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ABSTRACT

In 2015, a joint multidisciplinary urban planning initiative was undertaken
in Finland, eventually leading to the establishment of the first multidisci-
plinary master’s programme in Urban Studies and Planning (USP). The
initiation process of a unique multidisciplinary collaboration between the
University of Helsinki and Aalto University is documented here, shedding
light on the motivations and expectations of those involved in establishing
the new master’s programme. Finally, conclusions are drawn on the diffi-
culties in the implementation of such a complex programme and in fitting
it into siloed university structures.

The need to gain multidisciplinary knowledge for planning processes
and practices and to advance and comprehend urban development is al-
ready well documented. Furthermore, the quality of the built environment
has been seen to lack sustainable grounds and has been criticised as a con-
crete example of the problem of present-day planning practices. The need
for reform to meet the challenges in practice-based studies similar to urban
planning is recognised in several domains. A considerable body of uni-
versity pedagogical studies has challenged disciplinary-based knowledge
creation while problem-based learning has generated its own recognised
challenges. These challenges form the background of the urban planning
initiative leading to the establishment of the first multidisciplinary master’s
programme in Urban Studies and Planning (USP) in Finland.
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THE NEED FOR MULTIDISCIPLINARY COLLABORATION
IN URBAN STUDIES AND PLANNING

In recent decades the field of urban planning has witnessed significant
advances in disciplinary approaches. This has advanced the understand-
ing of urban development but also generated disciplinary spaces or ‘si-
los’ within a complex mosaic of types of knowledge, responsibilities,
and competences. This process has been connected with both academic
structures (universities, faculties, or schools) and with the consolidation or
adjustment of conventional professions. It has also become evident, how-
ever, that within cities the sum of their parts is smaller than the whole, and
that the interplay between and across disciplines needs further exploration
(Baker 2014; Rode 2019).

The perception of urban change as a complex phenomenon of spa-
tial, social, environmental, and economic components has become a rich
field for multiple disciplines. Increasing specialised knowledge and added
complexity challenge the expertise in planning. A major share of criticism
is targeted at the so-called rational-comprehensive planning ideal (Fried-
mann 1971; Innes 1996). More concrete fallacies are found within classical
forms of planning the physical environment, its administration or deci-
sion-making structures commonly wrapped in principles of zoning and
national planning legislation.

Criticisms of siloed disciplines and the dissatisfying results of institu-
tional friction, the power games of established activities and professions,
and the failures of large-scale urban operations have been reported (Hall
1980; Forester 1989; Flyvbjerg 1998). Furthermore, an increasing amount
of urban and planning history research and planning discussions have fo-
cused on the physical outcome of present-day planning practice and on
how or why these unsatisfactory outcomes are produced. Less attention is
paid to the fact that there are such huge differences in planning practices
from country to country, that drawing parallels from generalised theoreti-
cal explorations to the planned and realised outcomes is neatly impossible
(Knieling & Othengrafen 2009).

In Finland, the higher education associated with urban planning and
design is organised in various disciplines and universities. Typically, those
disciplines are architecture, landscape architecture, urban design, geogra-
phy, engineering in varying fields of the built environment, social sciences,
environmental sciences and environmental law. Finland has not had the
same kind of planning profession, education and degree system as several



other European countries and the United States. Finnish planning tradi-
tions strongly emphasise the physical planning issues of urban design due
to the planner-architect tradition that dates back to the institutionalised
roles from the early 20" century (Puustinen 2006; Korvenmaa 1992).
However, in regional and rural areas other disciplines have also been more
involved.

The counter-reaction to rational-comprehensive planning and its ex-
pert knowledge has accumulated in theories of collaborative or participa-
tory approaches (Healey 1992). The good intention of turning recognised
problems of the institutional planning frame into alternate ideals of social
justice in order to master future changes has not been seen as successful.
A shift from top-down administrative challenges to systemically differ-
ent bottom-up approaches to distributed decision-making is a completely
separate situation with different internal challenges in knowledge creation
and assessment. In fact, the need for inclusiveness serves entirely different
purposes in a democratic society than the request for a decent outcome.
This relates first to the legitimacy of the planning process, and second to
the legitimacy of the planning output. The teaching of planning should be
able to cover both of these perspectives.

Planning as an institutionalised activity or exetcise in governance op-
erates with altogether different entities than the ones that are relevant in
actual plan-making. We analysed this activity from the basis of concrete ex-
periences of the first five years of the mastet’s programme discussed here.

BACKGROUND OF THE PROGRAMME AND
OUR STUDY APPROACH

The Urban Studies and Planning (USP) master’s programme (UoH 2023)
was set up during a hectic 1.5-year planning period between late 2015 and
the summer of 2017. Development of the programme became possible
when the University of Helsinki started a renewal of its educational sys-
tem called Iso pyira [Big Wheel]. Its aims were to attract more international
students and thus increase its profile as an international university (Rantala
2017), but to also reduce the number of programmes while broadening
the scope of masters programmes. A concrete task was to separate the de-
partmental administration from the study programme structures. During
the process, the university established 32 bachelors and 60 masters pro-
grammes, less than half of the number of programmes previously avail-
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able. New degree programmes were marketed as multidisciplinary and the
possibility of completing studies in different disciplines without commit-
ting to only one discipline was emphasised (Heinonen 2021). Thus, USP
seemed like a textbook example for this renewal — in May 2016 it was
chosen as one of ten University of Helsinki programmes spearheaded for
international marketing for its launching semester in 2017-2018.

