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INTRODUCTION 

Contemporary societies risk inequality, disintegration and segregation due to a complex array of social, 

economic and political changes that have been occurring over the last few decades.1 These changes 

include the loss of shared values, changes in how individuals interact and get together, and new practices 

relating to participation and decision-making.  

In parallel to the evolution of contemporary societies, a complex array of changes are transforming the 

physical environment where these societies live and work.2 These changes are affecting especially the 

disciplines that plan, design and transform the physical environment. New processes of transformation, 

new ways of interaction, new types of projects and new professional roles are deeply transforming the 

working environment of architectural disciplines.3   

While these changes offer new opportunities for innovation, they also threaten to generate division in 

diverse and complex societies. Within this context, universities have the opportunity to expand their 

social responsibility by affirming that teaching and research can contribute to redressing social 

inequality, disintegration and segregation. This can be achieved through action,4 exploring new ways of 

relating universities to their social context by working with real projects and real people, establishing 

links between academia and practice. 

 

Educating citizens, not just students 

Civic learning can be experienced if universities engage with communities.5 Universities can empower 

diverse groups of individuals, facilitate collective experiences, develop self-management, and activate 

bottom-up approaches to decision making. Universities can facilitate learning new ways of 

understanding citizenship6 by promoting participatory processes through partnerships7. By creating a 

collective project between communities, students and academics, new skills and new values can be 

learned through experience. 
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Shaping new professional identities 

Partnerships expand teaching and research, enabling experience of practice-based education through the 

development of real projects.8 Students can begin to develop skills relevant to practice and frame 

professional identities underpinned by civic engagement and social responsibility, whilst helping 

communities understand and improve their conditions. Collaborative and interdisciplinary work, 

participatory methods, or new professional roles such as facilitator, mediator, educator or builder, can 

be learned through the experience of a participatory project. 

 

Earning skills and experiencing collective values 

This research aims to assess the capacity of design-based partnerships to shape collective values and 

facilitate learning of civic skills when undertaking a change in a physical environment. From within the 

framework of an Action Research methodology, different partnerships have informed this paper. The 

projects were facilitated by communities and local governments in New Zealand and were developed 

within design courses of landscape architecture. Reflections show that partnerships enable civic 

engagement through participatory processes. They are useful instruments for helping communities 

transform their physical environment. But partnerships are also essential tools for experiencing civic 

learning and for creating a sense of empowerment – a feeling that when working together, independently 

of age, qualification, or beliefs, important changes can happen. 

 

 
 

Figure 1 - Different partnerships: workshop, construction, opening event (from left to right) 
 
 

 

 

 

1. THE METHOD 
 

1.1 Partnerships as the medium 

Partnerships between universities and communities are valuable personal and collective experiences 

where learning is maximized and economic interests either don’t exist or tend to be secondary.9 

Partnerships are also useful instruments for generating shared ideas that can be carried down to 

implementation following participatory design methodologies.10 By facilitating different and subsequent 

partnerships, the applied methodology was developed and adapted to different contexts, seeking to 

maximize the outcomes over time for communities, students and academics. 
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1.2 Working at local and community levels 

In order to fully experience civic engagement, the university must engage with the social, cultural, and 

economic life of its city and region,11 addressing issues of public concern through teaching and 

research12. Communities may be able to mobilize and self-organize, but what they can rarely achieve is 

to undertake complex projects by themselves. A partnership with a university can meet most community 

needs.13 The developed methodology targeted two types of partners: 

- Community groups that were politically disadvantaged and were interested in developing self-

management practices. 

- Local governments interested in developing a participatory process engaging with specific 

communities. 

 

1.3 Develop the methodology through Participatory Action Research  

Partnerships with different communities inform research and provide a substrate to critical reflection.14 

Action research is ideally suited to partnerships because the projects are often fluid and change over 

time, providing an ideal substrate for cycles of doing, reflecting, proposing action and doing.15 The 

applied methodology was developed and adapted to different types of partners and projects. It enabled 

changes during and in-between partnerships. It also allowed to reach different ending stages: concept 

design, detailed design, construction and assessment of the implemented designs. 

