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Towards Collaboration 
between Planning 
Practitioners and 
Academics 
by David R. Witty Ph.D., 
FCIP 

While working continually as a 
consultant, I have spent the last 
few years exploring the nature of 
planning practice in Canada.1 

That exploration has provided 
me with some useful insight into 
the views that practitioners have 
about the profession, planning 
education and the future of both. 
It is from this perspective that I 
have written this brief 
commentary on the appendix of 
Leonie Sandercock's new book, 
Toward Cosmopolis (1998) . The 
appendix, entitled "The Planner 
Tamed: Preparing Planners for 
the Twenty-First Century" , was 
prepared with planning 
educators in mind. Sandercock 
places her proposals in the 
context of a modernist practice 
being challenged by a 
postmodernist critique. She 
describes the professional 
identity of modernist planners as 
being "a-political , value-neutral, 
a 'man without qualities' carrying 
a tool-kit of technical problem
solving skills", and defines her 
project in terms of the question: 
"What kinds of knowledge do 
planners need in a postmodern 
age in which nothing is certain 
save uncertainty itself?" 
(Sandercock 222) . 

It is my opinion that too many 
academic writers have 
undertaken their ongoing 
analyses of the planning 
profession while looking down 
on the world of practice from the 
closed window of academia2. In 
their reviews of planning and 
their proposals for a "relevant" 
profession, academic writers 
have ignored detailed dialogue 
with those most affected by their 
comments: the planning 
practitioners3 . But these reviews, 
carried out too frequently from a 
single perspective, have not 
prevented academics from 
espousing new cures for the 

profession . That has been the 
history of modernist critiques -
and judging by Sandercock's 
work, Towards Cosmopolis 
(1998), it may be the legacy of 
postmodernist critiques as well.4 

Sandercock does provide a 
provocative and useful review of 
the failure of planning schools to 
develop a broader set of 
"knowledges" or "literacies" 
(technical, analytical , 
multicultural, ecological, design) . 
But she focuses her blame on 
"professional institutes [which] 
dictate the numbers and kinds of 
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courses planners must take, education. She is correct in 

precisely because these very identifying the demand for 
professional institutes are the relevant education, but she has 
gatekeepers of the tight fallen into the modernist trap of 
boundaries without which, they blaming the profession itself and 

fear, there would be no the "gatekeeping role .. . 
profession" (Sandercock 225) . established by professional 
Like most academic reviewers of institutes" (Sandercock 221 ). 
planning, Sandercock has failed Where are the planning schools 
to consult the very people to in teaching the history of theory 
whom she is directing so much (e.g., the Commission of 
advice: the planning practitioner. Conservation), emerging theories 

What do practitioners think? (e.g., healthy communities, an 
Does the profession ham-string issue in which CIP - read 
the teaching of planning, as practitioners - played a major 
Sandercock would have us role nationally) , and critical 
believe - or is the teaching of theory? It is not because Cl P 
planning in fact fraught with accreditation has demanded that 
internal problems? these should not be taught! 9 

My recent survey of Canadian Sandercock has identified "five 

planners and research into what literacies - technical, analytical, 

practitioners think about the multi- or cross-cultural, 

profession, planning theory and ecological , and design", which 
education suggests that she believes should form the 
practitioners are not the only basis of planning education. It is 
culprits. In fact, they are too my belief, based upon my own 
often the victims! Victims of an experiences and the findings of 

education that has distanced my research, that her 
itself from practice,5 not because recommendations would very 
the profession has demanded likely receive significant support 
such distance, but because from practitioners. But, in my 
academia has too often used view, Sandercock places blame 
exclusionary ways of thinking. for the lack of appropriate 
Victims because their teaching programs at the wrong 
professional body, CIP, has, in door. She blames the profession . 
their view, failed to be relevant My findings suggest that 
to practitioners. 6 professionals want exposure to 

new methods, design , trends and 
My survey of Canadian planners critical thinking. I make this 
reveals that practitioners want to conclusion based upon my 
modify the way they "do survey findings, my past and 
business" . They agree that their current involvement in CIP, and 
profession runs the risk of my twenty years of experience 

becoming irrelevant. A majority - teaching part-time in planning 

especially among those new to and other schools.10 

the profession - believe that the 
profession is in a state of crisis. While many theorists (John 
Most planners (in every age- Friedmann and Kent Gerecke, for 
group) think that the profession example) have implied that few 
is in a state of crisis because of planners are interventionist by 
the political nature of planning, nature, I found in my survey that 
and because planners work in an more than half of my 
overly political environment. respondents believed that 
Planners see themselves as being planners should do whatever is 
compromised by the "politics of within their means to defend 
place ". But they do not see a ecological and social needs. 
way out .7 Likewise, slightly more than half 

of my respondents felt that 
What about their views on their planners should be active in 

