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1. Introduction 

1.1. The MSc in Public Policy 
What are the factors that shape the policy decisions taken by governments at supranational, 
national and local levels? How do these decisions interact and impact on society and on the 
economy? With a particular focus on the social and economic policy fields that are at the 
heart of modern welfare states, this programme offers an advanced understanding of the 
political, social and economic context of public policy-making and government activity in 
modern societies. The degree draws on the School of Social and Political Science’s wide, 
multi-disciplinary expertise across different fields of public policy, with a focus that ranges 
from the local to the global. 
 
The programme aims:  

• to provide an advanced understanding of political, economic and social contexts of 
policy-making across a wide range of policy-relevant areas and policy making 
contexts; 

• to equip students with the research skills required to analyse and research policy 
decisions and outcomes in a wide range of areas; 

• to offer an educational setting where students from various backgrounds learn from 
the policy experience of their own and each others’ nations; 

• to provide a recognised qualification relevant to professional work in social and 
public policy research and practice. 

1.2. The Social Policy Subject Area 
The MSc Public Policy is presented by the Social Policy subject area of the School of Social 
and Political Science. Social Policy staff have research interests in areas such as criminal 
justice, children and families, education, labour markets and the economy, social security, 
the governance of the public sector and public health policy. Students on the MSc Public 
Policy are encouraged to feel part of the social policy community, and are cordially invited 
to attend all the open seminars and events organised by the subject area. 
 
All postgraduate students are also automatically members of the wider Graduate School of 
Social and Political Science. 

1.3. This handbook 
The programme handbook provides a guide for students on the MSc Public Policy.  In 
particular, it provides information on the programme structure and course options.  Please 
read it carefully and retain it for reference throughout the year. 
 
This programme handbook should be read in conjunction with the generic MSc Taught 
Student Handbook 2021-22, which includes information about the Graduate School, our 
taught degree programmes, supervision and pastoral support, and facilities.  
 
The handbook supersedes neither University Regulations, formal requirements for each 
degree set out in the University's Postgraduate Study Programme, nor the Terms and 
Conditions of Admission set out in the Postgraduate Prospectus, 
https://www.ed.ac.uk/studying/postgraduate/prospectus 
 

https://www.sps.ed.ac.uk/students/postgraduate/taught-msc/your-studies/student-handbooks
https://www.sps.ed.ac.uk/students/postgraduate/taught-msc/your-studies/student-handbooks
https://www.ed.ac.uk/studying/postgraduate/prospectus
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Every effort has been made to ensure that the information contained in this handbook was 
correct at the time of printing, but the handbook does not form part of any contract 
between the University and a student. 

1.4. Key contacts 
Your Programme Director Dr. Jay Wiggan 

School of Social and Political Science 
3.07, Chrystal Macmillan Building 
j.wiggan@ed.ac.uk  

Your Course Administrator  Cath Thompson 
School of Social and Political Science  
Chrystal Macmillan Building 
pgtaught.sps@ed.ac.uk 

 

Your Programme Administrator Kasia Mazurkiewicz 
Student Support Officer 
School of Social and Political Science 
Room G.05, Chrystal Macmillan Building 
sso.sps@ed.ac.uk  

 
 
General enquiries about graduate school matters can also be made to the general Graduate 
School email: gradschool.sps@ed.ac.uk. 

mailto:j.wiggan@ed.ac.uk
mailto:pgtaught.sps@ed.ac.uk
mailto:sso.sps@ed.ac.uk
mailto:gradschool.sps@ed.ac.uk
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2. Programme structure 

2.1. Full-time and part-time variants of the programme 
The MSc Public Policy can be studied in full-time and part-time variants: 
 

 

2.2. Taught course structure and options 
The programme involves successful completion of six taught courses (120 credits): 
 
2 core courses (40 credits): 

Political Issues in Public Policy (S1) 
Policy in Action (S2) 
 

Up to 4 recommended options (0 to 80 credits): 
Economic Issues in Public Policy 
Core quantitative data analysis 1 and 2  
Education Policy  
Population Health and Health Policy  
European Social Policy  
Global and International Social Policy  
Public Engagement in Policymaking and Governance  
Energy Policy and Politics  

 
Up to 4 further options (0 to 80 credits): 

Research Skills in the Social Sciences: Data Collection   
Comparative Analysis of Social and Public Policy 
Social Determinants of Health and Public Policy  
Institutions and Policies of the European Union 
International Political Economy 
Global Environmental Politics  
Health Systems: Strengthening and Reform 
Health Systems Analysis 
Foreign Policy Analysis 
Making science relevant to policy and decision-making 

 
You may also choose one course (20 credits) from the wider range of Level 11 courses listed 
in Schedules A to Q, T, W and Y http://www.drps.ed.ac.uk/21-22/dpt/cx_schindex.htm  
 
 
Please note that some courses run as 10 credit options so please double check to ensure 
you select the appropriate courses to take the correct number of credits. 