 

1.4 Understand design as a tool for change 

To generate ideas through design is what universities are used to doing. But universities tend to struggle 

when they need to consider how those ideas can be implemented.16 They often do not feel comfortable 

when the design process gets into stages where they need to develop roles associated to practice.17 

In order to meaningfully change the physical environment of communities, the methodology 

progressively focused the interest of the partnerships – not just on the generation of shared ideas. By 

adopting roles associated to practice, the goal of the methodology became to explore how the shared 

ideas could be developed and implemented. Going a step further from construction, the applied 

methodology kept on evolving. In order to improve the reflection post partnerships, the assessment of 

the implemented designs was considered strategic and introduced as part of the methodology. 

 

 
 

Figure 2 - Different partnerships: workshop, construction, implemented design (from left to right) 
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Table 1 – Different Case Studies (2014 – 2019) 
 

CASE STUDY PARTNERS SCOPE PROJECTS LENGTH ENDING 
PHASE 

FUNDING 

Featherston 2 postgraduate courses 

Community group 

Local government 

Town, 

surroundings 

Large  

Medium 

5 months Concept design Community 

University 

 Council 

Wakefield Undergraduate course 

Community group 

Town, 

surroundings 

Large  

Medium 

6 months Concept design Community 

 University 

 Council 

Otari Wilton’s 

Bush 

Undergraduate course 

Local government 

Nursery Medium 

Small 

6 months Concept design Council 

Carterton 

School 

Undergraduate course  

School community 

School  Small 9 months Construction Community 

 University 

Hurunui-o-

RangiMarae 

Undergraduate course  

Marae community 

Marae Small 10 months Construction Community 

University 

Tory Street Undergraduate course 

Local government 

Street Temporary 15 months Assessment post-

implementation 

Council 

Paekakariki 

School 

Undergraduate course  

School community 

School Small 15 months Assessment post-

implementation 

Community 

 

 

 

2. LEARNING BY DOING 
Trying to maximize their impact, progressive changes were introduced in the consecutive partnerships. 

These were related to: 

- types of partners, facilitating experimentation, adaptability and improvement of the 

methodology 

- types of projects, reducing complexity and increasing feasibility  

- ending goals of the partnerships, from the concept design stage to the assessment of the 

implemented designs 

- internal organization of the partnerships, extending their length and improving the participatory 

process. 

The evolution of the partnerships comprised three stages: from concept design to construction to post-

implementation. 

 

2.1 The traditional way: end at concept design stage 

The initial partnerships followed the traditional approach. This means they used design courses for 

developing large and medium size projects down to the concept design stage. In order to maximize the 

experience of civic learning and the outcomes of the partnerships, several strategies were followed: 
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2.1.1 Partnering with politically disadvantaged communities 

Community groups from small towns located on the outer fringe of metropolitan areas were targeted. 

These towns are politically disadvantaged compared to larger towns of their districts and their population 

is in the process of change due to the arrival of new commuters. The communities were aiming to get 

their own projects, and use the generated designs as a base for finding resources and partners for 

developing the projects. The roles of the different district councils differed depending on the partnership: 

from no support at all, to external support, to a third partner. 

 

2.1.2 Merging different approaches within design 

Following participatory design methodologies, no specific site or programme was given to students, 

who needed to build their own design propositions responding to the social and physical context. In 

order to build a shared approach to design, interaction between the university and communities was 

maximized. Cohabitation, events and workshops were programmed for developing a real participatory 

process. Partnerships ended with final exhibitions, where communities voted for their favourite designs 

and students received awards.  

 

2.1.3 Failing to change the physical environment 

Partnerships ended at the concept design stage and communities were left with a collection of projects 

to be developed. Communities mostly failed to meaningfully change their environment due to technical, 

legal, economic and political complexities. As a consequence, communities lost the empowerment that 

the partnerships provided and dissolved. This resulted in the communities returning back to their original 

situation of political dependency and marginalization. The process revealed the need to explore new 

approaches to design based partnerships, seeking implementation and a real change in the community. 

