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Preface


Over the past few years the number of universities in Britain has increased as a result of polytechnics and some colleges of higher education being reclassified as universities. Consequently there are now considerably more opportunities in all aspects of higher education, including education to Master’s degree level. There is every indication that this expansion will continue for the foreseeable future.


This book aims to help the reader who is considering embarking on a part-time or full-time Master’s degree programme and the issues covered include:


•   The advantages of possessing a Master’s degree.


•   How to choose a relevant subject and a university.


•   Whether to apply for a taught Master’s programme or a programme by research only.


•   How to decide which is more appropriate – a part-time or full-time programme.


•   How to prepare yourself for tackling a Master’s degree.


•   What to expect from a taught Master’s programme.


•   How to choose and use the resources required to ensure success.


•   How to avoid mistakes and watch out for pitfalls in a higher degree programme.


Whether you are hoping to pursue a taught Master’s programme or a programme by research, the dissertation or thesis is of paramount importance in your assessment and is therefore covered in some detail in Chapter 10. The purpose of the dissertation is to provide you with the opportunity of demonstrating, to the university, what you are capable of doing mainly off your own back. It gives you the opportunity of developing your own ideas and arguments and presenting them as a credible academic exercise.
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1
Looking at a Master’s Degree


In the early 1990s British polytechnics and some colleges of higher education were reclassified as universities. These new universities are able to award degrees in their own right. Together with the traditional universities they are offering opportunities for further training beyond that of BSc or BA degrees. With the increase in the number of universities in Britain, access to higher education opportunities has been greatly enhanced. There are over 5,000 Master’s degree programmes available in Britain – part-time and full-time.



REASONS FOR WANTING A MASTER’S DEGREE


There are many reasons why you might want to acquire a Master’s degree. Having been through the learning process for a first degree or a diploma you may want to keep your academic interest alive. Probably the opportunity did not exist before because of demands on your time or possibly there wasn’t a suitable university within easy travelling distance. Whatever the reason, you probably fall into one of the following categories.


Progressing from a first degree


After completing a first taught bachelor’s degree you may feel sufficiently interested in your subject to pursue it further. Registering for a Master’s degree is an ideal method of continuing your search for knowledge. You may have taken a year out after graduating and feel that you wish to get back into the university system. You may be a graduate who is experiencing difficulty in securing your first job, and registering for a Master’s degree is one way of resolving the problem in the short term. Having a higher degree will also enhance your employment propsects – certainly, an added qualification on the CV will not do your prospects any harm.



Finding alternative employment


Alternatively, after working for several years following graduation, you may feel that your current knowledge or experience is so finely tuned in your present job that it may act against you when searching for a future position. Being in possession of a Master’s degree would broaden your expertise and make you more marketable. Since the number of graduates is higher today than ever before, the competition for professional positions is correspondingly greater. When applying for a new job you may feel more confident if you have a higher degree to complement your experience.


Staff development


You may find that in the normal course of your employment, your job specification is likely to change. This could come about for several reasons, for example, company downsizing, shifting market strategies or skill redeployment. You may be required to take on new responsibilities and new roles for which you require a form of retraining or staff development. One means of achieving this is to pursue a part-time Master’s programme in a subject closely related to your new line of responsibilities. The extra time you will have to allocate to study for the higher degree will certainly demonstrate to your employers that you are taking the retraining seriously.


Improving employment prospects


You may feel that the job opportunities in your present company would be greatly enhanced if you had more qualifications. It is only on very rare occasions that possession of a Master’s degree will act against you. It does, after all, command instant respect as you will be recognised as having expert knowledge in your field. It may be in your interest to enquire amongst the senior management whether your company would be prepared to offer you any incentive to do a Master’s degree part-time – either financially or through remission.


Enhancing your employer’s R&D profile


One of the major reasons why much of British industry persistently fails to develop in the high technology market is neglect of Research and Development (R&D) as compared with our major competitors, Germany, the USA and Japan. This is amply demonstrated by the plethora of high technology imports from these nations into Britain.


Although the lack of R&D skills in Britain remains acute, many companies are attempting to address the deficiency by encouraging some of their graduate employees to register at universities to research for a higher degree part-time. This could be part of a company-wide scheme to encourage skill updating amongst its employees, and will have the effect of elevating the company’s R&D profile. You may be in the fortunate position of benefiting from such an incentive. If such a scheme doesn’t already exist within your company it may be worthwhile, and of course to your advantage, to pursue the possibility with senior management.


Formalising your interest in a subject


It’s quite possible that you’ve had a lifetime interest in one particular subject. You may spend a lot of time working on the subject without having a clear objective in mind. Having an objective, such as gaining a higher degree, will give you the opportunity of consolidating your knowledge into a well-ordered framework. It can act as a goal and thereby direct your progression in the subject.



