal and private law a historical embedding 
of the problem will enrich the argument. 
 
A combination of a comparative law and legal historical approach enforces a reflection on the 
applicable law. Such a reflection is often crucial for an original contribution to the solution of 
the problem (definition). 
 
4. Language and style  
 
For every hypothesis, including a thesis, you must meet the applicable language requirements. 
When in doubt, it is advisable to consult dictionaries, spelling and style books and other 
language aids. This manual is not the place to address language and style in an exhaustive 
way. Instead, we will limit ourselves to a number of basic rules.  
 Try to use a simple style. Write short sentences and understandable formulations. 
Avoid complicated and long sentences. Although readers can read a sentence again to 
understand the meaning, ideally this should not be necessary. The sentence length may vary, 
but in a good text the average length will be around 15 words. In most cases it won't be 
difficult to split up long sentences, with a lot of subordinate clauses and parentheses, into a 
number of short sentences. 
 Clear language is not synonymous with correct language. If you are a better jurist then 
your brother because you never waisted time watching videos what you did not like, you will 
obviously have noted that the first part of this sentence is far from perfect, but definitely not 
unclear. 
 Also try to avoid solemn and archaic language. We still come across authors who use 
archaic words. These can easily by replaced by modern words and formulations. Be careful 
with abstractions and metaphors. Comparisons often will not hold. 
 A text is more legible if it is positively formulated. Double negations always cause 
misunderstandings. Sometimes, however, it is necessary to use a double negation to express 
a certain subtle distinction in meaning more accurately. This is the case, for example, when 
the law poses a negative requirement (for example ‘unlawful’). If this requirement has not been 
met you must use a double negation (i.e. ‘not unlawful’). In all other situations only use 
negations if it is really necessary. 
Avoid discontinuous structures. Discontinuous structures arise when a number of words that 
should be placed close to each other in a sentence become separated by other words or 
clauses. Because a piece of text is 'trapped', the content of the sentence is often not well 
expressed. 
 
Try to be concise. Only the essence of the matter counts. Only explain what is important, be 
brief and to the point. Avoid verbosity, such as long-winded formulations, elaborations or 
unimportant details. The optimum lies somewhere in the middle. Extremely concise 
explanations (telegram style) are just as inappropriate as long-winded stories. 
 Words that do not add any information to the sentence can be left out. The use of such 
words comes from the misconception that if you say something in five words, when two would 
suffice, it gives the text more weight. The actual result is pompousness, which often conceals 
a lack of real content. 
 
Authors can use punctuation marks to give a sentence structure. In spoken language we do 
this through pauses and intonation. We will only make some comments on the use of commas, 
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as they form an important structure-giving aid. But the problem is that there are no fixed rules 
for comma use. There are many cases in which the use of commas is recommended, but then 
there are also numerous exceptions. A rule of thumb is to use a comma whenever there is a 
pause in the sentence. The presence or lack of a comma can also lead to a difference in 
meaning. 
 
Avoid an excess of auxiliaries and an excessive use of the passive form. In cases where the 
active form is also an option, using it keeps the text from becoming impersonal, exaggeratedly 
formal and (too) weighty. 
 
5. Format requirements and typography  
 
Format requirements are not the same for each argument. In a master's thesis, for example, 
the use of a table of contents is essential, but not in an article for a legal journal. If you are 
writing for a journal it is always good to check their instructions beforehand. 
 Notes play a useful role. They are part of the text, but not an integral part. We make a 
distinction between explanatory, supplementary and reference notes. You use explanatory 
notes to further explain a term or concept you are using. You use supplementary notes to give 
additional information that is relevant for a good understanding of the text, but would interrupt 
your argument in a disturbing way. Reference notes serve to justify literal quotes (otherwise it 
will be plagiarism) or other information, ideas and theories that you have used from other 
people. 
The bibliographical style of reference notes. In order to make it easier for readers to consult 
the sources of your thesis, you must adopt a certain note system when using notes. We 
recommend the following rules: 
a. Always refer to a passage from a book; you provide: the author, the title of the book (in 

italics), place published, year published and the page(s) in question.  
b. Always refer to a passage from a journal; you provide: the author (without titling), the 

name of the article, the name of the journal (in italics), the volume, (possibly) month 
and (in any case) year of publication and the page in question. You don't need to put a 
comma between the name of the journal and the volume.  

c. Always refer to a contribution in a book.  
 
