
Getting the Best From Your MPH Year

Advice for Specialty Registrars and their Educational Supervisors

As part of the Mersey Deanery Public Health Training Programme, Specialty Registrars successfully appointed to the scheme without a Masters in Public Health (MPH) or equivalent are offered the chance to study for the MPH at the University of Liverpool.  This document provides some useful advice to get the best from this opportunity for Specialty Registrars (StRs) and their Educational Supervisors.  
General Information for StRs
Induction

The MPH Induction consists of two days attendance at the University. This is usually in the last week in September (Weds/Thurs), with the programme beginning the first week in October.  From 2011, an additional half day is arranged for Specialty Registrars, focused on how best to use your MPH year to prepare for the Part A Faculty examination as a group.
MPH Days

MPH days are Wednesday and Thursday (9.30am – 4.30pm).  Lectures tend to take place in the Whelan Building, University of Liverpool Campus (just off Brownlow Hill).  You have two 3-hour module sessions (one am, one pm) on each of the two days.  We remind you that your MPH commitments are work commitments, and subject to your employer’s attendance policy.
Additional Help/Website

The programme administrator is Barbara Webster who can be contacted on 0151 794 8255, fax: 0151 794 5588 or email: 
bwebster@liverpool.ac.uk.

For further details of the programme check:
http://www.liv.ac.uk/PublicHealth/mph/index.htm
Registering and Fees

You need to apply for the programme and formally request for your programme fees to be paid by the Deanery as soon as possible If you fail to do so this will delay registering and starting the MPH. 

Study Leave and PCT Attendance
You will receive 2 days private study leave per week.  You are expected to attend your base PCT 1 day per week.  This day needs to be negotiated with your Educational Supervisor (see below).  The Educational Supervisor is effectively your line manager, and needs to be assured that you are meeting your objectives laid out in your Learning Agreement.

Annual Leave

Annual Leave arrangements should be made via your Educational Supervisor in the usual way.  It is expected that you will normally take your holidays outside of MPH term times.  During University holidays, StRs are expected to be at their base PCT full-time, except if on annual leave.  

Advice to Educational Supervisors

1. Discuss the Semester dates and assignment hand-in dates with your StR early in the MPH year.  This will help to inform their Learning Agreement.

2. Make sure they know about the e-portfolio and complete this throughout the year alongside their MPH: mostly the StR will be gathering evidence, rather than their Educational Supervisor assessing learning outcomes.  However, it should be possible for most EMS outcomes to be assessed during the year.  

3. Weekly meetings with your StR are probably impractical during ST1.  However, meetings once a fortnight is a good rule.  The Educational Supervisor is line manager and is responsible for overall performance and progress.
4. Try to ensure that projects allocated to the StR in Year 1 are manageable and do not require urgent or immediate deadlines as managing projects whilst only in the office one day a week may over-burden them.  Remember that your StR is only in for 8 hours a week and this will be less once team meetings and Educational Supervisor meetings are taken into account.

5. Be aware that although the StR will be in the PCT over the University holidays, they will have many deadlines straight after these vacation periods, and so, although they are expected to be in the PCT, a discussion about expectations during these periods should take place.

6. Think of ideas for PCT related dissertation projects for your StR early on.  Discuss these with them, but be aware that they may need to find the topic sufficiently interesting to undertake it as a piece of work.  Also be aware that it has to have a sufficient ‘research question’ (audits for example are often not accepted by the University). 
7. Assess the personality/working/learning style of your StR early on.  If they are very conscientious/prone to worry they may feel that they cannot say no to projects early on, even if they are overburdened.  Equally, they may want more PCT work to inform their MPH assignments.  Support and guide them where possible regarding workload and maintaining a work/life balance.

Advice to StRs

Your experience of your MPH will vary depending on your prior PCT experience, your Educational Supervisor, your PCT and your own working and learning style.  The MPH programme also seeks to improve each year using feedback and evaluations from students.  The following section gives some advice that you might like to consider when embarking on the MPH.
Starting Out

1. A list of assignment hand in dates, Semester dates and provisional examination dates are available in the MPH Programme handbook.  Discuss these with your Educational Supervisor.  All these dates are subject to change, but are very useful for planning (see below).  Use these to inform your Learning Agreement, a requirement for your Faculty of Public Health (FPH) e-portfolio, and should be completed early in your training.

2. Discuss with your Educational Supervisor which day will be your PCT day.   this should be mutually convenient and allow you to get the best out of your PCT day.  For example, if team meetings are always on a Friday, this might be the best day for your PCT day so that you can attend such meetings.  Once decided, try to stick to this day where possible, as swapping days can hinder routine and compromise your study time.  
PCT Work and Working with Your Educational Supervisor

3. Agree PCT tasks with your Educational Supervisor which are clear, specific and realistically achievable in 1 day per week.  Perhaps in the initial stages, selecting tasks that focus on one or two Learning Outcomes for the e-portfolio would be a good introduction to training.  Try to protect your study days and complete tasks at the PCT where possible.  
4. Negotiate with supervisor what projects you take on at the PCT.  If they do not relate to the MPH, you may find that they impinge upon your study time.  However, you do need to experience some of the PCT environment too.  Being honest about your limitations and discussing expectations will help.

