
MSc Building Conservation 
 

The programme 
 
The aims of the programme are: 

• to facilitate students’ development of advanced intellectual and practical skills, through a 
study of the interplay between theories and methods 

• to present research-informed teaching and engage students with theories, methods and 
debates which are at the forefront of relevant research in the conservation of heritage assets 

 
The programme will help students to develop:  

• 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 historic 
buildings and their conservation 

 
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. 

 
Information about the structure of the programme 
 
This is a two-year, part-time post-graduate course.  The course is delivered by and based at the 
Weald & Downland Open Air Museum near Chichester, where the buildings and staff provide an 
excellent resource for study and research. Students are registered with the Museum, not with the 
University.  Successful completion of the course leads to a University of York award of Master of 
Science in Building Conservation. 
 
The programme consists of six study modules (BC1-BC6), each of five days (Wednesday to Sunday), 
spread over the first eighteen months of the course.  Each module centres on a particular aspect of 
historic building conservation with lectures and demonstrations by leading specialists.  The 
programme includes study tours of important historic buildings and craft workshops. 
 
In general, each unit is assessed by an assignment equivalent to a 5,000 word essay.  Following this 
taught part of the course, the student undertakes a programme of personal research for the 
submission of a 15,000 word dissertation (BC7). Exit awards at PG Certificate and PG Diploma levels 
are available to students who are unable to progress to the MSc. 
 
The unit headings are based on the history and technology of the particular subject.  The important 
related themes of ethics, policy, architectural history, economics and professional practice are 
integrated throughout the taught course. 
 
Alongside fully contributing to seminar discussions, special guest lectures and discussions in 
workshops each student will be expected to give presentations to fellow students and staff within their 
studies.  
 
Students are required to undertake private reading, study and research during the whole of the 
course. 
 
The course is fully recognised by the Institute of Historic Building Conservation (IHBC).  This 
acknowledges the quality of the course and confirms that its content addresses the core 



competencies of the Institute.  For those seeking full membership of the IHBC, successful completion 
of the MSc reduces the requirement for relevant experience from five years to two years.  Students 
are encouraged to take affiliate membership of the IHBC at the outset.  For further details see 
www.ihbc.org.uk  
 
 

Information about the modules 
 
BC1 CONSERVATION OF TIMBER BUILDINGS 
 
Prior to the Industrial Revolution, timber was one of the two principal building materials.  Timber 
buildings form a significant part of our heritage.  This module provides detailed knowledge of the 
history of timber buildings together with critical understanding of the processes of decay and the 
science and craft skills necessary for their conservation. 
 
Indicative content 

• History and variation of 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 the archaeologist 

• Techniques of recording historic timber buildings; typological dating 

• Evolution of vernacular house types and plans 

• Ethics and charters for the conservation of historic buildings 

• The history of Elizabethan and Jacobean buildings 
 
 
BC2 LIME IN CONSERVATION 
 
The friable nature of historic mortars, renders and plasters has led to the failure of many historic 
surfaces. The problem has been exacerbated by inappropriate repairs carried out with brittle mixes 
using modern cements. This module provides critical understanding and practical experience of the 
use of lime in mortars, renders and plasters within historic buildings. 
 
Indicative content 

• 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 

• Sustainability in construction methods 

• Analysis of a parish church 

• Development of planning legislation for the historic environment 

• Application of the Building Regulations to historic buildings (Part L) 
 
 
BC3 CONSERVATION OF MASONRY 
 
Prior to the Industrial Revolution, masonry was one of the two principal forms of building construction. 
Stone and brick buildings form a significant part of our heritage. This module provides detailed 
knowledge of the history of masonry buildings, together with critical understanding of the processes of 
failure and the science and craft skill of their conservation. 
 



Indicative content 

• History of Georgian buildings  

• Geology types and characterisation of building stone 

• History of brick manufacture 

• Recording of historic buildings  

• Recording of masonry walling and tracery 

• Flint walling 

• Techniques of repointing, consolidation and piecing in masonry 

• Types and construction and details of stone roofing 

• Construction and details of gauged brickwork 

• Construction and details for terracotta 

• The principles of chemistry and physics in the cleaning of historic fabric  

• Types and methods of masonry cleaning 

• Preparation of Conservation Plans  
 
 
BC4 CONSERVATION OF METALS 
 
Ironwork became increasingly significant to historic buildings from the Industrial Revolution onwards. 
Iron buildings form an important part of our built heritage. This module provides critical understanding 
of the history of iron in construction and detailed knowledge of the techniques of their repair. This 
module provides detailed knowledge of the processes of failure and the techniques of replacement of 
leadwork in historic buildings.  The contribution of other metals, such as bronze, copper and zinc, are 
considered. 
 
