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Abstract This paper introduces the contributions to Track C1 of the symposium,
which explored the link between architectural space and learning processes, while
trying to outline their connection and mutual influence. The paper also aims to outline
major trends and innovative approaches in the field of school design. Specifically, it
refers to the relationship between the architecture of school, the users’ spatial percep-
tion, and the capacity to increase learning skills through the experience of comfort
and quality spaces. Also, the relationship with the urban structure is investigated as
a crucial aspect of school architecture.
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1 Introduction

The assumption that space works as a “third teacher” addresses the importance of
the learning environment in contemporary pedagogy, highlighting how space can
contribute to the learning process.

Malaguzzi (in Edwards et al. 2012), the founder of Reggio Children, used the
words “third teacher” because of the importance of furnishing a space for a particular
purpose, and the importance of having someone with an artistic background to design
it. This professional should work with teachers to create a pedagogically oriented
space.
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In the National Curriculum Guidelines (Italian Ministry of Education, University
and Research, 2012), the Italian curriculum for primary and lower secondary schools
has different sections focused on the importance of the learning environment and how
it can promote awareness in self-learning, learning by doing, collaboration and the
acquisition of a scientific method.

Active pedagogy is based on the previous statement, as both Malaguzzi and
the National Curriculum Guidelines have in mind a student who is free to move,
experiment, and able to try out his ideas with the teacher’s support.

What kind of impact does this pedagogy have on the design of a space?

Building new schools is a long and expensive process, in which different aspects
converge: laws, lack of models, decision-makers who know nothing about either
pedagogy or architecture. Finally, not many new schools are built every year. It can
be hard to design a new school from scratch. The process should be a collabora-
tion between motivated decision-makers, a well-informed school head, and a well-
intentioned local community working together to find an architect who is willing to
design alongside a pedagogy expert.

There are also increasing cases of schools reimagining old classrooms and existing
buildings, in which the first step is producing a pedagogic idea that will be the starting
point for designing the space. Classrooms can be clustered together and feature
specialist corners, hallways (usually very large), and old labs, closet or storage rooms
can be opened up to become larger spaces where students can take part in teamwork,
experiential learning and be freer to move.

2 The Topic: A Dialogue Between Architecture
and Pedagogy

The main theme that Track C1 tackles is the relationship between architecture and
education, especially the positive effect the quality of designed spaces has on the
learning experience.

Designing a school building today means experimenting with new models of space
that rethink the type of building we became accustomed to, at least in Italy, between
the Second World War and the end of the twentieth century. The space will no longer
be created by walls alone, that is, a connecting system and repeatable modules in
the “classroom cell”, but also by the people who animate, interpret and modify it
with their presence and creativity in the didactic process. The beauty and empathic
attractiveness of the school environment must return to being the center of focus, as
an integral and inseparable part of the educational process; it must be a priority for
those who design schools, a vision where the inhabitants of the building come first,
and the perspective of the dwelling takes precedence over that of the building (Ingold
2000). A new idea of school is pursued that interprets the current needs of teachers
and students and, with the quality of its spaces, is able to adhere to contemporary
teaching and learning models.
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The principal aspect that is foundational to the architecture of the educational
space of tomorrow is its open dimension. School can no longer be rigid, featuring
the traditional classroom—corridor model; instead it must consist of dynamic spaces
that are both useful and stimulating, and can adapt and engage physically and
empathically with those who live and work there.

The definition of new spatial models is certainly conditional on a dialog between
architecture and pedagogy and the possibilities offered by new technologies. Today’s
pedagogy increasingly emphasizes action as the foundation of learning. “Learning
by doing” must become the slogan that informs every new project, imagining active
settings in the relationship between space and the user. There is a growing move away
from the abstract approach to knowledge in favor of personalized, multi-perspective
learning (Attia and Weyland 2016).

Architecture should therefore offer a radical shift in the typological flattening of
the past, in favor of multi-functional, dynamic and fluid open spaces, experimenting
with new conditions of transparency and multi-sensory space for education. The
design of physical spaces acts as a strategic tool for updating learning environments
and for mobilizing a significant capacity for growing motivated learners and creative
problem solvers (Bosch 2018).

3 Trends and Perspectives

In Northern Europe, in particular, we find avant-garde schools, where the traditional
classroom concept has been superseded by open-space learning environments, with
integrated ad hoc furniture solutions that bring students and teachers together, in a
way that supports the contemporary pedagogical needs we have outlined. We also
find creative interior architectures, real “learning landscapes” formed by open, multi-
functional spaces. In addition to offering physical and psychological well-being,
welcoming open spaces have a positive effect on learning processes, and contribute
to establishing a spirit of community between children and teachers and developing
social awareness.