The development did not start from scratch, but had several sup-
porting structures that enabled rapid development. The development of
the USP programme had deep roots in cross-disciplinaty collaboration,
which already started in early 2000 when the specificity of urban issues
was recognised nationally. Due to the lack of a shared understanding of
research and planning needs, an extensive joint project of urban research
in the Helsinki metropolitan area was carried out in 1998-2010. Nine pro-
fessorships in varying urban themes were funded by the University of
Helsinki and Helsinki University of Technology, one of the predecessor
institutions of Aalto University (CoH 2007).! Together with professors
of corresponding fields, two joint doctoral schools — those of the Built
Environment and of Housing and Planning — were set up to start doctoral
programmes. Collaboration was followed by the Urban and Metropolitan
Policy Research and Cooperation Programme (KATUMETRO) funding
programme, which ran in 2010-2018. For more strategic collaboration,
the City of Helsinki and two universities created the Urban Academy in
2012 (UA, 2023).

Joint teaching arose from initiatives to overcome the limitations of
disciplinary approaches and was coordinated through the Urban Acade-
my. The two universities had their own internal administration procedures,
which made student and teaching exchange difficult, yet nevertheless en-
couraged actively collaborating professors to set up a successful minor
programme between the two universities. The main benefits included ease
of admission and teaching exchange, but with several legal hurdles. The
effort was recognised in an editorial in Helsingin Sanomar (HS 18.5.2014),
the main Finnish national newspaper. The joint minor programme was
an immediate success (Eskeld 2015) and paved the way for the USP pro-
gramme. Altogether 120 students completed these minor studies by 2017,
before it was put on hold when the USP master’s programme started. It is
worth mentioning that international support for the development of the
programme was realised by establishing an International Advisory Board,?
initiated conceptually in the summer of 2015 (UA 14.8.2015), and then
finally established in the spring of 2016 (Jokela & Ala-Outinen 2016).



The crucial phases of the curriculum planning and content develop-
ment took place in a short 1-year period before the first management
board for the programme was officially nominated. Programme develop-
ment continued with the official status of a USP Board in the beginning
of 2017 and emphasised the role of its members in further development.
In Aalto University, parallel preparation continued, and participating de-
partments were confirmed one year later. Eventually, USP student quotas
were decided separately from the two active masters programmes and the
Department of Design, despite their involvement in preparatory work.’

The minutes of internal decision-making meetings held by the USP
programme quickly became the main procedure over informal discussions.
The meetings grew into monthly 4-hour-long marathon meetings, due to
the unavoidable fact that each decision item fell into domains of multiple
administrative units*. Initially the administrative process was thought to be
simple: a joint programme ought to have joint decision-making where all
degrees are involved. In December 2016, USP board was nominated and
tasked with programme preparation.” Three board members were from
the University of Helsinki and three from Aalto University.® Professor
Mari Vaattovaara was appointed director of this crew (UH 2016¢).”

Urban studies was considered a field that could not be enclosed in a
single faculty. It was given office space and relative independence together
with sustainability studies when the Helsinki Sustainability Science Centre
(later HELSUS) and the Urban Studies Institute (later Urbaria) were estab-
lished in June 2017. The founding document of Urbatia defined a broad
role for the new institutional structure. In addition to the direct research,
tasks included integration into ‘teaching and training entities and networks
of social interaction’. It also made Urbaria a co-operative entity with de-
gree programmes in the University of Helsinki and Aalto University® in
fields of utban research and its education (HY 2017). Professors Mari
Vaattovaara and Jari Niemeld were nominated as heads of these cross-fac-
ulty platforms.

Decisions in Aalto University came later. Initiatives for a joint pro-
gramme came from the University of Helsinki and got traction and pre-
liminary approval by Aalto University leadership (USP 30.5.2016). For the
mid-management at Aalto University, this proposal came as a bit of a
surprise and was pushed through a strategy process that suggested a one-
year delay for the launch. Since preparation took place rapidly and the
University of Helsinki had already committed to student intake beginning
with the 2017-2018 academic year, a complicated situation emerged. Half
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HELSUS and Urbaria founded @ HY (12.6.2017)
USP 2nd governance model @ Aalto (16.10.2020)

USP teaching starts @ HY (xx.9.2017)

USP founded @ Aalto (9.11.2017)
USP 2nd governance model @ HY (xx.xx.2020)

UA Minor's programme (18.5.2014)

UA visit to AMS (xx.9.2015)

Living+ founded @ Aalto (17.2.2016)

USP founded @ HY (xx.x.2016)

UA advisory board (14.8.2016)

USP board @ HY (5.12.2016)

USP preparation group @ Aalto (13.4.2017)
USP teaching starts @ Aalto (xx.9.2018)
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Fig. 1. A timeline of the USP programme development and teacher involvement.
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of the studies for the programme were designed to be taught at Aalto
University, but participation in the joint programme was not approved
by its administration. Since the initiative for a joint programme had full
support from the Department of Architecture, it decided to open a minor
programme for students of architecture and landscape architecture to fill
the missing Aalto share of the spearhead programme. The programme’s
curriculum and its founding documents were prepared simultaneously
during the spring of 2017.°

Aalto officially joined the USP programme in November 2017 just be-
fore admission of the second student intake in 2018-2019. The founding
decision of Aalto-USP contained a clear conflict with the University of
Helsinki’s administrative decision. The initial logic of programme organ-
isation hierarchy was deliberately low in order to meet the demands of
multidisciplinary development. This, which became obvious later, contra-
dicted with budgetary constraints and resourcing that were overruled by
existing university faculty structures.

