
Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rdsp20

disP - The Planning Review

ISSN: (Print) (Online) Journal homepage: www.tandfonline.com/journals/rdsp20

Is This Distance Teaching Planning That Bad?

Izabela Mironowicz & Martina Schretzenmayr

To cite this article: Izabela Mironowicz & Martina Schretzenmayr (2020) Is This
Distance Teaching Planning That Bad?, disP - The Planning Review, 56:4, 107-121, DOI:
10.1080/02513625.2020.1906064

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/02513625.2020.1906064

© 2021 The Author(s). Published by Informa
UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis
Group ETH – Eidenössiche Technische
Hochschule Zürich

Published online: 26 Mar 2021.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 862

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rdsp20
https://www.tandfonline.com/journals/rdsp20?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/02513625.2020.1906064
https://doi.org/10.1080/02513625.2020.1906064
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rdsp20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rdsp20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/02513625.2020.1906064?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/02513625.2020.1906064?src=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/02513625.2020.1906064&domain=pdf&date_stamp=26 Mar 2021
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/02513625.2020.1906064&domain=pdf&date_stamp=26 Mar 2021


disP 223  · 56.4 (4/2020)  107Is This Distance Teaching Planning That Bad? 
Izabela Mironowicz and Martina Schretzenmayr 

Abstract: In spring 2020, university courses 
were moved into the virtual space due to the 
Covid-19 lockdown. In this paper, we use ex-
perience from courses at Gdańsk University of 
Technology and ETH Zurich to identify core 
problems in distance teaching planning and to 
discuss what to do and what not to do in teach-
ing planning after the pandemic. We conclude 
that we will not return to the state of (teaching) 
affairs that we had previously. The availability 
of recordings of lectures and videos, de-locali-
sation of both students and teachers, the expe-
rience of spatio-temporal autonomy will lead 
to new forms of teaching as both students and 
teachers experienced some aspects of remote 
teaching even more efficient than real-world 
teaching. On the other hand, remote teaching 
of elements of learning that required interac-
tion, e.g. group and studio work, brainstorming, 
discussion to foster critical thinking, cannot re-
place the real experience of the classroom.

Is this distance teaching planning that bad?
Well … , yes, it is. 
There are, however, lessons we need to learn 

and improvements we could introduce into our 
standard pedagogies that are direct results of 
this much-hated remote teaching.

Klaus Kunzmann (2012), when proposing the 
name of AESOP to the Association of European 
Schools of Planning, was bearing in mind that 
this Greek philosopher and story-teller “wrote 
popular fables (aesopica), which we would call 
narratives today, where he made use of humble 
incidents to teach great truths, and after serving 
up a story he adds to it the advice to do a thing 
or not to do it (Appolonius of Tyana).”

Thus, we would like to take this opportunity 
to use “the humble incident” of the Covid-19 
pandemic to advise what to do and what not to 
do in teaching planning, when we (if we) begin 
teaching anew …

Introduction

The discussion on the incorporation of new 
technologies into teaching planning is cer-
tainly not novel. The use of computer-based 
tools in planning can easily be traced back to 

the late 1950s (see, for example, Hamburg, 
Creighton 1959), when the fascination of the 
potentialities of the first large-scale urban 
models animated discussion within the plan-
ning environment in the US and Europe. At 
the time, the use of these models was limited 
by the computing capacity of the hardware, 
thus, typically the students (the majority of 
which were studying transportation planning) 
knew the structure of the models, while the 
implementation had to be simplified because 
of the available technology. Additionally, these 
modelling tools were not present in the major-
ity of planning curricula. Batty (1991) argues 
that “a concern for large-scale thinking and 
modelling in the 1960s has turned into much 
more pragmatic uses of computers for routine 
functions such as office automation and devel-
opment control in the 1980s”. This, of course, 
influenced the way the digital tools were imple-
mented into planning education during that 
period. The universities embedded analytical 
(typically GIS) and design software into their 
standard curricula. This is one part of history 
though. Another is linked to distance learning, 
which is not the invention of the 21st century, 
either  – take, as an example, corresponding 
courses, which were already available in the 
mid-19th century (see Moore, Kearsley 1996). 
Coupling the concept of distance learning with 
computer and telecommunication technolo-
gies created the environment in which ‘tra-
ditional’ teaching and studying were able to 
melt into a new substance. This process started 
gradually, using different instruments: email, 
websites, video conferencing or the cloud, be-
fore integrating them into the virtual teaching 
environment. 

At the beginning of the 21st century, God-
schalk and Lacey (2001: 476) defined distance 
education as “a process of teaching and learning 
that relies on (1) a mode of delivery that is avail-
able anytime and anywhere to suit the needs of 
individual students, (2) selective use of commu-
nication tools to facilitate self-learning as well 
as group learning experiences, and (3) collabo-
rative learning approaches that encourage stu-
dent-to-student and faculty-to-student interac-
tion.” This clearly marks a different approach. 
Not only the new technologies, be they software 
or hardware, are used at and by the university, 
but they are actually becoming important ped-
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108  disP 223  · 56.4 (4/2020) agogical methods themselves. ‘Anytime’ availa-
bility and ultimate detachment from the physi-
cal space make this a major difference. 

It is already two decades since this mod-
ern distance education in planning was first 
offered to students, including online degrees 
(Godschalk, Lacey 2001; Willson 2000; Evans-
Cowley 2014). These distance courses were 
probably more popular in the US and UK than 
in continental Europe. This could be explained 
by the different traditions of teaching plan-
ning, and may also have something to do with 
the more commercial approach to higher ed-
ucation in these countries than in continental 
Europe. On the other hand, both the US and 
the UK have more flexible attitudes to stud-
ies, especially at the Master’s level, and offer 
a greater variety of degrees or specialisations 
(Frank, Mironowicz et al. 2014), thus they are, 
in a sense, more open to teaching experiments. 

Some of the tools used at the beginning of 
the period of distance education in planning 
seem old-fashioned (uncool perhaps?) both to 
educators and students today and not really 
useful. Today, the learning toolkit needs to offer 
linkage to mobile apps and social media, online 
gaming and augmented reality (Evans-Cowley 
2014). The question as to whether and how it en-
hances the quality of planning education should 
be asked in this context. What kind of new op-
portunities does it create? What are the main 
limitations of remote teaching and learning?

It is, of course, not true that planning ed-
ucation was separated from the elements of 
distance teaching/learning. This probably was 
one of the most important reasons why we man-
aged to switch so quickly and so smoothly into 
remote teaching, although, at the beginning 
of the first lockdown in spring 2020, univer-
sities were not technically prepared to move 
their entire teaching functions into the virtual 
space. However, probably all of them, at least 
judging by European cases, were offering (their 
own) platforms for e-courses before the onset 
of the pandemic. Typically, the IT departments 
needed to adjust the systems to provide enough 
capacity for all the courses that were offered by 
the university. This caused some (minor) tech-
nical problems, especially for the big institu-
tions (Hughes et al. 2020). They were, though, 
not essential, in the sense that the tools for dis-
tance teaching/learning were inaccessible for 
academics or students. 

The challenge lay in the fact that, suddenly, 
all courses were moved into the virtual space 
and, additionally, at the beginning of the lock-
down, for an unknown period of time. Fur-

thermore, the change was rapid and unex-
pected. This turn evoked ‘survival strategies’ 
aimed at waiting out disturbances. Hence, in 
spring 2020, the majority of us tried to imple-
ment emergency measures, trying to perform 
online in the way we used to perform on cam-
pus (Milman 2020). We also hoped that, if our 
remote teaching did not deliver the expected 
learning outcomes, we would be able to com-
pensate for any shortcomings in students’ skills 
and/or knowledge when ‘everything returns to 
the normal’. And this ‘normal’ was expected 
anytime soon.

