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The development of town planning education in thetédl Kingdom can be traced
back over at least sixty years and has always edjay close relationship with
practitioners, employers and the professional bddyRoyal Town Planning Institute
(RTPI). In order to ensure an intake of sufficigaglity to a growing profession, the
Institute offered its own exams until the 1980s #r&h initiated the current system of
accrediting both undergraduate and postgraduatgraomones of study. This system
of accreditation emphasises the importance of agleknowledge, skills and values

as well as core and specialised studies.

The vocational nature of town planning requirest traduates have the breadth of
understanding as well as the practical skills ideorto practice effectively. Thus
accredited courses have over time developed stimkg with employers and
practitioners. Rapid developments in the scoperande of planning, and the skills
needed to work in it, have reflected changes ifipyiolicy and growing number of
agencies concerned with the built environment. $y&em of regular quinquennial
visits to accredit courses has helped ensure liisatitceptance of change has become

part of the culture of planning schools.




Nick Bailey and Helen Walker, School of the BuiltnEronment, University of Westminster,
35 Marylebone Road, London NW1 5LS, UK. Emaibaileyn@wmin.ac.uk or
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The trends in planning practice have been matclgesinbilar developments in higher
education. With the rapid expansion of higher etlanahas come a shift from
acquiring knowledge for its own sake to a growingaern to promote employability,

the acquisition of skills and the concept of lifedolearning.

This article sets out to describe the role andwian of the Planning Network, which

since 1994 has explored the relationship betweghehieducation and professional
practice. In particular, it has examined how apemal relationship can be developed
between planning schools and the world of practoethat graduates are fully

prepared for the transition to work.

From the outset, the Network took the view thatuheversities had a wider educative
role than simply training graduates to be expedanpérs. As Grant notes in his
perceptive paper prepared on behalf of the Institut
It is the duty of universities to educate theudsgnts, not to produce fully-
trained planners, and not to provide free trairiorgthe professions. It is their
primary duty to enhance the intellectual and reiflec capacity of their
students, to develop their analytical and critiskills and to develop their
capacity for further development. As the membersg'vey demonstrates,
employment in planning is no more secure than angravhite collar job, and
new recruits therefore need to have the intellécagdity and transferable
skills to provide them with alternatives for theute (Grant 1999: 7).
However, as well as developing students’ intellattand critical faculties, planning
schools have a duty to assist students in acquitiegrange of transferable and

specific skills which will be of most value to themtheir future careers (whether in

planning posts or not). Much of the work of the Wexttk has focused on the latter set



of issues, whilst not forgetting the former. Thi®ddly reflects the priorities of the
funding body in the early 1990s — a concern thataneral graduates should be better

prepared for employment.

The work of the Network has evolved in three mairages. The outcomes and
methods of dissemination are discussed and the ddesvimpact on a variety of
stakeholders is assessed. Because of limitatiortisnef and funding, the discussion
centres on current developments in higher educatiod professional planning
practice in the United Kingdom. The authors woukl \ery interested in hearing

about similar debates in other countries.

The Origins of the Networ k

The origins of the Network owe as much to developén higher education as to
changes taking place in the planning professioromFrthe 1980s successive
governments were concerned to promote change wersities and polytechnics to
ensure that graduates emerged with the capabiliieparticipate in the rapidly
changing national economy. Enterprise in Higher daion (EHE) was a funding
programme sponsored by the Department for EducatmhEmployment (DfEE) to
facilitate curriculum development, employer invatvent and organisational change.
About £1m was invested in 56 higher education tutins in order to make higher
education more relevant to the world of work. Tlcomes of the EHE initiative are
fully discussed by Hawkins and Winter (1997). Aftar exhaustive review of higher
education, the Dearing Report (1997) provided srifor the next 20 years whereby
participation rates could be increased while gualiatndards would be maintained. In

order to establish Bearning society, Dearing argued that higher education needed to



become more responsive to the needs of both swdemd of clients such as
employers. The Government reinforced this committenlifelong learning in a

consultation papeifhe Learning Age (DfEE 1998).