 

 
 

Figure 3 – final exhibition of big and complex projects (from left to right: C. Isaacs, S. Lousich) 

 

 

2.2 Implementing small and feasible interventions 

Maintaining the idea of using design courses for developing shared projects with politically 

disadvantaged communities, different goals were targeted to facilitate implementation:  

 
2.2.1 Facilitate decision making 
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In order to improve community organization, leaderships and decision making, it became strategic to 

work with smaller and more cohesive community groups. Public schools and Marae A communities were 

targeted as partners. Both types of communities tend to be politically marginalised and struggle to fund 

maintenance and construction of new facilities in their properties. Therefore, they tend to be interested 

in developing self-management skills and design-based partnerships. 

 

2.2.2 Reduce design complexity, funding needs and legal requirements 

By working within the boundaries of the property of a community, all legal disputes are avoided and all 

legal requirements for construction get eliminated or at least minimized, facilitating implementation. At 

the same time, to target small interventions facilitates design development and makes change 

economically feasible by reducing funding requirements. In order to facilitate implementation further, 

these small interventions were designed at low cost. 

 
2.2.3 Extend and accelerate the design process  

Design research was extended beyond the concept design stage, which was simplified. Strategic sites 

were pre-selected by communities and the concept design stage was compressed within three weeks. 

Designs were presented and exhibited as a design competition between different teams of students. The 

communities voted for their favourite proposal. The winning proposal was developed by the university 

down to construction documentation.   

 
2.2.4 Transform the physical environment through small interventions  

The design goal of the partnerships generated a framework for small and feasible interventions that 

would be implemented over time depending on the available resources.  At the same time, one of these 

small interventions was developed down to construction documentation by the university. Construction 

was planned when university courses were over and developed mostly through volunteering, enhancing 

the civic learning of the projects. Communities funded construction, but sponsorships played an essential 

role in reducing costs and facilitating implementation. 

 

 
 

Figure 4 – From concept design to construction (VUW-LAND321 2016 class) 

                                                      
A Marae are fenced-in complexes of different buildings and grounds that belong to a particular iwi (tribe), hapū (sub 

tribe) or whānau (family). Marae are used for meetings, celebrations, funerals, educational workshops and other 

important tribal events. Maori communities tend to be socially and economically deprived in New Zealand. Maori 

culture is trying to be raised in NZ in order to build a real bicultural country. 
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2.3 Developing practice-based research 

Findings of the second group of partnerships showed that it was necessary to better organize the 

development of the agreed design down to construction documentation as well as better manage the 

construction process. At the same time, the opportunity to develop specific research around the impact 

of the implemented designs became apparent. In order to improve the outcomes and outputs of the 

projects, several strategies were followed: 

 
2.3.1 Extending the length of the partnerships 

Partnerships were extended both before and after the university course. To extend the partnerships 

before the university course facilitated better organization, planning and better options to seek for 

funding. This guaranteed a more functional and adaptable process. On the other hand, by extending the 

partnerships after the university course, extra time was allowed for developing better documentation, 

planning and management of construction.  

 
2.3.2 Improving the design outputs with extra funding 

In order to improve the outputs, included in the agreement of the partnerships was funding for student 

scholarships, which were funded equally by the university and community. The goals of this extra stage 

were to finish the design process, prepare specific documentation and manage construction. 

Construction continued to be managed by the university and funded by communities, with the support 

of volunteering and sponsorships. 

 
2.3.3 Assessment of the implemented designs 

Findings showed the opportunity to gather knowledge around the performance of the implemented 

designs. Specific research post-implementation was developed and funded by the university. The main 

goal of these research projects was to assess the impact on communities of the implemented designs. 

Furthermore, to gain typological knowledge and contribute to the research environment by assessing 

specific aspects of the implemented designs.  