Guidelines have been developed for the use of footnotes, acknowledgements, reading lists 
etc. in the legal field to promote uniformity. It is advisable to follow the suggestions of these 
guidelines (see chapter 6 below).  
 
Literal quotations, including the punctuation marks that are part of the quotation, are placed 
between quotation marks. The quoted text is presented in full. If you leave out a part of the 
quotation, this should be indicated by putting the following marks: (…). If you want to draw the 
reader's attention to something remarkable in a quotation the bracketed word (sic!) is the 
common indicator. But this should be highly exceptional. If you change a quotation, you must 
add your initials. 
 
For example: you put a part of a quotation in italics because you consider it very important; 
behind it you write: (italics by author). 
 
Notes should be placed at the bottom of the page (footnotes). Endnotes, notes that are put 
after the text of the argument, are very difficult to consult. It is preferable to use consecutive 
numeration. The numbers of the notes are usually put after a full stop; or exceptionally, after a 
comma. 
  
In general, your references should be as complete as possible. In the first or only reference 
you put all the bibliographical information (see a, b and c). The notes must help readers who 
wish to do further research. Sometimes a thesis contains two or more references to the same 
work. You can then use the quotation title of this work. You can often find this in the beginning 
of the book and if there isn't one you can invent your own short quotation title. This prevents 
misunderstandings in cases where you also use works by the same author, as well as time-
consuming searches as to which work a quotation is referring to. 
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 Treaties, laws, institutes and organisations are always written in full the first time, 
followed by their acronym in brackets. After that you can just use their acronyms. Make sure 
you always use the same acronyms.   
 Whichever way you look at it, the typography has the least influence on the grading of 
your thesis. It is just a rounding-off factor. Hence, you should not dedicate a disproportionately 
large amount of time to it. That doesn't mean that typography is not important for the 
readability of a text. In our experience, if the content is of a low quality, then the typography 
usually isn’t much better. A sloppy layout only confirms a grading that was already low. 
 
 
6. Consulted literature and jurisprudence 
 
For a more elaborate overview of the use of sources and referencing, see under B 

 
a. The list of consulted literature contains an enumeration of the works that you have 

actually studied or used. In consultation with your thesis supervisor it sometimes 
suffices to make an enumeration of the most significant literature. It is not an 
enumeration of all the works about your subject that have been published. 

b. The literature you refer to is arranged in alphabetical order or, if the works are 
anonymous, according to the first word of the title that is not an article or an ordinal 
number. If the list contains several articles by the same author, you need to put these 
in chronological order. 

c. You also have to include a list of jurisprudence used, arranged per judicial college. 
Within these categories you use a chronological order. If you use an elaborate list of 
jurisprudence, it will be easier for readers if this list looks like a register. This can be 
done by including the pages in which the arrests mentioned in the list are used.  

 
7. Conclusion 
 
The factors that determine the quality of a thesis can be found in the list of assessment criteria 
included in this paragraph. This list can be divided into four groups of factors that influence the 
quality of an argument: structure, content, language and style, format requirements and 
typography. These assessment factors determine, in principle, the grade of a thesis.  
 But as we said before, not every category is equally important. The content has the 
biggest influence on the quality of the argument. The content reflects the knowledge level, the 
dogmatic depth, the general scientific education and the student's level of independence. The 
author shows that (s)he has mastered the legal profession. But content is closely related to 
language and style. They cannot be considered separately. Also, we can hardly underestimate 
the importance of a good structure.  
 Finally, the criteria list will help both lecturers and authors to check if all requirements 
have been met. 
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A. Check / assessment list  
 
I Typography 
 
1. Is the author's name present? 
2. Is there a table of contents? 
3. Are page numbers included? 
4. Is the text division (introduction, main text, conclusion, headers, paragraphs) logical? 
5. Is the use of acknowledgements (law, jurisprudence, literature) consistent? 
6. Are there any typo? 
7. Have acronyms been used correctly and consistently? 
8. Is margin use and spacing consistent? 
9. Are acknowledgements and reading list included? 
10. Have footnotes been placed correctly? 
11. Have ‘sources’ been uniformly quoted? 
 
