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Problem  

In our on-going research about the future of planning education, we defined 

planning as a boundary discipline (Gilliard & Thierstein 2015). Boundary disciplines 

are different from other scientific disciplines. While most sciences isolate and study the 

relation between a limited amount of factors separating the world small 

comprehensible chunks, boundary disciplines synthesise by combining knowledge 

from multiple fields. Hence, planning education goes along with many challenges, first 

and foremost the conflict between task complexity and time constraints. The relational 

complexity of urban planning already requires a diverse set of competencies (Healey 

2004: 542). In addition, the selected set of competencies needs to be feasible to 

acquire within a given educational time frame, in demand at time of graduation and 

able to prepare students for future challenges.  

We suppose that educators deal with this challenge in two different ways: 

normativity and specialisation. Both strategies share their effort in reducing complexity 

in order to fit the necessary competencies into the limited frame of time available for 

bachelor’s and master’s programmes.  

Firstly, schools offer comprehensive programmes reducing the complexity by 

focussing on normative concepts. While students touch upon each relevant field, each 

insight remains superficial. Developing analysis, plans and policies therefore largely 

bases upon principles and overarching concepts. Other thinkers have synthesised 
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knowledge from different fields in similar projects before and the task of planning is 

reduced to a task of transferring and adapting existing concepts. Healey (2012: 190) 

reflects critically on this practice and argues, that concepts and ideas cannot simply 

“be extracted from its context of invention, uprooted and ‘planted’ somewhere else.” 

Her argumentation goes back to Rittel & Webber’s (1973) thought of wicked problems. 

Hence, a unique feature of synthesised knowledge in boundary disciplines is that it 

cannot claim universal validity – neither over time nor across varying places. It is rather 

“localised, embedded and invested in practice” (Weber & Khademian 2008). Thus, 

planners need to invent case-specific plans and policies onsite and in time (Alaily-

Mattar, Thierstein & Förster 2013: 8). Studies about innovation show that the 

development of case-specific new knowledge mainly relies on the latest existing 

knowledge (Young 2013: 107; Bentlage 2014: 25). While the approach of normativity 

comprises a multi-disciplinary perspective and fulfils current formal qualification 

requirements, it fails to deliver the required base of knowledge for future challenges.  

Secondly, schools offer specialised programmes reducing the complexity of 

planning by limiting its extent thematically. Students go into greater detail, however 

restricted to certain aspects. The downside of such an approach is obvious. Students 

are methodologically and thematically limited to their field of expertise. While 

innovation in a singular field might be enabled, the required integration of various 

knowledge across disciplines, locations and time seems to be further out of reach. 

Nevertheless, planning education has undergone rapid diversification over the last 

decades with the introduction of many specialised programmes (Frank & Kurth 2010: 

30). Kunzmann (2008: 17) observes an emerging pick-and-choose mentality on the 

postgraduate level and a degradation of qualification standards in planning.  

Objective 

Planning education finds itself in a dilemma. Many scholars seem to be 

unsatisfied with the current state of planning education. While some demand 

refocusing on its allegedly architectural roots (Höing et al. 2014), others embrace the 

broadness of planning (Altrock et al 2014). The study’s objective is to verify the fact 

that both routes of education are taken. Our goal is to establish a transparent synopsis 

on how we educate planners today. Based upon this analysis, we want to be able to 
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assess the feasibility of curricula, the current employability measured by acquired 

competencies and the potential capacity for dealing with future challenges. Ultimately, 

our study shall serve as a foundation to improve planning education. 

Methodology 

In order to validate our hypotheses, the paper bases upon a curricular analysis 

of under- and postgraduate degrees preparing for planning practice. The study 

consists of programmes – established ones and those new ones described above – in 

German- and English-speaking countries across Europe. We confine our analysis to 

Europe mitigating cultural and economic differences but incorporating planning 

systems based on preordained regulations such as in Continental Europe and 

discretionary planning systems such as in the UK (Booth 1995: 103). This distinction 

goes hand in hand with the traditions of common and civil law (Norton & Bieri 2014: 3). 

The selection of individual cases bases upon a network analysis categorising planning 

degrees into four interlinked groups: planning as social sciences, as engineering or 

architecture, as an independent discipline or as an interdisciplinary field (Gilliard & 

Thierstein 2015: Figure 2). We utilise competence-based module descriptions 

according to standards of the European Higher Education Area (EHEA) evaluating 

stated learning objective of each course module. The data allows to trace back different 

educational biographies and categorise graduates by obtained competencies. The 

competency term binds the academic and the employment world (Tchibozo 2010). It 

makes the educational output furthermore translatable into the input of knowledge for 

employers.      

Main Results 

The empirical results confirm our hypotheses, that planning education is a 

diversified field of study programmes with different disciplinary emphases and 

traditions. It furthermore shows that established normative planning degrees generally 

teach a wider range of knowledge. Regardless of the programme’s emphasis, studio 

courses almost always play a central role encompassing up to 50% of the curriculum. 

The learning objectives are however insufficiently documented in case of project and 

design work. Predominant goal seems to be the acquirement of synthesising skills by 

learning-by-doing – a supposition, which can be backed by literature regarding studio 
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and problem-based learning (Van Dooren, Rooij & Willekens 2014). Surprisingly, the 

integration of different disciplinary knowledge is mainly limited to these studio courses 

with the exception of normative planning-specific theory and history course. There 

seems to be generally limited considerations regarding the methodology of 

synthesising.  

Contribution 

The paper offers an objective methodology for evaluating the output of 

university degrees. It provides insight into the diversifying field of planning with detailed 

listings of acquired competencies per programme. Educators are able to evaluate their 

own programmes in comparison to others and employers understand better the diverse 

knowledge and skills graduates bring along. Most importantly, the presented approach 

enables developing new programmes on the basis of competency-based employability 

measures. It serves as a foundation for an integrated view of planning in education and 

in practice. It also highlights some above-mentioned key observation, which might lead 

to new educational approaches. 
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