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ABSTRACT

In this article, Frederick Steiner, the interviewee, introduced the teaching
system of PennDesign and its strengths and innovations, and explained the
relationship between research, education, and practice based on his rich
teaching and practice experience. He also gave suggestions about how to
optimize the Landscape Architecture education and curriculum to keep up
with the changing world. Steiner indicated that both the Sustainable SITES
Initiative which he has made great efforts on and his latest book Making
Plans can contribute to the professional training and public education.
When it came to significant issues or promising topics that Landscape
Architecture professionals need to pay more attention on the future, Steiner
called for focus on the role of Landscape Architecture in the city, and
climate changes and settlements to vulnerable populations, and highlighted
the importance of taking a long view and designing with time.
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Graduate students
in the landscape
architecture program
gather for a studio
review outside
Meyerson Hall.
PennDesign Dean
Frederick Steiner
welcomed the audience
for the Fall 2018 lecture
organized by The lan
McHarg Center for
Urbanism and Ecology,
“Designing the
Political Landscape.”

The Landscape Architecture education
of the University of Pennsylvania is
prominently leading in America and the
world. Could you please introduce the
teaching system of PennDesign and its
strengths and innovations?

Frederick STEINER (STEINER
hereafter): Our Master of Landscape
Architecture program has a very strong
emphasis on design. We pioneered
how ecology can be used in design and
planning. Our curriculum is organized
so that subjects in theory, media, and
construction all relate to the design
studio. We also ensure students work
at all scales of landscape and across a
comprehensive range of landscape types.
In the final year, students are encouraged
to pursue their own research agendas
from a global perspective. The most
important thing is to inspire students to
become life-long scholars and reflective
practitioners. I would also note that, as
well as a well-designed curriculum, you
really need a strong studio culture in a
school, and that only comes from having
good teachers.

Based on your rich teaching and
practice experience in design, how do
you understand the relationship between
research, education, and practice?

STEINER: I was dean of the School

LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTURE FRONTIERS / VIEWS & CRITICISMS

of Architecture at the University of
Texas at Austin for 15 years before
I returned to PennDesign two years
ago. Both schools have a strong
tradition of practitioners’ teaching,
emphasizing design and practice. The
research at both schools is informed
by pragmatism, which advances
theory based on practical applications.
Pragmatism is very important for
design theory and research, because of
the consideration of practical effects
of design concepts. The University of
Pennsylvania was founded by Benjamin
Franklin, and he is one of the most
important American pragmatists, so
there is still a very deep seeded belief
in pragmatism among our faculty. Our
particular history ensures that design
and planning research in PennDesign is
largely grounded in reflective practice.
The biggest commitment we
have made to bringing research,
education, and practice together at
Penn in recent years is opening The
Ian McHarg Research Center for
Urbanism and Ecology. At a major
research institution like Penn, a center
provides the infrastructure for these
three spheres of knowledge production
to come together. We also conceive of
our design studios as research engines.
We make a point of conducting studios
in challenging places and studios
addressing complex and timely issues.
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You have made great efforts on the
promotion of the Sustainable SITES
Initiative (SITES). How can this rating
system be integrated into landscape
educational and training system?

STEINER: Administered by Green
Business Certification Inc. (GBCI), SITES
is the most comprehensive program for
designing, developing, and maintaining
sustainable landscapes, which is a
complement to the U.S. Green Building
Council’s (USGBC) LEED green building
rating system. In fact, there has been a
good number of Landscape Architecture
programs in North America integrating
SITES in their teaching. Most Landscape
Architecture programs require a site
planning course. SITES has been adopted
in many of these courses as an approach
to site planning. In addition, with a
growing number of projects certified and
published by GBCI, these case studies
can be very useful for studio courses as
well. For instance, if a studio project is
exploring possibility that a brownfield
site might become a park, the students
can go to the GBCI website and look
at OLIN’s Washington Canal Water
Park, for example, and then students
can better understand how SITES was
employed in that design. Furthermore,
SITES can be applied not only in site
planning courses and studio case studies,

but also in thesis research.



What can be done to optimize the
Landscape Architecture education
and curriculum to keep up with the
changing world?

