Places of education: typology and planing
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The major interest of planning is constituting a time for, and a method of, reflection to ensure that the spaces produced are adapted to the usages and practices, which they are to accommodate. Its role develops within three main movements: the vocation of the first is to constitute tools to serve the principal so that he can help his order to emerge, and define and detail it, in terms of contents, choice of site, spatial and technical conditions allowing the contents to exist, as well as in terms of the realisation and operating budgets (pre-planning, or pre-operational studies). The second is intended for the production of the support documents for the design work, which the architects and the engineers will have to develop (operational studies, formalised by planning documents). The third, which is still too often optional for the principals, consists in an analysis of the suitability of the architectural and technical design for the plan, by means of the studies made by the main contractor.

What is involved here is an approach based on the gathering and analysis of information of all types (social, economic, cultural, pedagogic, architectural, technical, urban, topographical, and yet more besides) specific to each of a principal’s projects, and then on a synthesis allowing one to arrive at a planning concept.  This work is necessarily adapted to a great extent to each case, each case necessarily being a specific one. The “raw material” of the planning process are the uses and the practices of the utilisers and of the users (respectively those who manage an establishment and those who “consume” this service). The end in view is the architectural and urban quality obtained via adaptation of the building (or of the development) to the aims of the principal and to the envisaged activities. It is therefore a process, which is principally qualitative and specific, non-repetitive. The teaching areas in particular, since the coming into effect of the law of decentralisation and transfers of responsibility concerning colleges and secondary schools, have been the subject of great endeavours as concerns planning on the part of the principals. But this effort is still above all very quantitative.

The notion of typology, highly relevant for all, which concerns teaching areas, is a quantitative approach. It is above all a development or management tool, or one creating a budgetary framework, but no qualitative consideration is involved. The work carried out by the principals to this day is still very quantitative, and that will remain the case, because a lot remains to be done in this area. To just take one or two examples, everyone knows that nothing has been done for fifteen years (from 75 to 85, approx.) to develop university libraries and to bring them up to providing the level of quality of service necessary according to developments in the numbers of students, the evolution of  bases for communication and pedagogical requirements. The University 2,000 plan allowed development of some construction and renovation projects, and the U3M plan should allow the efforts made to continue. But a rapid comparison with the Anglo-Saxon countries or the Nordic countries shows that France still has a low level of infrastructure.  The extraordinary explosion of renovation and construction of secondary schools over these last few years is nothing other than a move to bring the inadequate infrastructure, created in the post-war period, up to standard. The approach here is still quantitative, aiming to overcome a lack of infrastructure or a lack of suitability of this infrastructure as far as safety is concerned for example.  

In these conditions, the qualitative approach took second place. The major principals are still thinking in terms of country-wide infrastructure. The use of typologies (college 600) or standards (dimensional and budgetary standards, of the Standardised Reference System 76 type, which has been used for a long time by National Education since 1976) is a strong temptation. It allows very rapid definition of the dimensions of an establishment, so many places of such and such a type, so much surface area, such a price per m2, such an estimated target price. This use of standards is very reductive, it never takes account of local features, whether these relate to the content (pedagogical project) or to the contexts (climate, urban environment, geotechnical context, socio-economic context, or others).

However, a notable evolution is already perceptible in realisation over the last few years: one of the aims of the principals is to give legibility to their realisations. This political aim is to be considered as an item of planning data: it is logical that a selected team, which is investing an enormous sum of public money in the realisation of a college, will also expect a return from this in terms of communication, that is to say it is normal that those who make contributions are able to see where their contributions are going. This approach is a first step. Numerous points have still to be studied, to be analysed or conceptualised: who is the pedagogical team, of what skills is this made up? Outside teaching proper will this team work together in the invention and putting into place of specific pedagogical projects? If so, of what genre (the planning concept will not be the same if the pedagogical project relates more to new technologies or inter-school international exchanges)? What is the role of the establishment in the town, what relationship does it wish to establish between the exterior and the interior? What image does the college have to give to different interlocutors concerned (the vision of the parents is not that of the pupils, nor that of the teachers or of the administrative team, what perception of this will they have? What is the role of the external space within the precincts of the establishment, what developments do its utilisers wish to have, how is one to resolve any contradictions (the pupils want corners where they can play hide and seek, but the supervisors dream of an area which is wholly visible just by casting an eye round once)? What is a classroom, how does the relationship between the teaching staff and those being taught evolve, must the teaching area induce a pedagogical form, or on the other hand must it allow different experiences in terms of relationships between teaching staff and pupils?

