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Interest in timber architecture 
is increasing rapidly in many 
countries, as evidenced by the 

growing number of timber buildings 
appearing in international architectural 
magazines. Yet at the same time the 
number of university courses on wood 
science and timber construction is in 
long-term decline. Clearly, universities 
are not offering what prospective 
students of timber construction need 
or want. So, what kind of university 
timber design and construction 
programme would be suitable? What 
timber construction technologies are 
appropriate in our rapidly changing 
world?

Three years ago my employer, 
Edinburgh Napier University, asked 
me to investigate the potential 
for a new programme on timber. 
The context being that we had 
recently closed our MSc in Timber 
Engineering, switching instead to 
embedding timber modules across 
all of our civil engineering and 
architectural technology degrees. 

While this move was correct, we 
felt that there would be demand 
for a niche programme on timber 
architectural technologies to sit 
alongside our internationally respected 
research work in this sector.

Fast forward three years and the 
MSc course is now up and running. 
The programme title is Timber 
Architectural Design and Technology 
and it is targeted at construction 
professionals who want to specialise in 
timber. Most applicants are qualified 
architects, architectural technologists 
or civil engineers, although we are 
also accepting people from other 
backgrounds providing that they 
can demonstrate relevant skills and 
knowledge. We are particularly 
interested in hearing from women 
and other groups that are currently 
under-represented in the construction 
industry. The MSc course will equip 
students with the technical know-how 
and commercial awareness to work 
within the structural timber sector 
and gain membership of a relevant 
professional body.

The programme has funding support 
available to pay 50 to 75 per cent of 
the MSc fees. For those returning to 
work after a career break or who are 

unemployed, the support funding may 
be up to 100 per cent of the MSc fees. 
The fees support is via the Edinburgh 
and South East Scotland City Region 
Deal and comes from the Scottish 
Government’s inclusive growth 
initiative. The funding is available for 
applicants from throughout Scotland, 
although they particularly welcome 
applications from the South East 
Scotland City Region Deal area (Fife, 
Edinburgh, Lothians and Borders). To 
support inclusive growth and diversity 
of the future workforce, 60 per cent 
of the funded places are available to 
female applicants.

The new programme has taught 
modules covering wood as a 
material, building acoustics, energy 
performance, offsite construction, 
and timber architecture. There are 
also small design projects and a final 
masters design project or masters 
dissertation. The programme responds 
to what prospective employers told 
us they were looking for. We are also 
influenced by the growth of other 
timber architecture courses around the 
world.

Growing demand
The UK timber construction sector 
encompasses four types of technology: 
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Teaching timber: what do we need?
Edinburgh Napier University is addressing the demand for 
timber designers, as Dr Ivor Davies reports.

Above, left to right: The recently opened wood 
design studio at the University of Massachusetts 
in Amherst; A cross-laminated timber panel 
being lowered into position on a block of 
flats in Glasgow. Photos: Ivor Davies and CCG 
(Scotland).
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timber frame, mass timber systems 
such as cross-laminated timber, 
post-and-beam, and structural 
insulated panels. These technologies 
are collectively known as ‘structural 
timber’. Employers in the UK 
structural timber sector are facing 
severe skills shortages at all levels. 
In the case of 
graduates, these 
employers are 
looking for 
new staff with 
a combination 
of technical 
know-how and 
commercial 
awareness. 
Current 
initiatives, such 
as the planned 
increase in house building, will 
increase this employer demand. 

Market research in 2014 indicates that 
timber frame’s UK market share rose 
to around 26.6 per cent. In Scotland, 
timber frame’s share was 76.5 per cent, 
while in England it was 18.5 per cent. 
The number of timber frame units 
increased by 17.5 per cent, to 43,500, 
whereas non-timber housing (such as 
brick and block) only rose by 5.6 per 
cent, to 123,560. Growth in structural 
timber is necessarily linked to changes 
in the wider construction industry. 
Uncertainties surrounding Brexit are 
having an impact although timber 
frame’s growth is expected to continue 
as customers, particularly in England, 
become more aware of timber’s 
advantages compared to ‘traditional’ 
construction materials. 

