By Cecille de Laurentis

Summary
If North American planning institutions
are to fulfill their stated commitment to
racial justice in the wake of 2020’s Black
Lives Matter protests, transformative
educational change is necessary. In
most professional planning programs,
students may learn theories of systemic
oppression and racial capitalism but
are not given the tools to address
these concepts in practice. Practice
and theory should instead inform
one another, and students should
learn to plan alongside constituents
in an education that transcends the
classroom. For models of how to do this,
I look to grassroots popular education
initiatives such as those linked to the
Black cooperative tradition.

Résumé
Si les institutions de planification
nord-américaines veulent respecter
leur engagement déclaré en faveur de
la justice raciale dans le sillage des
manifestations Black Lives Matter
de 2020, un changement éducatif
transformateur est nécessaire.
Dans la plupart des programmes
d'urbanisme professionnel, les
étudiants peuvent apprendre les
théories de l'oppression systémique et
du capitalisme racial, mais ne reçoivent
pas les outils nécessaires pour aborder
ces concepts dans la pratique. La
pratique et la théorie devraient au
contraire s'informer mutuellement,
et les étudiants devraient apprendre
l’urbanisme aux côtés des électeurs
dans le cadre d'une éducation qui
transcende la salle de classe. Pour
trouver des modèles sur la manière
d'y parvenir, je me tourne vers les
initiatives d'éducation populaire de base
telles que celles liées à la tradition des
coopératives noires.

A

midst the 2020 uprising for Black
lives lost to police brutality across
North American cities along with
headlines declaring that racial and economic
factors increase vulnerability to COVID-19,
many urban planning programs in the US and
Canada have joined the institutional rush to
announce that they are committed to racial
equity. Some claim they are reaffirming the
commitment their programs made during
the American Civil Rights movement a half
century ago. However, they have been met
with skepticism by those who have asked
for this commitment before and watched
planning education treat racial justice as
one of many theoretical questions with no
particular urgency, divorced from practice
and oblivious to institutionalized racism.
There is some optimism that this time
might be different. But how would planning
education have to change to fulfill this
commitment? Though some planning
educators might consider this a stretch,
academic programs would need to produce
planners who are critical of capitalism, topdown planning, and their own positionality.
These critiques are not absent from today’s
planning programs. However, they are
largely confined to theoretical discussions in
the classroom.
During my Master’s program, many of
my classmates wondered why they should
study theory, believing it didn’t connect
to their future careers. Others, however,
valued theory courses as the only places
where we might be asked to consider
systemic oppression and how our chosen
profession perpetuated it. Methods courses
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taught us the practical limitations of
traditional analysis but rarely politicized
those limitations or grappled with how data
and design, too, have operated in service of
oppression. While some studios provided an
experimental space for students to work out
the relationship between theory and practice
and confront tough questions, others served
as a set of decontextualized professional
tasks that we vied to claim for our resumes.
Theory separated from practice
As Paulo Freire writes in Pedagogy of the
Oppressed, “Human activity is theory and
practice; it is reflection and action.”1 Yet theory
often feels irrelevant to practice in Master’s
programs designed to produce professional
planners. Many core courses train students
for certification; as such, the material learned
is bound by American Institute of Certified
Planners (AICP) or Canadian Institute of
Planners (CIP) requirements, and therefore
only as radical as the students and professor
themselves. In my experience, outside the
classroom, students are encouraged to
network with professionals, other members
of the expert class, rather than to get to
know the communities they will serve.
Master’s students are not encouraged to
learn for learning’s sake, but rather to
achieve the “right” qualifications for the
“right” job with the “right” pay grade. This
stifles not only their educational experience,
but the possibility that they will plan for
radical social change.
For example, planning students may
encounter concepts like participatory planning
and community control in their theory courses,
but likely not their application. Participatory
methods taught without a sufficiently critical
lens that urges students to carefully consider
their positionality can also result in harm and
an extractive dynamic with local communities.
As professional planners, most will learn
to treat public participation as a box to be
checked in order to move forward with their
already-finished plan. But Freire writes that
oppressed people must free themselves
– members of the oppressor class cannot
liberate them from above. If planners are
serious about pursuing equity and racial
justice, they must commit to breaking
both the barriers between theory and
practice and those between planners and
their constituents. A planning education
that does this meaningfully will have
transformative potential.
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If planners are serious about pursuing
equity and racial justice, they must commit
to breaking both the barriers between
theory and practice and those between
planners and their constituents.
Historically, planning education hasn’t
been confined to the classroom. Through
Jessica Gordon Nembhard’s documentation
of the Black cooperative movement in her
book Collective Courage (2014), we learn
that Black cooperative enterprises were
frequently born through learning circles.
Even when individual cooperatives failed,
many gave rise to conferences, workshops,
and ongoing educational projects that
inspired other Black leaders to create coops. Gordon Nembhard notes that Black
cooperatives also made their way into some
university curricula, bridging popular efforts
and the formal education system.
All of this is also planning education:
laying the groundwork for a type of
economic development driven by Black
self-determination that diverges from
the standard planner- and developerled framework. Similarly, the New
York City Community Land Initiative
(NYCCLI) carries out popular education
programming about collective ownership
and governance of land through community
land trusts (CLTs) and provides technical
assistance and advocacy support to local
resident-led CLT projects around the city.
NYCCLI was founded by a coalition of
homeless organizers, planning-adjacent
professionals, and academics who
recognized that “expert” knowledge should
be mobilized in support of bottom-up
movements, and that education and action
must happen in tandem.
CLTs also have roots in the American
Civil Rights Movement: the first CLT, New
Communities, Inc., was founded in Albany,
Georgia in 1969 by members of the Student
Nonviolent Coordinating Committee to
advance self-determination for Black
farmers. There are multiple Canadian
examples of democratically governed
CLTs that carry out popular education
initiatives as well, such as Parkdale
Neighbourhood Land Trust, which carries
out neighbourhood tours that are conducted
as mutual learning experiences, and the

