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Preface

During 2019, while co-​teaching our university students about the 
management challenges that built environment professionals face today, 
we started to have a conversation about how to promote learning for 
students who come from a wide variety of backgrounds. We were also 
reflecting on our different intellectual starting points –​ given Michael’s 
central interest in the quality of design outcomes in place-​making and 
Lucy’s core focus on the democratic potential within processes of plan-
ning for urban development –​ and how we were both driven by a focus 
on stakeholder engagement. Although we might not have described it as 
such at the time, together we were pursuing a more critical, participatory 
and equitable form of pedagogy for urbanism.

The genesis of those discussions led to further explorations during 
the start of the COVID-​19 pandemic, culminating in research exchanges 
at the UK-​Ireland Planning Research Conference 2020, hosted by the 
Bartlett School of Planning. We were worried about how participatory 
activities in teaching, research and urban development practices might 
fare if we were all socially isolated for long periods. We were able to reach 
out to others who we knew already shared our concern for ‘widening 
participation’ in our fields –​ we were hoping to at least talk it through. 
Others joined the debates, and there were even more questions around 
who might be involved in this ‘nexus’ of urban learning and to what end.

What struck us throughout was the recognition that built environ-
ment higher education is bound with urban development in very specific 
ways. There were such fruitful discussions about where the worlds of 
teaching, research and practice meet, and we agreed to look to publish 
examples and reflect on them. It didn’t take long to agree that a work of 
this type should be open access and we were extremely fortunate to gain 
the support for this book from UCL Press. Along the way we have been 
heartened by the encouragement of others for the ideas behind Engaged 
Urban Pedagogy, and we very much see this as the starting point for ongo-
ing exchanges.
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7
Co-​Producing planning? 
Neighbourhood planning as  
the context for participative 
pedagogy
Elena Besussi and Sue Brownill

The planning profession in the United Kingdom has experienced a  
long-​term transformation characterised by the normalisation of the 
notion of growth as the guiding principle of urban development, and 
by the parallel erosion of the relevance of a critical practice capable of 
challenging these ideas. In this context, it has become increasingly diffi-
cult to justify the need, in the education of future planners, to practically 
engage with the politics of planning and with the expectations that plan-
ning raises especially for local and impacted communities. This practical 
engagement requires the design of a learning experience which substan-
tiates theory-​led critical reflection with a guided plan-​making experience 
that can explore these problematics.

This chapter discusses the authors’ experiences of bringing together 
community groups and planning students in the co-​production of neigh-
bourhood development plans (NDPs).1 Co-​production is here defined as 
a process of collaboration between communities and ‘experts’ which has 
the intent to transform pre-​existing understanding of the position and 
expertise that both parties represent (Durose et al., 2012). The process 
of co-​production is considered able to produce shared and more robust 
evidence to support plan-​making, and to overcome the democratic deficit 
of ‘instrumental’ participation (Ellis, 2000: 214).

For these reasons, co-​production in the context of planning can be 
seen as a pedagogical route to expose students to (more) reflective prac-
tices (Schon, 1983), to explore the contradictions that the contemporary 
political environment imposes on the purpose of planning (Rydin, 2011) 
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and on the role of planners and the public (Clifford and Tewdwr-​Jones, 
2013), and to develop an understanding of planning knowledge and evi-
dence that is plural and locally articulated (Ferm and Raco, 2020).

The analysis and reflections are framed in terms of the relationship 
between co-​production in the pedagogical process and co-​production in 
the context of (neighbourhood) planning. In the pedagogical process,  
co-​production of the content and format of learning between community 
groups, students and teachers can be transformative of existing under-
standings of how learning happens, what learning is, who the learner 
is and what is to be learnt. In the context of neighbourhood planning, 
co-​production can be seen as the pedagogical route to possibly trans-
form pre-​existing understanding of the roles and definitions of planners, 
experts and evidence. However, the chapter also shows how this context 
also acts to limit the potential of co-​production within both the pedagogi-
cal and planning processes. These categories are further explored in the 
discussion of teaching practices and of the participants’ experiences.

What is neighbourhood planning? The context

Neighbourhood planning was established in England as part of the 
Localism Act 2011 and since then has remained an opportunity for com-
munities to write the planning policies and plans that shape the future 
development of their neighbourhood (Brownill and Bradley, 2017). 
Results from the past 10 years have made us cautious about how effec-
tive neighbourhood planning is at steering local development (Davoudi 
and Madanipour, 2015), but there is no doubt that it has encouraged 
community groups to engage with planning and in many cases also chal-
lenge or question existing planning practices and strategies (Brownill 
and Bradley, 2017). Since its inception more than 2,000 neighbourhood 
planning groups have been formed and more than 1,000 NDPs have 
become a statutory part of the planning system (MHCLG, 2020). The 
premise behind neighbourhood planning was to ‘revolutionise the plan-
ning process by taking power away from officials and putting it into the 
hands of those who know most about their neighbourhood –​ local people 
themselves’ (DCLG, 2010).

