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1. General Information 
 

Award Programme Title Duration Mode of Study 

MA (RCA) History of Design 2 Years Full-time 

 

Awarding Institution Royal College of Art 

Teaching Institution 
Royal College of Art / Victoria and Albert 
Museum 

Professional Accreditation N/A 

Qualifications Framework Level 7 

Credit Value 240 UK credits 

Date of most recent validation April 2008 

Programme Specification Date 2014/15 

 
2. Philosophy of the Programme 
 

The RCA/V&A History of Design programme is internationally recognised as the leading 
centre for the postgraduate study of the history of design. We offer the opportunity to 
study design and material culture in all its aspects, from the early fifteenth century to the 
present day, across global geographies. 

Our two-year, full-time MA programme and our research programmes for MPhil and PhD 
students are shared by two world-class centres of scholarship and creative excellence, the 
RCA and the Victoria and Albert Museum (V&A). We provide a unique environment for the 
study of the aesthetic, social, cultural, technological, economic and political contexts for 
design through themes such as skill and craftsmanship, trade and exchange, marketing 
and consumption, style and identity. 

Our students go on to work in universities and colleges worldwide as academic researchers 
and teachers; others work as curators in museums, galleries and specialist collections and 
as writers, journalists, television researchers, consultants and policy makers. 
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3. Educational Aims of the Programme 
 

The MA History of Design programme aims to: 
• develop your skills of historical research and interpretation from both primary and 

secondary source material; 
• enable you to become versed in the historiography of design and in the methodologies 

which can be used to analyze it; 
• develop your understanding of theoretical issues as they relate to the analysis of 

material culture, both past and present; 
• develop your confidence in using empirically-researched data and theoretically-

informed ideas in conjunction with each other; 
• develop your skills in taking a multi-disciplinary approach to the history of design; 
• develop your skills in relation to the presentation of an articulate and reasoned 

argument in written form; 
• develop your understanding of the conventions and mechanisms involved in presenting 

written work at postgraduate level; 
• develop your ability to respond critically to designed artifacts, both past and present, 

and to the historical and theoretical discourses which surround them. 
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4. Intended Learning Outcomes of the Programme 
 
Able 
to: 

A. Intellectual Engagement 

A1. Develop innovative ways to approach the history of design and the study of design 
artifacts. 

A2. Demonstrate an advanced understanding of the cultural, economic, historical, 
social and technological contexts of design. 

A3. Develop effective research skills that integrate primary, secondary and theoretical 
sources. 

A4. Articulate and debate ideas in a professional and scholarly manner. 

 
Able 
to: 

B. Technical Skills 

B1. Produce written work at an advanced level, including an extensive dissertation 
deploying all the intellectual skills of the historian. 

B2. Display a mastery of the written and verbal skills necessary for the presentation of 
written and verbal work to professional standards. 

 
Able 
to: 

C. Professionalism 

C1. Work independently to initiate and manage research-led projects. 

C2. Participate as a reasoned and respectful member of group projects and seminars. 

C3. Define your professional identity as a historian and researcher through the 
articulation of their professional values and skills. 
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5. Programme Structure and Curriculum 
 

Specialisms 

The programme offers three specialisms: 

• Renaissance and Early Modern 
• Asian, Early Modern to Contemporary 
• Modern and Contemporary 

MA Programme Description 

In the first year, students take a combination of courses in their chosen specialism, with 
core courses shared by all specialisms. As much exchange as possible is encouraged 
between the three routes through formal teaching sessions and more informal contact. 

Students are expected to attend three full days a week, for lectures and seminars; the 
remaining two days are used for research and writing. In the last weeks of the first and 
second terms students present Work-in-Progress Seminars on the essay subject of their 
choice. 
 
In their second year students present two ‘Work-in-Progress’ seminars (in autumn and 
spring terms) and attend the Research Seminars and the Professional Practice sessions. 
They also attend at least two tutorials a month. The rest of the time is spent on research in 
the field, and writing up. Written work is presented throughout the year, the timing and 
presentation arranged with individual supervisors. Special arrangements for absence are 
made in individual cases, for example, if the student needs to spend some time abroad. 

Opportunities can be made for students to take language classes relevant to their 
dissertation research (for example, the Renaissance students may study Early Modern 
Italian to familiarise themselves with Renaissance written sources). While the programme 
cannot guarantee to offer these courses to all students, arrangements will be made to 
meet individual student needs if deemed appropriate. 

Students will also be able to undertake a professional placement in one of the curatorial 
departments of the V&A Museum. A limited number of placements will be available, and 
these will be allocated on a competitive basis, taking into account individual student's skills 
and specialist interests. 

 
6. Learning and Teaching Methods  
 

Seminars 

Seminars take the form of presentations by members of staff or a student to a particular 
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group. They usually include time for discussion based on student reading or responses to 
the presentation. Most of the programme teaching is seminar-based. You are given termly 
programmes and a weekly reading list, with key texts and chapters highlighted. You are 
also, where relevant, presented with published papers that can form the basis of debate. 
You are expected to keep up with the reading and encouraged to take an active part in the 
seminars. 
 

Tutorials 

The tutorials which take place throughout the programme are used: 

• To discuss the choice of essay subjects in the first year and the dissertation subject in 
the second year; to suggest areas of research focus and reading material; and to 
discuss problems you may encounter with your research; 

• To discuss the essays and dissertations after their presentation; 
• To discuss more general problems you may have with the programme material and the 

coursework. 

It is important that you prepare for each tutorial and take a pro-active role in them. It is 
good practice for you to make a list of action points following each tutorial, and check 
these with your tutor if necessary. 

