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Abstract 
The essay summaries some findings from a research project carried out by the Department of 
Education of the Free University of Bolzano from 2012 to 2015. The research frames 10 case studies 
of schools built in the past decade (preschools, kindergartens and elementary schools) in the context 
of the contemporary debate surrounding the relationship between architecture and pedagogy in the 
South Tyrol region of Italy. The focus of the research resides in the processes that lead up to the 
design and construction of a new or renovated school, analyzing the trajectories that each project 
takes in relationship to the projects’ final outcomes. 

The essay posits a need for a shared language between the pedagogical and architectural fields to 
better navigate the arduous path towards the building of a new school, and underscores the benefits 
of involving the various stakeholders in the planning of the school to help the institution work to its 
fullest potential upon resuming the scholastic activities in the newly designed spaces. 

One of the important findings of the research is the school body’s apparent difficulty in cohesively 
communicating their teaching and learning needs and the subsequent missteps that can occur from an 
administrative and architectural standpoint in addressing the programming of the school. In many 
cases, the school representatives and the architects commissioned to design the new school found 
themselves working with little common ground and at different paces that were often difficult to 
reconcile under tight budgets and timeframes. But knowing the point of view of each of the key players 
in the process can help develop new synergies. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
It is not a coincidence that, in the aftermath of a war, one of the first things a country does is to build 
new schools. Schools symbolize reconciliation: they are the first place where peace, well-being and 
trust in the future find their concrete expression. Furthermore, the very act of building implies 
collaboration as the physical effort involved in building helps countries to move beyond past mistakes 
and obstacles in the way of a brighter tomorrow. Thus, the success of schools is often perceived as 
the barometer of a society: if schools function well and students learn, then a society is healthy. 

New governments when they come to power almost always move to immediately assess the physical 
state of its schools. One of the first actions of the Matteo Renzi government when it assumed power in 
2014 in Italy was precisely to examine the condition of schools. The results were alarming and the 
decaying state of Italian education facilities is symptomatic of an ailing country. Italy must overcome 
years of backsliding and one of the first means can be found in schools –“mending schools” means 
healing society. Politics generates support more easily when it can present an issue as an emergency 
or crisis situation. In our case, it is looking for technical solutions in the construction and repairing of 
schools. Pathologies are diagnosed and easy cures are promoted: problems are resolved with a few 
layers of plaster and fresh paint or by a quick renovation of ceilings. The school is measured as it 
appears, as the sum of its (decaying) material elements.  

Yet a school building is more than just bricks and mortar, it is also a story. As is often evident in 
documentaries about developing countries in Africa, the story of how a new school is born celebrates 
the collaboration that built it and what it offers reaches beyond the building’s material walls. By 
contrast, in Italy the narrative often remains trapped within the closed circle of those who took part in 
planning a school building and the story slowly disappears from memory once the school is open. Yet, 
the path taken by a school before its inauguration offers a complex map of the stimuli, relations and 
processes that can serve as useful research material for planning future school projects. This 

Proceedings of EDULEARN17 Conference 
3rd-5th July 2017, Barcelona, Spain

ISBN: 978-84-697-3777-4
0949



cartography consists of contested terrain and precarious borders,; involves many individuals, agencies 
and institutions that struggle to find a consensus about the school that is to emerge. 

In the autonomous province of Alto Adige - considered an exception within Italy for its capacity to 
mobilise resources and for its fondness for contemporary architecture - schools have undergone a 
careful and constant renewal process since the 1970s. In 1976, the provincial administration began 
visiting schools and collecting documentation on school facilities within its territory - from the valleys to 
the mountains—and its first steps revealed a well-defined program. The renewal of school buildings 
was aimed at transforming schools from inadequate and often improvised spaces into structures in 
step with contemporary architecture. Architecture competitions were to play a fundamental role in this 
strategy and were complemented by two rounds of revision and adaptation of national guidelines on 
school construction. 