Aalto University’s governance model already contained a resolution
for the programme’s distributed ownership by defining an Executive
Boatd of the deans of both universities."” It also defined a Management/
Programme Board'' as well as a Programme Committee. The latter is a
standard part of Aalto University’s administration to take care of duties
related to student intake and the curriculum. It was simply added on top
of the structure proposed by the USP programme preparation group and
had some overlap with the idealised joint management board.

The timeline (Fig. 1) summarises the meetings held duting programme
development with selected points of major decisions highlighted. Informa-
tion was extracted from the USP Board and Programme Committee memos
and earlier mentioned documents of Urban Academy collaboration.

BEYOND DISCIPLINES

Drafting of the programme started in the spring of 2016. The programme
aimed to be truly interdisciplinary. A wide approach was guaranteed by
combining the present and future with the past, by understanding the
complex nature of historical developments in planning. The programme
was to produce modules that transcended the borders of scientific exper-
tise and knowledge on one hand and design and planning on the other.
Kortteinen et al. (2016) noted: “I'his is of decisive importance both in relation fo
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urban studies and planning: knowledge and understanding on the practices and ways
of thinking in design and planning enable the practitioners of urban studies to pose
and answer their research questions in ways that are of significance from a planning
perspective, and vice versa! Kortteinen et al. also outlined the profession-
al challenge, focusing on the tension between ecological imperatives and
economic competitiveness (ibid.).

Since the beginning of the programme’s preparation, it was obvious
to all involved that each discipline had their valuable insights that were dif-
ficult to merge into perspectives of other disciplinary approaches. It was
equally clear that society is largely arranged according to these disciplines
and professions, so it would be unlikely to come up with a new umbrella
that would require an unrealistically wide knowledge base from a student.

SPATIAL
THINKING

SOCIAL
THINKING

Kinme e
PLANS / \ PEOPLES

URBANISM
THINKING

Rami

Maze USP
l Core courses

Urban Challenge

DESIGN HISTORY
THINKING THINKING
\ STUDIOS
Viitanen
ASSEMBLAGE RESILIENCE
THINKING THINKING

SYSTEMS

COMPLEXITY SYSTEMS
THINKING THINKING

Fig. 2. Early diagram of the USP structuring principle. The role of teachers with respect to
study lines and shared core teaching is indicated by the names of some of the active mem-
bers. Varying 'thinkings' in public discussions are added in the outer ring to build a connec-
tion to subsequent figures.
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Due to a limited 2-year study frame, the risk was for students to be steered
towards broad but unusable generalisations. Thus, the second-best alter-
native was to determine how professions can develop an understanding
of each othet’s concerns and skills and to develop a more comprehensive
team approach. The invented teaching approach of USP turned out to
be a classical pedagogical method known as problem-based learning (PBL)."
This was thought to be ‘a good way of working towards transdisciplinar-
ity’, supported by studio courses with teamwork and collaboration (USP
19.5.2010).

In order to move forward with curriculum development, a consider-
able amount of delineation between existing teaching was needed. Varia-
tion in expertise was notable and even extreme. The variance was present
in a number of proposed specific courses — each of which the responsible
teachers themselves considered as the most elementary component of the
programme. By repackaging course contents into large chunks, demand-
ing teacher collaboration for extracting shared core competences would
be easier. Also, it was hoped that more coherent student groups could be
achieved regardless of their target degree. The preliminary names of the
study lines within USP were ‘Urban Planning and Design’, ‘Urban Life,
Economy and Cultures’, and ‘Urban Ecologies and Systems’. The coordi-
nation of these study lines was performed by professors Kimmo Lapintie,
Matti Kortteinen and Anssi Joutsiniemi accordingly (USP 19.5.2016). The
structure is visualised as a diagram, which also demonstrates the comple-
mentary roles of the two universities (Fig. 2). The expertise on the left side
of the diagram primarily represents Aalto University and expertise on the
right side the University of Helsinki.

CURRICULUM DEVELOPMENT AND THE LAUNCH OF
THE PROGRAMME

Moving from shared principles to the programme per se required some
learning from existing masters programmes. Concrete examples of teach-
ing pedagogy were found from KTH (Royal Institute of Technology,
Stockholm) study programme of Sustainable Urban Planning and Design
(SUPD), in which Professor Ramia Maz¢ had been involved. Similarities
included students first taking courses in common, where they learn ba-
sic notions and skills needed in subsequent studies."” After this, they find
their own paths within the programme. A second inspiration from SUPD
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was the implementation of multidisciplinarity in all courses and studios
offered, and the thesis always being supervised by professors with dif-
ferent backgrounds (USP 27.4.2016). Professors Mari Vaattovaara and
Matti Kortteinen had tested the same method in their field courses and
the model seemed suitable to enrich traditional studio teaching typical in
architecture education.

Another example examined was the Spatial Planning and Transpor-
tation Engineering (SPT) programme at Aalto University. It had been in
preparation for 3 years, had its first admission completed, and was about
to start in the autumn of 2016 (USP WG 27.4.2016). But as it was already
in its implementation phase, restructuring its needs for the emerging USP
was practically impossible.

From Aalto University, the Creative Sustainability (CS) programme
was also investigated. CS is a joint multidisciplinary master’s programme
running in Aalto since 2010, involving three schools with separate target
degrees in each of them (USP 27.4.2016). This provided a basis to sug-
gest a programme structure that looked like an administrative nightmare
— yet doable. An example of a programme that was shared between two
universities was found from the joint master’s programme in computer
science. This existing collaboration between universities encouraged us to
continue development without fear of an administrative mismatch. In ad-
dition, a benchmark study of 14 comparable Nordic and 43 international
programmes was performed (Kekki 2017).

