[image: image1.png]he.
CateersGroup

University of London ' =




Choosing a Masters Course for an International Development Research Career

This is edited correspondence between a careers adviser and a prospective Masters student from December 2007

Dear Careers Adviser,

I have been working for a couple of years now and looking to career shift into research for development policy. I am currently working in PR in the healthcare sector and have a first degree in Economics with Psychology.

My question is this. Which are the best development studies MScs for getting into a research post with an NGO such as ODI, CAFOD or Unicef?  I know this may depend on which kind of policy one wants to get into. However, I am really looking for a generally well recognised MSc with a reputable institution,  that has a research methods module. I know there are long established courses with LSE and IDS (University of Sussex) and courses with Birkbeck etc. With so many development courses being born today to meet the demand; some under the environmentally sustainability sphere, others under arts, humanities or economic departments, it's hard to know which one will be regarded most relevant and credible.

My ideal job would be a research role with ODI with the RAPID group, whom I know prefer the developmental economics MScs. I have emailed them to ask them which MSc courses they would regard as most credible, but with no reply. It's a huge investment of time and money for me and I want to make sure I choose the right one.

The Development Studies Association have created a pack which provides an overview of all the development studies MSc/MAs available in UK with no indication of those that are considered more credible or well established.

From your knowledge which are the most reputable institutions with credible MScs, preferably with Economics grounding?  I know what's out there but I need to ask someone who knows. I would be really grateful if you could help as the NGOs I have asked seem too busy to get back to me.

Looking forward to hearing from you.

Best wishes,

Lucida
Hi Lucida, 
good to hear from you. The Web site www.careers.lon.ac.uk/development does have a section on ‘routes in’ and postgraduate study including links to the DSA and a comprehensive downloadable guide at www.studydevelopment.co.uk

The book ‘Getting into Development' also includes a significant section on choosing Masters courses. Organisations like the DSA and even employers may have information about courses but they are not in a position to say which courses are the ‘best’ (which may explain why you didn’t get a reply). 

Clearly the institutions you mention are highly regarded in the Development sector –The LSE and the IDS associated with the University of Sussex have both been long established. And Birkbeck has a Masters course that places people in the sector as well as recruiting students who are already working in the sector. However, you might also be interested to read the report on Policy Internships at ODI’s Research and Policy In Development (RAPID) Programme   which is also posted on our web site at www.careers.lon.ac.uk/output/Page647.asp#N I spoke to RAPID recently and they do take interns from King’s College, University of London, MA Public Policy course. Clearly, in this instance, it isn’t a ‘Development’ specific Policy course but can be shaped in such a way to provide a route into the sector. They don’t, by the way, by any means recruit exclusively Economics students for this department

I think any of these courses might provide a platform for the career shift you are looking for. In addition to the academic reputation of the courses you might consider some other criteria to help you choose. These include – which organisations are visiting the course or providing guest lecturers? Are they taking Interns from the course as part of a formal (ideally) or informal part of the course? Who is the course pitched at? In other words are the courses aimed at entry level students or do they have people with experience in the sector both Policy in general and Development in particular. You might talk to admissions tutors about some of these issues. As you say it is a big investment and being able to have tutors available for this kind of conversation might be indicative of their availability on the course. 

Another thing to consider is that your shift into the sector will probably need some experience of NGO work – either through volunteering or through an Internship. It’s often the case that entry level roles get taken by people with some previous experience of the sector.

Finally you might also visit our specialised Policy site at 

www.careers.lon.ac.uk/policy for further links. We will be expanding this site during the coming few months. 

Do keep me posted on your research. I would be interested in what you find out. 

Let me know if you have further questions

Best 

Jeff

Dear Jeff,

Many thanks for your comprehensive reply. It's interesting to learn that certain institutions have links with certain NGO's as it seems SOAS and the Foreign Policy Centre have. SOAS appears to receive a number of key visitors.

www.careers.lon.ac.uk/policy is very useful, especially in terms of real life case studies and the list of think tanks and NGOs who offer internships.

I visited all of the MSc development studies webpages for LSE, Birkbeck and IDS and can't seem to work out any clear links between the institutions and think tanks or NGOs in these cases. How can I learn about these? As I'm sure these links are very useful when looking for a job after the masters.

Thanks again for the info.

Best regards,

Lucida
Hi again Lucida,  
thanks for the compliment about our Policy site. We are going to be adding to it through the current academic year.  You mention SOAS and, as it happens I worked there while I was writing the book, ‘Getting into International Development’ which was published last year.  Clearly SOAS is also a key institution for anyone considering a career in international development.  