In 1994 the DfEE announced a new initiative to potancollaboration between
subject specialists in UK universities, togetherthwirelevant employers and
professional organisations. Funding for specifiogpammes of activities would be
awarded on a competitive basis. The intention vieed the resources be used to
promote communication, electronically as well a®tgh research and conferences,
both within higher education and with relevant pssional and employer groups.
These were designated Discipline Networks. Themate behind the programme was
‘to help discipline based groups in higher educatio work together’. Their focus
was to be:

‘helping higher education and employers to undastach other better; and

helping academic staff to develop ways of makingirttstudents more

employable’ (McNair 1998).
The network in town planning was one of 24 sucagd4sfls in the first round in 1995
and funding was subsequently extended for a furglear. The initial bid involved
planning schools in Heriot-Watt, Oxford Brookes, &/ef England and Westminster
Universities, together with the RTPI and planningngultants Tibbalds Monro.
Membership was subsequently extended to includerd&es University, the
Association of Consultant Planners, the County mitaq Officers’ Society and the

National Council for Housing and Planning.



In the early period, the Network was careful to idvduplicating the work of the
planning schools, and the RTPI in particular. Hogrethere were a number of issues
concerning the transition to work which members @&served further research and
discussion. There was a strong feeling amongstpignschools that, although they
individually had well established links with logadactitioners, there was a need for a
national debate about education and practice thghtmead to improvements in
course curricula, teaching methods and innovatreetjce in work-based learning. In
the process, a wider range of employers of futuemrmpng graduates might be
actively and directly involved in the educationabgess. The Education for Planning
Association had performed a similar function inat@n to teaching in planning

schools until its demise in the late 1980s, butmatcddirectly involved practitioners.

Thus the Network saw its role as developing iseiemmon concern among those
involved in teaching, practice and representing phenning profession. It was
particularly concerned that planning schools wese always aware of national, as
opposed to local or regional, trends in profesdigmactice. It was also aware that
channels of communication between planning schablsut teaching and learning
were often partial and restricted. In addition, remoies in higher education meant
that resources for attending conferences, carmyuigesearch into educational issues,
and exchanging good practice were extremely limit€de key questions to be
addressed were: What are employers’ perceptiotiseofjuality of graduates? How is
the practice of planning changing and are thesagdmprompting the need for new
educational approaches? How can the commitment rasdurces of all the

stakeholders in the educational process be hamhdssease the transfer of high



quality graduates into professional practice? Whdoe responsibilities lie for

promoting lifelong learning?

The Network was therefore funded for two yearptosue a predetermined set of
objectives with a limited budget but with a strosgnse of common interest and
enthusiasm between the members. By involving aceenpractitioners and
professional bodies with similar interests and enmitment to change, much was
achieved in a limited period of time. A further @pjunity for funding arose when the
DfEE issued a prospectus of topics in 1997. Theviet bid successfully for a third
phase of funding beginning in May 1998 in orderit@estigate innovation and

creativity in the curriculum.

The evolution of the Planning Network can best becdbed as both strategic and
pragmatic. The Network has been strategic in thesesaéhat the focus during the
period of funding was on the relationship betweeaching and learning and the
transition to practice. It has been pragmatic iat tih sought out opportunities for
funding which would facilitate this broad agendaorgbver, the Network developed
new working methods designed to promote genuine uahutiearning and
collaboration. There have been no designated offiaed meetings and conferences
have taken place in a variety of locations. Resibditg for chairing meetings and
conferences has fallen either to the host orgaarsair to an invited guest, for
example, an employer from the public or private@esc The Network was inclusive
in that specialists from the worlds of educationptanning practice were invited to
participate. Dissemination through reports, ari@ded conferences was often backed

up by presentations to key target groups.



Key Outputs

The work of the Network falls into three main phasepresenting the three years of
funding. In each case, clear objectives were dastadd in the funding proposal and
these formed the basis for planning research, svantl dissemination over each
twelve month period. A detailed report was publdlz the end of each funding
period which was then distributed widely to the @4nning schools in the UK,

practitioners and through the RTPI.

Employer Perceptions of Graduate Skills

In the first year (1994-95) four key objectives wepecified which related to issues
of the changing knowledge and skills base of todanming, the perceptions of
employers as to how their requirements for graduate changing, and the response
of planning courses in providing teaching programitiet integrate both vocational
and educational objectives. In 1995 the four mengb@nning schools carried out a
survey of a sample of employers to discover howfarexpectations of those actively
recruiting new graduates were being matched byktivevledge and skills presented
by applicants. The findings are discussed in fultwo Network reports (Discipline

Network in Town Planning1996a, 1996b).