The shared understanding of siloed expertise in universities and pro-
fessional practice had been one of the key topics during the Urban Acad-
emy collaboration in the initiation of USP (Eskeld et al. 2015). During our
discussions, an additional worry was not only in the existing silos but also
in the danger of creating new ones via transdisciplinary integration (USP
16.-17.8.2016). Additional support for a prepared frame for multiple de-
grees came from the demand of architectural education, which is con-
trolled by an EU-level professional qualifications directive. It encouraged
retaining professional identities in all fields rather than aiming for a unified
degree structure. The uniqueness of the programme was to be achieved
by spicing up all involved disciplines with the capability to discuss beyond
their own disciplinary boundaries.

Thus, it was decided to stick with six separate degrees rather than
aiming to create a unified planning discipline. The difficulty was to come
up with a viable solution for merging varying degree needs in a single
curriculum. The decision to establish multiple degrees was agreed upon
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Fig. 3. An example of student-specific learning requirements expressed as a T-model for
students from three different backgrounds.

in September 2016, when the degrees given by the USP programme were
confirmed (HY 2016b).

A challenging task during the programme development was the con-
tradicting demands of discipline-specific expertise and understanding
shared skillsets between students from all degrees. A workable conceptual
tool for further discussions was the so-called T-model introduced in the
SUPD programme at KTH in Stockholm (USP WG 27.4.2010). It is not
a solution in itself, but rather an approach to separate different types of
expertise required in a complex environment. The T-model originates in
knowledge management and aims to incorporate the simultaneous need
of ‘breadth’ and ‘depth’ of expert knowledge (Hedlund 1994). The great
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Fig. 4. Curriculum in the making. The first attempt to construct a joint curriculum for USP.
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benefit of this approach is that it breaks the arbitrary division between
‘generalist’ and ‘specialist” and stresses the importance of both dimen-
sions in each discipline.

The dual challenge of the USP programme structure arises from the
fact that students need to broaden their understanding of other disci-
plines (breadth, horizontal), to co-operate and deepen their understand-
ing of their own discipline (depth, vertical), and to compete with col-
leagues in the same target degree (Fig. 3). This creates additional pressure
in curriculum planning: How to balance course requirements that range
from monodisciplinary basics to transdisciplinary practice with limited re-
sources? The PBL approach introduces students to the broadness of ex-
pertise in urban studies and planning, and enables a student-led process to
draw information from problems that are too wide to cover with a unified
theory, too complex to digest without deeper understanding or too gener-
al to meet case-specific details.

For these purposes, additional care was taken to include courses where
learning is based on PBL-style initiatives to solve authentic, ill-structured™
real-world problems (Hung 2011, 531). Site-specific tasks in particular re-
quired different skills than generalised studies. Simplified models or global
goals, such as sustainability or social justice, do not provide direct rules to
implement the differences of disciplinary backgrounds.

The primacy of a ‘shared problem’ as a method of PBL was recognised
as an important part of integrated studies. However, due to considerable
differences in student backgrounds (Fig. 6), the general aim for co-work-
ing or co-creation was insufficient. Courses that bridge disciplines that have
more shared backgrounds would be designed as signature courses so as to
provide a means for the communication of convoluted urban phenomena.

Students generally have three years of bachelor level studies, so it can
be assumed that they already understand the basics of their field. This
assumption did not, however, hold for every degree. For example, a de-
gree in Real Estate Economics is structured like an ideal Bologna-Agree-
ment-type master’s programme. The applicants do not have any back-
ground knowledge from a unified bachelor’s programme but benefit from
competences in multiple bachelotr’s degrees. This naturally creates de-
gree-specific needs to provide courses that build target-specific joint skills
for the entire student intake that cannot be covered by programme-level
joint studies. These strictly monodisciplinary courses need to be fitted into
the curriculum as well.”
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Fig. 5. In multidisciplinary collaboration, the difficulty in interpretation can be generated from
nearly anywhere. A symptomatic example is how even the basic diagrams of a curriculum can
be observed differently. If you come from a discipline comfortable with working with western
text and tables, the presentation on the left seems natural. However, if you image a diagram
as a visual representation, the scheme to the right gives you an understanding of how courses
are built on top of each other.

The first unified curriculum structure contained elements from all the
above-mentioned demands. USP signature elements can be divided into
two: courses that enable students to start cross-disciplinary collaboration
and courses that force students to obtain skills in specific multidisciplinary
case studies. Courses to level up students include the joint introduction
of all disciplines involved in the programme, and courses providing the
means for analytical data acquisition. These courses are scheduled for the
first semester. PBL-based elements were enclosed in two studio packages
for the first and second semester and the possibility to continue into a
third semester in the form of student-driven capstone projects.

For degtree-level specialisation, the curriculum defined two types of
courses. Courses provided in the spring of the first year, where those orig-
inating from study line packages,'® contained a selection of 12 courses.
More flexible, individually chosen elective studies are available in the third
semester to support master’s thesis work. The frame of the curriculum



was tested for all study line packages (USP 15.11.2016). A simplified illus-
tration of the curriculum structure is shown in Fig. 5.

The student-centered approach, in which students learn about a sub-
ject by working in groups to solve open-ended problems, lies at the core of
PBL pedagogy. PBL has been applied in fields where the problems consist
of massive amounts of inconsistent information and are too complex
and wide to be mastered simply by memorising. Typical university fields
where PBL is used are those of medicine, law and engineering. In USP,
teaching the continuous Urban Challenge Studio modules best serves the
PBL teaching goals.

