
 

MSc in Building Conservation   

Information about the course  

 

The Weald & Downland Living Museum’s MSc programmes in Timber Building Conservation and 
Building Conservation have been validated by the University of York since 2012. Before this the 
Museum contributed to and then, from 2008, ran the MSc in Building Conservation in partnership 
with Bournemouth University.   

The programme is a two year part-time post graduate course.  The course is delivered on site at the 
museum near Chichester where the buildings and staff provide an excellent resource.  Students are 
registered as students of the Museum and upon successful completion receive the award of MSc 
from the University of York.  The museum being a unique place to study.  While this has many 
benefits it does not have all of the facilities you might find in a university environment.   

Students develop the ability to understand the materials, decay processes and historic 
craftsmanship, to analyse defects and failures, and to propose sound and appropriate solutions. 
Many approaches are possible, ranging from complete replacement of structures to complete 
preservation of original material untouched. There is no “correct” answer to a particular problem, 
but the better the conservator’s understanding of the particular site, the materials, processes and 
opportunities, the better will be the result.  The course also provides a broader understanding of the 
conservation profession and of conservation theory and practice. 

Overall programme aims 
This postgraduate programme aims to develop in its students the abilities to work as independent 
conservators, or within the regulatory agencies and other organisations concerned with building 
conservation. 

The primary aim of this course is the development of master’s level graduates who have: 

 a critical understanding of the technical and regulatory bases of building conservation and their 
application to specific problems 

 the necessary scientific, regulatory and management knowledge to develop successful careers in 
this specialist field 

 the ability and confidence to apply their knowledge and skills to specific building conservation 
problems, and also communicate effectively with those working in the field of building 
conservation and regulatory agencies 

 a critical understanding of contemporary issues related to building conservation 

 the ability to synthesise and challenge orthodox procedures in building conservation 

 the ability to work independently and carry out original research investigations in buildings and 
their conservation 

The programme provides students with a recognised and highly rated qualification, which will 
enhance their existing employment status and open up the possibilities of advancement in the field, 
especially with national bodies, local authorities, consultancy and private practice. 

The degree also aims to provide students with a substantial range of transferable skills in data 
gathering and analysis, report writing and project management which may be applicable to 
professional activity and development in other career areas. 



Teaching  
The programme consists of six taught modules, each running on five days, Wednesday to Sunday, 

spread over the first eighteen months of the course.  Teaching is primarily delivered by visiting tutors 

who are leading specialists in building conservation.  On site and off site visits are arranged to 

illustrate the subjects of the talks.   

Students also undertake an independent study module.  This involves the personal research and 

writing of a dissertation of 15,000 words.  This is on a topic of the student’s own choosing.  There is 

an on-site study weekend to support the preparations for this.   

Support for teaching is offered via the University of York virtual learning environment (VLE), 

Yorkshare, allowing presentations, academic papers and documents to be shared with students.   

Private study 
Students are expected to undertake extensive private study during the course.  The suggested total 

study time for each module is 200 hours.  This will include the teaching days at the museum, wider 

reading, fieldwork and visits, library time and assignment preparation.   

The Museum has an extensive library that students can access during teaching or at other times if 

they are close by.  The University of York library has many resources that students can access 

digitally.  These include some books and journals, map resources and an archive of broadcast 

programmes.   

Students who live at a distance from the Museum are likely to need to find more convenient 

academic library resources. As students registered on a validated programme through the University 

of York access can be arranged to most university libraries through the SCONUL scheme.  They can 

access a wide range of other university libraries through the SCONUL scheme.   

Students are advised to keep a field diary of their visits to conservation sites of interest.  This 

encourages the habit of field observation.   

Assessment 
Each of the first six modules is assessed by the submission of one or two pieces of work such as 

essays or reports.  Often, assignments require students to identify case study sites that they will 

need to visit to conduct field studies. The total word count for the assignments for each module is 

around 5000 words.  The first assignment is formative – it is marked to give comprehensive feedback 

to help students develop academic writing skills.  Later in the course this assignment is resubmitted 

for a final mark.  The majority of work is submitted electronically via the University of York VLE.   

The final module is an independent study module.  This requires students to draw on the knowledge 

and understanding gained during the taught modules to analyse a topic in detail.  The dissertation is 

approximately 15,000 words and takes about six months to complete.   

Support for students 
At induction and during each module there is support in developing the academic skills required to 

succeed.  Students can also have one-to-one support from the programme leader and from their 

academic tutor.  The University of York library website also has a great deal of online support to 

develop study skills.   

 



Costs 
For the 2020-2022 intake the fees are £3,300 per year and are payable at the start of each year.  

There is a 5% discount if paid before the start of the first module.  Otherwise, payments can be 

made over the first four months in four equal instalments.  Currently museum students are not able 

to apply for a loan through the government student finance system.   

There are other costs involved with study.  Many students choose to stay in the local area while 

attending the taught part of the module.  There are a range of local bed and breakfast and hotel 

options in the local area.   

The recommended books are specialist publications and should you wish to purchase them costs can 

mount up.  The cost of trips to alternative university libraries and sites of interest should be taken 

into account.   