In contrast, pedagogical development of schools was less linear. Fluctuating between political 
pressures and profound changes in Alto Adige’s social organization, the education system has 
expended a great deal of time and energy debating linguistic issues that focused on the complex 
cultural pluralism of the territory, thus preventing a more open attitude towards new educational 
approaches explored elsewhere. Traces of innovation are found where German cultural influence in 
the province is strongest, including the establishment of the Montessori and Steiner approaches even 
within some public schools; influences from northern Europe can also be found (Freinet, 
Kerchensteiner). Nevertheless, the model of an education system based on a hierarchical and 
managerial order is still hard to eradicate and has remained unchallenged until only recently. 

A detailed account of the process that led to the creation of schools in Alto Adige allows us to examine 
the provincial administration’s decision to aim at high quality architecture as a means of drawing 
international attention to its school buildings. It also offers an opportunity to analyse how schools are 
going about the process of transforming their pedagogic-didactic models. Moreover, it is a way to 
preserve the memory of a process that sprang from a simple request - “we need a new school” – and 
characterized by the collaboration of different individuals, with different skills and cultural backgrounds. 
The process of creating mutual understanding and the commitments displayed in building these 
schools are the subjects of this book.  

This essay describes a research project conducted in Alto Adige on the relationship between 
pedagogy and architecture as part of the process that leads to the construction or renovation of a 
school building. The research project, “Between Pedagogy and Architecture”, financed by the Free 
University of Bolzano’s Faculty of Education, was carried out from 2010 to 2014 in collaboration with 
Sandy Attia and Matteo Scagnol, of ModusArchitects-Brixen. 

2 METHODOLOGY 
The story of a journey always begins with a where and a how. To fully understand this study it is 
important to specify the context in which the research took place: that is, the bilingual organization of 
Alto Adige’s education system, the intervention plans for school construction and the relevant 
regulations. The adopted methodology is based primarily on case studies, workshops and interviews 
with qualified witnesses. It follows the principles of debate and dialogue that underpins the whole 
work. 

This study develops the pedagogic potential of the two key figures in the planning process: the head 
teacher, who provides vision and suggestions on educational methods, and the architect, who looks 
for the best solutions in the process of creating a space dedicated to didactics and education. Our aim 
is to identify and propose possible decision-making models that facilitate the planning process when 
the parties involved meet and exchange ideas. The research data shows that the collaboration 
between a school’s representatives and planners can lead to educational innovation.  

The following instruments were used for our data collection: case studies, fieldwork at the buildings 
and interviews with architects and head teachers; workshops with the students; non-participative 
observation of a school’s planning competition carried out in accordance with the new regulations of 
2009; interviews with qualified witnesses; and a focus group with the client, that is, representatives of 
the school construction office of the Alto Adige municipalities. 

The research consists in part of nine case studies of six pre-schools and four primary schools built 
between 2009 and 2011 and were the subject of international competitions. These buildings were built 
before the new 2009 Provincial Regulations for school construction went into effect; thus, according to 
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regulations that were much closer to the national regulations of 1975. We selected the most 
accredited and well-known buildings for their high level of architectural excellence and innovation, 
specifically with the aim of assessing if the architectural quality of the project corresponded with an 
equivalent level of satisfaction and identification on the part of their users (head teachers, teachers, 
students and parents).  

Data analysis and interpretation were carried out with the following objectives:  

• to shed light on the complexities of the planning process; 

• to identify concrete elements that can lead to either dialogue or conflict between educators and 
architects; 

• to describe the significance of a constructive relationship between the various subjects involved 
in building a school; 

• to identify the meaning and utility of a respectful dialogue between specific competencies; 

• to emphasize the necessity of building schools that possess a clear pedagogic identity; 

• to describe the characteristics that we believe best constitute a good dialogue between 
pedagogy and architecture: listening and trust. 

3 RESULTS 
Pedagogy and architecture come together in schools through action, with the urgency to build and the 
necessity to provide adequate pedagogic-didactic programs. And action implies choices, opinions, and 
agreements.  

3.1 The elements of a dual strategy 
The combination of pedagogy and architecture provides added value to the planning of a school and 
opens interesting perspectives for the following reasons. 