Once the rough frame of studies was decided upon, it was easy to
start defining the course-specific learning outcomes that were implement-
ed by each responsible teacher. Introduction to Urban Studies & Planning and
Research Methods courses were led by University of Helsinki teachers (USP
1.2.2017). Urban Challenge Studio courses were influenced by the approach
in the SUPD Studio at KTH and were developed to create a shared under-
standing of the nature of PBL in USP. Extra effort was put into under-
standing the nature of problems so as to avoid reducing planning to ‘solu-
tionism’ and allocation of ‘best practices’ defined in some other context.
Thus, problem-finding and proper argumentation plays a counter role in
the institutionally dominated planning environment (USP 15.3.2017).

Since the initiation of the programme made was in collaboration with
the Urban Academy, municipal partners played a distinct role in the teach-
ing. In the Introduction to USP course, each discipline hosted a day around
a publicly interesting ‘hot topic’, where both academics and professionals
contributed. In PBL teaching, a challenge was initiated by municipal part-
ners, while students and teachers would adjust and reformulate it for tasks
suitable for the students’ level of expertise (USP 15.3.2017).

WAS THIS WHAT WE WERE LOOKING FOR?

We made it. We developed the first profoundly multidisciplinary master’s
programme in Finland. From the very beginning, the group was enthu-
siastic about the new encounters, creating something new in the Finnish
academic scene. Also, every scholar had understood through her/his work
the growing interest towards urban issues beyond local interests (Vaat-
tovaara & Joutsiniemi 2018). It increased national and international aware-
ness, with the number of applicants increasing year by year.
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5 departments
3 Institutes (INAR, HIP, HIIT)

BP in Science

MP Theoretical and
Computational Methods
MP Mathematics and
Statistics

MP Geology and Geophysics
MP Materials Research

MP Computer Science

MP Particle Physics and
Astrophysical Sciences

MP Life Science Informatics
MP Data Science

MP Geography

MP Chemistry and
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MP Atmospheric Sciences

4 Bachelor’s
8 Master’s Programmes

MP Mathematics and
Statistics

MP European and Nordic
Studies

MP Global Politics and
Communication

MP Environmental Change
and Global Sustainability
MP Contemporary Societies
MP Economics

MP Human Nutrition and
Food-Related Behaviour

BP Biology

BP Molecular Biology
BP Environmental
Science

Master’s Programme in Ecology
and Evolutionary Biology

MP Environmental Change and
Global Sustainability

MP Genetics and Molecular
Biosciences

MP Microbiology and Microbial
Biotechnology

MP Neuroscience

MP Plant Biology

MP Life Science Informatics

- 000000 MP Urban Studies

Fig. 6. Anillustration of the joint USP master’s programme (MP) in the two-university structure.
Itis very unlikely to fit the unique needs of a handful of USP students for any alternatively
suboptimised faculty and school administration practice. Any USP-dependent requirement
appears as an outlier of the administration block: a potential source of inequity and resource
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; and Planning

BP Built Environment

BP Energy and
Environmental Engineering
BP Mechanical and
Structural Engineering

MP Building Technology
MP Geoengineering

MP Geoinformatic

MP Mechanical Engineering
MP Real Estate Economics
MP Spatial Planning and
Transportation Engineering
MP Water and
Environmental Engineering

3 Joint Aalto programmes
2 International EIT joint
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Design
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Design
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MP Costume Design
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MP Film Editing

MP Film and Television Producing
MP Screenwriting

MP Documentary Film

MP Visual Communication Design
MP New Media Design and
Production

MP Game Design and Production
MP Sound in New Media

MP Photography

bargaining. If a multidisciplinary programme wants to strengthen the virtual community

with a branded coffee mug, a budget controller imagines the pressure of financing the entire
dining tableware for the whole faculty; if field trips require financial support for renting a bike,
it is easier to suggest using public transport.
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Early on, the USP programme went through a number of stages and can
be crystallised in the following phases:

1. Starting during university reform: towards the goal of problem-based, multidisci-
plinary research and practice relevance.

2. Working together to understand urban development: efforts of multiple scholars
over several years, with new colleagues joining the programme work.

3. Encountering administrative issues: management of the programme difficult due
to the varying principles of the faculties, escalating to under-resourcing, student
complaints, teacher exhaustion and community disintegration.

4. Getting a_formal, but uncommitted collaboration structure: the programme forced
into an acceptable administrative framework, split betiween two universities.

Even if the programme has in many ways been successful, there were
several challenges. Drawing parallels to one of the major components of
our programme — planning — we recognise that the creation of a study
programme for planning is, in fact, a planning task in itself. Therefore, it is
an exercise of its own topic. We identify ourselves as participants or stake-
holders of the process described above. Teachers have been ‘walking in
anothet’s shoes’ for a number of years, just as in any participatory process
(Umemoto 2001).

As indicated in the beginning, the subject matter of the content we
are teaching — planning — has a long tradition in sepatating problenzs-of-plan-
ning almost entirely from problems-in-planning and therefore is incapable
of recognising how the institutional structures are bootstrapped to the
problems they claim to solve. The same holds in building any multidisci-
plinary programme where university administration increasingly tackled
‘problems-of” while outsourcing context-related ‘problems-in’ issues to
teachers and/or students. The problems-of-multidisciplinarity are completely
different from problems-in-multidisciplinarity. However, although problem
domains and personnel are separated, the outcome is highly convoluted.

Challenges remain related to the multidisciplinary nature of a pro-
gramme and the fact that it does not fit, without friction, into the intellec-
tual silos it is claiming to escape. In this sense, USP is not unique: the same
has been reported in several other PBL-oriented teaching programmes.
Shona Little (1997/1999) summatrised some of the key difficulties in im-
plementing PBL in university teaching and divided them into three cat-
egories: Teachers’ role change, Non-PBL. colleagues’ responses and Student’s role
conflict. All of these aspects can be recognised in some phase of the USP



development and are partially emphasised in the ambiguity of the distrib-
uted administration.