Today, however, we are already in a different 
reality. We are about to begin the third semes-
ter, thus the second year, of distance teaching 
(with a short period of hybrid teaching), and 
perhaps this is a good moment to sum up what 
we have learnt during this time. 

In this paper, we will try to sketch the few 
figures that make up the fuzzy picture of plan-
ning education in the future that we can extract 
from twelve months of our teaching experience. 
Thus, the aim of this paper is twofold. First, we 
would like to reflect on the online teaching/
learning experience in planning, taking into 
account perspectives of both students and ac-
ademics. Second, we would like to discuss how 
this remote teaching experience could impact 
our traditional teaching. In other words, what 
kind of innovations could be effectively and 
successfully transferred to ‘normal’ pedagogic 
practices in the future and what should only be 
provided in the form of face-to-face teaching. 

In this paper, we use our own experience of 
distance teaching structured around the core 
problems that we identified in the course of this 
process. Both Gdańsk University of Technology 
and ETH Zurich offered their courses in a syn-
chronous mode, sticking to the usual timetable. 

In Switzerland, in addition to synchronous 
classes, asynchronous classes also had to be 
offered because many students had to join the 
military forces to support medical staff to fight 
the pandemic. In order to enable these students 
to follow their classes and offer them the oppor-
tunity to catch up by means of self-study, a video 
of every lecture had to be offered. These videos 
could also be used (and were used) by the rest 
of the students. Asynchronous classes were typ-
ically in the form of a ‘lecture in a tin’, be it re-
corded during the synchronous session or pro-
duced independently. In Poland, there were no 
military obligations for the students, and thus, 
in planning programmes, synchronous lectures 
were more popular. As a complementary mate-
rial, typically a presentation was made available 
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disP 223  · 56.4 (4/2020)  109to the students. Additionally, lectures available 
on the internet were advised for students as 
complementary materials. 

In addition to the experiences we had with 
our own courses, we interviewed our colleagues 
from different European countries in order 
to get a better understanding of the situation 
and put our own experience in a wider con-
text. Building on this, we were able to propose 
initial generalisations of our observations and 
conclusions. 

It is important to bear in mind that for the 
majority, if not all, of our students, remote 
learning was/is a new experience, too. Although 
online degrees in planning were offered be-
fore the pandemic, especially in the US (Evans-
Cowley 2018) and UK (Sheppard 2021), in con-
tinental Europe, planning was considered to 
be one of the programmes that require per-
sonal interaction, primarily because of the con-
tent of the curricula (see, for example, Frank, 
Mironowicz et al. 2014). In the case of Poland, 
where the Master’s degree in planning takes 
three semesters (following seven semesters of 
the Bachelor’s degree), this will be the very first 
experience of an (unintended) online degree. 

We need to remember that, if the students 
are currently demonstrating their abilities in 
adaptation and cooperation within this new 
framework, this is probably because of their 
previous experience of working together and 
being familiar with the academic environment. 

We are well aware that the pandemic ex-
perience is changing and will change plan-
ning practices in the future (see, for example, 
Ciesielski 2021). This, in turn, will certainly im-
pact planning education. It is too early, however, 
to discuss these interdependencies. Both plan-
ning practice and planning education are oper-
ating, at least in Europe, in ‘emergency mode’ 
and departments are currently experimenting 
with what could or might not work, now and in 
the future. Therefore, this question, however 
important, remains open for elaboration and 
discussion in the future. 

In this paper, we address different forms 
of teaching and discuss their development 
throughout the pandemic and the possible re-
sults of this in the future. We analyse typical 
pedagogies used while teaching online, aim-
ing to identify both positive and negative ef-
fects. We start with the lectures, which seem to 
be the most suited to be transferred to remote 
education; we then move towards the question 
of how to teach critical thinking and practical 
skills, which are so essential in planning, while 
teaching online. We also discuss the way the 

exams and presentations of the Bachelor’s and 
Master’s theses can work in remote mode. Fi-
nally, we formulate a few conclusions for future 
teaching. There is a lot of ambiguity in what we 
examine, as well as in our conclusions.

From lecturing to the film industry: 
the show must go on …

Before the pandemic, many of us were watch-
ing lectures online. Public lectures by distin-
guished academics have been produced by uni-
versities, institutions and organisations such 
as TED (www.ted.com), the BBC (www.bbc.
co.uk/programmes/b00729d9) and UN-Hab-
itat (https://unhabitat.org/knowledge/global-
urban-lectures). The latter, called Global Urban 
Lectures, are dedicated to the questions that 
are at the centre of the planning discipline. 
These materials typically meet very high pro-
fessional standards in documentary production. 
They typically address a wider audience than 
just the planning community. As early as 2011, 
to celebrate its silver jubilee, the Association of 
European Schools of Planning (AESOP) intro-
duced a Lecture Series, both live-streamed and 
publicly available as a video on the association’s 
website. This has been, however, from the very 
beginning, a real event in a particular place with 
a real audience and interaction between the 
lecturer and the attendees. So were most of the 
above-mentioned lectures, with the exception 
of the UN-Habitat production. Thus, the very 
nature of the lecture – interaction between the 
speaker and audience – was only extended into 
the virtual space. Many of us recommended stu-
dents to watch specific videos (often from the 
collection mentioned above) as complementary 
materials, along with the reading list and partic-
ipation in real live lectures. 

There were (and probably still are) universi-
ties accepting so many students, especially for 
the first year, that they did/do not have lecture 
halls big enough to accommodate all of them 
and, thus, offered those who did not manage to 
find a place in it, a ‘watching room’ where the 
lecture was streamed live. This typically was not 
the experience of planners, but colleagues from 
business or law schools were quite used to these 
kinds of practices.

Both academics and students were quite fa-
miliar with these remote forms of activities. We-
binars and MOOCs were well embedded within 
academia and in the professional environment. 

Finally, during the course of the last decade, 
recording of the important sessions at confer-
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110  disP 223  · 56.4 (4/2020) ences has become almost standard academic 
practice (Brooks, Pomerantz 2017). 

Thus, the tools and practices were already 
well established when the virus disturbed the 
functioning of the academic world.

Despite this context, which ensured that, 
technically speaking, distance lecturing was the 
easiest kind of pedagogy at hand, the question 
needs to be raised as to whether both sides – 
students and teachers – were equally prepared 
to make use of it and what they expected from 
this tool. Furthermore, there is the question of 
whether they achieved what they wanted to give 
and what they wanted to get.

In a more technical sense, there are two types 
of lecturing outside the classroom: remote syn-
chronous classes and asynchronous classes (i.e., 
video available on a university or public plat-
form). The former was the first choice at the be-
ginning, because the latter require preparation 
in advance. 