Firstly, it provides a more comprehensive understanding of social, historical and cultural complexity by 
focusing more closely on the role of memory and the past. School is traditionally the place where the 
keys to culture are passed on, guaranteeing access to everything human beings have understood, 
discovered, and invented in the past. In school we find the elements of our past, which is the 
foundation of what we intend to create in the future. In architecture, the reference to the past is a 
given, an unavoidable act:  “an act of memory projected in the future” (Frediani 2011). The challenge 
in this sense is to build on the past with the aim of putting forward innovative, sustainable proposals 
for today.  

Secondly, the pedagogy-architecture binomial allows us to reflect on the concrete, material aspect of 
schools. In architecture, to build means to use what is available, employing the manifold languages of 
matter. Attention is especially focused on the quality of the materials, on their intrinsic meaning, on 
how they are perceived and experienced. In education, materials have, in contrast, an abstract value. 
To build pedagogies means to work with the raw material of knowledge; to practice didactics means to 
speak the languages of the various subjects of study and to be aware of their different qualities. 
School, intended as a collection of physical objects and of concrete materials, is not the centre of 
attention. The quality of this combination is revealed in the dialogue between visible and invisible 
materials and in the attempt to reach an understanding of the reasons that lead, for example, the 
architect to enthusiastically employ exposed reinforced concrete and the teacher to cover it with 
children’s drawings. 

A third fundamental aspect of this intersection is the focus on the relationship between objects and 
people. In architecture, to build means forcing materials into a mutual relationship across varying 
distances, moving materials in space to give form to the void between elements. In pedagogy, and 
especially with regard to schools, the correlation consists in the different nuances in which teacher, 
student and knowledge interconnect. The construction of a school generates a system of relationships 
in which the triad teacher-student-knowledge transforms into a framework composed of discourses 
and resonances that lead to the inclusion of space in the definition and organization of the educational 
relationship.  

A further element that characterizes the relationship between pedagogy and architecture is the 
courage to choose. Architecture’s task is to trace the boundaries between the various elements, to 
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define limits and consequences, to divide space between interiors and exteriors, between the space 
you first encounter and that which follows. Didactics also works with knowledge by carefully selecting, 
analyzing and categorizing knowledge in specific learning units with corresponding learning materials 
in order to give form to knowledge. Each of these actions implies a choice and is determined by a 
specific planning pattern, both in architecture and didactics. Gianluca Frediani tells his students that, 
“Planning is a strenuous act of renouncing all that is superfluous. Renunciation is always painful. But 
this pain gives value to choice. To be means to exclude.” (2011, p. 16). Today’s task for schools is for 
each to choose its own pedagogic blueprint and be able to justify and support it in the educational and 
didactic process. This will inevitably be reflected in school spaces. In our discussion, to exclude 
means to acquire identity within spaces that are to be seen, felt and touched. 

To plan a school, and not just build one, is never an easy challenge. It is a never-ending game, with 
an infinite succession of acts. It is a project for a time that will come. In this sense it is a constantly 
open and unfinished project, based on trust in the extraordinary potential of consciousness and 
responsibility as an expression of the efforts of head teachers, teachers, architects and authorities to 
create new cultural spaces for the community. 

A number of issues form the discussion about the relationship between pedagogy and architecture: 
defining the relationship between space and didactics; finding solutions with a broad cultural 
perspective useful to the school’s mission; meeting the challenge of illusion and of the continuous 
metamorphosis of perspectives on things and to aim at clear and well-defined choices that exclude all 
that “is not”; planning bright, multi-perspective, modern and sustainable environments, which respect 
the memory of things and people and are based on the silent and open interrogation of traces of the 
past, while imagining the future.  