Teachers’ role change in PBL is associated with the profoundness of
the change in teaching style and argumentation. It is reported that even
for experienced teachers, a teaching mode change affects satisfaction and
self-esteem (ibid.). During the development of USP, teachers had a history
of collaboration, yet unforeseen and surprising events occurred. Natu-
rally, this relates to the capability of individual teachers to reach a shared
understanding of proper boundary objects in the wide scope of planning
and its education. As we know, even basic concepts of discussion when
setting up the programme (such as ‘research’ and ‘planning’) are under-
stood differently by different scholars and disciplines. It is one of the most
exciting yet challenging parts of the work, if one has the time and will for
it. Administrative hurdles and small teaching shares'” will not exactly help
in these difficulties. The situation is especially uncomfortable for young
teachers and those eatly in their tenure track path or with insecure and
short-term contracts.

This challenge cannot fully be solved at the programme level and was
the responsibility of the individual courses — especially those involved in
the studio environment. Even though it is surprisingly easy to take an out-
sidet’s perspective on planning, it seems traumatic to realise that the aims
and ideals do not find a point of contact in the multidisciplinary approach.

STUDENT2

STUDENT5 STUDENT3

STUDENT4

STUDENT1

URBANISM SPATIAL SOCIAL HISTORY RESILIENCE SYSTEMS COMPLEXITY ASSEMBLAGE DESIGN

THINKING THINKING THINKING THINKING THINKING THINKING THINKING THINKING THINKING

Figure 7. lllustration of the competence level of a set of students across the structure of USP.
The top-right thumbnail image refers to Fig. 2 where principles of the USP curriculum are
explained.
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The expertise of one discipline might turn out to be completely obsolete
when faced with a problem reformulated in a group of others. Equally,
planning in a multidisciplinary field kills the expertise of a planner. Sud-
denly, traditional solutions and naive assumptions or simplified ideals of
planning traditions are torn down by the someone else’s expertise. This
said, we have to remember that what was discussed for T-model require-
ments also applies to teachers involved in the programme.

These all boil down to the importance of group dynamics in a chang-
ing environment: it would be of major importance to keep emerging
groups together to retain the learned and shared experiences within the
group (Anderson 1997/1999). It would also be important to create rou-
tines and practices to consolidate the community. Uncertainty does not
only arise from the teachers involved, but in international cases it is rec-
ognised, for example, as a lack of teachers’ support and a reluctancy in
adjusting bureaucratic practices. Organisational structures and institutions
have also been reported adapting teaching styles alien to their traditional
teaching (Little & Sauer 1997/1999). This sometimes even creates hostile
attitudes towards new competing programmes (Little 1997/1999). In USP
this creates a specific administrative challenge that originates from the net-
worked structure. The USP master’s programme, with two universities, six
faculties/schools, six deans and several department heads, forms a distrib-
uted decision-making structure that has no possibilities to recognise and
position encountered development needs. All the participants are highly
involved in their organisational boundaries and are not allowed to reach
beyond agreed duties and budget boundaries. It is even more unlikely, and
certainly an exception, where 5-10 students are involved (Fig. 7).

The unavoidable consequences of these complex cross-administration
challenges can be found throughout the management and university learn-
ing services as well as in teacher collaboration and student orientation. The
networked structure of the programme cannot propetly fit into a hierarchical
administration and lacks several features that are automatically granted for
programmes that are supported by the departments. Recognised problems
cover a wide scope of issues unheard of in programmes fully integrated with-
in departments. They range from the lack of ownership in upper leadership to
the misfit roles in smooth processes, and from resource bargaining to a lack
of group identity. All of these aspects are rooted and attached to university
structures that have been developing over decades, if not centuries.”® Every
problem encountered is automatically at the level of the faculty and, if un-
solvable, in discussions with vice rectors and the university’s top-leadership.



During USP development, we had the support from the rectors of
both universities (USP 10.1.2019), but certain issues still remained unsolv-
able. Some of the discrepancies ate elementary: it is beyond any of these
discussions that the spring semester is divided into two periods at the
University of Helsinki and into three periods at Aalto University, which
creates spillovers for most teachers involved in joint teaching in USP. It
is also well-known that university computer systems form impenetrable
structures and require students to master both (USP 9.1.2018). Like any
good business, universities also have proper communication strategies and
an attempt to make a shared web portal in association with Urban Acade-
my was considered misleading,

Despite the goodwill for collaboration, universities are independent
legal entities and, in fact, are unable or reluctant to make any binding
agreements that would create additional constraints upon them. The
aimed agreement for collaboration was scheduled to be completed by De-
cember 2016 (UA 7.11.2016). However, several attempts to complete it
proved unsuccessful. As of 2022, the agreement for collaboration still
remains among the goals of the administration. Technically speaking,
the USP programme can now be seen as two separate programmes with
their own administration and administrative principles and schedules. This
means that half of the students are University of Helsinki students and
half are Aalto University students, each abiding with the study regulations
of the university they belong to.

The third challenge relates to teaching and understanding the nature
of multidisciplinary problems from a student’s perspective. If teachers
of USP had come through challenging discussions when setting up the
programme and finally got the sense of learning and de-learning their own
discipline, it soon became clear that students were equally unprepared for
the challenges of a multidisciplinary environment. Quite eatly on, stu-
dents recognised that none of the existing student unions matched the
high variance of USP student backgrounds and so they founded Mesta ry,
an association for USP student needs."”