The standard (remote, of course!) interviews 
of the students conducted after each course at 
Gdańsk University of Technology proved that 
synchronous courses organise students’ daily 
and weekly schedule and also force them to 
make an effort in a more systematic way. A 
regular pattern embedded in daily practices 
was seen as helpful during the self-organised 
studies. A synchronous remote lecture, which 
is not recorded, can discipline students to at-
tend it more regularly and be better prepared 
because there will be no other chance to do so. 
It also forces students more explicitly to make 
their own notes, although they typically ask for 
the presentation used during the lecture, too. 
This approach, represented by quite a few col-
leagues, can be surprisingly efficient and also 
appreciated by the students. Though both syn-
chronous and asynchronous classes had to be 
offered at ETH Zurich, many students choose to 
attend the synchronous class because it helped 
them organise themselves within the weekly 
timetable and prevented them from back-
logs that tend to arise when following all their 
classes in an asynchronous mode.

There are five main differences between lec-
tures given physically in the lecture hall and 
remote lectures that have quite an impact on 
distance teaching. First, in contrast to ‘real’ lec-
tures, during synchronous, but remote lectures, 
the lecturer cannot be aware of the audience’s 
‘mood’ as he or she usually can in the lec-
ture hall. Is the audience bored, did the audi-
ence lose their attention? While in synchronous 
classes a lecturers’ means of real-time reaction 

on students’ degree of attention and questions 
is very limited, it is completely missing in asyn-
chronous classes. Second, students can escape 
more easily from a remote lecture than from 
the lecture hall, as soon as they feel bored. 
They just leave the online meeting. Third, dur-
ing remote teaching, no one will notice when 
a student is busy with activities not related to 
the lecture, such as reading, checking email 
or gaming. Forth, thanks to mobile devices, 
students can ‘attend’ the remote lecture while 
walking the dog, shopping or cycling. Finally, 
there is no interaction between students during 
the remote lecture. In the classroom, students 
can communicate with their colleagues if they 
are losing connection to the narrative or topic 
of the lecture, or are getting bored or do not 
understand. Typically, this encourages at least 
one of the students to interrupt and ask the 
question. They feel the support of their fellow 
students in this action. This, of course, does not 
happen in a virtual class. The chat function of-
fered by the different video conferencing tools 
does not help, either, because it is difficult for 
a lecturer to check the chat for questions while 
teaching. Even if the questions in the chat are 
checked during a break and answered after the 
break, this still means that questions are not 
answered as they come up. As a result, the in-
hibition threshold to ‘escape’ or stay busy with 
other activities drops compared to ‘real’ lec-
tures. In both cases, students are not reached 
by the teaching. On the other hand, for the 
teacher, ‘talking to the computer’ and not being 
able to follow and sense the reaction of the stu-
dents is difficult, too. Concentration also drops 
on the side of the lecturers. Only they cannot 
‘escape’. 

Comparing synchronous classes (remote 
teaching) and asynchronous classes (‘lectures 
in a tin’) the latter can be followed non-se-
quentially, i.e., students can both fast-forward 
or rewind the video. This means students can 
skip parts of the recording/video or play the 
recorded lecture at a higher speed (which stu-
dents do as well). The latter is often done be-
cause the lecturer speaks slowly and/or pauses 
very often. As a result, the main message the 
lecturer intends to deliver might be missed by 
the student. This decreases the overall quality 
of teaching. At the same time, students at ETH 
Zurich reported that non-sequential use of re-
corded lectures or videos can also enhance the 
quality of teaching, as it offers the opportunity 
to rewind and re-watch parts of a video that a 
student has not fully understood in the first in-
stance. From students’ feedback, we know that 
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disP 223  · 56.4 (4/2020)  111all types of non-sequential use of recorded lec-
tures are common: rewinding, fast-forwarding/
skipping and fast mode. 

The autumn term at ETH Zurich started 
in a hybrid mode, i.e., whenever possible, lec-
tures had to be given in the lecture hall with 
students attending them (while following the 
rules of social distancing). For students who 
could not attend physically due to Covid-19-re-
lated military service, quarantine, or because 
they belonged to an at-risk group, lectures had 
to be offered for asynchronous use in addi-
tion. As not all university rooms were equipped 
with recording devices at that time, the re-
cording of the author’s lecture series on the 
History of Spatial Planning proved to be very 
difficult. Results for recording a ‘fake lecture’ 
without any audience at all before or after the 
‘real lecture’ were not promising, therefore, 
the decision was made to start an experiment, 
i.e., to produce videos by combining recorded 
voice and a mixture of slides, images, histor-
ical audio and video documents related to 
the lecture’s topic, and short video clips from 
case-study sites. This process to produce the 
required asynchronous classes proved to be 
very time-consuming, but as students appre-
ciated the results and the videos can be used 
for upcoming course as well, the experiment 
seemed worth finalising − even when lectures 
had to be moved from hall to internet after a 
couple of weeks. Anonymous feedback from 
students at the end of the semester was as fol-
lows: “The lecture videos are great because 
you also got a good visual reference to the ma-
terial.” “I could rewatch the whole lecture at 
my speed if I liked.” “The recordings make it 
possible to stop and go back and forth. This 
helps to get more information from one lec-
ture.” “Watching the lecture was interesting 
as other media then just slides were included in 
the video.” “The videos were entertaining and 
therefore I enjoyed watching them.”

Part of the experiment that started in au-
tumn 2020 was to try to find answers as to how 
to deal with student behaviour that is typical for 
asynchronous classes (behaviour that soon be-
came obvious from their early feedback during 
the first lockdown in spring 2020): skipping, 
fast-forwarding or escaping. Based on the ex-
periment, we will discuss how these challenges 
to remote teaching could be addressed in gen-
eral and in planning classes more specifically. 

The first crucial point to prevent skipping 
and fast mode, which is reported in the liter-
ature, is that recorded lectures and videos re-
quire, as a rule, higher information density in 

order to keep students watching the lecture and 
prevent fast-forwarding. Choe (2019: 10) em-
phases the need to “ensure good pacing” and 
“maintain energy”, which can be achieved by 
editing videos in order “to maintain pace and 
flow” and by using more illustrations, anima-
tions and schematics than usual for teaching 
in the lecture hall. The second crucial point 
is that both synchronous and asynchronous 
classes have to be more attractive than lec-
tures in the lecture hall to prevent escape and 
successfully reach students: “maximise visual 
learning”, “prepare material that will be engag-
ing and interactive” and, in the case of asyn-
chronous classes, also “minimise errors in the 
video” (Choe et al. 2019: 8). 

Hughes et  al. (2020: 21, Box 4) emphasise 
that, in the course of remote teaching, “shorter 
lectures are usually a better option than longer 
ones”. This is in line with Choe et  al. (2019: 
10), which state that “shorter videos are per-
ceived more positively”. Student attention span 
for watching lecture videos wanes after approx-
imately 20 minutes. This is in line with the fact 
that ‘lectures in a tin’ require a higher pace and 
density of information. The information den-
sity that is necessary to keep watching exhaust 
students at the same time and requires a break 
after about 20 minutes. Hughes et al. “strongly 
recommend incorporating a modular structure, 
as an online course needs a more regular struc-
ture than a face-to-face course. The more asyn-
chronous the course, the more canalised the 
structure should be” (2020: 17). 

Hughes et al. (2020) discuss the possibility of 
limiting a single video to 20 minutes at a max-
imum but also state that breaking up a lecture 
into single videos decreases the probability that 
a student will watch all of the videos, i.e., they 
will miss parts of the lecture or even the lectur-
er’s main message. 