What is different about NDPs is, unlike previous hyper-​local plans 
that were advisory only, NDPs become part of the statutory planning 
framework by setting out policies for the use of land in defined local areas 
which are then taken into consideration when decisions are made on 
planning applications. Neighbourhood plans carry legal weight, which 
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is a major part of their attraction to communities. To achieve this status 
(or to be ‘made’ in planning jargon) plans must be drawn up by a rec-
ognised body; either a town or parish council or in largely urban areas 
without these a neighbourhood forum approved as representative by the 
local authority. They must also go through a regulated process including 
consultation with residents and stakeholders, the production of a draft 
plan and a ‘light touch’ examination that ensures they meet a set of condi-
tions including being in conformity with other statutory plans and meet-
ing environmental and other standards. If the plan is approved, it goes 
to a local referendum and must be approved by over half of those voting. 
Those eligible to vote are people registered on the electoral roll. Within 
this process, NDPs are required to be in conformity with all other plan-
ning policies, the first of many other contradictions which will emerge 
through this chapter.

In addition to the right to prepare neighbourhood development 
plans, the Localism Act 2011 introduced a range of ‘community rights’ 
that allow voluntary and community groups, and parish councils to take 
a more direct initiative and control over development and the provision 
of local services. For example, the Community Right to Build Order can 
be used by neighbourhood forums to propose a development in their 
local area and obtain permission to build it, without having to go through 
the planning process. Although often considered under the umbrella of 
neighbourhood planning, the exercise of community rights requires tech-
nical expertise and knowledge different from planning, including archi-
tecture, management and development finance.

Government funded support is provided for neighbourhood plan-
ning groups in the form of funding and technical support. Groups can 
apply for (up to £10,000 in 2021) basic funding each year over five years, 
rising to £18,000 if certain conditions are met. Technical aid in the form 
of tailored packages linked to certain aspects such as site allocations is 
available from consultants AECOM. Both of these are administered by 
Locality (a government supported non-​governmental organisation), 
which also provides information sharing on its website.2

Why choose neighbourhood planning for exploring  
co-​production in planning pedagogy?

There are several reasons why neighbourhood planning is of value in 
learning and teaching planning in the framework of co-​production. First, 
it is underpinned by the principle that anyone can plan and it materialises 
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the aspiration of breaking down the barriers between experts and non-​
experts in the planning process and in the production of knowledge that 
supports planning decisions. The 2011 legislation was based on a pam-
phlet called Open-​Source Planning (Conservative Party, 2010), which set 
out the view that, as with open-​source programming, anyone with the 
right tools and information can plan.

Second, NDPs are based on bounded geographical areas of inter-
vention (the neighbourhood area), which, in the context of teaching and 
learning, facilitates the development of a sense of competence and allows 
teachers and students to gauge the resources needed to complete a pro-
ject within a set amount of time.

Third, it provides a single point of reference within the community 
(the neighbourhood forum or parish or town council). And finally, it can 
be seen as a microcosm of key planning issues. It provides an opportunity 
to explore the nexus between local interests, supra-​local drivers of devel-
opment and strategic planning agendas in the determination of develop-
ment decisions. It also makes real the different approaches to and styles 
of planning that often exist in an uneasy tension within any planning sys-
tem; particularly between a growth-​led and a more inclusive and socially 
orientated agenda. This enables students to see these relations and pro-
cesses as they play out on the ground in bounded examples and to reflect 
critically on policy and practice.

Some possible limitations

However, for all these positive reasons there are also some limitations 
to the exploration of co-​production through neighbourhood planning. 
The first is that it is well established that neighbourhood planning is 
more likely to happen in affluent areas (Parker, 2017) and there are 
also questions about the representativeness of neighbourhood planning 
groups (Davoudi and Cowie, 2013). Therefore, there is a risk of support-
ing groups who already have resources and presenting a one-​sided view 
of planning. We must remember that neighbourhood planning is not 
immune to the uneven nature of participation in planning, to control by 
the ‘usual suspects’ or to the hidden and not so hidden power differences 
between the interests involved.

Second, although the legislation has remained static, central gov-
ernment regulation of neighbourhood planning has changed over time. 
Tait and Inch (2016) write about different phases of localism, start-
ing with the earlier years of ‘Big Society’ Localism during which NDPs 
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emerged that stressed a citizen-​led approach, this was replaced by 
growth localism that sought to nudge activity to promoting growth (i.e., 
housebuilding), and later ‘muscular localism’ where central government 
began to set stricter guidelines and recentralise power (see Table 7.1). 
The result of this has been to restrict the spaces of neighbourhood plan-
ning, affecting the scope of what neighbourhood planning groups can do 
and their power to influence planning outcomes.