STEINER: Curriculums are
inherently conservative, so they are
resistant to change. In part, this is
because professors tend to use a fairly
well-established canon of literature
and precedents. Also, curriculums
must conform to accreditation and
university standards. Still, faculty are
creative and design is an exploratory
discipline. Technology and theory
are two drivers of innovation. It is
necessary not only to give students a
foundation, but also encourage them
to learn about the newest technologies
and tools. Compared to buildings, it is
more difficult to represent landscapes
because of their complexity and
changeable conditions. Thirty years
ago, we drew by hand, taking several
hours or days to produce design
schemes. At present, by using tools
such as Building Information Modeling
(BIM) and 3D Modeling, we can draw
with the computer, then print out
three-dimensional models from those
designs. In addition to walking through
and around the site and “reading”
the landscape on the ground, we can
use drones to do site analysis — they

can show information very effectively.
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These developing technologies can give
us a new perspective, and help show the
design intention in a very exciting way.
But these technology disruptions do not
necessarily lead to curriculum changes.
It is like going from writing with a pen
to a typewriter; you are just changing
the medium.

Compared with technology, the
bigger disruptions to curriculum come
from theory. For example, before
Ian McHarg published Design with
Nature, the biological component
of Landscape Architecture curricula
focused on horticulture, but afterwards
ecology was added as a fundamental
area of knowledge. James Corner’s
theories about representation changed
how visualization was taught in
Landscape Architecture curricula,
because he proposed different ways
of representing landscapes based on
ideas from architectural theory and art
theory. Charles Waldheim’s ideas about
landscape urbanism advanced Landscape
Architecture as essential for positive
urban change. Therefore, if we mean to
reform Landscape Architecture curricula
to help our students better meet the
challenges in this changing world, we
must devote energy to advancing design

theory.

Your latest book Making Plans,
which introduced the planning process

of the city of Austin and the University
of Texas campus, is widely received. It
helps enhance the planning awareness
and knowledge of the public. How do
you consider the lack of connection
and communication between urban
design sciences (including urban
planning and landscape design) and
citizens who live in and use the cities?
We also noticed that, in this book, you
intend to demonstrate that “planning
is an inherently political, sometimes
messy act, requiring the intelligence
and ownership of the affected
communities.” In your opinion, how
can planners or designers influence the

policy-making process?

STEINER: I was deeply involved
in both projects described in this
book, and as a reflective practitioner,
I thought it was very important to
analyze what I learned from both plans
and to step back to ask what they
meant. As an educator, I regarded it as
a great opportunity to let my students,
planning and design educators
and practitioners, and the public
know about how planning occurs.
Therefore, I tried to write the book in
a more reflective, and hopefully more
accessible way than an academic type
of writing. I hope this will help citizens
and policy makers better engage
landscape architects and planners in
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the future of their communities and
regions. As the world continues to grow
more urban, such understanding is
essential.

As for the relationship to policies, I
want to remind planners and designers
of the importance of understanding
the legal context for planning, and that
planning occurs in a political context,
which makes it a political act. Politics
surely affect planners’ and designers’
work, but in turn, planners and designers
can also influence politics. That said,

a planner can be political, but not be

a politician. If you are a planner or a
landscape architect in United States, your
basic professional responsibility is to
protect public health, safety, and welfare.
Being a politician can sometimes be a
conflict with that basic responsibility.
What planners and designers should
concentrate on is making a good plan
and presenting it in an intelligible way
to get public support. If the plan wins
the public’s support, the likelihood that
politicians will also is increased, and
they are more likely to approve it.

We appreciate your great
contribution to Landscape Architecture
Frontiers as an international editorial
board member by offering cutting-
edge topics and inspiring ideas, such as
Novel Ecosystem and Big Data. What
do you think are the significant issues
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or promising topics that Landscape
Architecture professionals need to pay
more attention on in future?

STEINER: One, which is not
necessarily new but extraordinarily
important, is the role of Landscape
Architecture in the city. Urban planners
should make our cities more livable
and create more green space in urban
areas. Viewing Landscape Architecture
as an urban profession and knowing
what contributions landscape architects
can make to the quality of life is really
important. Another significant challenge
is climate change. So, how landscapes
can adapt to climate change and how
landscape architects can respond are
significant. In addition, we should
ask: how does Landscape Architecture
respond to needs and circumstances of
vulnerable populations, both human
and nonhuman. We need to design
settlements that protect vulnerable
human population and other species.
Finally, Landscape Architecture involves
taking a long view and designing with
time. We should consider how we design
with respect to geologic time, and how
our designs adapt to change over a long
period of time. LAF





