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Familiarizing Adventure: Designing Environments for Early Childhood Education

Learning Through Play

Children’s experiences during their early years have a great impact on their development, as it is during this time

that they are introduced to the world around them, and begin to engage with it. They begin to develop social and
language skills, and are strongly affected by their environment.

While the importance of early childhood experiences is widely recognized today, however, it was not always so.
Before the mid-19th century, there was no educational system for children younger than seven years of age, nor was
it recognized that young children were able to learn social and intellectual skills at all." It was not until Friedrich Frébel
(1782-1852), a German educator, recognized the significant brain development that occurs during a child’s early years
that any importance was given to early-years education.? He emphasized young children'’s “activity drive"? and innate
desire to learn*, and established the educational worth of the “game” and of play.® “Play is the highest expression of
human development in childhood,” he wrote, “for it alone is the free expression of what is in a child’s soul.” By estab-
lishing the first kindergarten in 1840, where children learned through singing, dancing, gardening, and self-directed
play, Frobel paved the way for modern-day pre-school education.

Educators world-wide were inspired by the German educator’s approach, among which was the Italian physician and
educator Maria Montessori (1870-1952). In addition to developing a teaching method based on free activity within

a “prepared environment” tailored to the children’s needs, she proposed spatial qualities that such an environment
should have. In particular, it should be arranged in a way that facilitates movement and activity; it should be beauti-
ful, harmonious and orderly, and constructed in proportion to the child. As well, there should be nature both inside
and outside the classroom.” While only a small proportion of pre-school education follows the Montessori teaching

method, many kindergartens, daycares and nurseries have these spatial characteristics.

Spatial Strategies for Engaging Curiosity
Today, the question of how to provide environments that engage young children in learning and play is a critically

important topic, as educators face new challenges relating to the influence of technology and advertising, pressures
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of standardized testing, and diminished levels of concentration.? On the one hand, children need stimulation and
activity; on the other hand, they require quietude to develop concentration, and to process what they learn.® Spatially,
these opposing needs require a balance between quiet areas and open, stimulating social zones, between freedom
to move around and a structure that gives a sense of order, and between openness to the external environment and
a sense of shelter and protection. In response to such challenges, contemporary designs for childhood education

environments demonstrate a number of spatial strategies that engage children in learning:

1. Differentiated activity zones

An environment that fosters self-directed play provides children with a variety of activities to choose from, encourag-
ing them to learn by developing their personal interests. It is facilitated by classrooms that allow for multiple centers
of focus: the more a room is moulded or differentiated into various zones, the more spatial potential it has to simulta-
neously host a diversity of learning activities.

For instance, Aisaka Architects’ Atelier has designed nursery rooms in the Amanenomori Nursery School in Chiba,
Japan with several zones with varying levels of openness and intimacy. Each room has a main activity zone that can
be doubled in size by connecting it to an adjoining nursery room via a sliding partition, allowing groups to work
together or separately. Connected to this main area is a smaller space with a lowered ceiling, which gives access to a
semi-enclosed back garden. This garden is shared by two nursery rooms, and offers a quieter area that is still closely
linked to the main activity space.

Hibinosekkei + Youji no Shiro architects have aligned the ground floor spaces of the Hanazono kindergarten and
nursery in Miyakojima, Japan, and connected them with wall-length movable partitions, so that they can function as
one large classroom for creative activities. Within this sequence of spaces, the studio’s wood floor, wood batten wall
and acoustic ceiling create a setting for playing music and hosting lectures; the atelier, with a higher, exposed ceiling,
concrete floor and sink provides a place for wet activities; these activities can spill out onto the wood deck of the
partially covered courtyard.

The nursery rooms in Paul Le Quernec’s “Niki de Saint-Phalle — Petits Cailloux” school in Saint Denis, France, are also
designed to accommodate multiple activity groups. They each have three centers, being composed of three overlap-
ping circular spaces of different diameters. The three spaces are differentiated by means of level changes and ceilings,
with shelves and seat-height storage elements between two circles. As well, the reading area is composed of a central
domed room with smaller domed “pods” branching off from it, lending itself to activities for both larger and smaller

-

groups.

2. A stimulating environment

During their first four years, children’s senses are being refined, and they develop a sense of order, orientation, and
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social behaviour.® The development of these aspects is supported by an environment that is rich in positive stimuli
and that encourages social interaction.