Finally, there are some inherent contradictions in neighbourhood 
planning, some of which have been implied above, while others will 
emerge through the discussion. Of particular significance for the work 
presented here is the still quite heavy legal and technical requirements 
and processes that neighbourhood planning groups must follow. The fact 

Table 7.1  Phases of localism (adapted from Tait and Inch, 2016)

Big society localism 
(2010–​12)

The Localism Act, the 
National Planning Policy 
Framework, and open-​
source planning

New statutory powers 
introduced encouraging 
neighbourhood planning, 
power of neighbourhood 
planners reinforced by 
ministers and legal rulings

Growth localism v 
big society localism
(2012–​15)

The Planning and 
Infrastructure Act, and 
regeneration to enable 
growth

Favouring growth 
(housing developments)

Rolled-​back, 
austerity or 
‘muscular’ localism
(2015–​19)

Amendments to 
legislation and the 
National Planning  
Policy Framework;  
re-​centralisation; changes 
to neighbourhood 
planning regulations 
(e.g., housing-​needs 
methodologies); and 
further reliance on 
private-​sector funding

Presumption in favour 
of development 
strengthened; less 
ministerial intervention in 
support of neighbourhood 
planners, tightening of 
regulations in relation to 
local plans

Levelling up and 
rediscovery of 
localism (2019–​)

Planning white paper 
post-​Brexit settlement, 
and levelling up

Retention of 
neighbourhood planning 
but potential shift to focus 
on design and character; 
and loss of power to 
allocate sites
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that the Department for Communities and Local Government (DCLG) 
was itself promoting links between neighbourhood planning groups 
and universities was in part a recognition of this gap and raised further 
warning signs for the possibilities of ‘true’ co-​production in the context of 
neighbourhood planning. Related to this the support for neighbourhood 
planning groups, which until 2015 was spread between a range of com-
munity and planning based organisations, has been concentrated (and 
relatively professionalised) within the Locality/​AECOM partnership.

These shifts in the context of neighbourhood planning impacted on 
the pedagogic processes discussed here. The earlier years of neighbour-
hood planning are characterised by a diverse range of interpretations and 
approaches to the formulation of NDP content and process. This diversity 
can be explained by the absence of a predefined model for neighbourhood 
planning, its uptake by community groups coming from different experi-
ences of local campaigning and community planning and the availability 
of publicly funded technical support from a wide range of national organi-
sations and was mirrored in the range of interests for collaborative projects 
with students. Later, the adoption of regulatory and implementation leg-
islation and the convergence of government funding for technical support 
into one consultancy firm, led to the consolidation of neighbourhood plan-
ning towards a more standardised approach where planning policies and 
planning technical language are central to the production of the plan. This 
is reflected in a shift in the content of collaborative initiatives with neigh-
bourhood planning forums towards a type of technical expertise focused 
on policy writing or, alternatively, in the support for the implementation 
and management of small urban projects. This has led some to suggest that 
neighbourhood planning, rather than being locally/community driven, is 
an example of a form of ‘co-production’ of planning where different inter-
ests come together in the production of a plan (Parker et at., 2015)

As discussed later, the shift in focus towards more technical aspects 
of plan-​making can be an opportunity to develop skills that are close to 
the demands of the planning profession, but it also puts tension on and 
constrains the opportunities for mutual transformative learning of which 
co-​production is the underlying vehicle.

Creating the space for co-​production for students  
and community groups in the context  
of neighbourhood planning

Many planning schools independently used the advent of neighbourhood 
planning as a way of continuing the commitment to engaged pedagogy 
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that has long characterised planning education. Here, two such examples 
initiated in the Bartlett School of Planning (UCL) and Oxford Brookes 
University are discussed. While they share similar aims in the sense of 
putting into practice the objectives of engaged pedagogy set out above 
(such as bringing students and community planners together, support-
ing community groups, exploring the possibilities for co-​production and 
developing a critical perspective on planning practice among students), 
they also differ in terms of timing, the level of the course students were 
on and of course geographical context (see Table 7.2).

At the Bartlett School of Planning, the introduction of a new MSc 
programme in urban design and city planning offered the opportunity 
to redesign the core teaching on planning practice and plan-​making as 
a collaborative project with London’s communities. A new module was 
introduced in 2014 based on a close collaboration between the school, 
London’s emerging neighbourhood planning forums, and Just Space (a 
network of community groups established to coordinate participation 
and responses to London planning issues). The decision to work with 
neighbourhood forums was inspired by the experience of Oxford Brookes 
University and the reasons set out above, as well as by the aspiration to 
close the gap in technical expertise that, at the time, appeared to be at 
the roots of a lower uptake and lower completion rate for neighbourhood 
planning in London.