One of the reasons London colleges get such an excellent array of good speakers is partly to do with their reputation in the sector but also due to the fact that many of the key organisations are also in London and it is relatively easy for people to visit for a lunch time or early evening seminar or lecture.

You ask about  establishing ‘clear links’  between courses and organisations. Clear links may mean formal links in the sense of formal internships and you might  ask admissions tutors about this. Where formal internships don’t form an integral part of an academic course, and they are fairly rare in the sector, most students have to organise their own but might get some support from the college.  This could, at the very least, mean circulating opportunities notified from Think Tanks or NGOs that target specific departments or college careers services.  More likely it would mean more proactive support. For example The Institute of Commonwealth Studies (ICS) which is part of the The University of London’s School of Advanced Studies offer postgraduate course in Human Rights and Globalisation and Development. In both cases they will help place students in voluntary positions with relevant organisations and ensure that time is given in the timetable for this to happen though you won’t get any direct academic credit for the work experience.  This is what the ICS says about its Globalisation MSc

“Students will be encouraged to choose a dissertation topic which relates to a ‘live’ policy issue or case-study; ICS will assist with the arrangement of internships with organisations which are relevant to the investigation of their topic.”

Incidentally, government legislation regarding minimum wage and unpaid work is obliging colleges to consider incorporating these kind of  internships as a formal part of such courses that carry academic credit because organisations that offer unpaid internships may be breaking the law unless they form an integral part of academic courses (though charities are exempt).

I should reiterate that the choice of college is not the sole factor that impacts on whether you progress into the sector.  All of the colleges we have mentioned have a good track record of students progressing on to work in the sector and anecdotally there is a significant rise in the range of opportunities available. In any case, many of the colleges will offer opportunities to take modules in associated colleges.  For example, SOAS students can take modules at King’s College and ICS students can take modules at SOAS – they are all academically and geographically close to each other.

What will make the difference is the choice of college, the focus you give to your studies and the breadth of relevant experience you can bring. A postgraduate course  will not in itself guarantee a career change.  Students will need to combine their postgraduate studies with involvement in  the sector– perhaps in a non-policy role, for example, or by getting relevant experience while they are studying. Easy to say, I know, considering how tough Masters courses are. Those who can’t incorporate this with their studies will need to build it in to their immediate plans following course completion.

Dear Jeff,

I have spoken to the Graduate Admissions office for DESTIN at LSE and it seems that the course, Development Studies, with or without the special research unit, usually gets filled up pretty quickly. With only 100 places and far more applications than spaces, they have recommended getting applications in before Xmas. The DESTIN website recommends before February, however admissions have said the earlier you apply the greater your chances. I would therefore advise those in the group not to wait until the Feb 19th course for information before applying for MAs/MScs for 08/09 wrt popular courses.

The application requires two academic referees and other 'transcripts' namely certificates and proof of qualifications/results. As these my take time to obtain for some it might be a good idea to apply for them now.

I am aiming to get my application in before Xmas and want to make my perLucida statement stand out. I know i should highlight demonstratable qualities and relevant experience. Do you think I should also demonstrate knowledge wrt a specific research discipline? Also indicate why I want to study with them? Do think I will be stating the obvious by referring their links with certain organisations as part of the attraction to the course? I have just noticed on the website mentions of ties with DfID.

I am sorry to have bombarded you with emails today! You have been very helpful! Again, Im happy for the Q&A to be uploaded on the careers site (anonymously) if useful to others
Hi again Lucida,

Well, it’s been interesting corresponding with you about this – I have found it helpful as well. In terms of your application I think you should definitely say why you want to study at the specific institution you are applying to and flagging up the research you have done about their external links wouldn’t be stating the obvious at all. I don’t know that specific course but obviously the LSE has a stellar reputation. I wasn’t clear what you meant by demonstrating knowledge – did you mean knowledge of research methods or a particular intellectual area. Again I would try and take advice from the admissions tutors or even contact the LSE’s Careers team. My instinct is that you would need to demonstrate that you have a foundation of knowledge of the particular intellectual area to build on in the Masters. This may not be through a degree though any degree relevance should be flagged up but should at least be through your own reading. You should also indicate as you have already suggested that you have the necessary skills to develop into a good research student and practitioner.
Finally, you talked about the urgency about your application and certainly good courses will fill up quickly. I just wanted to sound a cautionary note about making expensive decisions in a rush. While I have no doubts that the LSE course is first class had you considered, for example, studying it part time? This may or not be the right decision for you perLucidaly but rushing to get on to a first class course that fills up quickly may not be that different from getting on to a less reputable course that still has places in September. Keep me posted – I always like to know how good stories end!

Best 

jeff 