5. The FPH recommend that you should meet your Educational Supervisor weekly.  However, this may be impractical when on your MPH, but you should aim for meetings once a fortnight until you are comfortable with the Training Scheme.

Assignments 

6. You should be ready for the amount of work the MPH requires.  For example, in addition to the 3 hours contact time per module at the University, you will have up to 6 hours reading per module (4 modules per Semester).  Assignments and assessed group work are in addition to this and you should allow up to 42 hours of study per Module per semester for the assessments.  Read all the pre-session reading as it will be useful in developing understanding for Part A exams, even if you don’t use it directly in your assignments.  Your 2 days study leave per week are therefore important and should be used effectively.  

7. Start assignments early, even if that is not your preferred style: you never know when you will catch Fresher’s flu or other seasonal bugs and this can impact upon deadlines.

8. Be aware that there can be a lot of (often self-induced) pressure to be involved in everything in Year 1.  If you can’t make the regional Trainee meetings or additional learning opportunities, then don’t! Conferences and trainee meetings will be there in your second year!   

9. Group work (required for some modules of the MPH) takes up more time than you think.  You can use it as an opportunity to develop your team working skills to get the task done.
Dissertation and E-portfolio

10. For those who are unfamiliar with the approach, seek advice early about the Faculty of Public Health e-portfolio and its use.  Clarify the requirements of the Faculty and Deanery such as agreeing an annual Learning Agreement, and populate the e-portfolio as you go through the MPH if possible: your Annual Review of Competence and Progress (ARCP) is likely to fall when you have your final assignment deadlines and so proactive management can be beneficial.  Think about what Learning Outcomes the assignments meet as you complete them.

11. Think of ideas for your dissertation from Day 1 of your MPH.  Discuss with PCT early.  You have to present on these earlier than you expect (usually in November).  Your PCT are likely to be able to be more flexible regarding PCT expectations, and can offer greater support, if your dissertation is service based.

12. Be aware that if you do ‘live research’ for your dissertation (that is research involving work with participants e.g. patients, colleagues) you will need to obtain ethical approval.  Gaining NHS ethical approval can be a lengthy process (sometimes taking up to 3 months).  Make sure you start the process early, as you cannot begin your dissertation until you have it.  If the study is not based in the NHS you will need University ethical approval and you should again allow time for this. The University provide a study skills session on research ethics and ethical approval and it is recommended that you attend this, especially if you are not familiar with applying for ethical approval. Speak to your Dissertation Supervisor (allocated when your topic is chosen) for advice and support.

13. Remember your dissertation (and other assignments) can and should be used as evidence for your learning outcomes for your e-portfolio.  You can also use the opportunity to publicise your work wider than the North West Training Scheme.  For example, one StR in 2009 has had an abstract accepted to the Faculty of Public Health Conference about their literature review.  You can also explore the option of publishing a paper based on your dissertation after your Viva.

Academic Supervision

14. Be aware that the MPH Programme Director (Dr Francine Watkins) writes a mid-year Academic Supervisor report after your Semester 1 results are received and confirmed.  This will normally cover your progress in terms of module results, and your class contributions in the taught part of the programme. The report will also disclose your attendance record and any areas where you may need extra help. If you have any concerns or issues regarding the MPH raise them with her as soon as possible.

Part A and Beyond

15. Your preparation for the Part A examination starts on day one!  You will benefit hugely for keeping the curriculum and examination structure in mind throughout your MPH year.

16. Completing the MPH is very demanding on your time so it is important that you start to consider, with the other ST1s, your approach to the Part A exam as early as possible. The MPH covers a significant amount of the syllabus for the Part A exam, but not all of it. Don’t panic; with good early planning you will have time to cover the Part A syllabus

17. For those who are academically oriented, explore options for future training (post-Part A) with university staff.

Work/Life Balance and Other Matters
18. Discuss options such as working on assignments during holiday periods when you are in the PCT (especially Christmas) so you don’t have to use your annual leave for extra study days. 

19. As you can not normally carry forward Annual Leave, discuss when you will take holiday to ensure you have a proper break, rather than using it for additional study.  
20. Consider getting involved in student representative position as may give opportunity to witness academic service issues.

21. Take advantage of buying cheap software via the University IT Department and websites offering Student Discounts (e.g., Office, EndNote, SPSS)
22. Make use of your Athens password while you can as it is offers superior access to Journals and academic literature than NHS Athens password.
23. The NW Trainee Group established a Buddy Scheme in 2010.  Make use of these peers and the NW Public Health Trainee Yahoo Group for keeping abreast of what is going on outside the MPH and support you might need.
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