The findings by Hughes et  al. (2020), who 
recommend a modular structure, were also in 
line with the experiences at ETH Zurich with 
pre-processed videos for the asynchronous 
class of the lecture series in planning history 
during the autumn term in 2020. The video 
was delivered as a whole but was structured in 
several parts with “breaks” in between. Some 
breaks were short exercises (see also below) 
that students were asked to do before contin-
uing with the video. Other breaks were organ-
ised by inserting historical movie clips, mainly 
from the Swiss historic newsreel. Each news-
reel illustrated a topic presented in the lecture. 
For example, information about the impact of 
the typhoid epidemic in 1963 on Swiss spatial 
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112  disP 223  · 56.4 (4/2020) planning was followed by the respective news-
reel about this epidemic. As a result, the video 
lecture was broken into different parts. Due 
to film distribution rights, the newsreels could 
not be copied into the video, but instead were 
presented using a QR code that led directly to 
the selected film in the online newsreel collec-
tion. This required students to pause the video 
lecture and access the newsreel via QR code on 
their smartphone. 

We also used statements given by planning 
history witnesses, both audio and video. These 
elements gave the opportunity to let other peo-
ple than the lecturer speak and bring in differ-
ent opinions. Over the last ten years, these au-
dio- and video-taped oral-history statements 
were presented in the lecture hall, but as part 
of a slide presentation. Therefore, including 
them in the remote lecture and pre-processed 
video was not a completely new experience, but 
we noticed that the impact of the statements 
was more impressive in ‘lectures in a tin’ be-
cause the difference between the (recorded) 
lecturer and video-taped oral-history witness 
was diminished. This made the planning his-
tory witness (many of them already deceased) 
more ‘real’.

In addition to the modular structure, Hughes 
et al. also recommend increasing the attractive-
ness of remote teaching by introducing “dy-
namic visual elements to the lectures, instead of 
just ‘talking over slides’” (Hughes et al. 2020: 8) 
and Choe et al. (2019) even demanded lecturers 
“make an entertaining product”. Teaching in 
lecture halls often affects students because of 
unforeseen, surprising, and, last but not least, 
hilarious elements. Often, good lecturers are 
talented storytellers who use elements of sur-
prise and humour to keep the attention of their 
audience. These elements require spontaneity 
and the dynamic of the moment and, therefore, 
cannot be transferred to recorded or pre-pro-
duced lectures unaltered. Based on the ‘lec-
tures in a tin’ produced during the experiment 
at ETH Zurich, we have positive feedback from 
students for elements of surprise that helped to 
keep their attention. As elements of surprise, 
we mostly used video clips from on-site visits, 
for example, someone in the street who takes 
off their shoes and continues barefoot, a horse-
drawn carriage driving by, a forklift truck rush-
ing at high speed from left to right, a barking 
dog (for real-site video clips, see also below). 
These incidents from real-world places replace 
incidents from the real-world lecture hall, for 
example, a phone ringing, a class-mate drop-
ping a pencil, someone entering the lecture 

hall. Bringing real-world videos into planning 
lectures offers the opportunity to link plan-
ning-course issues closer to real spaces and 
places and real-world incidents. They also teach 
planners-to-be that it is important to observe 
socio-physical spaces in order to become aware 
of rules of use and deficiencies of environments 
that should be addressed by planning. 

The higher pace and density set a limit on 
taking notes during the lecture. Based on our 
experiences, this limit can be managed by de-
livering handouts that require less note-taking 
or by offering a modular structure that pro-
vides pre-set break opportunities, so students 
can finish their notes and then proceed with 
the video. On the other hand, when using video 
or recordings, students do not make their own 
notes as often as during the traditional lec-
ture because they tend to keep busy with other 
things.

During remote lectures, as has already been 
mentioned, it is quite difficult to keep a high 
level of attention all the time, thus, breaking 
the lecture into standard ‘lecturing’ slots and 
discussion/assignments slots can be helpful in 
avoiding the monotony of looking at a screen 
for 90 minutes. The assignments can be de-
signed in such a way that they correspond to 
the content of the lecture. For example, during 
a lecture on urban climate, in the ‘assignment 
time’, students can be asked to find examples 
of how cities try to reduce effects of the heat is-
land. This could help students to remember the 
content of the lecture. 

The number of students attending the 
lecture can create some limitations on this 
method, which is aimed at engaging them more 
actively when using a synchronous method of 
lecturing. It looks relatively easy to split the 
group into smaller groups and give them an 
assignment or problem for discussion in the 
break-out rooms when there are 30 or 40 stu-
dents attending the lecture. The problem be-
gins when the group is relatively big, for exam-
ple, around 200 students. The experience from 
Gdańsk University of Technology demonstrates 
that one person is not able to help too many 
groups at a time. Furthermore, there are lim-
itations on the number of break-out rooms on 
the majority of platforms. On the other hand, 
students are not able to discuss effectively in 
a group of 20 participants in a short period of 
time. What helps instead is when students are 
invited to bring a planning problem from the 
real world, which can be explained or contextu-
alised during the lecture. This proved to be an 
interactive element of teaching with high value 
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disP 223  · 56.4 (4/2020)  113as it engaged students in remote classes to an 
above-average extent. 

A widely discussed question concerning re-
mote teaching and ‘lectures in a tin’ are whether 
the lecturer should be visible  – or not. Based 
on Mayer’s findings, “people do not necessar-
ily learn more deeply from a multimedia pres-
entation when the speaker’s image is on the 
screen rather than not on the screen” (Mayer 
2014: 345). However, Choe et al. (2019: 8) rec-
ommend lecturers “make sure that speaker is 
visible” and “talk directly into the camera and 
establish a connection with the viewer”. Tak-
ing this into consideration, at ETH Zurich we 
choose to personally address students of the 
planning history lecture series by being visi-
ble in the video at least for the welcome and 
to communicate the lesson’s outline, as well as 
for the presentation of pivotal main messages, 
i.e., key knowledge or conclusions. These ‘ad-
dress clips’ were intended to establish a more 
personal connection to the students. The ‘wel-
come clips’ can also be used as elements of sur-
prise in synchronous classes; in this case, the 
pre-produced clip can be presented at the be-
ginning of the lecture. A similar approach was 
taken for quite a few lectures at Gdańsk Univer-
sity of Technology.

In order to, again, link remote teaching of 
planning issues to real places and spaces, the 
welcome address was always produced in the 
real location of a place that was related to a case 
study area or topic from the specific lesson. The 
lecturer was on-site talking directly into the 
camera, addressing students and introducing 
the lesson’s special guest location and its rel-
evance for planning history. Later, the specific 
location was re-addressed in the further course 
of the video for illustrating a case study and/or 
for ‘break’ clips. For example, for the planning 
history lecture that discussed pioneering land-
scape protection, a nearby lake that has been 
under protection since 1941 was the location 
for the welcome address and was also used as 
a case study area. Most of the locations cho-
sen could be reached by bike, which was ad-
vantageous during lockdowns. As the welcome 
addresses had to be pre-produced for the on-
line lectures, the re-visiting of the location to 
take the video clips gave additional input to the 
teaching and, therefore, enhanced the quality 
of the lesson. This was because it was regularly 
noticed during the on-site visits that the neces-
sity to decide on a place to produce the lesson’s 
intro and find performing locations for addi-
tional clips increased the lecturer’s own aware-
ness of the location.