The pedagogical model involves an initial collaboration between 
academic staff and the community partners to identify a project brief that 
meets the partner neighbourhood forum’s agenda as well as the require-
ments of the school’s planning curriculum. Once a brief is agreed, stu-
dents develop a response which usually involves a combination of urban 
analysis, review of the local policy and institutional context, and recom-
mendations, either as neighbourhood plan policy options or as direct 
interventions (which broadly correspond to the Localism Act ‘community 
rights’). Together with the project brief, academic staff and neighbour-
hood forum members agree the type and extent of active participation 
of the neighbourhood forum in the teaching activities. This has ranged 
from support for one-​off site visits to weekly feedback sessions with the 
students. Since 2014 the Bartlett has worked with 15 neighbourhood 
forums across London.

Over the years the pedagogical model has not changed although 
the focus of the projects has. There is of course an intrinsic variability 
dictated by the nature of the work being live and there is, as discussed, 
a transformation of neighbourhood planning towards a more stand-
ardised policy-​based format. But there has also been a learning process 
and adaptation and the academic and teaching staff have become more 
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Table 7.2  The neighbourhood planning initiatives

UCL Brookes

Dates 2014–​22 2012–​18

Level The project is part of the core 
teaching of a postgraduate 
taught programme with 
Royal Town Planning 
Institute accreditation

Adaptation of final-​year 
undergraduate module on local 
plans

Timing Over one 10-​week term Over two semesters 
(September–​March)
Neighbourhood planning project 
formed half of the work of each 
semester

Process Neighbourhood planning 
groups identified by 
module leader
Project brief prepared 
by module leader 
with neighbourhood 
planning groups
Initial meeting and site visit
Students interpret and 
respond to project brief
Meetings with 
neighbourhood planning 
groups available but not 
compulsory during the 
project
Support and associated 
lectures given in class

Neighbourhood planning groups 
identified by module leader
Initial meeting and site visit at start 
of module
Themes and tasks suggested by 
neighbourhood planning group
Student groups take on 
selected topics
Support and associated lectures 
given in class

Outputs Report and poster (term 2) Local poster exhibition in 
neighbourhood planning area 
(semester 1)
Report to neighbourhood planning 
group (semester 2)
Individual student reflection
Assessed as part of module

Context Fewer neighbourhood 
planning groups available in 
London, especially at early 
stages of plan preparation

Limited neighbourhood planning 
groups in and immediately around 
Oxford, largely in more affluent 
areas with a history of engagement 
in planning
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aware of what works and what doesn’t in the classroom. First, this is due 
to becoming more sensitive to engaging students on project briefs where 
the initial expertise required to complete the project was not available 
within the student cohort. Students are not ‘experts’ when the project 
starts. Second, as a consequence of this and of the changing nature of 
neighbourhood planning, the demands from neighbourhood forums 
have become less diverse, due partly to the establishment of government 
regulations and partly by the emergence of government funded technical 
support concentrated within one organisation.

The initiative at Oxford Brookes established close links with neigh-
bourhood planning groups in the city and surrounding county from the 
time the legislation was passed. The university campus is itself located in 
one of the first neighbourhood planning areas in Oxford and this provided 
the springboard for including project work on a final year double module 
on the undergraduate planning degree between 2012–​18. As this was an 
established module, it was not possible to focus a new module around  
co-​production as at UCL, instead an existing group project element had to 
be adapted to enable students to produce a report with a neighbourhood 
planning group. This represented 50 per cent of the work that students 
were doing on the module that semester. Briefs were drawn up in discus-
sion with the groups, students were given lectures and seminars around 
key concepts and practices, group members came along to talk to them, 
and field visits were carried out. The work was reported in stages, includ-
ing an initial presentation of ideas to the staff and neighbourhood plan-
ning group and a final poster presentation held in the neighbourhood 
area. Between 2012 and 2018 we worked with all three neighbourhood 
planning groups in the city and one in a neighbouring village.

Despite the Barlett example being part of a wider course review, 
the fact that both initiatives were linked to single modules and therefore 
to the experiences and enthusiasm of particular module leaders raises 
questions about how such initiatives are embedded, or not, in the cur-
riculum and about their sustainability. This point will be returned to in 
the reflections.

Co-​production in practice?

This section brings together the authors’ experiences and reflections 
from the initiatives outlined above focusing on the contradictions and 
issues both in the process of doing co-​production/​live pedagogy and in 
the context of co-​production in neighbourhood planning. It highlights a 
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range of ways in which specific intellectual capacities and co-​production 
skills have been developed through the work.

When (how) co-​production happens

If we see co-​production as transformational both in the context of the 
classroom and planning, then we would argue that breaking down bar-
riers can be seen in a variety of ways in the examples that we have been 
involved in.