II Language and style 
 
1. Are sentences not too long and complicated? 
2. Is there a sufficient degree of coherence between sentences? 
3. Are paragraphs divided correctly? 
4. Is there a sufficient degree of coherence between paragraphs? 
5. Is there not too much enumeration and too little argumentation? 
6. Do paragraph titles cover the content? 
7. Is language use consistent? 
8. Are verbal tenses used consistently? 
9. Are there no spelling errors or other linguistic errors? 
10. Is language use not too solemn or archaic? 
11. Is there sufficient use of legal terminology? 
 
III Structure 
 
A Title/Introduction 
1. Does the title cover the content? 
2. Is the introduction sufficiently ‘introductional’? 
3. Is the problem definition and are legal questions mentioned? 
4. Are legal questions sufficiently defined? 
5. Has the line of argument been announced? 
6. Has the subject been defined? 
 
B Content/text 
1. Is there a correct distinction between main and secondary issues? 
2.  Are relevant law articles mentioned? 
3. Are fact and opinions separated? 
4.  Are statements argued? 
5. Is there a logical or systematic structure in place? 
6. Is the proposed line followed? 
7. Is repetition or redundant argumentation avoided? 
 
C  Conclusion 
1. Is the conclusion coherent with the introduction? 
2. Is the conclusion coherent with the main text? 
3. Is the opinion in the conclusion founded? 
4. Does the conclusion contain answers to the legal questions? 
5. Does the conclusion add something new? 
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IV Content 
 
1. Is the level of legal questions (problem definition) sufficient? 
2. Is legislation sufficiently analysed? 
3. Is literature sufficiently elaborated? 
4. Is jurisprudence sufficiently elaborated? 
5. Are comparative law arguments sufficient (if used)? 
6. Is the history of law arguments sufficient (if used)? 
7. Is the elaboration of other arguments sufficient? 
8. Is the presentation of arguments from literature and jurisprudence correct? 
9. Is the legal knowledge and analysis of the main issues sufficient? 
10. Is your own insight sufficient? 
11. Is there sufficient originality? 
12. Are the answer to legal questions supported by arguments? 
13. Are there any notes missing (plagiarism)? 
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B. Use of sources and referencing 
 

You are expected to use traditional academic sources, i.e.: articles in academic journals, 
books, case notes, and contributions by authors in edited books. Some of these may also 
be accessible online, but they are academic. In any case, be sure to mention the author, 
date and title, the name and volume of the journal as well as page numbers. 

 
The style used in your thesis should be unbiased, readable, but certainly not informal. To 
get some idea of what constitutes an appropriate style, it is recommended to consult the 
established journals in the field concerned (e.g. European Journal of International Law, 
International and Comparative Law Quarterly, European Law Review, Common Market Law 
Review). 

 
Referencing in text 

 
The reader of your thesis should always be able to check the original source on which 
an argument is based. Thus, there should be no random referencing just ‘for show’; 
instead, the references need to be correct and precise, indicating the page numbers from 
the source in the corpus of the thesis (rather than the bibliography). Exact references to the 
specific page used are necessary at all times (not only for quotes, but always when your 
argument is based on/inspired by that literature; when you first thought of an idea yourself, 
but then find out that scholars have already argued this, you will still have to indicate: 
‘see also [AUTHOR]’). 

 
When cross-referencing in the main text where appropriate, refer to supra note * (* stands 
for the footnote number of an earlier footnote) or infra note * (* refers to a footnote number 
later in the text). 