The overriding conclusions to emerge from the netewere that planning education
at undergraduate and postgraduate levels was dignemviding the range of skills

and knowledge sought by employers, but that sonamgds were needed. At least
partly because of the growing competition for postmployers reported broad

satisfaction with the quality of applicants. Martygwever, felt that an additional



emphasis was needed in some aspects of the cumchbécause of changes in the
policy and professional environment. One of the tmageresting conclusions to
emerge was that, with a few exceptions, employeesewot looking for highly
trained specialists in a particular aspect of plagninstead, they emphasised the
need for a balance between a broad understandirtigeoplanning process and an
appropriate range of personal skills. Skills patacly valued by employers included:
oral and written communication; interpersonal skilteam working; customer
orientation; time management; facilitating meetingegotiation; and creative and
lateral thinking. A typical response was: ‘...thelégpito communicate effectively is
considered more important than academic achievenat technical skills’

(Discipline Network in Town Planning 1996b: 14).

In addition, respondents felt that greater emphstsigild be given to those aspects of
the curriculum covering the financing of developmeamvironmental sustainability;
the impact of the European Union and the need fareeond language; and a
knowledge of the customer-orientated culture irviser delivery. There was also
evidence that employers were increasingly seleanagluates with work experience,
whether obtained through a year out, a placementasking in a planning office

during vacations.

Thus the general message to come across from eenplosas that planning education
produced graduates with a reasonable skill and ledye base but that those with
good personal skills, work experience, and a kndgdeof development finance and
the new management philosophies would have a teefadvantage. One respondent

went so far as to suggest: ‘There is no longengeeation of a job for life — this is



now the case in local government as well. Thess more stress, longer hours and
a bigger commitment required. Planning schools khbe preparing their graduates

for these changes’ (Discipline Network in Town Fieng 1996b: 16).

A number of respondents were critical of the weaknef some applicants in
selection, presentation and interview skills. Wihdeme employers, such as county
councils, require those with specialist skills, maofsthe other categories were looking
for the good generalist who could work as part eéam, communicate and negotiate
effectively, as well as bringing creativity and ign@ation to problem-solving. At a
conference for academics and practitioners in 1994dy Karski (a planning
consultant) set out his view of the key attribué@sl qualities of the ideal planning

graduate, here reproduced in Box 1.

Box 1. Attributesand Qualities of the Ideal Planning Graduate:

* A good understanding of planning knowledge, skiltsl values

» A capacity to work hard and learn fast

* An ability to acquire new knowledge and skills dadkeep them up to date
* An ability to work hard alone and as part of a team

* An ability to work within a budget and programmenstraints

» Resourcefulness; entrepreneurship; commitment

* Excellent interpersonal and communication skills

* A sense of humour and resilience

* An ability to make decisions and judgments and skelong-term strategies

* A marketable specialism based on qualificationsexpkrience

10



Source: Andy Karski, Tibbalds Monro, from the Network Conference 1995 in Bailey 1998.

Work-Based Learning
In the second period of funding (1996-97) the Nekyaursued the theme of linkage
between higher education and professional prabiioexploring those contexts where
employers and potential graduates were most closelgted in project work,
sandwich years and placements. This focus on waskedb learning also coincided
with a major national study of the potential adeges of this mode of learning
(Brennan & Little 1996). The end product was a gpoactice guide which itemised
the range of approaches adopted in planning sclibladgins, Simpsoret al., 1997).
The main objectives for the year were:
 To provide an up-to-date survey of the various sypé work-based learning
provided by each of the schools offering RTPI-aditesl courses in Britain and

Ireland, identifying trends or likely changes;

» To analyse the processes and outcomes involveaik-based learning from the

point of view of students, employers/practitionarsl educators, evaluating any

discrepancies in perceptions that may exist andigegayood practice advice;

* To publicise the potential benefits of work-basearhing;

* To share information and experience about work-thésaning in order to better

inform students; existing and prospective emplayéne RTPI; and planning

schools.
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The methodology employed involved carrying out ¢hseirveys of planning schools,
a sample of current students in ten planning sshaol structured interviews with
employers with immediate experience of offeringdstut placements. In addition, two
conferences were arranged to debate issues retatwgrk-based learning from the
points of view of academics, recently qualifieddgmts in their first planning post and

employers.