The first is where co-​production becomes co-​learning, for exam-
ple, through students and community groups working out a project brief 
together. Significantly this process becomes more than just a set of aims 
and outputs, as agreeing the brief means discussing differing under-
standings and expectations of planning which emerge. This relates to 
where ideas come from. Often, up to this point in their education, stu-
dents have seen planning largely from the point of view of the formal 
planning system and the actors within it. Postgraduate students may also 
be professional planners on a part-​time course. Hearing from and work-
ing with community groups whose aim is to make the planning system 
work for them provides a different perspective. Similarly, the opportunity 
for community groups to have access to students’ existing knowledge of 
skills, programmes and other examples of what does and does not work 
can help in reframing their objectives. For both sides, the idea that plan-
ning processes are to be discussed and considered rather than one side or 
the other determining it is a key learning point. At the Bartlett School of 
Planning, the pedagogical approach to co-​production draws on the rec-
ommendations of the ‘Protocol for research collaboration between com-
munity/​activist groups and university staff’, formulated initially by Just 
Space and UCL to improve the experience of all those involved in col-
laborative projects (Just Space, 2018). The protocol articulates in princi-
ple and, most importantly, in practice the importance of understanding 
and valuing different perspectives on planning, and of recognising the 
relative nature of planning knowledge and expertise. For example, in the 
principle of co-​authorship and ownership of the knowledge produced 
through the projects, the final student’s reports, including all data col-
lected, sources and analysis methods, are always shared with the neigh-
bourhood forum as a long-​lasting resource.

In an example from Oxford, students brought skills and approaches 
to carrying out character assessments to the neighbourhood planning 
groups. This helped the neighbourhood planning group realise that they 
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needed to simplify their approach making it easier to implement and 
prioritising the elements they felt were particularly relevant rather than 
taking an existing methodology from the shelf. In turn, the students had 
to modify their methodology to these priorities but then had the ben-
efit of implementing and evaluating it. Students commented on how the 
fact that the neighbourhood planning groups valued this work really 
increased their confidence in being able to come up with ‘valid’ planning 
solutions. This process can be assisted by students working with the same 
group over a number of years, as relationships build up between neigh-
bourhood planning groups and staff and student cohorts share experi-
ences. Nevertheless, see below for some downsides to this.

In addition, these debates can also highlight different paradigms of 
planning. Community groups are often challenging what Rydin (2011) 
refers to as the ‘growth dependent’ planning paradigm, which prioritises 
economic growth over other purposes of planning such as addressing 
social and environmental needs. The co-​production of neighbourhood 
development plans in the pedagogical setting, has been able to expose 
all parties to the wider limitations of planning to respond to needs and 
aspirations that community groups identify as intrinsic to the quality of 
urban space but that fall beyond the legal competence of planning. This 
happens, for example, when traffic or public health are raised as issues 
of concern or when a neighbourhood forum wants to exercise one of the 
community rights. When both sides recognise that a development plan 
cannot respond to these demands, more general questions are raised and 
a different understanding of planning and place can emerge.

Groups are often trying to find ways to bend the existing planning 
framework towards other outcomes. This enables students to see that 
there can be other ways of doing planning and it makes real for them the 
debates that may seem abstract when encountered in lecture halls and 
articles: ‘working with the neighbourhood forums was good experience 
and made it possible to see how planning actually works in practice’ (UCL 
student, 2018).

At the Bartlett School of Planning, the London context always 
exposes students to the impacts that growth-​led strategic planning at the 
metropolitan scale has on local neighbourhoods, but collaborative pro-
jects with neighbourhood forums have allowed students to realise that 
not all local responses are negative. For example, students have built 
knowledge expertise to develop planning responses to manage increased 
densities (in North Kingston and Vauxhall) and protect community infra-
structures (in Grove Park and Crystal Palace) and community groups 
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have explored options to become proactive managing community assets 
in the context of intense pressure for their disposal.

Co-​production can also challenge existing narratives of place. For 
example, taking the starting point that a local group wanted to protect 
local businesses from threat of redevelopment, UCL students developed 
evidence that supported a locally articulated understanding of the value 
that these businesses have in the social and economic sustainability of the 
neighbourhoods, offering an alternative understanding to the one pro-
vided by the local authority that often identified this area as inefficient or 
low performing. The rationale here was to offer evidence to alternative 
definitions of value that could lead to the development of a set of policies 
different from those contained in the local plan and aimed at achieving 
this alternative vision. This is doubly important, as one of the criticisms 
levelled at NDPs is that they merely repeat local plans and fail to develop 
locally distinct policies. Similarly, students at Oxford Brookes worked on  
re-looking at the night-​time economy and what it brought to the area 
which challenged residents’ perceptions that they wanted their place as 
just a ‘non-​party’ zone. This suggested ways in which policies could be 
included that managed these spaces and also brought in a range of ven-
ues (e.g., school halls) to provide a variety of entertainment types.