In 2019, the student association generated a complaint that required
a number of cross-administration discussions and alignments in both
universities. For immediate help, the Faculty of Science (University of
Helsinki) provided funding to hire 3—4 students to work in programme
development and to create a ‘Student handbook’ (USP 1.4.2019). Discus-
sions also led to improvements in the formal structures and extra effort
at the beginning of studies by improving the orientation week to level up
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expectations and prepare students for uncertainty. Also, a 1.5-year process
was started to adjust the governance process.

Problems of multidisciplinarity were also confronted by USP. Stu-
dents are exposed to uncertainties in planning and multidisciplinary en-
vironments at a stage when they only have three years of expertise in
their professional education. Thus, they are exceptionally prone to PBL
difficulties that Little themed as a ro/e conflict (Little 1997/1999, 146). Issues
encountered in USP are textbook examples of how teaching methods are
beyond the conventional teaching style students are used to. According to
Little, it is especially difficult for students who are talented and competi-
tive or those who come from an educational background different from
PBL without any contact to professional life (ibid.). In USP, we were lucky
to have both: talented students were chosen among international candi-
dates and mainly to continue on directly after their bachelot’s studies.

CONCLUSIONS

In the planning of a new master’s programme, we encountered the same
challenges that are typical of any planning task with participants of diverse
backgrounds in the field for which we are developing the programme.
Some of the recognised epistemological challenges are similar to ones
outlined in Karen Umemoto’s reading of participatory challenge® in her
article ‘Walking in Another’s Shoes” (Umemoto 2001). Recognised con-
tent-related difficulties are those arising from the existence of multiple
worldviews rooted in history and culture. In the discussion of multidisci-
plinary or inclusive thinking, it means a mismatch between values, diverse
argumentation bases and asymmetrical power-relations. In the work pre-
sented here, it is important to recognise university faculties and disciplines
as archetypes of siloed thinking — they are not only the homes of empow-
ering knowledge, but also what breeds the siloed professionals.

Even though the teaching staff involved were able to recognise and
tackle differences during the programme development, several of these
aspects remained challenging for a cross-disciplinary programme, espe-
cially from one student cohort to the next. Additionally, due to the subject
matter of the USP master programme, it is also grounded in pedagogical
levels of collaborative learning and is thus present not only in the birth
but also in the content requirement of the joint programme. It also very
quickly became clear that the different rules and practices of the universi-



ties, faculties and schools created a great challenge that was not fully grasped
by teachers and administrative staff.

As noted by several scholars in the fields of engineering and planning
(Cleft & Rennings 1999, Rennings 2000, Ulrich & Eppinger 2016), innova-
tion and organisational theories (Robertson 2015) and educational studies
(Maritz et al. 2014), one of the main challenges in the development of new
innovations or organisations relates to creating opportunities, excitement,
new conclaves and the capacity of the existing organisational structures to
change, adapt and enable the new. As already expressed here, this was also
the case in our USP master’s programme planning,

There is a long history of multidisciplinary and cross-organisational
initiatives, starting from the funding of professors of urban studies, the
creation of doctoral programmes, collaborative platforms such as Urban
Academy, Living+, Urbaria and teaching initiatives from minor to mastet’s
programme. These initiatives have attracted a group of active urban scholars
from various fields to work towards new multidisciplinary education. To-
gether, more than 100 professors and lecturers, mayors and rectors, planners
and city administrators were involved in the process as active participants.
The need was understood and supported by everyone.

The organisational structures, however much hoped and worked for,
even with the window of opportunity created by the Iso Pyiri [Big Wheel]
at the University of Helsinki, were not ready to support the initiative, needs
and traditions from different disciplines. Currently, the programme is split
between two universities, and has divided decision-making frameworks. As a
result, the number of people attending meetings and the role of teachers in
developing the shared courses has decreased. However, a third wave in the
process has emerged in both universities. Additional professorships have
been created or are in the process of nomination to teach also in USP. Fur-
thermore, we have a pool of USP graduates to join, support and challenge
the programme. After five years of existence, finally the first permanent
lecturers for multidisciplinary USP teaching were hired in both universities.
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NOTES

1 During its first phase, from 1998 to 2003, the project was based on six professorships in
urban studies. The activities were co-financed by the Ministry of Education, the University of
Helsinki and the City of Helsinki. In 2003, the project contract was extended with three new
professorships. The sponsors of the latter were Helsinki University of Technology and the cities
of Espoo, Lahti and Vantaa (CoH 2007, 62). The professors and their fields were: Peter Ache
(Metropolitan planning), Peter Clark (Urban history), Anne Haila (Urban studies), Jari Niemela
(Urban ecology), Matti Kortteinen (Urban sociology), Heikki Loikkanen (Urban economy), Heik-
ki Setéla (Urban ecosystems), Antti Talvitie (Urban infrastructures) and Mari Vaattovaara (Urban
geography).

2 Advisory Board members: Mike Batty (University College London), Simin Davoudi (New-
castle University), Thomas Elmqvist (Stockholms universitet), Charles Landry (Comedia), Sako
Musterd (Universiteit van Amsterdam) and Tina Saaby (City of Gladsaxe).

3 Technically speaking, existing masters programmes are parallel structures of the new USP
and could not be nested into a similar structure. The Department of Design at Aalto University
was facing the institutional fact that they were in a process of cutting the number of master’s
programme and it was practically impossible to justify involvement in new programmes while
reductions occurred elsewhere. Teaching collaboration continued with all of these parties for
a number of years.