The facade of Paul Le Quernec’s School in Saint-Denis, for instance, is designed with an effect of optical illusion that
is meant to stimulate children'’s sense of perception. It is a wooden cladding system with battens that are painted
orange on one side and apple green on the other, with the front facets left rough. This way, the facade changes color
as one passes by.

In the Infant Pavilion for the Primary School La Barrosa in Cadiz, Spain, designed by Gabriel Verd, the canopy bulges
out near the entrance facing the park, and its undulating shape and colorful circular columns give this protected

entrance area a playful appearance.

3. Ahome base

In addition to providing a differentiated space that can accommodate diverse activities, and a rich environment that
stimulates and provides opportunities for discovery, learning environments also often have a central space that is
partially enclosed, oriented upwards instead of towards the outside, and that has a warm and familiar atmosphere. It is
readily identifiable, and lends itself to functioning as a kind of “home base” or “nest” that children can return to."

In studio we's design for a Kindergarten in Stabio, Switzerland, this central space has a large, orange-coloured skylight
and walls on three sides, separating it from an otherwise open and white school interior. The skylight's circular shape
gives a static and centered spatial orientation, and drops down from the ceiling, creating a sheltered zone.

The central "home base” at the Nursery in Buhl, France, designed by Dominique Coulon & Associés, is much larger in
comparison, and also functions as an entrance hall, providing access to the smaller rooms arranged around it. Despite
its scale, however, it maintains a sense of intimacy. The ceiling geometry and floor materials divide the space into

four quadrants, and wardrobe elements along the walls provide nooks where children can sit. As well, the floor and
lower portion of the double-height walls are coloured with a spectrum of warm pink and purple tones. High windows

provide abundant natural light, giving it a bright and welcoming atmosphere.

4. Domestic scale

As a place of transition between the home and primary school, early childhood learning environments create a famil-
iar environment by having a domestic scale.

This familiar scale characterizes the Clover House Kindergarten in Aichi, Japan, for instance. MAD Architects have
renovated the local kindergarten owner’s family house to accommodate a fully developed education institution by
day, and retain its residential function at night. The house's wood structure is covered with a white, rounded cave-like
shell. Inside, the proportions of the rooms, the house’s pitched roof and the weathered wood beams make the kinder-
garten into a place that feels like a home.

While the Kindergarten and Nursery in Lugano, Switzerland by Bruno Fioretti Marquez occupies a larger area, it main-

tains a domestic scale with 56 house-like units that are tesselated in a 7x8 grid. Each class is composed of five such
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units. Between the classes, some of the house-units are exterior courtyards, while others are joined together to form a
central covered street. As well, the landscape of differently oriented shed roofs makes a formal reference to the house
shape, giving the kindergarten an appearance of a small village.

Pierre-Alain Dupraz's Prangins Kindergarten in Switzerland, also creates a domestic scale. Four rectangular volumes
are arranged in a cross-shaped plan, and step up by a third of each unit's floor height. Each volume contains two
classrooms and circulation zone with ramps, stairs and double-height “sitting stairs”. These circulation zones overlap in

the core, resulting in a cascading landscape of stairs, sitting places and landings that connect the classrooms.

5. A protective exterior

Depending on the context and on children’s needs, some childcare building'’s exteriors and entrances are designed to
give a sense of solidity, safety and security. They do so by using solid walls with bold geometries and heavy materials,
giving an experience of entering a protected place.

For instance, the bold, angular geometry and rough concrete formwork of the Nursery School in Haro, Spain by Taller
Basico de Arquitectura creates a sense of strength and protection, and gives the school the appearance of a heavy
rock that sits on its hilltop location. The ceiling slopes down and the walls converge towards the entrance. Once
inside, however, children enter classrooms that are completely glazed towards the outside, with a ceiling that slopes
upwards, opening up the view to the surrounding landscape from a secure place.

Creating a sense of security is particularly important for ACT for Kids in Townsville, Australia. m3architecture has de-
signed a complex with two solid, protective entrance buildings, with enclosed gardens and therapy rooms between

them. The outer buildings are materialized with deep, narrow arched windows, evoking castle- or fortress-like walls.

Kindergartens and nurseries engage children in play and learning by providing environments that have two opposing
gualities; on one hand, spaces offer a variety of playful activity zones, and intriguing building elements give children
opportunities for self-directed play and discovery. On the other hand, environments with a central home base, a
domestic scale, and a protective exterior give a sense of familiarity and security. These design strategies are a re-
minder that it is only when children are in a secure and trusted environment — when they feel at home — that they can

engage their curiosity in discovering the world around them. isabel Potworowski
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