• education? The results are telling. protecting community values. 
Only 17% of all my surveyed Many planners in my survey 
planners think that planning agree with Friedmann (1987) 
education does a good job that planners can play a "social 
preparing planners for practice. mobilization" role. While many 
Recent graduates in particular practitioners want to change the 
believe they have not been way they "do business", they 
prepared properly8. Sixty-nine appear to lack the tools or the 
percent of respondents to my ability to change certain things 
survey felt that there is a weak about their profession . The vast 
link between the theory and majority believes that the future 
practice of planning, which they of planning rests in identifying 
believe threatens the well-being appropriate new concepts of 
of planning practice. Sandercock planning action, but they lack the 
would have us believe that the wherewithal to act alone. Their 
problem with education rests in desire for a new "model" 
the demands by the profession coincides with Gertler's (1994) 

for a narrow view of relevant recent call for broad mobilization 

by the profession (a call that 
ultimately went unheeded by 
CIP's National Council). This 
desire for more appropriate new 
concepts of planning action 
suggests that practitioners are 
actually in the forefront of the 
postmodern debate - an 
interpretation that is encouraged 
by some recent commentary by 
another planning academic, 
Judith Innes (1998) . 

I believe that planners have a 
good grasp of the problems 
facing the profession. A review 
of some of the best examples of 
planning practice in Canada 
would include many which 
capably negotiate the six socio-
spatial processes identified by 
Sandercock in her effort to deal 
with "the specificity of the 
domain of planning" 
(Sandercock 223). 11 Many of my 
colleagues' practices have been 
based, like my own practice, 
upon a multi-disciplinary studio 
approach, using design 
charrettes, community-based 
processes (sometimes in cross-
cultural contexts), and links 
between policy and design . If 
there has been a failure, it has 
too often been the failure of 
academics to consult with those 
most affected by their work: the 
practitioners themselves. 
Academics need to ask 
practitioners what they think. If 
they did , they would find a 
profession that sees itself in 
trouble, partly because it feels 
abandoned by educators. If the 
postmodernist critique is to prove 
useful, it must break with the 
modernist doctrine of "blame the 
planner" and search for new 
reasons for the failure of our 
cities. If it did so, it might find 
that planners are the best allies in 
working toward the realization of 
Sandercock's "cosmopolis" . 

Sandercock provides a useful 
starting point for new and 
meaningful dialogue between 
the profession and the academy. 
But this time the dialogue must 
break the modernist mould in 
favour of a truly collaborative 
initiative in which the lessons 
learned in practice play a more 
significant role in shaping the 
content and delivery of planning 
school curricula. 

References: 
Friedmann,)., Planning in the Public Domain, 

(Princeton: Princeton University Press 1987) Hall, 
P. , Cities ofTomorrow, (New York: Blackwell 
1988) 

lnnes, Judith E. "Challenge and creativity in 
postmodem planning" 1 Viewpoint, in Town 
Planning Review Vol. 69 No. 2 pp vi-ix Gertler L., 
"Formulating a New Development Model for 
Canada", in Plan Canada Vol. 35 No. I 1995 

Sandercock, Leonie. "Towards Cosmopolis: Planning 
for Multicultural Cities. (Chichester: Wiley, 1998.) 