There is no planning programme with-
out case studies. Planning is real-world prob-
lem-solving. During AESOP congresses, many 
participants experience the greatest knowl-
edge gain during the mobile workshops when 
they obtain first-hand information and on-site 
insights. Bringing case studies and the case 
teaching method to remote lectures offers 
the opportunity to bring real-world problem-
solving and real-world images into the vir-
tual classroom. Planning is space-related and 
bringing spaces and places into online classes 
and virtual teaching is a planning-specific ele-
ment that should not be underestimated in re-
mote teaching. The experience at ETH Zurich 
demonstrates that preparing case studies by 
enriching them with short video clips taken 
during an on-site visit can bring life to case 
teaching and make teaching more diverting. 
Hughes et  al. (2020: 17) emphasise that they 
understand ”the transition to online as a pro-
cess of serialising” a course. As each case study 
can be presented as an autonomous entity, it 
also helps to meet the goal of having struc-
tured courses with regular short ‘breaks’ in 
virtual lectures. Moreover, real-world vision 
and sound from case study sites compensate 
for the lack of real-world stimulations that usu-
ally originate in lecture halls from real-world 
classroom life and class-mates – which is ab-
sent during remote teaching. Single video clips 
taken during on-site visits can be produced 
with smartphone cameras (or a camcorder if 
available). We have to emphasise that smart-
phone cameras produced appealing video clips 
and, therefore, a camcorder is helpful, but not 
essential. These video clips from on-site vis-
its are an alternative to (static) images from a 
case study site and video clips can also bring in 
short video statements from site experts, poli-
ticians or citizens. These video clip statements 
from experts can, for example, be recorded 
during online meetings if interviewees have 
been informed about the purpose and agree to 
the recording. 

Case-study videos can be pre-produced 
as stand-alone videos that are available on-
line in a case study collection. Single videos 
from the collection can be presented as a video 
block in a synchronous class (remote teaching 
in real-time without recording) or integrated 
into an asynchronous class (‘lecture in a tin’). 
During synchronous classes, playing a short 
pre-produced video offers the lecturer the op-
portunity, for example, to check the chat for 
questions. Moreover, they are not only helpful 
for teaching in pandemic times, but case-study 
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114  disP 223  · 56.4 (4/2020) videos can also be presented in the lecture hall 
in post-Covid-19 times. However, case-study 
video modules cannot replace real-world ex-
perience. There is no temperature to be felt, 
no fragrance to be smelt, no people to chat to.

There are a few conclusions that can be 
drawn from this experiment.

First, the need to produce ‘lectures in a tin’ 
with an entertaining style confronted lecturers 
with the fact that students’ attention to a re-
mote lecture − be it synchronous or asynchro-
nous − wanes after about 20 to 30 minutes. An 
important question is whether it is the same in 
the real classroom. Were we mistaken before 
the pandemic, maintaining the academic tradi-
tion of 45-minute lectures (typically multiplied 
by two, which makes 90-minute lecture slots)? 

Second, most of the lectures need to be 
updated each year. Planning history is an ex-
ception in this sense, because history rarely 
changes. Although, even in this subject, there 
are new discoveries or shifting paradigms. For 
all other courses, the effort of producing the 
videos has limited usefulness. Thus, this mate-
rial might have documentary rather than prac-
tical value. Bearing in mind how much time and 
effort production of the video requires, there is 
an important question about whether this effort 
is justified. Having both teaching and research 
obligations, not to mention quite a lot of ad-
ministrative duties, should academics be bur-
dened with film-making every year? 

Third, is a ‘lecture in a tin’ really something 
that increases students’ knowledge or does 
it rather increase their general interpassivity 
(Pfaller 2017; Žižek 1998)? “I have a lecture at 
hand, I can watch it anytime … but I never do.”  
The potentiality of the video might never be 
used. This, of course, is not the case for a syn-
chronous lecture that is not recorded and, thus, 
does not have this everlasting (and never-used) 
potentiality. 

Fourth, the connection and interaction be-
tween students is typically zero during the re-
mote lectures. Lectures and studies that rely 
on developing critical thinking and need the 
interaction of and between students cannot be 
replaced by ‘lectures in a tin’.

Though for planning curricula it seems un-
realistic to replace ‘real’ lectures with ‘lectures 
in a tin’, some experiences from remote teach-
ing are promising. At ETH Zurich we delivered 
a pre-produced 30-minute instruction video on 
how to build arguments for an essay in order 
to enable students to write a mid-term essay. 
This video will be kept in post-Covid-19 times 
as feedback from students made it obvious that 

it helped them while working on the essay to 
re-play the videos when questions came up. 
There was also an increase in the quality of the 
essays compared to previous years when the in-
formation was given in the lecture hall, and not 
just before students started writing the essay, 
but some time before. We conclude that stu-
dents used the online instruction video imme-
diately before they started preparing the essay – 
and even again during the writing process. This 
video, which is a short module offering a recur-
ring item of teaching content, might help future 
students to build a special, planning-related 
skill, in addition to the ‘real’ lecture. Therefore, 
having short modules of instructional videos 
to build special skills instead of offering whole 
lectures as recorded or produced videos seems 
the better way for future teaching.

Finally, post-Covid-19 or ‘in future’ there 
should perhaps be stronger association of the 
lectures with the reading list for the students. 
This became obvious during the remote teach-
ing. We tend to think about the lecture as a 
means of transfer of knowledge, while per-
haps a better metaphor would be a lecture as 
a knowledge guide. At present, almost every 
planning topic has a huge volume of literature. 
The picture students get from lectures is, in any 
case, a subjective simplification and should be 
complemented much more with self-organised 
study. In many planning schools, we tend to ac-
cept that the students refuse to read, especially 
longer textbooks. This problem is much more 
fundamental and will not be discussed in this 
paper, however, it should be addressed in the 
future. 

Remote critical thinking

There is a meme circulating on the internet. On 
the left side it shows a teacher in a normal class 
and on the right side — a teacher in an online 
class. The former is a big creature standing in 
front of the class saying “stop talking” while 
the latter is a quiet soul meekly sitting in front 
of the computer asking “please guys say some-
thing”. Well, this looks like the shortest descrip-
tion of remote interactivity. 

There is wide consensus about what forms 
the foundations of critical thinking – this is: de-
bate, discussion, questioning and verifying the 
methodology, interpretation and conclusions of 
every exercise. This should be supported by the 
literature. 

Though we had some promising experiences 
with transferring planning lectures from lecture 
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disP 223  · 56.4 (4/2020)  115halls to remote teaching in 2020, remote stu-
dios and elements of learning that required in-
teraction in particular (for example, discussions 
to foster critical thinking) were problematic. 
The main challenge was to encourage students 
“to say something” and take part in discussions. 
Fostering critical thinking is one of the pivotal 
goals of teaching planning. But it is a big chal-
lenge in remote teaching as it requires active 
participation and students’ involvement in dis-
cussion. Our experiences based on two semes-
ters of remote teaching suggest that increas-
ing interaction of students in remote teaching 
requires certain rules to be followed  – rules 
that have to be communicated in advance. We 
had good results with the rule to switch on the 
camera during interactive sessions. As students 
sometimes attend remote teaching in places 
that are noisy, for example, shared flats, hostels 
or university buildings, they need to know in ad-
vance whether interaction is requested. We had 
better results in interactive sessions when they 
were concentrated in limited timeslots and not 
widely distributed throughout a remote lecture, 
or even having special sessions in the evening 
that were offered with advance notice. It was 
crucial to omit recording during discussion ses-
sions to increase the participation of students. 
Notwithstanding that active online involvement 
of students remained difficult, both team-based 
studio work and discussion were also supported 
by splitting classes into smaller groups by use 
of (separate) break-out rooms. Tutors had the 
chance to join the groups in their break-out 
rooms to answer questions, to give input and 
discuss further steps of their project work. This 
was very valuable during studios. In groups of 
three to six students, discussion was more lively 
compared to virtual classes with many partici-
pants. The rule was: the smaller the group, the 
higher the interactivity. All these actions, how-
ever, can be seen as substitutes for the real in-
teraction, which cannot be replaced by any dig-
ital tool available at the moment. 