 

A paper or thesis always includes a bibliography, making it possible to shorten the references 
in the footnotes. It is thus permitted to refer in footnotes to only the author, year of publication 
AND page number, or paragraph, for instance: 

 
•    See Gray 1999, p. 415 
•    See ICJ, Avena judgment, 2004, para. 151 

 
This way the reader can look up the rest in the bibliography. 

 
In a paper or thesis, consecutive references (in other words: uninterrupted by footnotes 
referring to other sources) to case law or secondary literature can still make use of id. (plus 
paragraph number) and ibid. (referring to the same paragraph as the footnote immediately 
preceding), as mentioned above (or simply use ibid in all cases, as e.g. OSCOLA suggests). 

 
In case you found a published article on the internet: if it is a PDF file, you can still refer to 
the original page numbers. If it does not contain page numbers, you may refer to paragraph 
numbers or the names of sub-headings. 

 
Referencing in an alphabetic bibliography 

 
When referring to journal articles or to chapters in edited books, with contributions by 
various authors, reference should be made to the first to last page of the contribution by the 
specific author. For example: 

 
•    C. Gray, ‘The Choice between Restitution and Compensation’, (1999) 10 European 
Journal of International Law, pp. 

413-423 
•    J.P. Jacqué, ‘The Role of Legal Services in the Elaboration of European Legislation’, 
in: A. Vauchez and B. de Witte, 

Lawyering Europe. European Law as a Transnational Social Field, Oxford: Hart 
Publishing 2013, pp. 43-54 
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A different format (e.g. taken from an academic journal, or from OSCOLA) is also 
permitted, as long as it is complete and consistent. 

 
The bibliography should not refer to the total number of pages of books. However, when 
referring to a journal article or contribution to an edited volume, the bibliography should 
indicate the pages of the entire publication, not the page(s) used. Referencing to the exact 
page(s) is reserved for the footnotes. A bibliography is alphabetic! 

 
Citation of case law 

 
Check the referencing methods used or suggested by the court or adjudicator itself. In any 
case provide complete information allowing the reader to check the source: e.g. in footnote: 
name court or adjudicator; name case, date and paragraph. In case law list at the end of the 
thesis: presentation by adjudicator, referring to name case (both parties), case number, date. 

 
By way of illustration, reference to case law of the International Court of Justice often takes 
the following form: 

 
•    ICJ, Case concerning Avena and other Mexican nationals (Mexico v. United States of 
America), Judgment of 31 

March 2004 
 

Reference to case law of the European Court of Justice traditionally takes the following form: 
 

•    Case 22/70, Commission v. Council (ERTA), [1971] ECR 263 
•    Case T-85/09, Yassin Abdullah Kadi v. Commission, [2010] ECR II-5177 

 
Should it concern a recent judgment, not yet recorded in the European Court Reports, include 
its date of issue: 

 
•    Case C-370/12, Thomas Pringle v Government of Ireland, Ireland, The Attorney 
General, Judgment of 27 November 

2012, n.y.r. 
 

The preferred form for students invoking case law from more than one jurisdiction is to refer 
to the relevant jurisdiction (e.g.: ICJ, ECtHR, AB (WTO Appellate Body), IACHR, ITLOS, etc.) 
at the beginning of the footnote. 
In such a case, when referring to relevant rulings of the EU Courts, it is advised to first insert 
‘ECJ’, ‘GC’ or ‘CST’. However, when a thesis only refers to EU case law, it is unnecessary to 
include these acronyms in the footnotes. 
 

The formats suggested in other standards (e.g. OSCOLA or The Blue Book) may also be 
followed. Again, the main thing to keep in mind is that the reader should be able to find the 
source easily, that it is clear which jurisdiction is referred to, and of course that the 
referencing is done consistently. 

 
Table of cases 

 
The table of cases should be subdivided into the various adjudicators at the international or 
the European level (e.g. Permanent Court of International Justice; International Court of 
Justice; International Criminal Court; WTO Appellate Body; UN Human Rights Committee; 
European Court of Human Rights; Inter-American court of Human Rights, European Court of 
Justice etc.) followed by any domestic courts cited in your thesis, also subdivided by 
jurisdiction (e.g. US Supreme Court; Hague Court of Appeal, etc.). 