17 

I For my doctoral dissertation 1 completed a 
detailed survey of members of CIP and a 
comprehensive literatu re review of planning 
theory. The survey included 15 pages of questions, 
took approximately I. 5 hours to complete, and 
was answered by 133 respondents who were 
selected using a stratified random sampling of CIP 
Full and Provisional members. The dissertation is 
entitled "Identifying a More Appropriate Role for 
the Canadian Planning Profession", (Faculty of 
Graduate Studies, UBC, 1998). A preliminary 
analysis of the results was reported in my July 
1994 Plan Canada article, "Taking the Pulse of 
Canadian Planners: A Snapshot of the Profession". 
In 1986 1 wrote an article for Plan Canada entitled 
"Planning Education: The Needs of Practitioners". 
In addition, 1 have taught planning studios for the 
past twenty years, in Landscape Architecture 
programs and planning schools. 

2 That is not to say that some academics do not 
blend teaching and practice. But in my experience 
such blending is the exception rather than the 
norm. When it does happen, it tends to be on 
isolated special contracts, not in the day-to-day, 
get-your-hands-dirty planning that many 
practitioners face. (See also: Hall 1988:340). 

3 It is interesting to note that it is often the academic 
writers who have criticized practitioners for lack 
of discourse with those most affected by the 
practitioners' work! 

4 Sandercock's article in this edition of Plan Canada 
draws in large part on her appendix in Towards 
Cosmopolis, but also has new material developed 
with an audience of practitioners in mind. The 
common ground lies in the conclusions, where 
Sandercock suggests a focus on planning as an 
ethical inquiry and practice, and where she poses 
certain ''most basic questions of values" that 
practitioners and academics might tackle together. 
However, I believe she may have watered down 
her critique of the planning profession in the 
current article. Massaging her message to fit her 
audience is unfair in my opinion, and does not 
provide practitioners (unless they read the 
Appendix in her book) with a fuU sense of her 
views, most of which still convey a mentality based 
on "them" (academia) and "us" (practitioners). 

5 It was the planning schools that isolated design 
considerations from planning teaching, and 
reduced or eliminated inter-disciplinary studios. 

6 Ninety-seven percent of respondents to my survey 
thought CIP could be more relevant to its 
members. 

7 I believe that one of the difficulties of past reviews 
of the profession by academics ( except in the 
work of Forester) has been the distinct lack of 
recognition that planning is fraught with politics, 
much of which is out of the control of planners. 

8 The foUowing percentages of surveyed planners 
identified the following areas as those that made 
their training relevant 
• skill areas: interdisciplinary approach 69%, 
writing skills 55%, analytical methods 52%, 
presentation skills 49%, communication skills 
43%, law content 26%, design skills 20%; 

• knowledge areas: planning methods 55%, 
planning theory 45%, inclusion of disciplines 
42%; teaching methods - mix of core and optional 
courses 53%, generalist approach 42%, applied 
studios 36%. 

They also identified areas that made their training 
somewhat or not very relevant (in order of 
importance): 

• skill areas: lacked office practice, lacked 
computer skills, lacked law content, lacked design 
skills; 

• knowledge areas: lacked planning methods, 
lacked policy development, lacked emerging 
thought; 

• teaching methods: lacked applied studios. 

9 To get an entry-level planning job, one usually 
must display technica1 competency as a prominent 
part of one's "passionate pilgrim" persona. While 
Sandercock is correct in calling for increased 
focus upon planning as an ethical inquiry and 
practice, most planners generally need to be hired 
before they can do their "good work". Most will 
have trouble getting hired if they lack marketable 
skills, which are current (and kept current by the 
potential threat of being replaced by the next crop 
of planners entering the market). As a planner 
moves through the profession, technical 
competency may be shunted out of pride of place 
by other needs/skills, such as communication, 
community involvement processes, project 
management, etc. The key is to strike a balance 
between technical competency and the passionate 
pilgrim's other literacies. 

lQ It is interesting to note that I have spent the vast 
majority of my time in academia outside of 
planning school curricula, where I found a 
narrow view of teaching methods and lack of 
interest in interdisciplinary, design and applied 
studio teaching methods. For instance, I spent ten 
years teaching professional practice and regional 
planning studios in a graduate Landscape 
Architecture program, where I did encounter an 
interest in interdisciplinary studio and design 
teaching. 

11 These six processes are: Urbaniz.ation Processes; 
Regional and Inter-regional Economic Growth and 
Change Processes; City-Building Processes; 
Cultural Differentiation and Change; the 
Transformation of Nature; and Urban Politics and 
Empowennent. 