 Full-time Part-time 
Duration 12 months 24 months 
Courses Six courses over two terms Six courses over four terms 

(normally 2, 2 ,2 ,0 or 2, 2, 1, 1) 
Dissertation April to August Throughout second year 

http://www.drps.ed.ac.uk/21-22/dpt/cx_schindex.htm
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2.3. Board of examiners 
The MSc Public Policy is examined by a Board of Examiners comprising the Programme 
Director, course teachers and an External Examiner. 

3. Your Programme Director 
Programme Directors are responsible for the running of the MSc Public Policy, including 
coordination of teaching, examination and assessment, programme evaluation and 
curriculum development. Programme Directors are charged with supporting your progress 
through the degree including initial induction, course choices and transition to the 
dissertation. They serve as Personal Tutors to students on the programme, and oversee the 
organisation and allocation of dissertation supervisors. For large MSc programmes the 
personal tutoring role is split between the Programme Director and other members of staff.  
 
Induction Meeting:  
Programme Directors and Personal Tutors will be available to meet with students during 
welcome week.  Once teaching begins, meetings with your Programme Director (PD) and/or 
Personal Tutor can be arranged in advance by email. 
 

4. Teaching and learning 
The MSc in Public Policy courses include a broad range of teaching and learning methods. 
Many courses include a lecture component and a seminar or workshop that may include 
interactive methods such as student debate, individual or group presentations, scenario 
analysis and small group discussions. The School of Social and Political Science has its own 
reading room and computing lab for SPS students. In semester 2 creative learning week 
feature opportunities for workshops and events linked to problem-based learning, creating 
learning space, using film and social media. 
 
In all of these ways, teaching and learning across the MSc Public Policy programme builds 
upon your successful undergraduate and/or professional experience.  Each course places a 
strong emphasis on discussion, debate and exchange of ideas between teachers and 
students, and each demands a strong commitment to independent reading and reflection by 
students.  
 
Workloads for different courses may vary: you should assume that you will spend an 
average of ten hours a week on each of your taught courses, reading and reflecting on that 
reading. In addition, you will need to set aside time for the completion of course papers and 
other assignments. An important skill expected of MSc students is the capacity to manage 
workloads and deadlines effectively. 
 
The overall workload at the dissertation stage is roughly equivalent to that of three taught 
courses.  Full-time students should allow for a 40-hour week between April and August.  
Part-time students should assume half this load over a commensurately longer period. 
 

5. Assessment 
Taught courses include a variety of assessment methods, including essays and reports, 
policy briefs, but also assessed seminar presentations, book reviews and contributions to 
online discussion fora.  Feedback is provided on all written work, and most assessed 
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presentations will also receive written or verbal feedback. The dissertation is a 15000-word 
analysis of a public policy decision, reform, puzzle or problem.  
 
Guidance on assessment policies in the School of Social and Political Science, including rules 
on lateness penalties and the University’s Postgraduate Common Marking Scheme, can be 
found in the MSc Taught Student Handbook 2021-22. 
 

5.1. Deadlines 
For coursework deadlines, please consultant the relevant course handbooks. 
 

6. The dissertation 
General information and School rules and regulations relating to dissertations can be found 
online here. A dissertation workshop will be held at the beginning of semester two and the 
Programme Director will contact you with details of this and the dissertation handbook. The 
workshop will go over the dissertation process and timeline and give you an opportunity to 
ask questions about researching and writing an extended paper.   
 
