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INTERFACE

Planning Education: Time to Think, Time to Act
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LUCA BERTOLINI
Department of Planning, Geography, and International Development Studies, University of Amsterdam,
The Netherlands

Is planning a science or an art? Is it a discipline at the interface or at the margin? What does
this mean in terms of teaching? And how can we teach this while coping with momentous
changes in the societal, professional and academic context of planning education? These
are some of the difficult, and yet key questions that planning educators are confronted
with every day. Sharing these questions and exploring possible answers might help, and in
this Interface a diverse array of educators from both within and outside planning have done
just that. But, before giving them the “floor” the central questions are further elaborated.
A Science or an Art?
Planning is both an academic discipline and a profession. Planners are educated in
academic environments where the scientific method is the standard to refer to. However,
the great majority of them will end up working as professionals in a world governed
rather by the need to creatively integrate different and often conflicting sorts of
knowledge. These will include both scientific, codified knowledge and experiential, tacit
knowledge; both the knowledge contributed by experts and the knowledge contributed by
lay persons. More often than not, integrating these different sorts of knowledge will
require creative skills that go far beyond the scientific method. It could be said that
planning students have to learn a science but will have to practice an art. Do we recognize
this apparent contradiction? How do we think planning education should deal with it?
And how do we translate this view in practice?
At the Interface or at the Margin?
Planning curricula are usually located in one of two broad types of academic environments: either a social science environment (as a spatial, economic, or management science)
or a design environment (as part of architecture or civil engineering). In both these
environments planning often has a peculiar position. It is a peculiar social science, as it
does not just aim to understand the social world but also to actively identify and assess
ways of changing it. It is a peculiar design profession, as it centers on social world-led
rather than expert-led design processes. This peculiar position seems to hold both
opportunities and threats. There is the opportunity of being at the forefront of innovation
through the combination of different perspectives (the analytical and the creative, the
Correspondence Address: Luca Bertolini, Department of Planning, Geography, and International Development Studies,
University of Amsterdam, Nieuwe Prinsengracht 130, 1018 VZ Amsterdam, The Netherlands. Email: l.bertolini@uva.nl
1464-9357 Print/1470-000X On-line/12/030465-26 q 2012 Taylor & Francis
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/14649357.2012.704712

466

Interface

technical and the social) and there is the threat of marginalization due to not being good
enough at any of them (not enough research oriented in one place, not enough design
oriented in the other). Do we recognize this peculiar position? How do we think planning
education should realize the opportunities and acknowledge the threats that go with it?
And how do we translate this view in practice?
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Coping with Changing Institutions and a Changing World
The academic institutions where planning is taught are changing, as is the world where
planners will have to perform. Universities are increasingly asked to make efficient use of
ever scarcer resources, and to give account for their performances against measurable
targets. As a result, many planning educators appear to struggle between the conflicting
demands of achieving measurable excellence in both teaching and research, and to do that
with less. Outside academic institutions the world in which planners will operate is also
changing. The current financial and economic crisis is accelerating the reform of government
and redefining its role in the transformation of the built environment. In many countries
there is a shift away from a leading role and towards a facilitating and conditioning role. The
shift, however, does not go undisputed, and there are alternatives, as aptly documented by a
recent Interface (volume 12, issue 3, pp. 429–451) on planning in the recession. Furthermore,
and in an apparent paradox, at the same time that the role of planning is being contested,
cities are becoming ever more central in social and economic life, and this is translating into a
growing demand for knowledge to help cope with world-wide urbanization.
For planning, these changes seem to hold both threats (as with the “publish or perish”
academic credo or the demise of the welfare state) but also opportunities (as with the evergrowing centrality of cities and demand for city-related knowledge). Whatever the case,
they beg a fundamental rethink of the place and ways of the discipline and the profession,
and thus planning education. What makes matters more complex is that changes are all
but unidirectional. Planners in shrinking European or Japanese cities and planners in
booming Chinese or Indian cities will, for instance, operate in radically different contexts.
Yet, they are often educated in similar ways. Which changes do we see as most relevant for
the education of planners, both inside academic institutions and in the professional
world? How do we think planning education should cope with these changes? How are
we translating this into practice?
This Interface offers recognition of the above and related issues and questions. The
recognition will necessarily be limited, but it tries to be as representative as possible of a
variety of interpretations and contexts. There seems to be little doubt that this is a transition
phase, and somewhere in that variety might be the seeds of what is to come: new ways of
doing things in the long term, or just hard choices to make in the short term. Contributors
from different contexts have been invited: planning educators operating in different
academic environments, and educators in neighboring and yet different disciplines.
First, Andrea Frank sets the scene by identifying the peculiar and yet defining features
of planning education and the challenges emerging from ongoing changes in the broader
context. Her contribution is followed by two outside views. Political scientist John Grin
reflects on his experience of teaching “hard” scientists to deal with complex societal
problems and on how the insights of policy analysis have helped him in the task, and can
help planning educators in theirs. Engineer Sarah Bell introduces the background and
essential features of the innovative, problem-based learning approach to engineering
education recently developed at University College London and by now serving as a
model for the reform of engineering curricula elsewhere. The last two contributions
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document innovative experiences from within planning education. Bernd Scholl discusses
the planning curriculum and philosophy at ETH Zurich, firmly centered on the tackling of
“difficult and unsolved problems” through a “project-based” approach. Hanna Mattila
and colleagues discuss their experience in the new apprenticeship program in Finland,
and fundamentally reconsider the link between professional experience and academic
education. In a final note, I will try and summarize some of the lessons learned.
While diverse, the contributors also have two things in common: the first is the passion
of teaching professionals how to deal with the complexities of contemporary societal
challenges, and the second is the belief that better education is not only something to talk
about, but also, and perhaps most importantly, something to engage with. So, if you also
share this passion and belief, you are sure to enjoy reading this!

Planning (Education)—From Marginal
Interface to Central Opportunity Space?
ANDREA FRANK
School of City and Regional Planning, Cardiff University, UK

Recent efforts to establish an inventory of the educational provision in urban, spatial or
regional planning have proved rather more challenging than anticipated (Stiftel et al., 2009).
Part of the difficulty stems from the fact that relevant programmes are often comparatively
small and difficult to identify; there is an enormous diversity in the nomenclature of degree
titles and, moreover, programmes are located in different faculties within higher education
institutions. An especially capricious but illustrative case can be found at the University of
Łódź (Poland), where two separate undergraduate and three master programmes in
planning are offered in parallel via different faculties, each focusing on slightly different
aspects of planning. Even where, when comparing across nations, one particular country
may favour a planning tradition which mirrors the dominant professional planning culture
(e.g. Alterman, 1992), no discernible pattern emerges. A small, non-representative sample
from five countries and a subset of institutions suggests indeed that the diversity of
“academic homes” of planning education is rather pervasive (Table 1). Only on rare
occasions has planning managed to carve out its own intellectual space within academia
(e.g. Technical University Dortmund, Germany, or Cardiff University, UK). With sufficient
size and capacity, these schools are able to offer comprehensive planning degrees that seek
to integrate both design and science in more or less equal measure via a project-based
curriculum and/or a variety of speciality programmes drawing from the multiple worlds
that planning occupies (Beauregard, 2001).
For planners familiar with the diverse intellectual and disciplinary roots of the
discipline, it generally comes as no big surprise to find the majority of the planning
education provision within a wide range of academic environments or faculties spanning
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