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ECON 4AA3: Economics Specialist Seminar 

Winter 2021 

Instructor: Bettina Brüggemann   Email: brueggeb@mcmaster.ca 

Office: KTH 432     Office Hours: by email and appointment 

Lecture: Tuesday, 1:30-2:20pm; Thursday, 12:30-2:20pm      

  

COURSE DESCRIPTION 

Students in this course learn to do independent research: they develop an innovative topic for a 

research project, which means to either explore new, undiscovered research questions or to 

learn to apply old ideas and models to new situations. The goal of this course is to spend the 

semester writing an essay on this research topic. 

PREREQUISITES 

ECON 4FF3 (or 3FF3) with a grade of at least B-, and ECON 3EE3 (or 3U03) with a grade of at 

least B-; or ECON 3E03 (or 3WW3) with a grade of at least A-, and an average of at least 6 in 

ECON 2G03 (or 2Z03), 2GG3 (or 2ZZ3), 2H03, and 2HH3, and enrolment in Level III or Level IV 

Honours Economics (Specialist Option) with a GPA of at least 6 

CLASS FORMAT 

The course is taught virtually. That means we will mostly meet through Zoom, Microsoft Teams, 

or other online platforms.  

COURSE MATERIALS AND TEXTS  

There is no textbook. 

COURSE CONTENTS 

1. Finding an economic question 

The journey begins with posing an economic question that you find interesting. I will be involved 

in the framing of this question. You will then attempt to answer the question using economic 

reasoning (read on for more on this). The key thing in this process is to first identify something 

that you don’t already know the answer to. This is difficult but I am here to help you and we will 

spend a lot of time together figuring out the right question to ask. You should expect to spend a 

lot of time in January on the proposal – way more than you would on a regular course! Expect to 

go back and forth with me, in person, online etc., many times before your topic is settled. (Don’t 

worry, you get marks for all the hard work!) 

You will then refine your own ideas (with my help) so that you can say something new about the 

question. This process takes time. This does not have to be your final fully refined idea but at 

least try to have a basic question you would like to answer this term.  

It is important to realize that your essay is not just an extension of the kind of work you did in 

Economics 3F03/4F03. It is not a literature review! You have to do something new. A successful 

essay will build a model which will be used to answer the question you posed in January. This 
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model can then be used either for theoretical analysis or for empirical analysis or both. Usually 

there is only time to do one or the other.  

• Empirical Essay 

Before you launch into an empirical project, the availability of data must be established. 

Often students run into trouble because they assume data for their topic will be available. 

There is much less data out there that is publicly available than you might think! An 

empirical project must involve the use of a multiple regression model. It is assumed that 

you already know how to use Excel, Stata, R, or other software to run regressions 

from an earlier econometrics course. If you do not know how to do this, remedial 

action early in January is recommended. I will not teach you how to run regressions 

in this course. For those writing empirical essays, the more statistics and econometrics 

courses you have taken, the more prepared you will be to do your work. 

• Theoretical Essay 

For those working on a theoretical model, past experience suggests that Economics 3G03 is 

helpful though certainly not required. Plenty of students have written good essays without 

taking 3G03. Theoretical models usually involve algebraic manipulations and/or calculus. 

Some comfort with math is probably a good idea 

• My interests 

Topics are largely determined by the student’s interest. My own interests lie in the areas of 

Macroeconomics (including Family Macroeconomics), Labour Economics, Public 

Economics, and Economic Development. Since Macroeconomics is such a wide area of 

economics, which overlaps with many fields, this covers a lot of ground. However, I do not 

have expertise in everything. Having said that, you are not constrained to work in my areas 

of expertise, but my ability to guide you regarding data unavailability, sources of data, 

existing literature to read etc., will be limited. 

 

2. Develop a research proposal 

At the end of January, a three-page research proposal must be submitted in which you identify 

the question to be answered (by January 31). This proposal must be sent to my McMaster e-

mail, in .pdf form. Details on this proposal in “Research Paper Proposals” document. 

3. Presentations of research ideas 

Each of you will give a 20 minutes presentation where you explain your question and your 

research idea to the class. A set of slides (you can use Latex, Word, Powerpoint…) to help you 

out with what you present is going to be very useful. Presentations will happen on Zoom and 

they will start the very first day of class after January 31st, until every student has presented.  

4. Developing your essay 

The entire semester is devoted to developing your essay which will involve a fair amount of 

independent research and reading as well as frequent consultations with me. You are required 

to meet me (at least) four times during this time (February and March) to talk about the 

progress, discuss potential problems, etc. The meetings will be happening through Zoom (or a 

comparable online platform) and they will all be graded. The meetings will happen during class-

time. You have to schedule a meeting in advance, and since many of you might want to meet 

me, be aware that it is very likely that no spot is open for your most preferred day. Plan well in 

advance, booking happens very quickly. Failing to meet me during an already booked time 
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implies zero points for that meeting, without possibility of recovery—unless appropriate 

documentation of illness is provided. Book your appointments wisely. My time is scarce: all the 

people in the class will be competing for a time slot with each other. 