Indicative content 

• Architectural Revival Styles of the 19
th
 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 

• Access to historic buildings by disabled visitors 

• Economics of conservation: building valuation and grant aid 
 
 
BC5 CONSERVATION OF FIXTURES AND FINISHES 
 
The fixtures and finishes of an historic building portray the practical requirements of their occupants 
and the aesthetic taste of the period. This module provides detailed knowledge of the history and 
construction of fixtures and finishes in historic buildings together with critical understanding of the 
reasons for their failure and the process of their conservation.  This module also addresses Health 
and Safety issues, economics and the design of new buildings  
 
Indicative content 

• Roofing materials used on historic buildings 

• Joinery construction of historic fixtures 

• Repair techniques for historic fixtures 

• Historic paint analysis 

• Church interiors and fixtures 

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

• Details and application of historic wallpapers, tiling, decorative paint finishes, wall paintings 
and murals, historic glass and stained glass, floors and carpets 

• 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 

• Building design in historical contexts 
 
 
BC6 CONSERVATION OF TWENTIETH CENTURY BUILDINGS 
 
Architectural movements of the twentieth century produced a distinctive group of buildings as part of 
our heritage. These buildings used new materials and forms of construction which require specialist 
study and techniques of conservation. This module provides detailed knowledge of the architectural 
movements of the twentieth century together with critical understanding of the processes of failures in 
twentieth century construction and materials and the science and techniques for their conservation.  
This module also addresses the development of planning policy including the current issues of urban 
regeneration and enabling development. 
 
Indicative content 

• 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 

• History of services in buildings  

• Integration of modern services into historical buildings  

• Development of town planning policy 

• Application of policy: Designations, consents, sanctions, urban regeneration, enabling 
development 

 
 
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. They will be able to demonstrate advanced communication skills by 
producing an extensive dissertation or report on their research. 
 
This module enables students to explore in detail core aspects of their subject area, with a view to 
generating new practical or theoretical insights through a dissertation.  It will also develop 
methodological, research and presentation skills. Within a framework of tutorial support it emphasizes 
the development of independent student learning and self-management.  
 
Further information about the research project 
 
As soon as the research topic is formally agreed, the Programme Leader will appoint a supervisor or 
supervisory team, and regular tutorials between student and supervisor will take place to: 
 

• guide students into the initial phases of their research 

• help them to further develop the research design 

• set targets for key stages and milestones of the research project, writing and monitoring 
processes 
 

Tuition on research methods is provided in BC4 and seminars take place during BC6 at which 
students present and discuss their plans for the research project. Further meetings are convened 
during the Summer term. 
 
Emphasis will be placed on the need for rigorous planning, detailed background research (e.g. 
literature searches) and the formulation of a realistic Research Proposal. 
 
A written dissertation of approximately 15,000 words must be submitted by the deadline which is 24 
months from the date of the first module. 



 
 

Information about teaching and learning 
 
Depending on the module, combinations of the following methods are used: 
 
Taught component 

• Lectures 

• Seminars 

• Case studies 

• Demonstrations 

• Practical exercises 

• Visits off-site 

• Examination of Museum buildings and artefacts 
 
Student-managed learning 

• Prescribed reading.  Many of the contributors are themselves authors of current works in the 
field. 

• Site visits.  Several of the assignments require that students base their work on buildings they 
identify. 

• Notebook.  Records of buildings and other relevant notes and drawings in a sketch book form 
part of a Personal Development Plan for each student. 

 
 

Information about assignments and assessment 
 
Student assignments take the form of: 
 
Reading  Students are given reading lists, and in many cases critical appraisal 

of the available literature forms part of the unit teaching. Handout 
material is used as appropriate. 

 
Essays  Students are required to produce an essay, study or report for each 

module.  The essay for BC1 is formative, the others are summative 
assignments.  The essays are read by and discussed with the course 
tutors, who also provide written feedback reports, and a percentage 
mark.   

 
Tests  Students take a test relating to each module 1-5 during the following 

modules 2-6.  They contain multiple-choice or short answer 
questions.  The test for module 1 is summative and contributes to the 
overall marks for the unit. The tests for modules 2-5 are formative 
and as such they do not contribute to the overall marks for the unit.   

 
Student presentations Each student is asked to give at least one presentation to the student 

group describing an historic building or conservation case study.  
These are formatively assessed. 

 
Fieldwork Students are encouraged to keep a notebook of all the field visits and 

study they do, relevant to the course, and to discuss this in tutorials.  
The purpose of this is to encourage the habit of field observation. 

 
 

 
 

 