3.2 On the trail of words for a common language  
In 2004, Adrian Forti sought to define some key words for modern architecture. The impetus of this 
study is to synthesize contributions from the worlds of architecture and pedagogy by identifying points 
of affinity and of difference. Our research draws on the humanistic and non-formalist thought of the 
educator Cesare Scurati whose pedagogical paradigm provides a key reference point. His topics of 
study are predominantly about innovation-related training processes, especially in reference to 
customized learning in schools. The words of architects, teachers, students, and experts from both 
worlds provided the further elements needed to trace the thread of a common vocabulary with the 
most significant words for designing schools. Form, space, flexibility, beauty, – these are frequently 
used terms in both pedagogy and in architecture, especially when dealing with the design of schools. 
But what meaning do they have for the world of school and for designers? Starting from 
straightforward etymological facts for each key word, we have contextualised their valences for our 
specific disciplines, compared these to their everyday usages, and looked them up in the research 
data and in the dialogues between the various agents who gravitate around schools. In the end, we 
have managed to build a bridge between pedagogy and architecture through a comparison of the 
similarities and differences that accrue around key terms, thus arriving at a common meaning.  

3.3 School time and architectural time 
“The economy has accelerated innovation processes, technology is pressing ahead, and 
it is hard to keep pace with the ways that information is produced and communicated. 
The school has a hard time in all this and it is constantly looking to get a running start.” C. 
Scurati (1997, p.84) 

The pedagogist, Cesare Scurati, highlights a recurring argument that was made explicitly by this 
research, namely that schools have a hard time keeping pace with the current times. This disconnect 
leads us to reflect on various aspects of the concept of time, not the least of which is architectural 
time: the extended time of the educational process and the accelerated time of the economy and 
information, which greatly affects the tight timeframes of architectural planning.  

Often teachers and school heads were overwhelmed by structures that seemed like foreign objects 
dropped from the sky. Despite being involved in the process, they did not have time to understand the 
links that could be established between space and learning. 

The architect works according to clearly defined timelines, following a roadmap ordered by 
administrative requirements and their political-economic infrastructure. The communication triangle of 
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architect-client-head often finds itself in difficulty, especially with the school that would like to adapt its 
pace to the needs of the triangle.  

Another aspect where the problem of time is present regards the appropriation of spaces. The time 
that the school needs to appropriate for itself the structure clashes with the immediate need to carry 
out teaching activities in new environments that have not yet metabolized.  

The first months of the occupation of a new school are when the architects still feel closely attached to 
their work and when the users feel equally distant from the structure. It is a delicate moment when the 
different conceptions of time are even more accentuated: the architects want an immediate feedback 
on their work, while teachers and parents are not able to give it, unloading onto them all the anxiety of 
the new and overshadowing all the potential of the building.  

The educational infrastructure can greatly contribute to generate a process that leads to an 
acceptance and ownership of the new structure.  

All told, this disjuncture of time highlights that a change is underway. The restructuring or construction 
of a school is an opportunity for change to lead to innovation. The relationship with the new can be a 
way to regain the spontaneity that Erich Fromm (1972) described as a child’s encounter with the 
world. If we were to describe the general feelings encountered in our cases, the words ‘confusion’, 
‘uncertainty’ and ‘disorientation’ would describe recurring emotions. We can say, citing Fromm again, 
that these are the ingredients for a spontaneous and curious exploration of the new.  

4 CONCLUSIONS - THE SCHOOL AS A WHOLE 
The various initiatives carried out during the course of our research formed a matrix of interconnected 
junctions, which despite many variables, still provides a clear overall picture of schools. The whole 
renewal process in 20th century pedagogic-didactic approaches and models is based on the “active 
school”, a concept promoted by Bovet with the foundation of the Bureau international de l'education 
in 1925; and “the child at the center” concept, supported by the most acclaimed educational figures 
in Italy, including the Agazzi sisters, Maria Montessori, Giuseppina Pizzigoni, don Lorenzo Milani, 
Mario Lodi, just to mention a few, and which confirmed the theories of the most renowned pedagogy 
scholars such as Dewey, Piaget, Bruner, Olson, Gardner and Vygotskij. Both these slogans, 
demonstrate that the transformation in progress is no simple trend or a mere adoption of experiences 
made elsewhere, but is the result of a variety of experimentations already rooted in Alto Adige’s social 
fabric and are perceptible within the walls of the schools that were built in this territory in the 1960s 
and 1970s70s (Eores-Zingerle, Milland-Barth, San Candido-Prey) and have been rediscovered in the 
memories of former students and teachers.  