However, remote studios lacked interactive 
work compared to real-world studios and on-
site input of tutors was missing in particular. 
Input and skill training that is usually achieved 
when tutors sit down with a group of students 
at a table to discuss project work was missing 
and it was difficult to establish such teaching 
settings online. Though different programmes 
or platforms offer online tools for working to-
gether on documents, these tools are costly and 
availability is limited or handling is compli-
cated and, therefore, efficiency of co-working 
and tutoring is difficult. 

Required interactivity is still limited by the 
technology. While in the real classroom there 
is the option of multitasking  – discussing si-
multaneously with the group, drawing, refer-
ring to the internet sources or books – remote 
work does not allow for this spontaneous inter-
action. First, because of the delay in reaction 
(even if this is only seconds, it does matter). 
Second, because of the limitation in simultane-
ity. If more than two or three participants have 
their microphones on, there is often difficulty 
in understanding what has been said because 
of the overlaying voices. Third, because of lim-
ited use of different activities. It is not possible 
to point out the picture on the screen while, at 
the same time, drawing something and looking 
at whether the students understand the connec-
tion. These are only examples of the limitations 
of the technology for which interactivity needs 
to be structured and ordered. Currently, we can 
only adapt to these limitations. 

Instead of trying to employ imperfect tech-
nology for a truly interactive activity, the deeper 
engagement of the students into research can 
be considered as an alternative. This might 
build their responsibility and sense of practical 
use of the knowledge and skills used in the exer-
cise. In spring 2020, students at three European 
universities  – Gdańsk University of Technol-
ogy, Sorbonne Université and Fachhochschule 
Salzburg – were mobilised to join the observa-
tion of the interaction between the lockdown 
measures implemented and the urban space 
following the same protocol. They were con-
fined within the environment they knew, be it 
their family home or students’ accommodation, 
and they were able to deliver not only results of 
the observations but also their analysis, taking 
into account the spatial context (Mironowicz, 
Netsch, Geppert 2021). The work was widely ap-
preciated by the students, not only because they 
saw the practical application of their skills and 
knowledge, but they also felt useful in the un-
precedented situation to which they were able 
to respond. Similar experience is described by 
Verdelli and Brevet (2021, this issue). 

Engaging students with the research in the 
situation of distance communication requires 
very strict definition of the methodology, aims 
and expected results of the research. Addition-
ally, it needs to develop verification methods in 
order to ensure reliability of the data collected. 
All these actions can be undertaken effectively 
in remote mode. 

Thus, strengthening the role of students in 
the planning research could be one of the re-
sults of remote teaching. 
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116  disP 223  · 56.4 (4/2020) Personal meetings and work with the tutor 
can be counted as one of the most essential ex-
periences for students. Time when they have 
the whole of the instructor’s attention is ex-
tremely valuable, especially while working on 
their Bachelor’s or Master’s thesis. Paradoxi-
cally, remote teaching allowed for more intense 
individual contact with the tutors compared to 
on-campus teaching. This happened because 
the availability of the tutors visibly increased. It 
was no longer necessary that both professor and 
student should be present at the university at 
the same time. Additionally, there were no dis-
ruptions such as other students or colleagues 
entering the office. Time schedules became 
more flexible. Students were able to arrange 
meetings in the evenings or during weekends. 
They truly appreciated both the availability of 
the tutors and the flexible time frameworks. 
For academics, this situation was advantageous 
too – there are lecturers tutoring students from 
distant or sometimes even exotic locations 
where they decided to spend time during the 
lockdown and/or restrictions. The only thing 
that is indispensable is an internet connection. 
They were no longer physically tied to the uni-
versity location. In the future, this remote in-
dividual (on-demand?) tutoring may become 
more popular than personal meetings. 

Practical skills 

Teaching planning, similarly to teaching other 
disciplines deeply engaged with practice (such 
as medicine or engineering), requires not only 
interaction between educators and students, it 
requires practical experience and contact with 
the real world, too. 

Thus, depending on the profile of the uni-
versity, we used to teach students how to under-
stand spatial context during site visits, how to 
design on different scales, how to prepare legal 
documents, how to mediate, how to negotiate, 
how the institutions work … But this clearly re-
quires rehearsing, practising and learning from 
successes and failures. How can this be done in 
remote mode?

Lawhon (2003: 204) is sceptical about pro-
viding adequate preparation for the planning 
profession without “the interaction, socialisa-
tion, and collaboration that a classroom setting 
offers.” 

Last year probably cannot serve as the best 
example of how to teach these kinds of skills 
because, typically, we had been building upon 
previous (pre-pandemic?) students’ experi-

ence. They were able to collaborate only be-
cause they learnt this beforehand. They knew 
their strengths and weaknesses, preferences 
and modes of working. And thus, they were 
able to use what they had learnt before in this 
emergency situation. In the summer semester 
2019/2020 at the Gdańsk University of Tech-
nology, there was a plan to have five visiting 
professors in the spatial planning programme 
thanks to a grant dedicated to the development 
of the Faculty. Three of them prepared not just 
lectures but also assignments for the students 
attending the course. They all required group 
work. And the students did very well. They were 
able to organise work and present the results 
shortly afterwards in a very short time, some-
times almost in real-time. The visiting pro-
fessors were really surprised with the quality 
of the work the students delivered in the very 
limited time. They were only in the first semes-
ter of the Master’s programme, however, the 
majority of them had been studying together 
for 3.5 years at Bachelor level. Thus, they were 
already used to group work and were used to 
working together. This case, therefore, can-
not answer the question of whether students 
who have never met before in the real world 
would be able to respond equally well to the 
challenge. 

The other habit that emerged from the so-
cial distancing situation was that students can 
ask for help during the site visit using mobile 
communication. Thus, the supervisor could 
draw their attention to the specific features 
of the place and they could jointly analyse the 
spatial context of the place. This could also be 
useful for the future. 

Remote teaching of practical skills, be they 
technical or social, does not look very promis-
ing. We are limiting the damage rather than 
implementing an innovative tool. The main is-
sue that affects the quality of developing both 
critical thinking and practical skills is quite 
weak “group learning experiences, and col-
laborative learning approaches that encour-
age student-to-student interaction” (God-
schalk, Lacey 2001: 476). We can assume that 
here face-to-face teaching cannot be replaced 
by distance learning without losing essential 
parts of the educational outcomes. 

Is this the end of exams? How can we verify 
teaching outcomes?

There are funny stories about how to check 
whether the students are not cheating during re-
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disP 223  · 56.4 (4/2020)  117mote exams. One of the methods is an oral exam 
undertaken under specific conditions: students 
should be sitting in front of a computer with 
the camera on and be blindfolded. Or, as some 
universities have done, with a mirror behind the 
student to check what is in front of them … Is 
this really what we want to practice? 