5. Final presentation and essay submission 

In the last week of term, you will make a final presentation (the exact length of the presentation 

will be determined depending on the number of students attending the course, and it will be 

between 20 minutes and one hour). You then have one week to incorporate any comments that 

came up into the final version of your essay before you have to submit your essay.  

Course Schedule: 

When? What? 

First meeting: Tuesday, 
Jan 12, 1:30pm 

We will discuss expectations and what needs to be done. 
Attendance is mandatory. A meeting link will be sent to all 
course participants by email.  

Jan 12 – Jan 31 Determine specific research area that you will be working on 
and begin to build a question. Individual consultations will take 
place during class times and may occur frequently until the 
proposals are properly developed. Expect to book and have 
two individual meetings during this month.  

Proposal due date: Jan 31, 2021 

Feb 2 – Feb 9  Presentation of your idea to the class (20 minutes). 

February and March Work on your project. We meet regularly to discuss your 
progress. You must demonstrate what you have done to obtain 
marks for that time period. If you do not report or do not 
demonstrate any progress then you get a zero mark for that 
report. If you obtain two reports with a zero mark, then you 
automatically fail the course.  

March 15 You may send me a draft of the final paper by March 15 for 
feedback. The draft should be approximately 15 pages in 
length and is optional. It will not be graded. I do not guarantee 
reading any draft sent after March 15.  

Apr 1 – Apr 14 Presentation of the paper to the class (20+ minutes). 

April 21 Submit the final version of your paper (approximately 15 to 25 
pages - double-spaced - not including appendices, 
bibliography and figures). 

There are no extensions to any deadline – early submission is encouraged. 

COURSE EVALUATION – OVERVIEW 

1. Proposal document + 2 meetings = 15% 
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2. First presentation = 10% 

3. 4 meetings in February and March = 25% 

4. Final presentation = 10% 

5. Final paper = 40% 

COURSE POLICIES 

Grades 

Grades for the proposal and the presentations will not be posted but discussed in individual 

feedback conversations. My goal is that you will not be surprised by your final grade: I will be 

transparent and honest about your progress throughout term and always try to give you a clear 

sense of where you stand with respect to the final grade.  

Absences, Missed Work, Illness (MSAF) 

MSAFs are accepted for missed appointments. It is your job to reach out to me after submitting 

an MSAF for a missed appointment to schedule a new appointment.  

UNIVERSITY POLICIES 

Academic Integrity  

You are expected to exhibit honesty and use ethical behaviour in all aspects of the learning 
process. Academic credentials you earn are rooted in principles of honesty and academic 
integrity. It is your responsibility to understand what constitutes academic dishonesty. 

Academic dishonesty is to knowingly act or fail to act in a way that results or could result in 
unearned academic credit or advantage. This behaviour can result in serious consequences, 
e.g. the grade of zero on an assignment, loss of credit with a notation on the transcript 
(notation reads: “Grade of F assigned for academic dishonesty”), and/or suspension or 
expulsion from the university. For information on the various types of academic dishonesty 
please refer to the Academic Integrity Policy, located at 
https://secretariat.mcmaster.ca/university-policies-procedures- guidelines/. 

The following illustrates only three forms of academic dishonesty: 

• plagiarism, e.g. the submission of work that is not one’s own or for which other credit has 
been obtained. 

• improper collaboration in group work. 

• copying or using unauthorized aids in tests and examinations. 

 

Authenticity/Plagiarism Detection  

Some courses may use a web-based service (Turnitin.com) to reveal authenticity and 

ownership of student submitted work. For courses using such software, students will be 
expected to submit their work electronically either directly to Turnitin.com or via an online 
learning platform (e.g. A2L, etc.) using plagiarism detection (a service supported by 
Turnitin.com) so it can be checked for academic dishonesty. 

 
Students who do not wish their work to be submitted through the plagiarism detection software 
must inform the Instructor before the assignment is due. No penalty will be assigned to a 
student who does not submit work to the plagiarism detection software. All submitted work is 

https://secretariat.mcmaster.ca/app/uploads/Academic-Integrity-Policy-1-1.pdf
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subject to normal verification that standards of academic integrity have been upheld 
(e.g., on-line search, other software, etc.). For more details about McMaster’s use of 
Turnitin.com please go to www.mcmaster.ca/academicintegrity. 