The case study involving nine schools, far from being a random episode, overlapped and intertwined 
with a series of actions aimed at a better understanding of the planning process and at providing a 
broader cultural perspective on the construction of schools. Preserving the memory of a school, 
investigating in the quality of a school’s interior design, meeting political requests, designing ways to 
raise awareness and defining educational paths in comparison with the solutions met abroad are the 
actions and starting points that reflect the manifold facets of a school and that, as a whole, frame the 
research within a precise idea: seeing school as a whole. This is a concept borrowed from holism, i.e. 
the vision of a human as a whole, not to be reduced to its single parts, a microcosm within a natural 
macrocosm (Smuts 1926); and from systems theory (von Bertalanffy 1976) according to which 
everything can be seen as being part of a system, made of its components and its relationships to 
other elements. 

A school has the natural inclination to organically group structural entities into complex wholes, which 
are equipped with qualitatively new properties in comparison to their single components and which 
boast a higher degree of interaction and complexity within them. A school’s parts (from the individual 
to the group, from teachers to head teachers, from the child to the families, from education to the 
territory, from the desk to the classroom or the whole building) may be said to be almost unreal. 
Rather, they are the result of abstract analytical distinctions that never adequately express the concept 
of “school”, which is something that goes well beyond the mere sum of all its components. The quality 
of the system of parts is what makes the difference. The complex of all its parts gives a school its 
identity: the architecture that shapes it, the objects that furnish it, the people who attend it, the 
teachers who animate it, the head teachers who manage it, the parents who support it, etc. The 
educational aspect of a school consists of a meaningful synthesis not just for the student but also for 

0953



the whole local community. It emanates the value system of the society of which it is part and is taking 
steps to become a large center of socio-cultural aggregation: a new agora (Weyland 2014). 

The research has examined the planning process by exploring some cases of schools recently built in 
Alto Adige, highlighting the role of the actors who participated and collaborated in their inception. 
These are accounts that emphasise the different perspectives through which pedagogy and 
architecture view the same object. These different perceptions express a polarity between, on the one 
hand, the broad spectrum of the architect and the commissioning client and, on the other, the detailed 
references to internal and relational coherence by teachers and head teachers or the children’s 
spontaneous views, each nuanced with an infinite number of details as moments in a unique process 
in a unique world.  

In identifying this polarity, some key words were traced, such as: the concept of form in relation to that 
of formation; space; the issue of flexibility; the features of beauty; the much discussed question of 
innovation. These words, with all their meanings and variations, dot the descriptions of schools and 
colour the comments of those interviewed. This gives rise to stories that highlight the issue of the 
appropriation of the school, the need for wellbeing, the open debates on the question of the beauty of 
a building, and to the stories that relate to the specific nature of various teaching-learning approaches. 
In particular, they focus on the sites where the meeting-collision between educational figures and 
architects is most acute: the classroom and the in-between spaces or, rather, the intermediate and 
connecting areas. These are contested terrains in which each sides feels they have specific 
competencies and where the differences between architects and educators are more prominent.  

Assessing and legitimising the perspectives and different skills that come into play in each phase of a 
project means learning how to design together. Our analysis casts a new light on the issue of 
participatory planning, in developing accountability in terms of sharing of intentions and mutual 
commitments in the process of constructing a school. The description of two best practices of shared 
planning allowed us to identify key stages in this process and the fundamental elements that give 
quality to a project as well as the strategic role played by the pedagogical mediator. 

At the end of four years of research into the relationships between pedagogy and architecture, there 
were many encounters that validated, enriched and developed this study. The heated debates 
between architects and teachers, head teachers and technicians, politicians and experts, on the 
reasons for a school, its characteristics and limits, its horizons and the challenges it must meet, 
convinced us that success rests in the capacity to govern the processes of transformation of spaces, 
volumes, didactics and pedagogy.  
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