First, there is good news. Both Master’s and 
Bachelor’s theses defences went quite well in 
the remote format. This was partly because 
there were already practices that enabled the 
entire process of assessment of the final disser-
tations, based on the online tools. In Poland, for 
example, (and a similar procedure is reported 
by colleagues in many countries) students need 
to upload the theses, be it a Bachelor’s or Mas-
ter’s, to the university documentary system 
and the file needs to be sent for antiplagiarism 
checking, with the feedback report going to the 
supervisor. When the supervisor accepts it, the 
student no longer has access to the file and it is 
sent to the reviewer. Both the supervisor and the 
reviewer type their assessment into the system. 
Thus, there was nothing new in this procedure 
during distance teaching. The only novelty was 
that the materials for the defence were made 
available for the members of the jury on the 
university teaching e-platform. The defence fol-
lowed the standard procedure except that it was 
online. Students were dressed the same as for a 
real-life presentation and the members of the 
jury tried to keep the mood of celebrating the 
final degree as they typically do. 

This experience could actually encourage 
making the defence of the B.Sc. and M.Sc. the-
ses more open to the wider professional envi-
ronment. If streamed online, they could bring 
other experts into the discussion, such as pro-
fessionals from outside the defence location. 
This could, in turn, give better insight into the 
quality of teaching and help the professional 
environment contribute to the development of 
the planning curricula.

Second, there is also some not-that-good 
news. Exams are not really easy to organise in 
the form of distance learning.

The oral exams look like quite an easy solu-
tion, however, only those with the camera on and 
official access to the sources (such as books, for 
example). There is no option to verify whether 
students do not have access to the sources when 
this kind of consultation is not allowed. 

When the group of students is quite large 
and the oral exams are difficult just because 
of the time they need, quiz tests with very lim-
ited time could also be useful. Practically every 
e-platform offers this opportunity to prepare 

the test, which is available for the students only 
within a specific time slot and with a defined 
time for submitting it. Typically, there is an op-
tion to select a random order for the questions 
and answers (if the test format is used). This, 
however, is a good solution only for really basic 
exams, and certainly is not suitable for every 
course. 

More general questions that the 
experience of remote teaching raises

We are not qualified in psychology or sociology 
and thus we will not try to assess the possible 
effects of remote teaching on the personali-
ties of the students and academics. But, obvi-
ously, there are issues that could be quite objec-
tively addressed in relation to distance teaching 
(probably not only in planning). 

First, there is the question of equipment. 
Shall we state that a pre-requisite for studying 
is personal computer and internet access? The 
last year of remote teaching proved that there 
are students ‘disappearing’ from the system. At 
Gdańsk University of Technology, for the first 
time since the programme has run, one-third 
of the students accepted onto the Master’s pro-
gramme ‘disappeared’ from the courses after 
the first month of the semester (around April 
2020) and have never been seen since. There 
is no clear answer as to why this happened but, 
within the group that continued their studies, 
students reported the technical problems they 
had been experiencing. Not everywhere offers 
sufficient internet access and not everyone in 
the household can have exclusive access to it. 

Second, not all students have adequate 
housing conditions to focus on remote learning. 
Sometimes they share a flat with their family or 
other students and their environment makes it 
difficult to follow the programme in the form of 
distance learning. 

The universities responded to these prob-
lems by offering students space in empty class-
rooms, however, this is only helpful for stu-
dents who either live or have some form of 
accommodation it the university town. 

Thus, the danger of exclusion remains.
The other issue is that students who do not 

live permanently in the university town typ-
ically do not have any accommodation there. 
When the university announces distance 
teaching, they do not rent a flat, they do not ap-
ply for the students’ dormitory. Thus, any task 
which requires (or could require) the physi-
cal presence of the students is difficult. Stu-
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118  disP 223  · 56.4 (4/2020) dents are not willing to travel and pay addi-
tional costs just for a half-day or single-day 
assignment. This, of course, puts some limi-
tations on the activities that can be developed 
in the times of remote teaching. Additionally, 
it makes it extremely difficult to switch from 
remote teaching to on-campus teaching dur-
ing the semester. Thus, even if the pandemic 
is miraculously over in a week’s time, we would 
probably be teaching online until summer. 

The literature (see, for example, Evans-
Cowley 2018) and voices from the conferences1 
indicate the use of social media as a good solu-
tion when engaging with students. There is, 
however, the very sensitive question of entering 
the world of social media, which not everyone 
is comfortable with – not because of the tech-
nical constraints, but because of issues around 
privacy and values. 

There is a question about access to the uni-
versity facilities like the library, for example. 
These typically remain open under specific cir-
cumstances, however, when students are not 
in the town, access is not easy for them. Not all 
textbooks have a digital version, and there is 
also the problem of copyright when the univer-
sity would like to scan books for the students 
for distance teaching.

Finally, there is also the teachers’ perspec-
tive, which includes longer working hours and 
losing their privacy and private time during 
weekends and holidays. 

There were optimists who thought that 
remote teaching will create more free time 
for the educators and open new perspectives 
for research instead. Regretfully, nothing of 
the kind happened. On the contrary, remote 
teaching takes much more time and requires 
more bureaucracy. In the case of preparing 
asynchronous lectures, the working time is 
significantly longer and this does not increase 
the quality of the content; it is just time-con-
suming. Emails are the main means of com-
munication; they need hours to be read and 
answered. 

When students are working on their Bach-
elor’s or Master’s theses it is quite difficult for 
the supervisors to refuse to get in contact with 
them, no matter whether it is the Christmas 
break or a holiday. There is an understand-
ing among academics that working practically 
alone on complex problems can cause difficul-
ties that need assistance; however, this creates 
a new habit that students would very likely want 
to repeat in the future. 

The pandemic reduces the costs of work for 
the universities. Academics cover part of the 

costs of their work; they use their homes as of-
fices, they pay for their internet connection and 
electricity costs. They work longer hours. No-
body reported any kind of compensation from 
the side of the university. 

The danger here is that, having discovered 
how to reduce costs for the universities, the au-
thorities will now be ‘encouraging’ higher edu-
cation institutions to continue as much remote 
teaching as possible. This threat is more real in 
the case of universities where it represents the 
business model of the institution. 

Question for the future: how might all this 
change teaching planning?

De-localisation of both students and teachers 
can be seen as a wider choice for both groups – 
but only under specific circumstances. If the 
students can sign up for any course in the world 
and teachers can deliver their lectures/courses 
all over the world, how could this change the 
organisation of studies and the way we teach? 

The experience of remote teaching planning 
raises the question of where the critical points 
in this education are and what can be trans-
ferred into distance-teaching mode when the 
restrictions are over? What, on the contrary, 
cannot be taught in an e-learning format?

Though the end of the pandemic is still not 
in sight, we are already dealing with the ques-
tion of how the pandemic’s remote teaching will 
change post-pandemic teaching. 

There is one thing for sure: we will never 
return to the state of (teaching) affairs that we 
had previously. The experiences we are gather-
ing now in these times of remote teaching will 
shape our future behaviour, expectations and 
preferences, and with them, future teaching. 
During recent months, our students have got 
used to the availability of recordings of lectures 
and videos that can be watched whenever and 
wherever students like. This experience of spa-
tio-temporal autonomy will have a lasting im-
pact on many students. It will free them from 
travelling to the lecture hall for just one lec-
ture on a Friday or from getting up for lectures 
on Monday morning. It will also give them the 
opportunity to choose two lectures with con-
flicting schedules in the same timeslot. This 
was already happening before the pandemic by 
exchanging notes with colleagues, but will be 
more comfortable with videos available. With 
‘lectures in a tin’, now double-booked students 
will manage lectures with time conflicts by fol-
lowing in parallel − one synchronous and the 
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lecture will be the new standard. What we have 
experienced in these times of the pandemic is 
just the beginning. 