Courses with an On-Line Element 

Some courses may use on-line elements (e.g. e-mail, Avenue to Learn (A2L), LearnLink, web 

pages, capa, Moodle, ThinkingCap, etc.). Students should be aware that, when they access the 

electronic components of a course using these elements, private information such as first and 

last names, user names for the McMaster e-mail accounts, and program affiliation may become 

apparent to all other students in the same course. The available information is dependent on the 

technology used. Continuation in a course that uses on-line elements will be deemed consent to 

this disclosure. If you have any questions or concerns about such disclosure please discuss this 

with the course instructor. 

Online Proctoring 

Some courses may use online proctoring software for tests and exams. This software may 

require students to turn on their video camera, present identification, monitor and record their 

computer activities, and/or lock/restrict their browser or other applications/software during tests 

or exams. This software may be required to be installed before the test/exam begins. 

Conduct Expectations 

As a McMaster student, you have the right to experience, and the responsibility to 
demonstrate, respectful and dignified interactions within all of our living, learning and working 
communities. These expectations are described in the Code of Student Rights & 
Responsibilities (the “Code”). All students share the responsibility of maintaining a positive 
environment for the academic and personal growth of all McMaster community members, 
whether in person or online. 

It is essential that students be mindful of their interactions online, as the Code remains in effect 

in virtual learning environments. The Code applies to any interactions that adversely affect, 

disrupt, or interfere with reasonable participation in University activities. Student disruptions or 

behaviours that interfere with university functions on online platforms (e.g. use of Avenue 2 

Learn, WebEx or Zoom for delivery), will be taken very seriously and will be investigated. 

Outcomes may include restriction or removal of the involved students’ access to these 

platforms. 

Academic Accommodation of Students with Disabilities 

Students with disabilities who require academic accommodation must contact Student 

Accessibility Services (SAS) at 905-525-9140 ext. 28652 or sas@mcmaster.ca to make 

arrangements with a Program Coordinator. For further information, consult McMaster 

University’s Academic Accommodation of Students with Disabilities policy.Academic 

Accommodation for Religious, Indigenous and Spiritual Observances 

Requests for Relief for Missed Academic Term Work 

McMaster Student Absence Form (MSAF): In the event of an absence for medical or other 

reasons, students should review and follow the Academic Regulation in the Undergraduate 

Calendar “Requests for Relief for Missed Academic Term Work”. 

http://www.mcmaster.ca/academicintegrity
http://www.mcmaster.ca/academicintegrity
https://secretariat.mcmaster.ca/app/uploads/Code-of-Student-Rights-and-Responsibilities.pdf
https://secretariat.mcmaster.ca/app/uploads/Code-of-Student-Rights-and-Responsibilities.pdf
https://sas.mcmaster.ca/
https://sas.mcmaster.ca/
mailto:sas@mcmaster.ca
https://secretariat.mcmaster.ca/app/uploads/Academic-Accommodations-Policy.pdf
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Academic Accommodation for Religious, Indigenous or Spiritual Observances 

(RISO) 

Students requiring academic accommodation based on religious, indigenous or spiritual 

observances should follow the procedures set out in the RISO policy. Students should submit 

their request to their Faculty Office normally within 10 working days of the beginning of term 

in which they anticipate a need for accommodation or to the Registrar's Office prior to their 

examinations. Students should also contact their instructors as soon as possible to make 

alternative arrangements for classes, assignments, and tests. 

Copyright and Recording 

Students are advised that lectures, demonstrations, performances, and any other course 
material provided by an instructor include copyright protected works. The Copyright Act and 
copyright law protect every original literary, dramatic, musical and artistic work, including 
lectures by University instructors 

The recording of lectures, tutorials, or other methods of instruction may occur during a course. 

Recording may be done by either the instructor for the purpose of authorized distribution, or by 

a student for the purpose of personal study. Students should be aware that their voice and/or 

image may be recorded by others during the class. Please speak with the instructor if this is a 

concern for you. 

Faculty of Social Sciences E-mail Communication Policy 

Effective September 1, 2010, it is the policy of the Faculty of Social Sciences that all e-mail 

communication sent from students to instructors (including TAs), and from students to staff, 

must originate from the student’s own McMaster University e-mail account. This policy protects 

confidentiality and confirms the identity of the student. It is the student’s responsibility to ensure 

that communication is sent to the university from a McMaster account. If an instructor becomes 

aware that a communication has come from an alternate address, the instructor may not reply at 

his or her discretion. 

Extreme Circumstances 

The University reserves the right to change the dates and deadlines for any or all courses in 

extreme circumstances (e.g., severe weather, labour disruptions, etc.). Changes will be 

communicated through regular McMaster communication channels, such as McMaster Daily 

News, A2L and/or McMaster email. 

https://secretariat.mcmaster.ca/app/uploads/2019/02/Academic-Accommodation-for-Religious-Indigenous-and-Spiritual-Observances-Policy-on.pdf
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