 

 

 
 

Figure 5 – Construction and research post-implementation (VUW-LAND321 2017 class)  
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3. FINDINGS 
 

3.1 Civic learning 

The case studies demonstrated that being part of a collective project enables the experience of civic 

learning for students, communities and faculty. A design-based project promotes learning of new 

methods of transforming the physical environment linked to participation, democratic citizenship and 

civic action. At the same time, facilitates communities to understand and improve their conditions while 

students experience practice-based education and faculty practice-based research. 

Findings demonstrated the value of partnerships for training individuals about participatory design 

methodologies. They build capacity for active participation in future projects. Partnerships demonstrated 

to be valuable personal and collective experiences where learning was maximized and economic 

interests either did not exist or were secondary. The collective action of developing a partnership created 

a sense of empowerment –a sense that when working together, big things can happen.  

 

3.2 Earning self-management skills 

In parallel to understanding and improving their environment while experiencing civic learning, 

communities earned self-management skills. This means they were able to build a capacity for 

developing projects by themselves or with other partners. Findings showed that communities learned 

about internal organization, communication and leadership. They experienced how to make collective 

decisions as part of projects that are developed over time and face many complexities.  

The acquiring of self-management skills was also related to tangible aspects learned mostly by the 

community leaders. These were related to project organization and planning, technical aspects and legal 

requirements of a design process, or funding opportunities and applications. At the same time, 

community leaders earned skills around how to interact with key stakeholders, or how to organize events 

such as workshops, seminars, exhibitions or collaborative construction. 

 

3.3 Shaping new professional identities 

The case studies revealed that experiencing practice-based education gives students a chance to learn 

skills relevant in practice. They practice the development of a design from preliminary to detailed design 

stages. They also have the chance to participate in the construction process: they learn how to take a 

hands-on approach to design. This practical aspect challenges the traditional way in which design 

disciplines are usually taught (solely based on intellectual capacities).  

Practice-based education allows students to learn about processes of collaborative work with colleagues 

and communities, exploring links between speculative and pragmatic approaches to design. Students 

practice how to communicate their ideas to non-technical audiences. Case studies demonstrated that the 

most effective communication with non-technical audiences tends to happen orally. Finally, partnerships 

allow students to learn about new professional identities related to civic engagement. New roles that are 

emerging and starting to be relevant such as facilitator, educator, mediator, collaborator, activist or 

builder, can be experienced through these types of projects. 

 

3.4 The academic as facilitator 

Case studies demonstrated that by linking teaching with civic engagement through partnerships, 

academics act as facilitators of participatory processes and civic learning. Findings also showed that 

practice-based education opens up the boundaries of teaching and research to socio-political and 
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professional environments. To work with subsequent partnerships allows building knowledge around 

action research, participatory processes and practice-based education. In parallel to this core research, 

these types of projects facilitate further research depending on the interests of the academic, what types 

of communities are approached and what type of projects are developed. Therefore, partnerships 

facilitate parallel research projects depending on the particularities and outcomes of the projects. 

Findings also showed that developing partnerships and doing real projects adds a substantial amount of 

work on the top of the responsibilities that academics already have. If universities want to favor the 

development of civic engagement and practice-based education, new practices need to be explored for 

supporting the work of academics. 

 

 
 

Figure 6 – Different partnerships and temporary collectives  

 

CONCLUDING REMARKS 
With contemporary societies experiencing many disruptions, universities have the opportunity to expand 

their social responsibility by affirming that teaching and research can contribute to redressing social 

inequality, disintegration and segregation.  This contribution can be achieved through action, by 

partnering with real people for developing real projects. Design-based partnerships provide the 

opportunity to rethink, transform and improve the physical environment. But also non-physical outputs 

can be achieved. Values and skills related to participation, democratic citizenship and civic action can 

be attained by being part of a temporary collective. 

This research aims to contribute to knowledge around the importance of developing practice-based 

research underpinned by civic engagement and social responsibility. As the presented case studies 

demonstrate, design-based partnerships offer many opportunities. But at the same time, they showcase 

that partnerships are complex constructs that require the development of further research in order to 

become an effective tool within contemporary societies. 
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