Students report that re-winding and replay-
ing videos in part helps them to better under-
stand and to achieve better results in exams. An-
other advantage of the availability of ‘lectures in 
a tin’ mentioned by students was that remote 
teaching meant that they are not expelled from 
the lecture hall at the end of the lecture be-
cause new students enter the hall, but that they 
have time to finish their notes and even rework 
a topic they had not understood before the next 
lecture starts. It was reported that this made 
remote teaching even more efficient than re-
al-world teaching in the lecture hall. 

Klaus Kunzman insisted (2012, 2015) that 
language is crucial in teaching planning. 
With video lectures, this problem can be eas-
ily solved – there can be subtitles or dubbing 
(or both) in any language students prefer … Of 
course, language is about deep cultural context, 
however, with globalised problems (such as ad-
aptation to climate change, for example), plan-
ning can respond globally to local needs. This 
looks like a paradox at first sight.

Therefore, we are quite sure that students 
will request the availability of video-based asyn-
chronous classes after the pandemic as a new 
standard. This brings in two aspects: quality 
and competition. Keeping ‘lectures in a tin’ as 
asynchronous classes will offer the possibility 
of increasing the quality of remote teaching 
over the years. At the same time, lectures that 
are offered by different lecturers (such as ba-
sic courses) will increase competition. Students 
will only use videos from lecturers that are able 
to offer engaging lectures. As a matter of fact, 
boring, unappealing lectures in a lecture hall 
will lack students when engaging ‘lectures in a 
tin’ from other faculty members will be availa-
ble. As a result, not only competition between 
universities but also between faculty members 
will increase. ‘Voting by feet’ propelled by the 
availability of high-quality ‘lectures in a tin’ will 
lead to the extinction of boring, low-quality lec-
tures. Moreover, shifting the teaching of basic 
skills to asynchronous online teaching will af-
ford time and opportunities to foster interac-
tion and engagement in the classroom. 

Planning is space- and place-related. And 
so should the teaching of planning be. Remote 
teaching using ‘case study modules in a tin’ of-
fers the opportunity to bring in more real-world 
impressions − compared to classical teaching in 
the lecture hall. A collection of video clips taken 

during on-site visits and collections of pre-pro-
duced case-study video modules offer the op-
portunity to continue to use these real-world 
visual elements post-Covid-19. 

There are also other, perhaps not very visi-
ble consequences, of this ‘entertaining’ trend 
in lecturing. We will have to rethink reading and 
the role of reading lists in planning education. 
Levels of reading in many European countries 
are extremely low. Krzysztof Warlikowski, the 
chair of the jury of the European Book Prize in 
2018, in his speech to the European Parliament 
on 5 December 2018 stated that: 

“Today almost 40% of Polish people do not 
understand what they read and an additional 
30% understand very little from what they read. 
10% of those who completed primary education 
are illiterate. 10 million residents of Poland 
(25%) do not have any books at home. One in 
six people conferred with a Master’s degree is 
functionally illiterate. 6.2 million Poles live out-
side of writing culture, meaning they read noth-
ing last year, not even an article in a tabloid. 
40% of Poles have problems with reading time-
tables and weather forecast maps. This data is 
so incredible that it is even funny. But this is 
scary. According to the statistics, readership is 
decreasing all over Europe. There are rare ex-
ceptions, but generally the situation is really 
bad. They do read in the Netherlands and in 
Scandinavia. In Central and Southern Europe 
a very sharp decrease is noticed: in Greece, 
in Hungary, in Italy … Is it an accident that in 
those countries populist and nationalist move-
ments/parties are growing in an inverse ratio to 
readership?”2

Sadly, statistics confirm this picture. Accord-
ing to the World Literacy Foundation in Europe 
“one in five 16–65 year-olds have poor read-
ing skills” and “55 million adults between 15 
and 65 years of age have literacy difficulties” 
(ELINET 2015). And our students are not out-
side this group. They have difficulties reading 
long texts, they have difficulties recalling aca-
demic discourse during discussion. Having dif-
ficulties with reading is an obstacle for students 
to move from knowledge to judging and action. 
While reading one has to analyze, to question, 
to scrutinize and to assess what he or she is 
reading. This process is a kind of active dia-
logue with the text.

As students’ active involvement in discussion 
is a big challenge in remote teaching, reading 
and reading lists are even more essential in 
remote teaching. While the dialogue with the 
students is poorer and more difficult in virtual 
lecture halls, students’ dialogue with a text, i.e. 
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time, the remote teaching experience reminds 
us that enabling students to think critically, to 
judge and to listen to other opinions requires 
discussion in the classroom and reading lists, 
now and post-Covid-19. 

Why does this matter for planning edu-
cation? Planners’ central competition is the 
ability to imagine alternative worlds. Klaus 
Kunzmann proposing the name of Aesop to 
the Association of European Schools of Plan-
ning bore in mind that “this name is linked 
to ambitions of planners, to plan for people, 
to communicate with people, and to use nar-
ratives and storytelling in planning and de-
cision-making processes, not just plans and 
maps” (Kunzmann 2012). How can future plan-
ners effectively develop this ability without 
reading? Mario Vargas Llosa, one of the great-
est storytellers ever, in his Nobel Prize Lecture 
on 7 December 2010, said:

“We would be worse than we are without the 
good books we have read, more conformist, not 
as restless, more submissive, and the critical 
spirit, the engine of progress, would not even 
exist. Like writing, reading is a protest against 
the insufficiencies of life.”

And instead of encouraging students to read 
more, to slow down their switching between 
mobile devices, we try to keep them entertained 
even more … Is this really the right direction?

If this aim of expanding students’ imagina-
tions were to be abandoned, we might produce 
“copy-and-paste planners” instead of “leaders 
of change” (ECTP 2013). Thus, for the future, 
we need to rethink the means that would help 
with this ambitious task.

Thus, perhaps a ‘side effect’ of the experi-
ence of the pandemic will lead to a split in tra-
ditional academic form. The online video lec-
ture could help a kind of ‘boutique lecture’ to 
emerge, a revived seminar, which would ensure 
a short distance and deep intellectual connec-
tion between professor and student, a dialogue 
grounded in the literature and professional ex-
perience. This, however, is not an experience 
that could be offered to many students … unless 
it is offered online. 

There are classes for which remote teaching 
is clearly inadequate. Projects, involving group 
work, discussion, brainstorming can somehow 
be a substitute in an emergency situation, but 
definitely not replace the real experience of 
the classroom. Moreover, site visits and field 
trips cannot be replaced by remote teaching. 
Presenting case studies using video clips rep-
resents video-makers’ perception and neglects 

the perception of the student. Not to mention 
that it misses a wide spectrum of real-life ex-
perience. Thus, it could help to illustrate case 
studies, but only as an insufficient substitute for 
real experience.

Klaus Kunzmann (2015), while analysing 
e-learning options in planning, called for “ob-
ligatory face-to-face education” as crucial for 
preparing planners for professional work. This 
request seems to be justified by our experi-
ence of ‘pandemic education’. We cannot agree 
more.

Notes

1	 See, for example: https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=jR1wW18Yb_E (online symposium or-
ganised by the Epidemic Urbanism Initiative 
on 29-30 January 2021, entitled, “International 
Perspectives on the Future of Architecture and 
Urbanism in the Post-COVID Age”).

2	 Text from the official website of the European 
Book Award http://livre-europeen.eu/?p=6027.
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