Increasing the amount of new 
housing being built is a growing 
priority throughout the UK and this 
is creating new opportunities for 
timber. The Edinburgh and South 
East Scotland City Region Deal, 
for example, is prioritising housing 
growth. Their target for housing 
output in Edinburgh and South East 
Scotland is 7,250 homes per annum 
over the next 20 years. Most of these 
homes will be built of timber and will 
require a considerable expansion in the 
number of timber-related architecture, 
engineering and technical jobs. Offsite 
construction is a particular priority. 

Structural timber construction in the 
UK involves a high degree of offsite 
prefabrication. These technologies are 
increasing the speed and quality of 
timber construction while reducing 
the health and safety risks. Anyone 
seeking employment in the UK 
structural timber sector needs to be 

familiar with offsite 
prefabrication. 
The growing 
popularity of mass 
timber systems is 
also important. 
A 550 m2 cross 
laminated timber 
factory is about to 
start production in 
northern England. 
This will have a 
disruptive effect on 

the construction sector and increase 
demand for suitably-trained graduates.

Our new MSc course needs to equip 
students to enter this changing 
employment landscape while at the 
same time not losing sight of wider 
issues, such as architectural quality 
and sustainability. Existing timber 
architecture programmes around the 
world give this wider context. 

Filling the skills gap 
The recent growth of interest in 
timber building around the world 
has resulted in a training lag because 
most of the educational provision in 
the construction sector is focused on 
concrete, masonry and steel. This lag 
has arisen because during most of the 
20th century, timber had a low market 
share compared to the other main 
construction materials. 

There is now an under-representation 
in the academic world of architects 
and engineers who understand timber. 
In Europe, for example, there are only 
two professors of timber architecture. 
These are at Aalto University, 
Helsinki, Finland and at the Technical 
University of Munich, Germany. 
Similarly, across the nine leading 
Technical Universities in Germany, 
only five have chairs of timber 
engineering.

This lack of educational provision is a 
problem because timber construction 
involves specialist knowledge and skills 
that are unlike those needed for more 
traditional materials. Fortunately, a 
new type of university programme on 

timber has started to emerge. These 
programmes have now spread to most 
countries in the developed world that 
have a thriving timber construction 
industry. 

The new courses are targeting an 
international market of construction 
professionals who want to specialise 
in timber. Several such courses have 
appeared during the past 15 years in 
Scandinavia, central Europe, North 
America, Australia, China and Japan; 
most are quite recently launched. UK 
universities have been slow to react 
to the growing interest in timber 
building, although this is beginning 
to change. Several UK university 
architecture schools now include 
short courses on timber, although 
their quality is variable. Additionally, 
BM TRADA (formerly the Timber 
Research and Development 
Association) have responded to the 
lack of timber education in UK 
universities by developing a suite of 
online modules about timber that are 
freely available to students on UK 
architecture, engineering and built 
environment courses.

Up until now, the most interesting 
timber-related postgraduate 
programmes in the UK have been 
at two organisations outwith the 
mainstream university sector. The 
Architectural Association runs MArch 
Design and Make and MSc Timber 
Technologies programmes at their 
Hooke Park campus in Dorset. 
Meanwhile, the Wield and Downland 
Open Air Museum in Sussex 
offers an MSc in Timber Building 
Conservation. These programmes 
are well respected, although they 
are targeting specific niches that are 
not linked to mainstream timber 
architectural design.

We are excited about our new timber 
programme. The MSc course will 
take a lot of work to get established 
but we are confident that the course 
meets employer’s needs and considers 
wider issues. We are now welcoming 
applications for the January 2020 
intake. Do you want to apply?

Ivor Davies is a wood scientist and 
technologist with 30 years of experience 
in the timber products sector. For more 
about the Timber Architectural Design 
and Technology course, please email Ivor 
at i.davies@napier.ac.uk.

APPROPRIATE TECHNOLOGY

Above: Mock-up of a wood/concrete hybrid floor 
at Metlahaus in Finland. Structures like this have 
exceptional strength and acoustic performance. 
Photo: Ivor Davies.