In short, there are two forms of dissertation – the research dissertation and the placement 
based dissertation (PBD). The former involves students identifying a public policy research 
topic of interest and research method independently. Students are then matched to a staff 
member for supervision. The majority of students complete a research based dissertation. 
The placement based dissertation involves working on a topic for an external organisation 
with the placement and topic sourced either by the Study and Work Away Service (SWAY) or 
independently by the student themselves. As with the research dissertation the student is 
then matched with a member of staff who provides supervision. Please note that the 
opportunity to undertake a placement based dissertation depends on a student’s academic 
performance across their Semester 1 courses. In addition the placements sourced by the 
SWAY involve an application with placements awarded to students through a competitive 
selection process. Further details on the PBD are provided below. 
 
What is a placement-based dissertation?  
A placement-based dissertation (PBD) is an alternative dissertation format to a standard 
dissertation.  A 15,000 word dissertation is submitted to the University split into a 12,000 
word research paper and a 3,000 word reflective project diary; both elements are 
assessed.  A copy of the dissertation is also submitted to the host organisation in addition to 
a separate secondary output, for example, a summary of the dissertation research.    A PBD 
is a collaborative, mutually beneficial, pre-agreed project between student and a host 
organisation that takes place in May and June.   A placement poster showcase takes place 
after dissertation submission.    A placement is not guaranteed and certain eligibility 
requirements must be met by students, these include:  
 

• Enrolled on a programme that offers the placement-based dissertation option  

• Achieve an average mark of at least 60% in the first semester (or 60% in S1 of your 
final year if you are part-time)  

• The placement has been approved as suitable for your degree programme by 
the Programme Director   

https://www.sps.ed.ac.uk/students/postgraduate/taught-msc/your-studies/student-handbooks
https://www.sps.ed.ac.uk/students/postgraduate/taught-msc/your-studies/msc-taught-dissertations
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Sourcing a placement project  

The Study and Work Away Service (SWAY) will source placement-based dissertation 
research projects with our UK and internationally-based partners for students to apply to on 
a competitive basis.  Projects are sourced in Semester 1 and advertised to students in 
December with applications closing in mid-January.  Students may also independently 
partner with an organisation outside the sourced project list and undertake a student-led 
placement.  Students who do not secure a placement-based dissertation project will 
conduct a 15,000 word standard dissertation.  
 
Remote versus in-person placements  

Placements sourced either by SWAY or student-led should be with organisations that can 
offer an online remote project as a contingency to in-person activity.  The ongoing situation 
with Covid-19 both in the UK and globally is unpredictable and University guidance can 
rapidly change.  Whilst we hope that in-person research may be possible, you should be 
aware that placements may only be able to take place on a remote-basis.  Any in-person 
placement activity will be dependent on University guidance, organisational capacity and a 
robust risk assessment process.    
  
Please note: if in-person placements are able to take place in 2021/22, funding, for 
example for international travel and in-country accommodation, is not guaranteed.  
 
Further placement information and support  

All students on PBD-eligible programmes will be enrolled to a placement-based dissertation 
Learn page. Further information on PBDs will be accessible through this page and the dates 
of information sessions listed.  Access to this Learn page does not mean that students have 
committed to the PBD route, it is for information only.  1-2-1 bookable student 
appointments will be available from October.  If you have any questions, please contact the 
Work Placement Advisor, Rachel Parks at workplacements@ed.ac.uk   
 
Placement-based dissertations timeline  

Sessions are expected to take place online. Exact dates and nature of student information 
sessions to be confirmed.   
 
September   Placement-Based Dissertation Information Session   
October  Placement-based Dissertation Learn site available and bookable 1-2-1 

appointments released  
November  Student-led placements workshop  
December  SWAY-sourced Projects: Application advice session   
Mid-December  Release of SWAY-sourced projects  
January  Placement information & application session (recap)  
January  SWAY-sourced placements application deadline  
Early February  Academic selection panel meets  
February  Preliminary allocation of students to projects – placement confirmation 

usually dependent on interview with host organisation  
March   Project details finalised and signed off.  Begin literature review  
March  Student-led placement proposals due for approval  
April  Pre-placement information session  

mailto:workplacements@ed.ac.uk
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May-June  Placement with the organisation  
August   Hand in dissertation (including project diary) to the University.  Hand in 

secondary output to host organisation, after dissertation submission.  
August  Submit poster to Work Placement Advisor in advance of the Placement 

showcase poster session  
  
  

7. Academic misconduct 
Academic misconduct is not just deliberate cheating. It can be unintentional and, whether 
intended or not, significant grade penalties can be applied to affected assignments. It is 
the responsibility of every student to understand what is and is not permitted; lack of 
awareness will not prevent grade penalties being applied.  
 