 

British publishers usually require that the cases of these adjudicators are listed alphabetically, 

but it may often be more useful to list them in chronological order instead. 
 
 

Research and citation from intergovernmental and non-governmental sources 
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You may complement your research by reports of reputable intergovernmental and non-
governmental organisations and other credible  information found  on  the  internet.  Again,  
always  refer  to  the  source,  i.e.  provide  the  author  (e.g.  Amnesty International), the 
title, date of publication (if unavailable: the date it was posted on the internet), internet 
address and date you consulted the internet address, e.g. 

 
• Amnesty International, 'Togo, a high risk transition', 18 March 2005, AI Index: AFR 

57/008/2005, www.amnesty.org/library (armed conflict), (accessed 10 April 2005) 
•    R. Pollard, ‘Detention of children is abuse, says Einfeld’, Sydney Morning Herald, 10 
May 2002, www.smh.com.au 

(accessed 10 April 2005) 
 

References to official documents of international organisations: see the referencing methods 
suggested by these organisations; or in any case provide complete information allowing the 
reader to check the source. For UN documents, indicate the author, title (if available), 
number, date. For example: 

 
•   UN Security Council Resolution 1565, 1 October 2004 
•   UN Secretary-General, ‘The rule of law and transitional justice in conflict and post-
conflict societies’, Report to the 

Security Council, S/2004/616, 23 August 2004 
 

All students are expected to examine the contents of websites critically, and to be 
constantly aware that what is available on the internet is not necessarily accurate. When 
using Google, always carefully examine the source of information (e.g. what is the mission 
statement of the  organisation in question; who is funding it), and check whether other 
sources confirm or contradict the information found. 

 
When you refer to an internet source, you do not simply provide the link in a footnote, but 
first provide the name of the author (or, if unavailable, the relevant organization). Then 
indicate the title of the document and the page number (if available; otherwise, choose a 
different method to indicate the relevant part of the text). If available also add the date of 
publication, as that makes a source much more useful. Last comes the internet address, 
like this: <internetlink>, followed by the date you consulted this link: accessed [date]. 

 
Finally 

 
The above is merely a brief outline. For guidance on specific topics and a more detailed 
style and referencing guide, consult the websites of Oxford and Cambridge University Press. 
They have brochures on legal citation that may be helpful. 

http://www.amnesty.org/library
http://www.smh.com.au/
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C. Indicative time schedule 
 
This schedule is purely indicative in nature and it should be regarded as such. The time 
frames shown in the table are recommendations and not binding deadlines. Following this 
schedule as accurately as possible may result in a higher likelihood for the students to 
graduate within the one-year period allotted for this master programme. How the supervision 
will be conducted in practice (e.a. whether peer review meetings/ progress reports will be held/ 
used) also depends upon the supervisor and the amount of students she/he is supervising. 
   

September Group Task to Be Completed 
 

February Group 

End August Welcome ceremony February 

Beginning of October Master thesis kickoff meeting and brainstorm 
about possible thesis subjects 

Beginning of March 

October/ November  Identify the course in which the thesis should 
be written and think about a possible topic. 
The list of examples of thesis subjects (on 
BlackBoard) could be used for inspiration. 
Should difficulties occur during this process, 
contact the master thesis coordinator in the 
respective Faculty department for support.  

March/ April  

Beginning of November   Deadline for registration of the thesis subject Beginning of April 

End of November Lecture about research methodology given 
by one of the Faculty’s senior staff members 

End of April 

December/ Early 
January 

Short introductory peer meeting to get to 
know the students that are writing a thesis 
with the same supervisor 

May/ Early June 

Mid-January Choose the research question, draw up a 
preliminary literature list and a provisional 
research plan (most of the times an 
indicative, yet detailed table of contents 
should suffice). Commence the research and 
the writing process 

Mid-June 

Early February Peer review meeting with students to discuss 
each other’s research plan 

Early July 

February - March  2 – 3 feedback appointments (depending on 
the number of chapters, topic, size of thesis, 
etc.) with the supervisor, during which the 
progress on the individual thesis chapters is 
discussed  