The final report drew attention to the wide ranfi®enefits arising from work-based
learning to all concerned. It also sets out thesnaywhich 22 planning schools have
successfully integrated innovative approaches tkskased learning in their course
structures. For the purposes of the project wodetalearning was defined as
including: a sandwich year; placements; live prigecareer development modules;

and portfolios.

From the student point of view, the survey discedethat work-based learning
enabled students to experience ‘real’ planning tvldieepened their understanding of
both theory and practice. It also reinforced thpantance of knowledge and technical
skills while enabling them to explore the organmal and management dimensions
of planning. Employers, on the other hand, repotteat the presence of students
challenged assumptions and working practices, $tited other employees and often
added value and enabled new projects to be unéertd#danning schools welcomed
the additional contact with employers and the lagahmunity which kept them in
touch with current practice. Students often retdrie their studies with greater

maturity and understanding, particularly of theottetical elements of the syllabus.
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Innovation and Creativity in Planning

In the third period of funding (1998-99) the Netwauccessfully bid for funding to

investigate innovation and creativity in the cumlion. As in previous years, the

Network commissioned research studies and ran ia@ssef conferences before

presenting the main findings in a report (Baiéyal., 1999). The main objectives of

the study were:

To carry out a literature review into meanings,iiébn and usage of the terms

innovation and creativity in relation to higher edtion and professional practice.

To survey 50 practitioner organisations with 20datup interviews to determine
how employers perceive the meaning and importah@aovation and creativity

and to discover how it is enhanced in the workplace

To survey 108 undergraduate and postgraduate stugefive planning schools
in order to find out how far and to what extentatngty was encouraged in their

courses.

To survey module leaders in 23 planning schools vdaxh two core areas of

planning (urban design; development control/plagriaw) to discover how far

creativity is an explicit learning objective andait is assessed.

To run a major conference on the topic with contiitns on creativity in

professional practice and workshops on how it & begrated in the curriculum.

13



 To produce a report, disseminate findings and toegee a debate between

stakeholders in the planning profession.

The project produced a great deal of evidence abweitgrowing importance of
creativity in higher education, amongst employerd i society at large — not least in
the Government’s recent initiative to promote ‘¢tr&aindustries’. The Network took
the view that creativity often refers to the indeliual process of discovery,
recombining existing ideas or simply asking newsflo@s and that it can be applied
to creating new products and to redefining procesé#ilst in the past creativity has
often been related to individual personality traitss now increasingly seen as an
inherently human capability which can be enhanbeouigh social and organisational
processes. Successful development of the capalfign comes through social
interaction between teacher and learner, trusffigemce building, and risk-taking in
a supportive environment. In this way the studemt be encouraged to develop the

skills of the ‘reflective practitioner’ (Higgins &organ 2000).

The survey of employers found that they rarely udel any reference to creativity
either in mission statements or in the recruitn@rgtaff and tend to define the term
as flexibility, problem-solving or adding value ierms of business development or
service delivery. Some employers use internal mamagt systems to promote team-
working, staff development and value creativitystaff appraisal and promotions. In
general, employers felt that more could be donertmmote creativity in higher

education through short projects, client-led prgecrole-playing and work

experience. They felt creativity was particulagyevant in urban design, regeneration

and policy development. Creativity is particulavBlued in the private sector because

14



it delivers ‘added value’ to the client and thughe consultancy itself. In the public
sector it is also seen as important because it @esnthe ‘enabling’ role of the

organisation.

Many examples of good practice in the teaching rblio design and development
control were identified in planning schools. Urbdesigners felt that creativity was
integral to the whole subject, whilst those teaghilevelopment control stressed the
importance of fostering a creative approach to mlan procedures. A minority of

planning law lecturers felt that their task wasteéach the law rather than attempt
creative approaches before a basic understandohden implanted. Lecturers noted
that institutional barriers often had a negativie@fon encouraging creativity; the
lack of time or space in the curriculum, pressut@sincrease student numbers,

inadequate studios and budgets were all mentioned.

