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Abstract
This paper refers to a research project which critically investigates challenges in incorporating vague and often conflicting terms such as “originality”, “creativity” and “spatial thinking” into learning outcomes and assessment criteria in urban design modules (Hardinghaus, 2006, p. 9-22). Authors often argue that students need to have a clear and transparent learning objective, which in return allows them to understand the assessment criteria and to provide a clear understanding of how to improve. They state that students must have this understanding, the ability to compare actual with desired performance and, finally, the ability to act in such a way as to close the gap (Brookhart, 2001, p. 153).  From an urban design point of view this remains an honourable but purely hypothetical approach.  The purpose of the paper presented here is to help illuminating significant challenges in matching learning outcomes and assessment criteria in urban design. Firstly, it focuses on some theoretical settings of two different learning approaches: convergent versus divergent. Secondly, the paper illustrates these two approaches in an urban design context; thirdly, it suggests some insights which might be of value for further discussion and, moreover, for the practical development of urban design curricula.
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Creativity and Spatial Thinking in Urban Design Curricula

1. 
Learning and Assessment: Divergent versus Convergent 

The first section focuses on a theoretical viewpoint of two different learning approaches: convergent versus divergent. It is done with an emphasis on learning outcomes rather than on assessment criteria. The literature is vast; so within the limited framework of the paper presented here it only touches the issue very briefly.  However, before going any further, it is very useful to mention briefly a critical view about learning outcomes in general as contributed by Hussey and Smith (2002, p. 222). Learning outcomes in the UK educational system were commended by officials and managers and insisted upon by the school inspectorate and the Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education (QAA). The authors argue, while outcomes have legitimate uses, they have been misused for managerial purposes. In a formalised ‘input-output’ mentality they have been devalued by modern management techniques.  Hussey and Smith see some use in specifying “what aspects of the content of a subject students will be expected to learn and what general kinds of skills and capacities they will be expected to display” (Hussey and Smith, 2002, p. 232). Outcomes have to emerge from the context and the prevailing activities and experiences of the students. “They cannot be, (…), either clear or precise and do not specify objectively measurable entities” (Hussey and Smith, 2002, p. 232). Bearing this statement in mind it will be most helpful when suggesting practical learning outcomes and indicating their limits in the final section of this paper. 
Learning outcomes are intended to be a clear articulation of what students are expected to ‘understand’ and be able to do in order to succeed during a well defined learning period. Hussey and Smith (2003, p. 357-358) discuss ‘intended’ and ‘emergent’ learning outcomes; emergent, in order to refer to what might happen in a classroom (or design studio) situation. In particular these arguments need to be taken up in a more urban design based discussion in the next section.  Finally, investigating assessment criteria cannot be done without referring to learning outcomes as it was the purpose of the paragraphs above. In the framework of this paper they are seen as complementary elements. Therefore, some basic aforementioned assumptions, which are matched to learning outcomes may apply to assessment criteria as well. Adapting the above authors, Hardinghaus (2006, p. 12) points out that assessment criteria cannot be completely precise and do not clarify exhaustively and objectively measurable dimensions. This insight is worth remembering in the final section when suggesting assessment criteria practically.
Divergent versus convergent --- It often appears as a lack of learning outcomes that they only work if they can be identified and measured clearly.  Davies (2003, p. 3) argues a negative conclusion might be drawn that lecturers might end up teaching and assessing only those outcomes that can be identified easily.  Therefore, learning outcomes are often defined with a focus on convergent thinking rather than on divergent thinking processes. Convergent thinking includes solving problems that have a particular answer only (Davis, 2003, p. 4). Such an outcome would reflect an important ability that a student has to demonstrate in order to pass an urban design project. The minimum requirement would be obvious. The student has to tackle the question (respectively the outcome) through logical thinking and problem solving.  Following Biggs (1999) Davies suggests that divergent thinking is rather connected to generating alternatives, where the notion of ‘correct’ gives the opportunity to broaden assessments of value as creativity, imagination and originality. 

2. 
Urban Design Context

The point mentioned by Davies (2003, p. 8) just incidentally is revealed by Hardinghaus (2006, p. 13) as the key towards a further illumination of the issue discussed here: outcomes and criteria reflect the ‘values’ of a subject. Whenever an author (e.g. Lans & Verkroost, 2004, p. 275-281; Davies, 2003, p. 10) wisely suggests a “teaching team meeting” to discuss learning outcomes and assessment criteria it is anything but the rediscovery of the subject’s values; some might call it the subject’s theoretical framework, approach, principles or philosophy.  In a wider context Ecclestone states universities needed to moderate discussions on assessment standards in order “to generate a culture where discrepancies can, at least in part, be explored” (2001, p. 311). “Culture” means no less than a common framework. It may be an unobtrusive but necessary conclusion, before going any further, that the firmer the theoretical framework of a subject is the clearer it is to draw learning outcomes and assessment criteria from it. The following two paragraphs indicate briefly and in a strongly simplified way two (almost) diametric philosophies (Hardinghaus, 2006, 

p. 13-14). 