MASTER’S DEGREES IN THE UK


Within the British university system there are a variety of Master’s degrees on offer within two basic formats:


1.  A taught degree programme in which the candidate will be assessed by examinations, assignments and presentations and is required to submit a written dissertation.


2.  By research only, when a candidate will have a research project and will be assessed on the results of their investigation submitted as a thesis. The candidate will have an oral examination to defend his/her thesis.


Examples of Master’s degrees currently being offered in British universities include:


•   MA – Master of Arts


•   M.Sc. – Master of Science


•   M.Mus. – Master of Music


•   LL.M – Master of Laws


•   M.Ed. – Master of Education


•   M.Eng. – Master of Engineering


•   MBA – Master of Business Administration


•   M.Phil. – Master of Philosophy


•   M.Res. – Master of Research.


In general the first seven of this list relate to taught Master’s programmes whereas the M.Phil. is used as a title for a Master’s research degree (see Chapters 3 and 4). However, there are exceptions to this rule, depending on the institution running the programmes. Incidentally, an M.Phil. degree is by no means reserved for philosophy, but is normally awarded for performing research in any subject.


The majority of taught Master’s programmes in humanities will end with an MA award whereas in the sciences the final award is an M.Sc. The exceptions are the M.Mus. for music and LL.M for law. Some universities, especially those that have a strong engineering emphasis, will also have an M.Eng. degree as the final award.


The M.Res. degree is relatively new and aims to prepare candidates, working in industry, to conduct research in their chosen field. Completion of an M.Res. degree will serve as a suitable entry qualification for a Ph.D. programme.


At the end of the day all Master’s degrees awarded by British universities carry the same weight. Candidates who fail to complete a Master’s programme but have accumulated sufficient credits may be awarded a post-graduate diploma (Pg.Dip.).



CHOOSING A SUBJECT FOR A MASTER’S PROGRAMME


An important question to ask is, What subject should you do a Master’s degree in? The answer will depend on several factors which need to be considered carefully:


•   What is your subject area of interest?


•   Do you have the necessary ability and resolve to complete the degree?


•   How much will it improve your job prospects?


•   If you choose to do it part-time, can you find a course in a university within easy travelling distance?


•   Can you find financial support for the degree programme?


If you are already a graduate, the natural choice of subject for a Master’s will be an extension of your undergraduate degree.


Although in many instances this may be inappropriate, you should have at least a strong interest in the subject area of your proposed degree programme.


Employment in the 1990s, even for graduates, is difficult and you should really think of a Master’s degree as a means of enhancing your employment prospects. Although some employers tend to place more emphasis on experience than on paper qualifications, a Master’s degree is still regarded as an excellent means of updating skills.


Choosing a university


Travelling distance may strongly influence your choice of university especially if you are likely to become a part-time student. Information regarding available postgraduate degree courses can be gleaned from the university’s postgraduate prospectus. Most of the newer universities also have open days which give an opportunity for prospective postgraduate students to see what’s available. Alternatively, ring up the head of department of your subject area and ask what’s on offer. You will find that he is usually quite amenable and will probably arrange for you to visit the university. During your visit you will probably have the opportunity of meeting members of the academic staff who specialise in your subject area.
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Fig. 1. Overview of the skills required during a Master’s degree programme.



ASSESSING YOUR SUITABILITY


To work through a Master’s programme and achieve a higher degree will require a lot of personal application. It will make demands on you intellectually, consume a lot of your time and involve sacrifices. By this we mean sacrifices of other pursuits, as you have to be extremely careful not to spread yourself and your personal resources too thinly. If you fall into this trap you will not complete enough work to merit an award of a Master’s degree. Some of the skills required for a Master’s degree are shown in Figure 1.


Are you qualified?


Before you can register for a Master’s degree at a university you will have to satisfy the university that you possess the appropriate qualifications and experience. The following are general guidelines as to what may be required:


•   Honours degree: if you possess a good honours degree (first or second class), there is a very good chance of being accepted.


•   Pass degree, HND or other diploma: in this case, to be accepted onto a Master’s programme will be somewhat more difficult. Your prospects will be improved if you have several years of relevant work experience after graduating.


•   No formal qualifications: in these circumstances your acceptance onto a higher degree programme will depend on your current employment position and whether you are able to demonstrate that the standard of your working practice is sufficiently high to warrant comparison with a graduate in a similar position. Your case would be strongly helped if you have any publications in your name, preferably in refereed journals. Membership of a recognised institution would also be an advantage. Your prospects will be particularly difficult if you wish to pursue research in a subject which has no relevance to your present employment position. However, if you have a number of publications in well-known specialist journals you stand a better chance of being accepted. If you can also demonstrate that you have been active in a form of continuing education by updating your skills over the last few years, this will be seen in a very favourable light.