It can be useful to have your own safety glasses, dust mask and safety boots, although not essential.   

IT Requirements 
The course makes extensive use of the York VLE and most assignments are submitted electronically.  

Assignments require the submission of illustrated documents to a good standard of presentation.  

Many reference books and documents are available on line.  Therefore we suggest that you have a 

suitable level of IT skills and access to suitable IT equipment when you start the course.   

Reading list 
If you are interested in this course and would like to read more while considering your application you may be 

interested in these books and web sites.   

 Michael Forsyth, ‘Materials and Skills for Historic Building Conservation’, 2012 

 Michael Forsyth, ‘Structures and Construction in Historic Building Conservation’, 2014 

 Michael Forsyth, ‘Understanding Historic Building Conservation’, 2013 

 English Heritage, ‘Practical Building Conservation: Conservation Basics’, 2013 (English Heritage have 

published a series of ‘Practical Building Conservation’ volumes on different materials – all excellent, 

but expensive)  

 English Heritage, ‘Conservation Principles, Policies and Guidance’, 2008, downloadable 

here:https://historicengland.org.uk/images-books/publications/conservation-principles-sustainable-

management-historic-environment/  

 Historic England have a lot of free downloadable publications: https://historicengland.org.uk/images-

books/publications/  

 You may also find it useful to browse the website of the Institute of Historic Building 

Conservation: https://www.ihbc.org.uk/ 
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Indicative content of the modules  
Each of the modules has a specific materials focus, integrated with other aspects of professional 

conservation theory and practice.  The topics covered in each module of the course currently are 

shown below.  Topics and course structure is reviewed regularly so this may change for future 

courses.   

BC1 – Conservation of Timber Buildings 
Principles and ethics of conservation 

History and variation of timber construction; regional patterns of wall and roof construction 

Construction: traditional carpentry as a system; trees, beams and frames 

Construction details: windows, doors, stairs, floors 

Timber construction in special-purpose buildings 

Patterns of adaptation of timber buildings 

Analysis and interpretation of historic timber buildings: the role of applied history 

Techniques of recording historic timber buildings; typological dating 

Materials and techniques for thatching 

Evolution of vernacular house types and plans 

The history of Elizabethan and Jacobean buildings with particular reference to timber building in Britain 

 

BC2 – Lime in Conservation 
Chemistry of the lime cycle 

Production of slaked lime 

Mortar analysis 

Preparation and applications of mortars and renders 

Casting and running of mouldings 

Techniques of consolidation of plaster and renders 

Surface treatments for renders 

History and repair techniques for decorative plaster ceilings 

An overview of cob walling 

Historical analysis of a parish church 

Conduct of a condition inspection of a historic church 

Development of planning legislation for the historic environment 

Practical application of current UK legislation for protecting the historic environment 

 

BC3 – Conservation of Masonry 
History of Georgian buildings 

History of brick manufacture 

Construction and details of gauged brickwork 

Construction and details for terracotta 

Geology types and characterisation of building stone 

Flint walling 

Principles of the chemistry and physics of cleaning historic masonry 

Techniques for cleaning historic masonry 

Techniques of repointing, consolidation and ‘piecing-in’ masonry 

Grants and funding options for historic buildings 

Significance as a tool for understanding heritage assets 

Policies for the management of heritage assets  

Preparation of Conservation Plans 

 



BC4 – Conservation of Metals 
Architectural Revival Styles of the 19th century 

Victorian architecture 

The history of iron in buildings 

Repair and strengthening of structural ironwork 

Demonstrations and practical experience in hand forged iron 

Repair techniques for decorative forged ironwork 

Demonstrations and practical experience in working sheet lead 

Construction and details of sheet lead, flashings and weatherings 

Repair techniques for lead cames, ferramenta and iron tie bars in historic windows 

Historic townscape analysis 

New design in historic contexts 

 

BC5 – Conservation of Fixtures and Finishes 
Roofing materials used on historic buildings 

Joinery construction of historic fixtures 

Repair techniques for historic fixtures 

Historic paint analysis 

The physics of environmental conditions, their effect on historic surfaces and their optimum control 

Details and application of historic wallpapers and paint finishes  

The process and techniques of protecting and conserving historic surfaces 

The methods of cleaning historic surfaces  

Health & safety: risk assessment, the law and in practice  

Economics: Contracts and tendering 

Market valuations of historic properties 

Recording of historic buildings including digital technologies 

 

BC6 – Conservation of Twentieth Century Buildings 
Architectural movements of the twentieth century 

History and repair techniques of concrete buildings 

Reasons for failure of twentieth century material and buildings 

Science and techniques for the conservation of twentieth century materials and buildings 

Conservation of metal windows 

Energy conservation in historic buildings 

Introducing modern services into historic buildings 

Accessibility in historic buildings 

 

BC7 – Research Project 
The research project has a crucial role in the programme allowing students to develop their expertise in 

research methods, data collection, analysis, interpretation and synthesis, linking them with taught elements of 

the programme. 

 

  



Key dates for 2020 entry 
 

Applications open  week beginning 16th March  

Closing date   31st July  

Interview dates  TBC in August  

Induction days   24th and 25th September 

 

Course starts   October 2020  