In a tendentious convergent approach some lecturers might demand knowledge of the legal planning system and emphasise the whole design process as a consideration mainly of planning implementation and development control. To some degree this knowledge is relatively easy to measure; it is based primarily on convergent thinking. The outcomes are linked to the knowledge of the legal planning system and how it shapes design. In this approach, as it appears to be the case in very formalised and differentiated educational systems, the creative imagination, the idea, if not 3-dimensional thinking is subordinated; or at least very much promoted by design guides and/or urban design compendia. A design is of a “high standard” if all regulations had been met and a private developer could realize it successfully. The designer may see his/her role as facilitator of a so-called democratic process only. In order to come back to an argument of Brookhart (2001, p. 154) it would be comparatively straightforward for a student to compare actual performance with desired performance. In this teaching philosophy a graduate would be ready to be used but far away from developing her/his autonomy, let alone to discuss critically design options which are beyond established models. The danger remains that the design process becomes stunted to a technocratic and a market led tick-box process.

A contrasting approach centres on the creative and original spatial idea only; a comparatively divergent approach. The artistic design is everything. The more spectacular and/or the more non-established a design is the higher is the standard of the student’s outcome. A professional graphic language, which means high skills in model making as well as in drawing and presentation, is a matter of course. In this philosophy, as appears to be the case at specialised art colleges and universities, the convergent knowledge about the legal planning system and development control are to a great extent excluded from the curriculum. Too much legal and technocratic thinking would not only hinder student’s personal autonomy but also inhibit the development of a new aesthetic for the urban environment. The designer is the creator; and his/her proposal might appear to many stakeholders as being far beyond any reality. The danger in particular in a very design and art focused philosophy remains that with regard to learning outcomes the lecturer or a well established group of lecturers would very much have the monopoly of interpreting high standard performance in urban design. It may remain difficult for a student to ‘understand’ actual and desired performance.

3. 
Conclusions for an Urban Design Module

The main competence in urban design is 3-dimensional thinking.  In the first place this is non-observable.  Hence the plan, the drawing and the model remain the leading outcome-material with which the learner has to provide evidence of her/his spatial competence.  From this point of view it is unarguable that in urban design practical skills and cognitive competences are integrative. The following model of outcomes and criteria is suggested for a module at master’s level as a starting point for further discussion (cf. Hardinghaus, 2006, p. 19):
Intended Learning Outcomes 

By the end of the module the student should be able to:
1.  Related to spatial thinking:

1.1. demonstrate a systematic understanding of the urban physical environment as the result and overlap of lifestyles, historical and contemporary, explainable by and embedded in cultural models;
1.2. analyse the characteristics of the (self-) selected site/area, its interdependence with the surrounding urban fabric as well as of its cultural implications (genius loci);
1.3. project a comprehensive concept carried by a spatial idea, including an urban programme which culminates in a clearly elaborated vision for the (self-) selected site/area (guiding image);
1.4. develop an urban design strategy which consistently and self-evidently comprises both analysis and projection.
2. Related to practical skills:

2.1. demonstrate a graphic language (sketching, collaging, drawing, model making etc.);
2.2. present the urban design strategy orally in a professional manner; act critically within a professional dialogue;
2.3. work continuously on a design task;
2.4. apply autonomously a systematic working method.

In order to pass the module successfully the student needs to produce plans and at least one model, which demonstrate his/her urban design strategy (spatial thinking).  The learning outcomes 1.1 to 2.2 are examined within a final presentation, which includes a 10-15 minute presentation and a 10 minute critical dialogue with the lecturer, panel and the auditorium.  The final presentation will count towards 70 % of the final mark.  The learning outcomes 2.3 to 2.4 have to be demonstrated by a portfolio.  The portfolio counts towards 30 % of the final mark.  Two interim presentations are not marked summatively, but are compulsory and will be considered in the portfolio assessment.  

Assessment Criteria  

Assessment of the urban design strategy will be done using the following criteria as starting point for further quality level.  A “high standard” outcome will:
3. Related to spatial thinking:
3.1. demonstrate a critical stance in the discussion of the interrelationship of the urban physical environment and living models (evidence: see 4.1);
3.2. provide analytically and purpose-directed the characteristics of the (self-) selected site/area and of its surrounding urban fabric (evidence: see 4.1);
3.3. evidence creatively a concept carried by a spatial idea and an urban programme which is both original and of value (evidence: see 4.1);
3.4. demonstrate the ability to develop and sustain a coherent urban design strategy which comprises both, analysis and projection (evidence: see 4.1).
4. Related to practical skills:
4.1. demonstrate the ability to visualise the urban design strategy clearly, including analysis and projection, (evidence: plans and models);
4.2. ensure that the oral presentation is prepared, structured and supports the urban design strategy (evidence: oral presentation);
4.3. demonstrate that the design process can be traced by intermediate products (evidence: portfolio);
4.4. demonstrate that a systematic working method has been applied independently (evidence: portfolio).

The minimum is achieved when the lecturer (or the panel members) was put in the position by the outcome-material – as the documentation of the student’s divergent spatial thinking – to discuss the potentials of design options.  The political debate about the “right” or “wrong” outcomes and criteria may already have reached a deadlock about the extent to which a university environment has to encourage an autonomous but cooperative individual, or has to “produce” a ready-to-use graduate who can serve the needs of the employer immediately.  

Obviously these outcomes and criteria cannot claim any “objectivity” as such. The different urban design approaches cannot be explored in the limited framework of this conference paper. But they may contribute to a stimulating discussion which aims at further transparency in urban design modules.  Hardinghaus (2006) offers further discussion of outcomes and criteria in a much broader theoretical and practical urban design context; in particular, towards an interdisciplinary interconnection with other subjects and disciplines within architecture and planning curricula. 
4. 
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