Black-led Hogan’s Alley Society Land Trust,
which operates in a historically Black
neighborhood of Vancouver and offers a
bevy of anti-racist educational resources.
Furthermore, co-ops and community land
trusts have the potential to be anti-capitalist
by taking land out of the private real estate
market and/or giving their members
ownership of their labor and its products.
While not all shared ownership endeavors
are inherently transformative, they are often
left out of planning curricula entirely in
favor of top-down market-based models.
Meanwhile, popular education initiatives
like those of NYCCLI, Hogan’s Alley, and
the Black cooperatives studied by Gordon
Nembhard have links to institutions
but primarily serve as a foundation
for marginalized people to plan their
communities. The learning process is
ongoing, a complement to organized action.
Planning programs should take a cue
from such initiatives in order to produce
graduates who will plan for systemic
change, both through direct collaboration
and curriculum correspondence.
Studios should work directly with
community-led initiatives, providing
technical assistance while participating in
ongoing, two-way education. Both students
and their community partners would be
teachers and learners, in the spirit of a
learning circle or Freire’s model of social
movement education. These studios should
be actively linked to theory courses, and
students should be encouraged to engage in
critical reflection – asking, for example, what
it means to work in community development
under a capitalist system that operates
through the devaluation of the communities
one works within.
Some universities are working with
such models already. For example, the
University of British Columbia offers
an Indigenous Community Planning
concentration, through which students
work with/in First Nations communities
on community planning projects in a

partnership of mutual learning that
centres Indigenous ways of knowing. The
American University of Beirut also offers a
Planning and Design Workshop intended to
introduce students to the “actual practice”
of planning, working with them on problem
and asset framing and intervention design
in a way that takes into account real-life
contexts. Of course, these models have the
potential to be imperfect or cause harm,
but done correctly they are a step in the
right direction.
Curricula for planning courses across
the board should be modeled on popular
education curricula wherever possible.
They should understand what marginalized
communities have done to teach and
learn while organizing to bring about
change, challenging traditional deficit
framing that positions planners as (white)
saviours through highlighting what these
communities have built themselves. They
should ask how planners can participate in
existing bottom-up movements to empower
people and transform cities, rather than
recycling the same old interventions from
above. They should encourage planners to
keep questioning and reflecting on their
practice, even when they move into the
professional world.
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None of this is to say that change
will be easy. In the connection between
theory and practice lies the potential for
transformation, which institutions tend
to resist. Revolutionary planners must
insist on this connection. Otherwise, their
commitment to end injustice will never
leave the classroom.
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Endnote
1
Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the
Oppressed, trans. Myra Bergman
Ramos, 50th Anniversary Edition
(Continuum International Publishing
Group, Inc., 2000; Bloomsbury
Academic, 2018), 125. Citations refer to
the Bloomsbury edition.
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In the connection between theory and
practice lies the potential for transformation,
which institutions tend to resist.
Revolutionary planners must insist on this
connection. Otherwise, their commitment to
end injustice will never leave the classroom.

