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The term "kindergarten” which originally derived from the
notion of the school as a metaphorical garden, alludes to
the romantic ideal of children as unfolding plants being
nurtured in the warmth of a glass-house, protected from
the cold of winter months. It also brings other analogies
to mind, such as the biblical sense of innocence in the
Garden of Eden, and the affinity of young children to the
pure spirit of natural phenomena, the playful spontaneity
of a wild fox cubs in the forest, the crystalline purity of
a mountain stream pouring over primordial rocks in the
winter. The German philosopher and educator Friederich
Froebel, who almost certainly invented the term, believed
that the kindergarten should be a microcosm of the
world, reflecting the positive aspects of a natural milieu.

These romantic notions of childhood, were undoubtedly
a reaction to the newly industrialised cities of Europe
during the nineteenth century, and the yearning for a
return to simpler, more rustic lives, However one suspects
that in reality the first kindergarten developments were
more practical, ameliorating the exposure many young
children had to condition inside the new factories and
workplaces of the Industrial Revolution. As mothers had
no choice, their young ones had to spend time with them
in the factories prior to the commencement of formal
schooling aged 6, often in dangerous and insanitary
conditions.

Today with an overwhelmingly mobile workforce where
both parents sometimes want, but more often need, the
financial security of two incomes within a single family,
kindergartens to enable this are quite simply a necessity
for any successful industrial or post-industrial economy.
Whereas in former times the family network of carers was
a given in most communities, with extended support from
uncles, aunts and grandparents, in these times families
are much more fragmented often living far away from
parents and grandparents. There is also a sense that
work rather than family life defines what and who we are
as people in this modern world. Family is important but
what you do for a living is equally important.
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Having said that kindergartens are a necessity, it is
important to make the case for good quality design.
Firstly one needs to distinguish between the kindergarten
and the school. There is an unfortunate tendency
amongst some educational providers particularly in the
UK right now, to merely extend the environments of the
school downwards, to meet the needs of an expanding
workforce for early years care and education. However
children during the pre-school years learn through their
senses rather than their intellect. There is solid research
to support the view that buildings for early years not
only need to provide more space per child than the
traditional school environment, but also need to facilitate
architectural values which relate directly to the learning
and attainment of young children during these years of
explosive growth.

For example, we can see in many of the projects here,
a sense of playful exuberance which appeals directly to
the nature of young children. Featured buildings such
as the Ecopolis Plaza in Madrid, expose the children to
a new drama in their young lives, where the building
married to its natural landscape can be interpreted in all
sorts of imaginative ways: is it a large insect clambering
down the hill or an alien spaceship? Its expressive nature
and readiness to provide exciting play opportunities,
enhance education and social development without
becoming too impractical. It's a subtle balance to achieve.

Other projects illustrate the ways in which this relatively
new building type can stimulate designers to be
imaginative in their design work, just like a child. They
develop startlingly new and innovative forms, childlike
maybe yet completely functional at the same time.
Projects such as the Sarrequemines Nursery and Murgel's
Playhouse show a willingness to go beyond conventional
architectural shapes and materiality, developing instead
a radically new architectural type, which speaks directly
to children's sense of wonder and natural curiosity. At
the same time they provide shelter and protection which
encourages the infant users to go out and explore
if they are feeling adventurous, but settle into a safe
internalised world if they are not.
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Children's architecture does not always need to be
so outspoken of course and there are some quieter,
more modest kindergarten projects shown here which
nevertheless provide a stimulating alternative to the
home. Case studies such as Louhans Nursery School
in Chateaurenaud and Nursery School “La Rambleta "
in Moncada, Spain, appeal to more sensory qualities,
providing a kind of micro-environment which is very
much child orientated. we must always remind ourselves
that children see things differently to grown-ups, being
far more in tune with a range of senses, for example
the touch and smell of a warm piece of natural wood
cladding used adjacent to a dusty length of raw concrete
structural walling, with the sound of an internal water
feature splashing in the next room, promising sensory
stimulations to come. These are the moments which
enable young children to experience the environment in
all its richness. The building becomes a lesson in its own
right fully in tune with the infant's body and mind.

The kindergarten has come a long way both in terms
of its social significance and its architectural presence
in our towns and cities over the past 25 years, which
covers my own experience in this area of professional
endeavour. There is still a long way to go in providing
our future citizens with appropriate environments for
play reaching the levels of financial investment and
architectural ingenuity illustrated here. This collection
illustrates how the world's best kindergarten architecture
can and will help to stimulate the future development of
these buildings elsewhere. What could be more important?
Invest in our children now and we are investing in a bright
future for everyone.

Mark Dudek
London, April 2012
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The buildings have a bearing wall system in concrete, easily implemented and of rapid construction. These walls act as support membranes removing
the columns and beams of a traditional supporting system, allowing overhangs of 4 metres at the end of the classroom. These walls are covered with
ceramic elements (Venetian mosaics) which contributes to the maintenance and cleaning of the building.

The building system allows the construction of 1,450m? in seven months, typifying or modulating the panels to be reused in other models.
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