August-October 

Late March / Early April Progress report appointment with the thesis 
supervisor 

November 

Late April Agree on a provisional defense date with the 
supervisor and pre-book the defense date 
(contact International Office and / or Bureau 
Examens) 

Early December 

Early May  Submit a digital version of the complete 
thesis to the supervisor 

Mid – (Late) 
December 

Early May The supervisor performs the anti-plagiarism 
test 

Mid – (Late) 
December 

Early May Obtain the thesis approval from the 
supervisor 

Mid – (Late) 
December 

Early – Mid-May Deliver thesis approval to the International 
Office and / or Bureau Examens. Start the 
procedures for organizing the thesis defense 

Mid – (Late) 
December 

                                                 
 Late December should be interpreted so as to avoid completing the necessary formalities during the 
winter vacation. 
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3
rd

 Week of May The supervisor assigns the 2
nd

 reader of 
thesis 

Late December - 
Early January 

3
rd

 Week of May Deliver 3 hard-copies of the thesis to the 
supervisor 

Late December - 
Early January 

June Thesis defense and graduation ceremony Mid – Late January 

June If the thesis is graded with 8 out of 10 or 
higher, the student will deliver a final digital 
version of his / her thesis, to be stored in the 
Faculty Library 

Late January 
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D. Thesis Assessment form 
 
Faculty of Law Examination Board  
 
THESIS ASSESSMENT FORM 
 
Student, student number:          
 
Title of thesis:            
 
Supervision began on:           
 
Approval on:          * 
*If the thesis period was longer than six months, briefly explain why: 
 
             
 
Date of plagiarism test (mandatory):         
 
1

st
 assessor/supervisor:           

 
2

nd
 assessor:            

 
 
I. Basic requirements 

Check  

Cover page Title, author, student number, year, Radboud University Nijmegen 

Contents 
 

Table of contents, Introduction, Body of text 35-50 pp, Conclusion, 
Bibliography, List of jurisprudence used 

Footnotes Acknowledgement of sources 

 
II. Mark  
 
III. Substantiation 
 
1. Topic   
 
Topic selection  (chosen by candidate/supplied by lecturer) 
Level of difficulty   (high/average/below average) 
Topic originality  (high/average/below average) 
 
2. Checklist 
- The mark should be readily apparent from the information on the form. 
- Assuming that the candidate has written the thesis in a subject of his or her own choosing, an 
average mark of around 7 can be expected. The assessor should use the checklist and 
comments to indicate which criteria have contributed to the final mark, and how. The assessor 
should also indicate the quality of the defence, as well as give brief reasons for the mark in the 
comments. 
- Assessors are free to fill in the form as they choose, e.g. using + or -, or descriptors (clear, 
comprehensive, concise or sloppy, irrelevant quotations, etc.). Allocating marks is not advised: 
the final mark is not the arithmetic mean of the checklist items. 
 

 
Academic quality: salient points  
 

Positive Negative 

Research question   

Analysis   

Depth   
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Breadth
2
   

Composition and structure
3
   

Position adopted   

Use of literature
4
    

Use of jurisprudence
5
    

Acknowledgement of sources    

Own work/supervised
6
   

 
Presentation: salient points  
 

  

Command of language    

Tables, illustrations    

Layout   

 
Thesis interview: salient points  
 

  

Quality of defence   

 
3. Comments 
 
            
 
            
 
            

                                                 
2
 Breadth shows not only whether the candidate has addressed all aspects of the subject matter (which 

may have led to too much breadth; in other words, a negative point), but also whether a candidate has 
included meta-legal aspects in his or her thesis (philosophy/history/sociology of law): a positive point. 
3
 Logical, transparent, ties in well with research question? 

4
 Completeness is not the only relevant factor here. Other considerations include whether quotations are 

used properly (in the right place, neither too long nor too short) and whether evidence is given where 
needed.  
5
 See note 3. 

6
 Also: did the candidate respond well to supervision, make good progress? 