A survey of students completing undergraduate arstigpaduate planning courses in
four universities sought their views on creativitythe curriculum. Some cited group-
based project work using actual cases, sites awkssas being important. Many
welcomed the opportunity to develop their own dohg to real planning issues.
Others identified making linkages, negotiationgtat thinking, brainstorming and
communication as important in developing their aderice to be creative. Visiting
speakers and study visits introduced opportunitietearn about creative solutions

and provided role models which aided the learnimg@ss.

The report drew a number of conclusions and masel@ range of recommendations

to employers, planning schools and professiondltini®ns. Whilst innovation and

15



creativity are of growing importance in the contektchanges in the economy, they
are difficult to define absolutely and cannot beedily taught in higher education.
They are best conceived of as capabilities whiah loa fostered in individual and
group learning through explicit learning outcomesgating time and freedom for
experimentation in the curriculum, within a suppet and positive learning

environment. The report concluded that planningostsh should aim to produce

graduates who are both creative and reflectivetiiaers.

Employers and practitioners should encourage tiséaff to become ‘creative
practitioners’ through staff development, increasadonomy and by becoming
learning organisations. There are also mutual lisrtefbe gained by working closely
with planning schools and by facilitating work erpace. Closer collaboration
between all stakeholders helps to ensure thathaket with an interest in higher
education and vocational training develop a commitimto lifelong learning and
understand the individual contributions they cankendo maintaining a highly

motivated and appropriately skilled workforce.

Conclusions

This article has set out to demonstrate the wayghich the Planning Network, since
its inception in 1995, pursued a number of linkeeintes addressing the relationship
between higher education in planning and professigiractice. The Network
emerged in a period when both higher education pladning itself were both
undergoing rapid change. Indeed, funding largelycab®e available because
Government itself was committed to a similar agenflgpromoting employability,

employer involvement and lifelong learning.
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In retrospect, town planning as a vocational subjeked to a career pathway has
many advantages in adapting to the new agendadbeheducation. The process of
accreditation by the Institute ensures that couasesup-to-date and that strong links
with practice are developed. For example, mostrplanschools have practice panels
which meet regularly with academics to advise ometipments in professional

practice. In addition, practitioners contribute anvariety of capacities, such as
external examiners, sitting on validation panelsaching and devising and

contributing to project work.

The Network has drawn on these existing strengtiils also successfully utilised
additional funding to carry out surveys and redeamroduce publications, run
conferences and to generate a debate which engdmbelspractice to be identified and
widely shared. Dissemination has been extendedgetplanning schools and a variety
of professional audiences in the UK and in Europkee Royal Town Planning
Institute has been a major contributor to the delbad has encouraged presentations
to members of the Accreditation Panel at its annuaeting. Presentations to
conferences of the Association of European SchoioRlanning and other European
planning organisations have extended knowledgehefwiork of the Network to a

much wider audience.

In conclusion, thanks to a series of funding progres available from the British
Government’s education department, the Networks@asessfully provided a forum
for a much-needed review of the links between plapeducation and employment

within a growing national debate about the purparsa direction of higher education.
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The cumulative value of the Network’s output hakpéd portray planning education
as rigorous and critical, in that it has exploried preparation student receive in their
planning education before transferring into theld/@f practice. Planning education
involves much more than the simple acquisition egbavenient range of off-the-peg
skills. The Network has at least established a nmorwhere practitioners and
academics can begin the debate about the skilldedefor a professional world of

uncertainty and change.

Towards the end of the year 2000 the Network westeid to bid for project funding
from the Centre for Education in the Built Enviroem (CEBE) based at Cardiff
University (1). This is one of 24 subject-basedties) which comprise the Learning
and Teaching Support Network funded by the four bigher education funding
bodies. CEBE will form a key point of contact wililie leading disciplines in the
built environment (including planning) and will deminate information and advice
on good practice and innovation in learning, teagtand assessment. The Network’s
contribution will be to focus on the implicationerfcurriculum development and
skills teaching in relation to the changing roleptdnning in the light of the report by
the UK Government-sponsored Urban Task Force (19B8¢ Report particularly
highlights the need to promote a closer integratbdesign and policy-based skills
and to encourage inter-disciplinary working betwe#re built environment
professions (Urban Task Force 1999: 158).

Note:

(1) Further information about the Centre for Edigrain the Built Environment can

be found at: http://cebe.cf.ac.uk.

(4546 words)
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