A third area that showed some evidence of co-​production was when 
all parties had their perceptions and practices transformed by the pro-
cess. For example, students begin to understand why community mem-
bers engage in planning, to respect the time and energy they put in and 
not to just label them ‘nimbies’ by appreciating that they were often 
articulating a different narrative of place and a different set of purposes 
for planning rather than merely opposing development: ‘It was beneficial 
to engage with planning in a real life scenario, talking to those affected 
by it and looking to utilise Neighbourhood Planning to affect positive 
change’ (UCL student, 2018). They could also see that planning is an 
emotional process rather than being solely a technical/​political one, and 
that it has an impact on peoples’ lives (Jupp, 2013). Similarly, commu-
nity members could see students as young people with future possible 
careers in planning and engage with them to change their perspectives 
on planning rather than see them just as hands to get tasks done. This is 
linked to the willingness of all sides to open their minds and very often 
the ‘generosity’ of community planners, particularly those with experi-
ence of working with young people and in educational settings. In rela-
tion to this, some students went on to do further work in neighbourhood 
planning either working for neighbourhood planning consultants, doing 
placements with local authority neighbourhood planning units or getting 
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jobs as neighbourhood planning officers themselves, or even, in the case 
of the Bartlett School of Planning, continuing the collaboration in a vol-
unteering role.

A further positive outcome is where parties can critically reflect on 
neighbourhood planning as a policy process resulting from the interac-
tion. Representatives from neighbourhood planning groups working 
with Oxford Brookes University commented that coming to speak to stu-
dents enabled them to stand back and reflect on the neighbourhood plan-
ning process, including what was possible and what was not, particularly 
in relation to their relationship with local and national plans and agen-
cies. It also enabled them to look back on their experience from starting 
a plan, what they had gained and whether it was worth it! At the Bartlett 
School of Planning, some partner neighbourhood forums commented 
that through their experience they had become more confident about 
what to ask and how from planning consultants or the providers of tech-
nical support. Students, perhaps inevitably as they were also being asked 
to engage critically with planning in their courses, were also able to see 
some limitations in neighbourhood planning, particularly in terms of the 
representativeness of the groups that they were working with as already 
outlined. At Oxford Brookes, students were also asked to write a critical 
reflection on their experience, highlighting one area of neighbourhood 
planning. At the Bartlett School of Planning, a final session is used by stu-
dents and teaching staff to develop a collective critical reflection on the 
experience, often highlighting a mix of frustrations with the limitation of 
the planning systems and the gap between the statutory provisions of a 
plan and the needs and aspirations posed by neighbourhood forum.

These outcomes are evidence of how knowledge and skills pro-
duced through these initiatives have transferred outside the university 
and can potentially have long-​term effects for how groups see themselves 
as experts.

In reaching these positive outcomes there were some practical 
issues. The process of co-​production works better at some stages within 
the neighbourhood planning process than others. It is especially effective 
when groups are in the early stages or articulating issues and gathering 
evidence. For example, in Oxford the first Brookes project in 2012 linked 
students to plan working groups around transport, green spaces, the high 
street and housing, among other things. Student groups worked with the 
chairs of those committees to set briefs and carry out work such as a sur-
vey of retailers and bringing in good practice from other neighbourhood 
planners. Brainstorming sessions and initial reports set out ideas of what 
the plan could do. Another group undertook an analysis of participatory 
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methods and what would work in the context of Headington. Some 
neighbourhood planning groups have used these as part of their evi-
dence base for the NDP.

The later stages of a plan, however, proved more difficult in the 
Oxford Brookes example, as groups were often looking for specific skills 
such as writing policies or undertaking environmental statements, which 
were beyond the competence of undergraduate students. Linked to this 
is the closing down of the spaces for neighbourhood planning influence 
through the changes in regulation brought about by the government. This 
put greater emphasis on the ‘robustness’ of plans in being able to stand 
up to legal challenges and restricted the areas in which student planners 
could become involved. Similarly, at the Bartlett School of Planning there 
were projects where the technical expertise required from students was 
either unavailable or beyond the scope of the planning course. When this 
happened, project briefs would include, for example, requests for techni-
cal support in the preparation of funding bids or in the application of the 
new community rights enshrined in the Localism Act 2011 (right to bid, 
right to challenge, right to build, right to reclaim land). These are impor-
tant tools in the agenda of neighbourhood forums but often require skills 
that planning students do not have in advance and do not develop in the 
space of their programme of studies.

This is where the process of doing live pedagogy with neighbour-
hood planning groups conflicts with the context of doing neighbourhood 
planning itself and shows some of the contradictions in a process that is 
meant to enable residents to plan for themselves, but which is regulated 
in a way that requires specific competencies and skills. While this can ini-
tially open up spaces for involved pedagogy it can also close those spaces 
down. As a result, while positives are possible, it is necessary to ques-
tion whether this is co-​production and the conclusions will return to this 
question after looking at what does not go so well.