University regulations for entry on an M.Phil.


The above entry qualifications are applicable for both taught and research programmes. However, sometimes there are special cases for M.Phil. research programmes. To give you a better understanding of what’s required when you are pursuing research for a Master’s programme, it may be helpful to quote from the Research Degrees Regulations for Anglia Polytechnic University:


An applicant not holding the normal qualification for entry shall be considered on his/her merits and in relation to the nature and scope of the programme of work proposed. In considering an applicant in this category, the Research Degrees Committee shall look for evidence of the candidate’s ability and background knowledge in relation to the proposed research. Professional experience, publications, written reports or other appropriate evidence of accomplishment shall be taken into consideration. The Research Degrees Committee may require an applicant to pass an externally assessed qualifying examination at final year honours degree level before registration is approved. An applicant wishing to be considered under this regulation shall include in the application for registration the names of two suitable persons whom the University may consult concerning the candidate’s academic attainment and fitness for research.


Whatever qualifications you have, you should make enquiries with the university with which you wish to register. They will have a postgraduate prospectus that will set out their entrance policy for mature students wishing to do research.



OBTAINING MORE INFORMATION


There are a number of sources of information on Master’s degrees taught at British universities.


CRAC


Postgrad: Careers Research and Advisory Centre (CRAC) is published annually by Hobsons Press, Cambridge. Although it is quite an expensive publication, you should be able to find a copy in your local public library.


Hobsons also produce a publication entitled Postgrad: the Students’ Guide (Biblios Publishers Distribution, Tel: (01403) 710851) which is a free publication that lists Master’s programmes in the UK. A directory of graduate studies on the Internet can be accessed at the Web site:




http://www.hobsons.co.uk





The postgraduate prospectus


Every British university publishes each year a postgraduate prospectus which contains information on available taught Master’s degree programmes. It will most probably also have information on research opportunities leading to M.Phil. and Ph.D. degrees. Many universities also publish course brochures which give more information than generally found in the postgraduate prospectus. Telephone the universities you are interested in to ask for a copy of their prospectus. (See the telephone numbers in Appendix A.) You may be asked whether you want information on taught Master’s degrees or research degrees. It’s common practice to include an application form with the prospectus and in general the application forms are different for the two types of degree.


The Higher Educational Careers Service Unit (CSU)


The CSU supports the work of careers services in universities and produces publications which advertise postgraduate vacancies in British universities. Prospects Postgrad is used by the majority of universities to advertise Master’s and Doctorate programmes. They also produce the publication Prospects Today which advertises immediate vacancies for graduates. CSU can be contacted on (0161) 236 9816. Alternatively they can be accessed on the Internet Web site:




http://www.prospect.csu.man.ac.uk





Newspapers and magazines


The Times newspaper publishes three times a year a list of Master’s degree courses running in British universities. In February, it’s a single supplement whereas in June and September it’s a couple of pages in every edition over a period of a week.


The Times Higher Education Supplement (THES) is also used by British universities to advertise their Master’s degree programmes. Normally reference will also be made to possible funding if the courses are full-time. If you are interested in science Master’s programmes (especially live science) one useful source of information is the New Scientist magazine.


Looking at several universities


If you are thinking of becoming a full-time student and are without any domestic commitments (family and/or house-owner) then you can look round the whole country for the ideal Master’s degree for your needs. However, many full-time postgraduates in their twenties have chosen a university within travelling distance of their parental home to reduce their personal expenses. If you’re likely to be a part-time student your choices for a university will probably be limited, determined primarily by the travelling distance. If, however, you live in a catchment area within travelling distance of several universities it’s a worthwhile exercise to review a number of universities and what they have to offer. By doing this you will be able to gain an overall impression of each university and whether their higher degree courses really coincide with what you want to do.


Funding


If you are intending to pursue a full-time Master’s degree, whether a taught degree or by research, you should consider very carefully the funding available. Many full-time Master’s degrees are funded by one of the research councils (see Appendix B), which provide a number of bursaries for the duration of the course, usually one year. The bursary is sufficient to pay the university fees and provide living expenses for the student. Although you will find many higher degree programmes in universities, not all are funded. If you are considering a full-time Master’s degree programme it’s in your interest to find a course that has a bursary attached to it, otherwise you will be expected to pay for everything which may amount to several thousands of pounds. You will have to decide whether it’s really worth it in the long run.



CHECKLIST


•   Look in your Yellow Pages under Education to see which universities are within travelling distance of your home.


•   Perform a careful analysis of your spare time to see if you can afford at least fourteen hours a week for the additional study.
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