Research Seminars 

Visiting speakers are invited to present papers relating to their current research on a 
weekly basis throughout the year. These speakers range from leading authorities in a 
discipline relating to the study of design history and the decorative arts, to research 
students completing a postgraduate degree. Details of these seminars are publicized 
externally to academics and students working in similar or related fields. The V&A/RCA 
Research Seminar Programme is a highly regarded and well established feature of the 
programme which attracts scholars from a wide variety of disciplines and therefore the 
seminars generate a high level of discussion. You are encouraged to participate in these 
fully, as it is an opportunity to meet other specialists and make contacts beyond the RCA 
and V&A. The choice of speakers is made so as to range across all three specialisms and to 
introduce you to a variety of research approaches in current scholarship. In the summer 
term, the Research Seminars are run in partnership with the prestigious Institute of 
Historical Research (University of London) and provide a collaborative forum for 
discussion with other students and academics based in the UL campus. 

Students are the main audience for the research seminars and it is important that you 
attend them and take the responsibility to ask questions following the presentations. 
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7. Assessment 
 

General 

Regulations for assessment and progression can be found in the College Regulations, 
sections 2.7 – 2.10. 

Interim Examination 

A formal Interim Examination takes place for all first-year students on the MA programme 
by the end of the third week of the third term. The purpose of this assessment is to ensure 
that students have fulfilled all the necessary requirements to enable them to pass into 
their subsequent year of study. 

Interim assessment is based on a student’s performance in these areas: 

Essays relating to Terms 1 and 2 
The essays are read by two programme tutors, who provide written reports. Each essay 
should fulfil a clearly-defined brief of which the students are made fully aware. 

Individual responses to each course element 
Students’ individual responses to the course and curriculum are discussed. By the second 
term each member of the group should be capable of making a positive contribution to 
seminar discussions relating to individual courses. Failure to do so may be due either to 
shyness, to an inability to cope with the reading, or to a lack of sympathy with a specific 
subject. If a serious problem is identified at this stage, appropriate advice can be given and 
attempts made to rectify the situation. 

Attendance and time-keeping 
Because of the closely structured programme in the first year, students are required to 
attend all the lectures and seminars. Any problems with attendance are discussed at 
Interim Examination. 

As well as providing the basis for a formal assessment of the students’ work, the Interim 
Examination is also used for a more informal discussion of the choice of seminar subject 
(third term), and plans for the dissertation. Students are not required to have come to a 
decision at this stage, but discussions arising from the two essay submissions can indicate 
possible areas of specialization, or an approach to research that the student might wish to 
consolidate. 

Final Examination 

MA students are assessed by a 25,000 – 30,000 word dissertation. The first year’s work is 
also taken into account in the Final Examination.  

The Final Examination takes place in the third term of each MA student’s second year of 



                                   
 
 
                                    Programme Specification 
 

 

MA	  History	  of	  Design	  Programme	  Specification	  2014/15,	  Page	  7	  of	  8	  
 

study. The purpose of this examination is to ensure that students have fulfilled the 
necessary requirements to enable them to graduate from the programme as MA students. 
The Final Examination takes the form of a vice-voce at which representatives of the 
Programme Team, together with the External Examiners and the Internal Moderator, 
discuss details of the student’s dissertation. 

 
8. Admissions 
 

Cross-College Requirements 

Refer to the College Prospectus for details of cross-College entrance and portfolio 
requirements for the MA Entrance Examination. 

Candidates for all MA courses are assessed on their existing qualities as demonstrated in 
their work and in their interview, as well as on their potential to benefit from the course and 
to achieve MA standards overall. The assessment will consider: creativity, imagination and 
innovation evident in the work; ability to articulate the intentions of the work; intellectual 
engagement in relevant areas; appropriate technical skills; overall interview performance, 
including oral use of English.  

Programme-Specific Requirements 

Students should have a good first degree in an arts or humanities subject. Students with a 
background in art or design practice are also encouraged to apply. We welcome 
applications from students of all ages, and view both prior academic and professional 
experience as valuable. 

Applicants should outline their interest in studying one of the programme specialisms: 
Renaissance, Asian or Modern.  

Where appropriate, previous publications or unpublished written material may also be 
submitted. Places are offered following an interview. 

Candidates who do not speak English as their first language are required to produce 
evidence that within the previous two years they have achieved at least 90 in the TOEFL 
internet test with an additional writing test score of TWE 20 or an IELTS exam score of 6.5 
with 6 in writing. 

 
9. Quality Indicators 
 

Refer to the RCA Quality Handbook for more details of the College’s quality and standards 
procedures. 
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• All academic programmes at the Royal College of Art are revalidated on a six-yearly 
cycle. Revalidations involve external subject experts and internal panel members 
appointed by the College’s Academic Standards Committee (ASC). 

• Programmes are required to submit an annual Review, the primary purpose of which is 
to evaluate the experience of students enrolled on both its MA and MPhil / PhD courses. 

• External Examiners are appointed for a maximum of three years to ensure that:  
- the academic standard for each award is set and maintained at an appropriate level 
and that student performance is properly judged against this; 
- the standards of awards are comparable with those of other UK higher education 
institutions; 
- the process of assessment and examination is fair and has been fairly conducted. 

• An Internal Moderator is appointed by the Senate on the recommendation of ASC to 
ensure that there are appropriate mechanisms in place for the objective assessment of 
student work and to ensure comparability of examination practices between 
programmes within the College. 

• Students have the opportunity to provide feedback through regular programme-level 
meetings (at least one each year considers the delivery of the MA programme and the 
External Examiner report); and through an annual College-wide MA student survey. A 
Student Representative Council brings forward issues from Course Forums and 
programme-level meetings to the President and Vice-President of the Students’ Union 
who then, where appropriate, present these issues at College committees or to the 
Senior Management of the College. 

 