When (how)co-​production does not happen

There were also situations where co-​learning and co-​production did not 
emerge for a variety of reasons. Within the pedagogical process the most 
significant one is where the transformation of each sides’ views, both of 
each other and of planning, does not occur. An example of this is where 
part-​time students who engage with neighbourhood planning groups in 
their day jobs, carry this experience and framing into the learning set-
ting. This can mean that, for example, they bring with them the planning 
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cultures of some local authority departments that see neighbourhood 
planning groups as obstructive to development or unrepresentative and 
are not open to having this view challenged. Alternatively, other stu-
dents may see neighbourhood planning groups as not being challeng-
ing or representative enough, questioning why they should be working 
in areas that could access resources from elsewhere while others are 
unsupported. On the other side, some members of neighbourhood plan-
ning groups, especially in a university town such as Oxford, may see stu-
dents as part of the problem that they are trying to plan away or that 
they are there to carry out what the group wants rather than agreeing an 
agenda through a process of negotiation. There are therefore different 
expectations and motivations between students, researchers/​tutors and 
neighbourhood planning groups. Students may not share the same ideals 
as their tutors, particularly in terms of promoting alternative community-​
led approaches to the growth oriented and procedural forms of planning 
that are promoted by current policy and practice in England (see com-
ments below about professional identity and careerism). These differ-
ences can be widened if the work is part of a compulsory module, as was 
the case in Oxford and London. Some students may then adopt an instru-
mental attitude, seeing the project as just another piece of coursework, 
and become less open to the encounter, although there are still examples 
of some students leaving this behind as the work progressed.

There are also different timescales. Universities are bound to semes-
ters and courses are run within set periods with fixed assessment points 
that may not fit with the neighbourhood planning group. The Oxford 
Brookes projects worked best when there was a double module ena-
bling the work to be carried out over a longer period (between October 
and March). When course changes resulted in this being turned into a 
single module, the flexibility was lost. The Bartlett School of Planning 
projects were always bound to the short period of a 10-​week term. This 
has been a significant constraint on what kind of projects students could 
do, challenging the teaching staff to identify and isolate elements of 
the plan-​making process at the expense of a more realistic plan-​making 
experience. Then, of course, students can be students; missing sessions, 
undertaking last-​minute work and encountering problems with group 
work despite the efforts put in by module leaders. As a result of these 
process factors, perceptions are not challenged or altered –​ sometimes 
they are even reinforced, and what is produced does not necessarily meet 
community needs or move their neighbourhood planning process along, 
and does not challenge students to learn new things.
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These experiences increasingly demonstrate the need to be aware 
of the politics of co-​production and power differentials. If co-​production 
is about breaking down the barriers of power and transforming agendas, 
does this happen in practice, and, if so, where are the barriers? These 
issues of power become more important when the impact of the peda-
gogical context to neighbourhood planning is taken into consideration. 
Besides the contradictions of the technical and legal requirements of 
what is meant to be a non-​expert form of planning and the difficulties 
of these requirements being met by students, neighbourhood planning 
groups could also access the government technical support, and some 
chose this as being able to better meet their needs.

There is also the wider context of the planning profession. To some 
student planners, neighbourhood planning can be seen as a challenge to 
a professional and disciplinary identity that they have been developing 
in response to other elements of the course, their career expectations, 
their sense of the key principles and practices that the planning profes-
sion is currently adopting or their existing work in planning. Students 
might therefore find it difficult to embrace a community-​led agenda that 
challenges a growth-​orientated planning strategy, since this position is 
seen to be against the principle of “positive planning”, but they might find 
it less problematic to support a consensus-​driven model of community 
participation.

Part of this wider context involves the agendas of other agencies 
and the use made of these examples. In the early days of neighbour-
hood planning, the DCLG actively promoted university involvement 
in neighbourhood planning, as a way of illustrating its support for  
neighbourhood planning groups and providing a ‘good news’ narrative. 
Department representatives came to student presentations and tutors gave 
presentations to national neighbourhood planning events. However, as 
the support package became more developed there was less need for this. 
Universities keen to show their community credentials also promoted these 
activities, although in the case of Oxford Brookes this was complicated by a 
campus redevelopment that put them in the role of the planning ‘enemy’, 
showing how different parts of the university can have different agendas. 
The raising of student fees in England to £9,000 per year in 2012 also pro-
duced a more instrumental and career-​focused attitude among students, 
leading some to question the value of this type of activity –​ and the nature 
of some planning courses has changed, perhaps reflecting the changes in 
the nature of the established planning profession itself. For example, at 
Oxford Brookes, the bespoke planning course has been changed to one 
that includes property development, attracting a different type of student.
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The changing spaces and content of neighbourhood planning also 
pose challenges to co-​production. Arguably, there was more opportu-
nity in the ‘Big Society’ localism stage or 2011–​15 for ‘co-​production’ to 
occur when neighbourhood planning groups had more room to manoeu-
vre and be creative. Further, it has become clearer that neighbourhood 
planning is ‘still planning’, institutionally isomorphic and strategically 
compliant to pre-​existing planning practices, policies and aims. This 
‘bounded recognition’ (Porter, 2015) of neighbourhood planning has 
made the opportunities for co-​production more limited over time, for 
example where national growth agendas considerably reduce the scope 
of neighbourhood planning, like in the case of Drummond Street under 
the shadow of HS2. As a result of these limitations and contradictions 
both of our attempts to undertake engaged pedagogy through working 
with neighbourhood planning groups have come to an end. Increasingly, 
the extensive time invested by tutors, students and in particular neigh-
bourhood planning groups, did not seem to be resulting in commensu-
rate positive outcomes. Arguably, the shifting power relations, policy 
context and expectations meant that the possibilities for co-​production 
outweighed the limitations.