The university takes a zero-tolerance approach to collusion (doing assessed work together 
when not allowed), falsification (knowingly providing false information, data etc. in 
assignments), and the use of any kind of essay-writing services or essay mills. Students 
found guilty of these practices may be subject to formal disciplinary procedures as well as 
very heavy grade penalties.  
 
The most common form of misconduct we encounter in the School of Social and Political 
Science is plagiarism, including self-plagiarism (copying your own work from one 
assignment to another). 

How to avoid penalties for plagiarism and self-plagiarism 
Plagiarism is giving the impression that information you have included in an assignment is 
your own idea or your own words, when actually it is not.  Every year, students receive 
penalties for plagiarism despite having no intention of doing anything wrong, so it is really 
important that you understand how to reference ideas and indicate quotes from others’ 
work correctly. 
 
To avoid plagiarism, write in your own words (your own ‘voice’) as much as possible, 
including in your notes so to avoid accidental plagiarism, providing a citation (see below) to 
show whose ideas you are using. Close paraphrasing, i.e. using a chunk of someone else’s 
text and just rearranging or changing some words, is plagiarism.  
 
Use a recognised referencing system such as the Harvard system. Every time you include 
information such as facts or ideas from others’ work, add an in-text citation, giving the 
author(s) and published date of the source (paper, book, website etc), like this: 

Pro-environmental values do not necessarily lead to action (Barr, 2006). 
Then list all the sources you have cited in a reference list at the end of the assignment. Do 
not use other students’ work as sources for your own unless this is advised by the course 
organiser. 
 
How to cite sources you haven’t read yourself, ONLY if it’s impossible to read them: If you 
read an article/book by Smith that refers to work by Zhang, and you want to discuss the 
work of Zhang in your assignment, read Zhang’s work yourself and give your own summary 
of it. If that is not possible, then you should cite what you have read about Zhang’s work in 
Smith’s article/book like this:  

Zhang, 2015, as cited by Smith, 2019     OR      Zhang, 2015, in Smith, 2019 
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Using someone else’s words (direct quoting): Use quotation marks (“ ”) to indicate where 
you have quoted (copied the exact words of) someone else, AND provide the reference, 
including page number(s) where the quote is to be found in the original source, like this: 

Values are “guiding principles in the life of a person or other social entity” (Schwartz, 
1994, p.21). 
Avoid using a lot of quotes; more than 2 or 3 in an essay normally means you are not 
expressing ideas in your own words enough.  
 
If you copy statistics, tables, diagrams etc directly from others’ work you should clearly 
state the source, including a page number if possible. 
 
You must not copy from an assignment you previously submitted for credit, either at this 
university or another. This is self-plagiarism. If you retake a course, an assignment (or any 
part of it) submitted one year cannot be resubmitted in a different year. Similarly, you must 
not copy from a previously submitted assignment into a resit assignment for the same 
course, or from an assignment for one course into an assignment for a different course, 
either in the same year or a different year.  
 
To detect plagiarism we use Turnitin, which compares students’ assignments against a 
constantly-updated global database of existing work. Students who have included 
plagiarised or self-plagiarised material in their work will be reported to an Academic 
Misconduct Officer for investigation. Penalties range from 10 marks deducted to the 
assignment grade being reduced to zero.  
 
Do not put your work through Turnitin yourself before submission. This can lead to you 
being investigated for academic misconduct by making it seem that an identical assignment 
already exists.  

Use of translation software/services and proof-reading services 
You must not use translation software or services (including unpaid services of friends or 
relatives) to translate your assignments from another language into English, as this means 
the work is not yours alone. It is best to write as well as submit your work in English. You are 
allowed to write in another language and then translate the work yourself but this is not 
very efficient.  
 
