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Extended Abstract

To learn participatory and pragmatic urban planning, students have to engage with the
society in real and ultra-disciplinary settings. In some universities, such an opportunity
is provided through provision of voluntary civil services. But this kind of services has
not been included in the official programs of the urban planning in Iran while the
highly centralized academic administration makes any formal alteration very difficult.
The aim of this article is to examine the possibility of introducing civil services within
the current administration. It was pursued through an action research which tried to
establish service at studio level. This kind of service is mostly known as “service-
learning”. A review of the literature showed that service-learning in the field of urban
planning suffers from the isolation of universities from the society. This problem
manifests itself at two levels: the administrative structure and the professional
techniques of participation. Focusing on the professional level, the pragmatic
formulation of democratic engagement of universities is reviewed. Using this
foundation, an alternative method of participation based on the analogy and metaphor
is introduced. This method was adopted, reflected on and reformed within three
semesters of action research. The final edition of the method satisfactorily eased the
technical problems and justified the voluntary service for students within the current
administration. But the collaborating professors rejected the sufficiency of the mere
method, without structural modifications. The probable reasons for that rejection are
discussed for further studies.
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INTRODUCTION

A main foundation of the participatory urban planning is the pragmatism (Healey,
2009) that in the field of education manifests itself in the Dewey’s (1916) principle
of “learning by doing”. Although the participatory planning theories are usually
thought in the urban planning programs of universities in Iran, but the setting for
learning them through practice has not been provided clearly.

In some universities around the world opportunities for the social engagement
of academicians is provided within university’s voluntary services to people. In Iran,
the expansion of social problems, especially the deterioration of the living quality in
many of urban peripheries, necessitates the attention and the civic action of urban
faculties of planning, too. Concerning the highly centralized administration of
higher education in Iran this attempt is better to be initiated at courses level.

PURPOSE

The aim of this study is to examine the possibility of introducing voluntary public
services to the existing administration of urban planning faculties. An approach
which is advised for the establishment and rehabilitation of civil role of the
education and research is action research (Levin & Greenwood, 2008, 213). It may
be adopted at different levels of academic administration. A widely known program
at the studio courses level which can host action research for providing voluntary
services is the service-learning (Kindon & Elwood, 2009, 21).

A review of the literature showed that while service-learning could achieve
acceptable goals in some fields it confronts difficulties within the planning
discipline. At a structural level, its democratic attitudes usually contradicts the
prevalent academic culture, and at the professional level there are difficulties in
making democratic and equal ties with the people who usually demonstrate a lower
degree of communicative competence.

Focusing on the second case, the purpose of this article is devising an
appropriate method for democratic interaction in service-learning that can act
within the current culture of universities and justify doing service-learning within it.

METHODOLOGY

The method used for the purpose of the article is itself an action research. In other
words, it is an action research for the sake of establishing the action research in
studio courses of the urban planning. Action research is a collective inquiry which is
composed of frequent cycles of action and reflection. It normally seeks to evolve the
performance of an action (reason & Bradbury, 2008, 1) rather than to gain new,
generalizable knowledge. But this article uses the “action science” approach, a
version of action research which tries to retain the scientific norms (Herr &



Anderson, 2005, 14); more exactly, it tries to obtain a theoretical output, too. In this
approach a primary conceptual framework will be formulated and then edited
repeatedly during the cycles of the research until it becomes corrected; the
correctness is identified via the practical success (Argyris, Putnam, & Mclain Smith,
1985, 64-65).

In this article the conceptual framework is an initial pattern of a method of
interaction which tries to solve the technical barriers of equal interaction. This
method has an analogical-metaphoric basis and is less verbal. Each cycle of the
research is a one-semester studio which adopts this method for ameliorating the
provision of the service. In any semesters the results of the interference are
controlled, and the necessary modifications are applied on the method. For the sake
of reliability, the research is done in two faculties simultaneously, and for
maintaining the validity, the results are verified by triangulation.

RESULT

The assessment of the interventions in the studios after three cycles of action
research showed that the method could alleviate the professional problems of
making democratic relation with the people who live on the peripheries of cities of
Iran; also, the organizational attitudes necessary for students to provide voluntary,
democratic services were acknowledged. But mere application of the method could
not justify the collaborating professors in none of two universities (Table. 1).

Table 1. The results of the final cycle of applying method in the service-oriented workshops
(left: organizational impact; right: professional, educational impact)
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CONCLUSION

This article showed that adopting analogy and metaphor to social interaction can
alleviate the technical problems of service-learning in the field of planning and can
change the attitude of the students for the sake of voluntary services. But the
number of the collaborating professors is not enough to offer any valid
generalization of their reaction. Nevertheless, these results besides other evidence
suggest that other alterations within the culture of educational administration are
necessary for introducing voluntary services to studios. Then the starting point for
the next cycle of the research would be to examine the educational culture of the
faculty regarding the subject.

NOVELTY

The article introduces a method for public engagement to experts, especially
planners, who democratically seek to evolve the science. Mixing the methods of
“case-based reasoning” and “participatory rural appraisal”’, this method can
ameliorate the practical and non-verbal interaction of experts with people and,
therefore, can decrease the dependence on the professional jargon. Such an
approach can ease public engagement on the basis of post-structuralism theories.

This article also clarifies some of the potentials and obstacles of the of the Iranian
higher education culture regarding the provision of the voluntary professional

services.
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