All the questions linked to usage are of interest, they arise from the principal and his utilisers, it is difficult to make them fit into a typology and taking them into account will have a positive architectural and technical translation or it may not. For three or four months of the year it is dark when the pupils arrive in the morning. And a large proportion of them come with their stomachs in knots of apprehension as they have not done enough revision for their history test or their maths lesson. For the parents, the building is often an impressive representation of the institution, which does not make it easy to enter. For the teachers, the position and the level of development of the documentation centre or of the information technology room, will allow a true articulation of a pedagogical project from these, or else a living area, or else a place which is permanently open with the pupils being responsible for this, or there again it may be a deserted place which is underused.

I do not wish here, via these reflections, to give a lesson in planning, but simply to show that a very great number of indicators are to be considered when planning is carried out for a college, and to stress to principals that they should take the time to analyse all these parameters, which lay down the conditions for the future life of the establishment. The building to be realised is an architectural and technical response to a question, which has been asked. If the question is put well, the chances are that the response will be given well. In other words, there is no quality architecture without a good understanding by the principal. The quality of a realisation rests as much on the quality of the parties requesting it as on the quality of the designers. It therefore seems necessary to me that a preliminary period be given over to reflection and that those with the required skills are brought together for this reflection. One still too often hears that certain principals refuse to give planners the option of contacting future users, on the pretext that the latter would always ask more questions than necessary. It is necessary to listen to those who will give life to the establishment. It is also the role of the planner to sort through the views expressed to him, and to arrange for necessary arbitration by the principal.  Arbitration has to exist, it has to be effected with a knowledge of causes and effects. One can take short cuts but the more one takes the more one increases the risk of the building not being suitable for its purpose, and the lack of satisfaction of the utilisers and users.

However, an important question may be asked vis-à-vis the notion of usage: the latter, in general, has a lifetime, which is much less than that of the building, whether this is for reasons of technical evolution or changes, or for reasons of evolution of activities. For example, one generally considers that the lifetime of a mode of functioning of a university library is from fifteen to twenty years.) The finalising of a planning concept must therefore take into account the capacity of the areas for evolution, in the same way that an architectural concept has to take into account the appropriation of the areas by their users (in the sense of taking possession, and possibly using their spatial characteristics in ways other than intended as per the concept of the architects).

The areas are intended to be inhabited (contrary to designs and realisations without inhabitants, without users who would risk polluting the image, which the architectural journals often show), they cannot therefore be decided upon nor designed without any work being done concerning their use, even if the latter is relatively ephemeral vis-à-vis the areas which accommodate it. It is well known that a good part of planning work, and then architecture, relates to adaptations of existing areas, functional and technical improvements, renovations and reconversions.

Architecture is the art of accommodating human activities, of moving life into the places it designs. Life and human activities being extraordinarily diverse, it would seem impossible to me to defend a standardising or typological reasoning, in spite of a legitimate will on the part of the State, to spread teaching of the same level and same quality everywhere. To end with an example, there are twenty-two schools of architecture in France in operation at this time. These schools experience very different pedagogical realities, very varied historical situations, different numbers of students of very different origins, teachers with often powerful personalities and who are distinguished by their individuality, very different urban situations (would this not be bound to be the case in Paris, between the sixth and the nineteenth arrondissements, or between Villeneuve d’Asq and Marseilles, or else between Rennes and Strasbourg). Yet nevertheless, these schools teach for the same qualifications and generate architects whose cultural identity ad qualities present a certain homogeneity.  For this example the result is not linked with any typology, nor to any reasoning by ratios. One can, as the Rector Fremont has done, state general dimensional values below which one could not seriously expect students and teaching staff to live, but each new school of architecture has to be the subject of real in-depth planning work, which will allow it to develop its own identity.

The planning of areas for teaching is not very different to that of places of culture (places for public reading, for live shows, museums, exhibition halls) or areas for the hospital sector. Differences in specific themes will appear for the planner in the different subjects tackled, but the approach, the method, the “raw material”  (relationships between uses and areas) and the aims of the studies to be made, resemble one another. The planners have to present themselves as generalists, specialists in a general method, and not as specialists in a particular functional sector. Reflection on a given subject is always enriched by the overlap with a different experience on another subject. One always learns in the course of a study, and it is by developing another study on another subject that the capitalised experience is used.
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