A proof-reader is a person who may make suggestions for minor changes to spelling, 
punctuation, grammar, and syntax in order to improve the readability of written 
assignments. There is a University of Edinburgh proof-reading service for students whose 
first language is not English, and for those who have a learning adjustment schedule 
allowing use of a proof-reader. You are also allowed to use a proof-reader (a friend, family 
member, or paid professional) who is not part of the University service but there are strict 
guidelines about what proof-readers are allowed to do. You must read these guidelines 
and share them with anyone you ask to proof-read your work who is not part of the 
University proof-reading service. If you do not follow the guidance, you may be reported for 
academic misconduct if the proof-reader has altered the work too much for it to be 
considered solely yours. The guidelines are available here: https://www.ed.ac.uk/arts-
humanities-soc-sci/taught-students/student-conduct/academic-misconduct. 
 

https://www.ed.ac.uk/arts-humanities-soc-sci/taught-students/student-conduct/academic-misconduct
https://www.ed.ac.uk/arts-humanities-soc-sci/taught-students/student-conduct/academic-misconduct
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For further details on plagiarism and other forms of academic misconduct, and how to 
avoid them, visit the university’s Institute for Academic Development webpage on good 
academic practice:  
https://www.ed.ac.uk/institute-academic-development/undergraduate/good-practice 
 
Also see this useful video and further information on the University website: 
https://www.ed.ac.uk/arts-humanities-soc-sci/taught-students/student-conduct/academic-
misconduct 
 
If you have any questions or would like to discuss anything related to matters of academic 
misconduct, contact your personal tutor or the School Deputy Academic Misconduct Officer, 
Dr Nathan Coombs (nathan.coombs@ed.ac.uk).  
 

8. Employment and further study 
Graduates of our policy programmes have gone on to employment in various sectors and 
careers. This has included positions within government at European, national and sub-
national local levels, as parliamentary assistants/researchers, in the health and education 
administrations, with a range of think tanks and policy consultancies and in the 
charity/voluntary sector. Others have progressed to doctoral study at the University of 
Edinburgh and other world-leading research Universities in a number of countries. The 
University Careers Service (Third Floor, Main Library Building), acts as a general source of 
advice and support on the next steps after your degree.   
 
If you are interested in the possibility of pursuing doctoral study in an area that is close to 
the research interests of a staff member of the Social Policy group or the broader School of 
Social and Political Science, it is worth raising this with the person at an early opportunity. 
Deadlines for most doctoral scholarship applications are in the spring, and these awards are 
highly competitive. If however you have had sufficient time to work with a potential 
supervisor in putting together a proposal, then you will have a better chance of obtaining 
funding. In addition, good grades in semester 1 coursework at MSc level will normally be 
needed to have a realistic chance of scholarship success.  
 

9. Some policy-relevant media sources 
Radio 4 is the UK’s main radio station for analysis and comment on political and policy 
relevant issues. Also worth a listen is Thinking Allowed, a weekly show with a social research 
focus, drawing on the work of current researchers in the UK and internationally. The Radio 4 
Analysis podcast offers an accessible, informative in depth analysis of policy topics and 
ideas. The RSA (Royal Society of Arts) Events podcast often provides an in-depth exploration 
of topical policy debates by a range of contemporary public intellectuals.  
 
Some podcasts run by academics often feature policy-oriented discussions. Examples 
include: 
• Transformation of European Politics Podcast by Tarik Abou-Chadi (University of 
Zurich)  
• The Borders of Equality Podcast by Alexandre Afonso (University of Leiden) 
• Rhodes Center Podcast by Mark Blyth (Brown University) 
• Europe’s New Political Economy Podcast by Aidan Regan (University College Dublin) 
 

https://www.ed.ac.uk/institute-academic-development/undergraduate/good-practice
https://www.ed.ac.uk/arts-humanities-soc-sci/taught-students/student-conduct/academic-misconduct
https://www.ed.ac.uk/arts-humanities-soc-sci/taught-students/student-conduct/academic-misconduct
https://www.ed.ac.uk/careers
http://www.bbc.co.uk/radio4
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In terms of television broadcasts, Newsnight (BBC2, weeknights, 2230) and the Channel 4 
News (weeknights, 1900) give relatively in-depth coverage of current affairs and have 
websites on which some content can be accessed. There is, of course, a wealth of policy 
oriented news and media produced by various outlets and organisations within and outside 
of the UK and you are encouraged to read (and listen) widely as this will enhance your 
overall awareness and knowledge of contemporary political and policy debates and provide 
a useful foil to more explicit academic material. Newspapers that offer relatively in depth 
analysis of policy issues, such as the Financial Times can be accessed online via the library.  
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