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Urban morphology in higher education
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Urban morphology is an interdisciplinary field.
This key characteristic has both advantages and
disadvantages.  One of the disadvantages is the
difficulty of providing a sound urban morph-
ological education.  There is a lack of degree
courses in urban morphology.  Furthermore, where
urban morphology appears within degree courses in
other disciplines its role tends to be minor.  While
many reviews of urban morphological research
have been produced over the years, systematic
reviews of urban morphological education have
been few (for some notable exceptions see
Moudon, 1995, and Larkham, 2001, 2003).  It may
therefore be of interest to describe recent
developments in Portugal.

Higher education institutions in Portugal are
structured according to four different groups: public
institutions (including universities and polytech-
nics), private institutions (including universities and
polytechnics), concordat/religious institutions, and

military/police institutions.  In total, the four groups
include 135 institutions.  A recent review involved
an analysis of all these institutions mainly based on
their curricula. 

The first stage was the identification of the
curricula that effectively incorporate the study of
urban form.  It was found that the study of urban
form is being promoted in ten Portuguese
institutions.  These include public and private
universities, but not polytechnics.  Urban morph-
ology seems to be more integrated within public
universities’ curricula.  As expected, this
integration is confined to faculties and departments
of architecture, geography, planning and
engineering (in this order of importance). 

Eight of the fifteen public universities in the
country have courses that include the study of
urban form.  Three factors underlie these findings.
The first is the geographical location of univer-
sities.  Universities along the Portuguese coastline



170 Viewpoints

(Minho, Porto, Aveiro, Coimbra, and the four
universities in the capital city, Lisbon) tend to
better integrate morphological aspects in their
curricula than universities located in the interior of
the country (Trás-os-Montes e Alto Douro, Beira
Interior and Évora) and on the islands of the Azores
and Madeira.  The only exception is the University
of Algarve, which is also located on the coastline.
The second factor is the size of the university
expressed by the number of students (these
universities have between 3000 and 30 000
students).  Larger universities seem to incorporate
morphological aspects in their curricula more
readily than smaller ones, the exception being
Lisbon University Institute.  The last factor is the
diversity of a university’s subject coverage as
expressed in its different faculties and schools.
Universities with more faculties tend to integrate
morphological aspects more satisfactorily in their
curricula, though again there are exceptions: the
University of Aveiro and Lisbon University
Institute. 

In broad terms, eight institutions do incorporate
urban morphological theories, concepts and
methods at some stage.  Nevertheless, a funda-
mental weakness in all these institutions is that
urban morphology is introduced at some time in the
course but it does not follow a sound, continuous
line through the whole curriculum.  The specific
content of the urban morphological component
varies according to institution, though common
aspects can be identified.  One of these is the
persistence of some ‘urban morphological classics’.
While in architectural curricula the main references
seem to be Lynch (1960), Cullen (1961) and Rossi
(1966), in geographical curricula urban morphology
is represented in the urban geography textbooks of
Carter (1972) and Pacione (2001).

One of the most interesting examples is the
University of Porto, the largest university in the
country.  It includes 13 faculties, one institute and
one business school; it offers almost 300 degree
courses and it has more than 30 000 students.
Urban morphology is taught in three different
faculties of this university: architecture (FAUP);
arts, in the department of geography (FLUP); and
engineering, in the department of civil engineering,
where it is part of planning (FEUP). 

The Master’s Degree in Architecture in FAUP is
structured in 5 years.  The whole curriculum, in
English, can be accessed at http://sigarra.up.pt/
faup_uk/PLANOS_ESTUDOS_GERAL.FORMV
IVEW?p_Pe=5.  The city is introduced to students
in the first year in a practical class, ‘Architectural
Design I’.  Despite the continuity of this class

throughout the degree, it lacks a focus on the city,
as a whole, until the last year.  Instead, in the
second, third, and fourth years, students approach
the city in three theoretical classes – ‘Geography II’
(in the second year), ‘Urban Planning I’ (in the
third year), and ‘Urban Planning II’ (in the fourth
year).  Only in the fifth year of the degree does the
city become a really major concern.  This is notably
expressed in two disciplines, ‘Architectural Design
V’ and ‘Territory and Urban Form’.  As in most
architectural schools, FAUP has a clear focus on
buildings.  Even when the city is considered,
lecturers and students tend to place most emphasis
on the analysis, and particularly the design, of
buildings, and not on streets and plots.  

FLUP’s Department of Geography offers a
Bachelor’s Degree in Geography, structured in
three years.  The whole curriculum, in English, can
be accessed at http://sigarra.up.pt/flup_uk/
PLANOS_ESTUDOS_GERAL.FORMVIEW?p_
Pe=725.  The city, in its morphological dimension,
is introduced to students in the first year, in the
discipline of ‘Cartography’.  In contrast to FAUP,
in FLUP, the second year – particularly the
discipline of ‘Urban Geography’ – provides the
richest experience in morphological terms.  From
an urban morphological point of view the course
ends, as it begins, with the discipline of cartography
providing the most valuable insights on urban form.
As in FAUP, FLUP’s mainstream perspective on
the city is framed by the specific contents of
geography.

Urban morphological theories, concepts and
methods can be found in some degrees offered by
faculties and departments of Portuguese institutions
of higher education.  Nevertheless, even in the most
interesting cases, such as the University of Porto,
these morphological theories, concepts and
methods have a ‘marginal’ role in the approaches
promoted by each particular faculty and
department. 

Efforts should be made not only to integrate
urban morphology in the curricula of Portuguese
institutions where it does not exist, but also to
promote more interdisciplinary perspectives and
less disciplinary ones (architectural, geographical
and planning) in those curricula where urban
morphology already exists.
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ISUF 2014: Our common future in urban morphology

The Twenty-First International Seminar on Urban
Form (ISUF2014) hosted by the Faculty of
Engineering of the University of Porto, will take
place in Porto, Portugal , from 3 to 6 July 2014.
The theme of the conference is ‘Our common
future in urban morphology’ and topics to be
covered include: 

• Urban morphological theory
• Urban morphological methods and techniques
• The evolution of urban form
• Agents of change 
• Revisiting urban morphological classics
• Multidisciplinarity in urban morphology  
• Comparative studies of urban form
• Integrated approaches 
• Teaching urban form
• The relations between research and practice

(planning, regeneration, conservation)

The organizers and the Council of ISUF invite
participation in the Conference by interested
academics and professionals.  Abstracts of

proposed papers should be submitted by 31 January
2014.  Authors will be notified whether their paper
has been accepted by 28 February 2014.  The
deadline for registration and fee payment is 31 May
2014.  A conference website providing more
detailed information will be launched shortly.

Post-conference excursions will take place in
Lisbon (including the Monastery of the Hierony-
mites and the Tower of Belém), the historic centre
of Guimarães, and the Alto Douro wine region.  All
these places are represented in the World Heritage
List.

The Conference Organizing Committee
comprises Vítor Oliveira (University of Porto),
Paulo Pinho (University of Porto), Fernando
Brandão Alves (University of Porto), Michael
Conzen (University of Chicago), Jorge Correia
(University of Minho), Mário Fernandes (Univer-
sity of Porto), Kai Gu (University of Auckland),
Teresa Marat-Mendes (Lisbon University Institute),
Nuno Pinto (University of Coimbra) and Jeremy
Whitehand (University of Birmingham). 

The historic core of Porto and the D. Luis I bridge over the
Douro River (photograph by Vítor Oliveira).