In the Italian context, in recent years, we have also seen a change in the design
of training spaces, which, finally, is evidence of a cultural shift. Architecture is
proposing new ideas, with buildings designed with a greater awareness of the
relationship between itself and learning.

3.1 Experiences and Points of View

In line with these premises, Track C1 explores the relationship between architec-
ture and education through good practices and pilot projects. The session dealt with
the importance of the quality of space in the education experience and it investi-
gated the interactions between a school’s architecture and its urban context, with a
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view to finding new opportunities for mutual exchange and enhancement. Different
perspectives were collected during the symposium, as outlined in the following
paragraphs.

Rubino considers architecture’s role in influencing the learning process, or
whether architecture needs to adapt to new teaching methods, building on the
rich literature and a series of good practices that demonstrate possible interactions
between pedagogy and architecture. Relevant to this point is the recent develop-
ment in European schools that makes use of hybrid spaces (e.g., staircases, open air
gardens) as new learning areas. Similarly, Ferrari et al. ask whether school architec-
ture should reflect different teaching models, by providing multifaceted and adaptable
spaces that are modifiable for future needs. The focus is the classroom of the future,
for which a group of ten architects was asked to make a contribution. Yet, some
pioneering examples of school architecture from the past already displayed similar
design attempts. They focused on children as the protagonists of the space, using
architecture to enhance their first community experience and their creative skills.
Cabras et al. explore the link between space and dynamic perception and connect it
to the idea of “affordance” where, by experiencing innovative spaces, children can
learn new concepts and ideas. The reverse approach is also true and the school space
designed by the authors and proposed in the paper is shaped around the psychoso-
matic perception of the child, thus features a continuous architectural space where
the experience of learning takes place through action and movement. For example,
the school’s “water room”, which recycles the historic building’s old water tank, has
an important pedagogic function, as it draws children’s attention to sustainability and
environmental issues. In Faiferri et al. a stronger and more reciprocal relationship
between the school building and the city is aimed for, as an essential part of the future
of education. Projects developed within the framework of the International Scientific
School’s “Innovative Learning Spaces”, held yearly in Alghero, explore the possi-
bilities of an increased connection between school and urban structure. In Mondaini
et al., school design is directly associated with the need to respond to the current
technological evolution of communication processes and educational practices. The
classroom is no longer suited to teaching activities and its boundaries must open to
a more adaptable and flexible concept of educational environment. Some northern
European references and some of the authors’ design experiences show innovative
design approaches trying to break the constrictions of school architecture of the past
and propose transparent, fluid learning environments that establish a continuity with
the outdoor space. Finally, D’ Annuntiis et al. report the experience of a university
course held by the authors in collaboration with UNICEEF, one of the first of its kind
in Italy. Particular care was taken to understand children’s rights to education and
their need to acquire the skills for new tools and technologies. Also, architecture
students were asked to elaborate on good practices in school architecture and to test
a participatory planning process involving children in Grottammare and aimed at
co-creating more suitable learning and living spaces in the town.
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4 Conclusions

The contributions in this track present different solutions with different origins. Some
of them focus on the necessary link between the architectural design process, the
teaching methods, and the pedagogic needs: some methods work effectively when
space is designed to support the learning experience. For example, flexible areas with
specific furniture can boost new visions and creations. By adhering to the concept
of affordance and respecting the rights of young people, different spaces can stimu-
late new meanings in students and suggest new learning paths to teachers. Also, as
social stakeholders, schools are part of the city and should be connected to important
amenities, making them more accessible to the neighborhood.

The track highlighted that different approaches to space and pedagogy, and new
design processes already exist in academic research and have been experimented in
several schools. So what could be next?

On the academic side, we noted an important connection between the two sciences
involved in this process: architecture and pedagogy should work more closely
together to provide frameworks and guidelines to governing institutions. Secondly,
it is important to communicate the pedagogic role of space to the public stakeholders
that are responsible for school buildings. At this time of pandemic, it is especially
important for all stakeholders to collaborate on creating solutions that combine safety,
wellbeing and new methods. Furthermore, it is important to provide school models
that include new pedagogic ideas and innovative school environments. That is how a
new design approach can be implemented. One possible model is the one created by
Indire (Tosi 2019), based on five different kinds of spaces plus one (the classroom),
which offers both a flexible framework that can be studied and adapted to different
schools, and a tool for teachers for designing new activities for a new space.

In conclusion, a closer collaboration between architecture and pedagogy is needed
to help school and politics reimagine school buildings and their internal space. It is
also important to keep an open mind to experimental and innovative school initiatives,
and define models arising in different contexts as opportunities for upgrading the
learning environment and the overall educational experience.
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