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1

Urban Design Education In Britain and America
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1.1 Educational Structure

BHEM

Overlap of Architecture and Planning

If it is taken that architecture is mostly concemned with understanding
the built environment and town planning with the management of urban life,
then an interdisciplinary study could be proposed which concerns itself with
applying the techniques of planning to the production and use of the built
environment® . Some American courses of urban design education do indeed
use just such a definition, but others do not. Even those that do must take
on board serious uncertainties about intellectual content and professional
orientation - the scope of architecture has rarely been defined precisely and
the theory and practice of planning probably never.
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At one time in Britain, shortly afier the 1947 Town and Country
Planning Act, town planning may seem to have been firmly established as a
sub-section of the architectural activity, but this was hardly the case in the
United States (where cities such as Houston have no planning function at
all), and the alignment has been seriously questioned in Britain itself for

‘more than a decade.
The Structure of the Professions

In architecture, the British profession plays a more public role than the
American one. Both central and local government employ architects in some
quantity and a considerable proportion of the major construction effort, that
in housing, remains under their control. In the United States I understand
this to be less the case. In the latter country, moreover, planning is not
normally established as a dominant power in local government, as it is in
Britain. Nor does it embody British traditions of concern for the quality of
what is built and of what is added to the street scene by development. Thus
where graduates of either type of professional school in Britain may seek
and, until recently, at least, were likely to find, employment within the
public sector which allowed them to combine an interest in design with that
in the social use of space, their American counterparts are faced with fewer
opportunities and have to seek them on a wider range of fronts® ..

A few large cities, San Francisco, for example, have design control
departments which guide developers’ proposals: some public organizations
may direct funds to groups, such as that at the Pratt Center in New York,
which make design services available to community groups. The majority of
U.S. graduates in this subject area, however, are probably constrained
either to take positions with consulting firms serving the development

industry or to practice overseas in whatever conditions prevail there.
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Structure of the Schools

There is an enommous diversity of American college and university
courses in architecture and in environmental design, planning and urban
studies. This range is much greater than is to be found in Britain, where the
R.I.B.A. and R.T.P.I. seem to have greater control or influence over the
scope of courses offered than do their U.S. counterparts. This study is
concemed only with those courses in urban design offered where architecture
is also taught.

So far as I have been able to discover, almost all the urban design
courses in the U. S. A. are offered at post-graduate level. What this
classification means as a guide to academic achievement is, of course,
another question, for some schools will be offering a one-or two-year course
to students who have already éompleted five years of professional training,
either at the same or at another school, while others will be offering a course
up to four years in length for students who have previously majored in
another, unrelated subject. There are other possibilities within this range,

and some schools offer more than one of them.
Recent Institutional Changes

There is a great deal of interest in the United States at the present time
in the question of urban design education. Much of this has been aroused by
institutional developments in four of the leading universities where the
conjuncture of architecture and planning departments was called into
question. At Harvard, the new Kennedy School has been able to centralize
the university’s various interests in government and at Princeton the Woodrow
Wilson School of Public Affairs has been reorganized to include parts of other
departments. In both these cases the courses in city planning formerly taught
in the school of architecture have been transferred to the policy studies area.
At the University of Pennsylvania, a similar institutional upheaval was