4 In the governance model of Aalto University, two decision-making bodies were defined: a
Management/Programme Board and a Programme Committee. The latter has duties related to
student intake and the curriculum, some of which overlapped with the University of Helsinki’s
management board. Technically, this meant that both Helsinki University and Aalto University
had their own USP Boards but for 'practical’ reasons it attempted to operate as a joint board.
Officially, the joint USP Board meetings had two secretaries with set decisions and minutes
(USP 1.2.2018).

5 Minutes of these meetings are later referred to as UA for Urban Academy and USP for the
master’s programme working group with their respective dates.

6 Aalto University representatives were replaced in the University of Helsinki USP Board on
13.1.2020 (HY 2020a).

7  Other members of the USP Board were: Anssi Joutsiniemi, Matti Kortteinen, Johan Kotze,
Kimmo Lapintie, Ramia Mazé and Kauko Viitanen.

8 The idea to support organisational matrix arrangements and cross-faculty institutional
structures was also active in Aalto University’s policies. The founding of Living+ as a multidisci-
plinary collaboration platform for human-centered living environments occurred on 17.2.2016
(Aalto 2016). Development was parallel but not fully integrated with the grass-roots develop-
ment of teaching. Aalto University’s vice dean of research, Tuija Pulkkinen, made Living+ the
coordinating unit of the Urban Academy collaboration, with a suggestion of restarting joint
doctoral education one year later (USP 2.5.2017). The proposed structure would have been very
similar to a strategic partnership between Aalto University and the University of Helsinki in the
Helsinki Institute for Information Technology (HIIT).

9 The approval of faculty-level strategic discussions was given in March 2017. Vice President
of Education, Eero Eloranta, nominated a preparation group for a governance model and con-
firmed learning outcomes for Aalto University’s USP degrees on 13.4.2017 (Aalto 2017b). The
USP programme preparation group at Aalto was: Pekka Heikkinen (chair), Mikko Jalas, Ramia
Maze, Kauko Viitanen, Marketta Kytts, liris Kauppila, Wille Leppamaki and Paivi Kauppinen.

10 This, however, remained unofficial at the University of Helsinki and appears never to have



been approved. Collaboration at the University of Helsinki was agreed upon by a contract be-
tween deans on 25.8.2021.

11 This was not exactly the same as the one nominated by the University of Helsinki, so tech-
nically there were two USP Boards, both containing members from both universities.

12 A considerable body of university pedagogical studies have challenged disciplinary-based
knowledge creation and problem-based learning has generated its own recognised challeng-
es. Problem-based learning (PBL) is described as 'learning that results from the process of
working toward the understanding or resolution of a problem' (Barrows & Tamblyn 1980, 18).
Problem-based learning is not a single mode of teaching but rather a family of student-driven
teaching methods. Reported inconsistent findings of the success of PBL can be traced back in
plurality of the referred PBL model and varying implementations under scrutiny (Hung 2011).
PBL is sometimes mixed with problem-oriented (typical, for example, in geography) or prob-
lem-solving (typical in architecture) learning traditions (see Ross et al. 1985), which share similar
components with 'pure' PBL. The differences and further classifications are however irrelevant
from the USP description of curriculum development. For a detailed look at variation in PBL
pedagogy, see Barrows (1986).

13 This structure of studies that was also implemented in USP is, in fact, the reverse of SPT and
creates certain difficulties in programme-level collaboration.

14 lll-structured problems are characterised as containing vaguely defined goal states, sever-
al unknown problem elements, multiple plausible solutions, and ambiguity about the concepts
or principles needed to solve them, while well-structured problems possess well-defined goal
states, prescriptive arrangement of concepts and principles used, and a single definite solution’
(Hung 2011, p 531 after Jonassen 1997).

15 Infact, a similar situation is also recognised in other degrees, since the programme is inter-
national and there is great variation in basic degrees (globally) that seemingly look the same.

16 Study lines can be seen as a scaffold for structuring the programme construction and have
also served in University of Helsinki admission processes. Curriculum-wise, the role of study
lines has vanished during development. Discussions about removing study lines started in
2019 and a wider palette of courses was offered from neighbouring masters programmes (USP
4.3.2019). The suitability of each course for a student’s degree structure is assessed as part of
each student’s personal study plans.

17 Atypical teacher can devote 5-10% for teaching to USP and it is rare to find teachers who
would have more than 20% to invest in multidisciplinary programmes.

18 Even though multidisciplinary learning is valued and plays an important role in univer-
sity politics, it has significant challenges in implementation. Finland-wide information of the
status of multidisciplinary teaching does not exist, but examples of a wider picture can be
found at Aalto University. Aalto University is a relatively recent merger (operating officially
since 1.1.2010) and is balancing multidisciplinarity at all levels. The topic was chosen to be one
of the four corners in Teaching and Learning Evaluation Exercise — TEE 2020 (Aalto 2021). The
mechanisms of implementation are unclear, and difficulties are sensed from both students and
teachers alike. 'In the absence of formal/structured mechanisms, the responsibility for multidis-
ciplinarity seems to be outsourced to students' (Aalto 2021, 16). 'Staff have met the significant
challenge of creating multidisciplinary programmes and are overcoming the difficulties of find-
ing a common language as they integrate topics' (Aalto 2021, 33).

19 See Mesta's Facebook community page for further information: https://fi-fi.facebook.com/
uspmesta/

20 Umemoto’s five remarks on epistemological challenges can be adjusted to the context
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of the multidisciplinary programme development of USP. With minor modifications, the chal-
lenges participants of the programme development faced were: (1) traversing embedded
interpretive frames; (2) confronting otherness in the articulation of values and identities; (3)
understanding the multiple meanings of language; (4) respecting and navigating cultural pro-
tocols, and (5) understanding the role of decision-making power in the translation of diverse
knowledge (Umemoto 2001).
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