Conclusions: but is it co-​production?

The two initiatives at UCL and Oxford Brookes have now been paused and 
the obvious conclusion to take from this experience is that co-​production 
in engaged pedagogy (at least in this context) does not work or is too 
difficult. However, there is room for ‘critical optimism’ when it comes to 
neighbourhood planning and to reflect that the situation is more complex 
than this initial reading would suggest. This reflection is articulated in 
four main points and six practical takeaways.

First, that live pedagogy and neighbourhood planning have both to 
be seen as contradictory processes. The examples discussed here show 
that there are tensions in the way neighbourhood planning has been reg-
ulated by government (e.g., between autonomy and conformity) there 
are also dynamics of power and differing expectations within any exam-
ple of engaged pedagogy. It is not possible to assume that initiating a pro-
ject such as the ones outlined here is a ‘good thing’ without being aware 
of potential possibilities and limitations and taking these into account 
when designing such projects.

Second, within this there needs to be consideration of the dynam-
ics between the pedagogical processes and the context within which they 
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are practised. Third, these practices suggest the need to re-examine the 
meaning of co-production focusing on: co-learning; challenging percep-
tions of place and the purposes of planning; and the way that all sides are 
transformed through this. And this is not just an issue for those engaged 
in designing such projects. It is a valuable experience for students to be 
exposed to the fragmented democratic processes in planning and to see 
how publics and planners are constructed within these.

Third, these practices suggest the need to re-​examine the meaning 
of co-​production focusing on co-​learning and on challenging perceptions 
of place and the purposes of planning that is of value and the way that all 
sides are transformed through this. As such, there is value in doing this 
work and the initiatives presented here have shown when it can work well 
and what can be achieved. The focus is then not on the products that might 
emerge from a collaborative process through a range of interests in the 
shape of a plan or a report that could have the co-​production ‘tag’ attached 
to it. It is therefore uncertain and maybe unhelpful to see these engaged 
pedagogy examples as co-​production. It is more useful to focus on how 
some of the contradictions in these examples can be recognised and over-
come, to try to be aware of the politics and power differentials, and on how 
different purposes of planning can be promoted through these practices.

Finally, the fact that these initiatives were paused shows their vul-
nerability when they are dependent on the energy of particular staff and 
are not fully embedded in the wider curriculum or fully supported by 
the institution. Once staff move on or can now longer provide the extra 
time and effort needed for these types of module, co-​production can slip 
down the agenda of the curriculum unless it is included in course aims 
and objectives and is reflected in the resources provided both to staff and 
to individuals and organisations outside the university.

These experiences highlight six practical takeaways for those 
involved in developing engaged pedagogy initiatives. First, do not be 
afraid to stop what could become an ‘institutionalised’ pedagogical initia-
tive (i.e., a course that runs year after year) if you feel it is no longer able 
to achieve its aims. Second, take time to talk with the groups beforehand 
to enable them to clarify what they would like out of the project and to 
be clear that what the group wants is within the possibility of students to 
deliver –​ be aware that this could take time and cover issues such as time-
scales, expected outputs and skills needed. Third, ensure that the final 
brief for each group of students within the course is agreed between the 
students/​university and the community groups to avoid unmet expecta-
tions. Fourth, have a ‘debrief’ afterwards to reflect on what went well and 
what could be improved and feed this back into future collaborations. 
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Fifth, set up the opportunity for students to present preliminary ideas 
so they can get feedback from the community before the final work is 
completed. Finally, consider translating your experience into a protocol 
of collaboration (see Just Space, 2018) that extends to how community 
groups relate to the students.

Notes

	 1.	 Throughout this chapter, NDPs are distinguished from neighbourhood planning (i.e., the stat-
utory process for their production).

	 2.	 See https://​neighb​ourh​oodp​lann​ing.org/​about/​grant-​fund​ing/​#bas​icgr​ant.
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