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Scholastic architecture:

the necessity for involvement of the actors

Yves Dessuant*
Scholastic architecture, in which one can visibly measure a formal improvement in the realisations of these last few years, is still registered in an extremely restricting normative logic as far as the specific features and particular contexts of a project are concerned. The planning process is able to constitute a tool for reflection, a design tool for the actors in the educational system and a dialogue tool for use during the process of architectural design. The architectural project is above all the translation of a political and educational project, which has to be carefully studied and designed beforehand, and if this does not happen the architecture runs a high risk of becoming the veneer of decoration on volumes defined by standards, which are more or less obsolete.

Generally, the definition of a programme, whatever it may be, is the subject of the most detailed and exhaustive analysis possible of the activities, which the envisaged installation is to accommodate. 

When it comes to scholastic architecture, this reflection must be very closely focussed on those who will be using the educational establishments (the children, in the first instance), on the teaching activities and the management of the establishment, on the “spatial tools” required for these activities.  With regard to the architectural programming, the tasks of analysis of the activities and the composition of the plan should above all observe and analyse the heart of the problem, ask initial questions like: what is teaching today, and I say “today” not in the sense of “today, with the modern tools which are available", but in the sense of  “today, with the cultural or a – cultural environment which is that of children and adolescents and then of those approaching adulthood to which the teaching is addressed.”

What spatial consequences result from the activity of teaching?

Of what is the daily act of teaching made up? What description could one give of the act of teaching, of what does this activity consist? How does the relationship between the teachers and the pupils function?  What are the spatial consequences of this relationship? If one wishes the pupils to listen passively then the space will not be managed in the same way for active participation, for the work of an exchange between the pupils themselves, who should be able to see one another, know one another, be able to question one another, and mutually help one another to understand and to learn.

Of what does the act of being in a class for children in a school consist? Is it an act? Do the children there have a dynamic or a passive role? For the teacher is it a matter of giving of oneself, of an exchange, of a job like any other, of dedication, of suffering?

How does daily life function in a place of learning? For example how are movements around the building perceived and managed? Does the fact that the children change class between two lessons arise from a spatial logic, an economy of means, a tradition of management of space shortages, or else the psychological effect of helping the children to be able to make transitions?

How do the children, and the parents, perceive the institution? Does the space provide the means for dialogue between the partners in education who are the administrative, technical and service staff, the parents and the teachers? What are the educational consequences of small daily exclusions, small segregations operated insidiously by force of habit and by the problem of fighting against the symbolic weight of known configurations, which are reproduced by the areas provided for teaching.

I do not have an a priori response to all these questions, and indeed to others, which I ask myself in my capacity as an architect-programme designer, or as the parent of pupils or as a teacher in higher education. But, I believe that each of these questions is a subject for study, for research, in which evolution is possible, and questioning is salutary. These questions must not be evaded: they must form the foundation of reflection concerning programming, and of the invention of programming concepts.

Reinforce the qualitative approach and go beyond a standardising logic
The programming process must, in the first instance, help to define the order, and, in the second instance, constitute a sound basis for the architectural project, which give the means and the desire to the designers to create good projects, to transcend the programme, to invent and develop architectural concepts which are based in real programming concepts.

This work is necessarily adapted to each case, each case necessarily being a specific case. But the finality is the urban and architectural quality via the adaptation of the building (or of the development) to the objectives of the principal and to the activities which are envisaged. It is therefore a process which is principally qualitative, and specific, and non-repetitive.

Scholastic architecture is an area which is particularly difficult to approach, both for programme designers and for architects, because the temptation to standardise is great, probably greater than in other functional areas. Due to the effect of laws of decentralisation and transfers of responsibility concerning colleges and secondary schools, these last few years have seen the development of a significant attempt to program on the part of the principals. But this attempt is still very quantitative before anything else, and registered within a very restricted economic logic.

The extraordinary explosion in refurbishing and building colleges and secondary schools over the last few years is nothing other than a trend comprising the bringing back up to standard of establishments which were created in insufficient quantities in the post-war period. This is still a quantitative approach, aiming to overcome a lack of establishments or the fact that these establishments are poorly adapted in terms of safety for example.

In these conditions the qualitative approach takes second place. The large principals are still working to a logic of provision of establishments for the country. The use of typologies (college 600) or standards (dimensional and budgetary standards, of the Standardising Reference System 76, which has been used for a long time by National Education since 1976 and revised at the beginning of the 90s) is a strong temptation and even an absolute obligation. It allows one to define very rapidly the dimensions of an establishment: such as the number of pupils, what type of establishment, how many spaces of such and such a type, how much surface area, such a price per m2, such an estimated target cost. This almost systematic use of these standards is very limiting, it never takes account of individual local features and whether they have an impact on the content (pedagogical planning) or on the contexts (socio-economic context, cultural context, urban context, climatic context, geotechnical context or others).

Now, I deeply believe that one cannot reduce scholastic architecture to the creation of a volume of spaces defined in a standard manner, or worse still, to the design of fashionable décor, which is then merely used as a veneer of a repetitive concept.  However inventive and creative they may be, the architects cannot produce good projects unless they are able to base themselves on good programming concepts, and they can establish a fertile dialectic between the content and what it contains. They cannot be reduced to the status of town sign designers giving a political legibility to the realisations of the principals.

An architecture project, which is the translation of a political and educational project

The school is a political project, and each project is a specific political project. It is this project which is to be (re)defined, it is this content which has to form the basis of  the work of the designers.

To take a very simple example, I will try to establish a direct link between the political project, the planning concept and the architectural concept. There is a lot of talk about integration or “socialisation” of children at school. I think (maybe wrongly, but the subject is worthy of study) that the effort to be made regarding this has to begin with the parents; their relationship to the educational establishment has to encourage their socialisation, them having contact, the fact that they get to know one another, that they recognise one another as the parents of children who are engaged in the process of making friends, making exchanges, sharing things, who are living a life in common for six hours a day. Contact between parents is certainly structuring for the children. Now, while the areas where parents wait for children to come out of school are made up of a strip of pavement which is one meter fifty wide, all exchanges and meetings between parents are made impossible. The parents remain on their part of the pavement, they are separated from one another, divided. They are just coming to collect their children, and are never considered by the institution to be partners.

Let us acknowledge that a programming process considers the waiting by the parents as an activity in itself, and that a planning concept will develop this in terms of the moment of meeting, the exchanges between the parents, the relationships between the persons having common aims, expectations and interests.  It is probable that the architect will translate this planning concept into a spatial concept: this element of the plan will become a place, perhaps in the form of a public place, an open space or an external theatre, or anything else besides. The urban area will play a role in the relationship between the school and its interlocutors. Unfortunately, the urban area, the credits allocated to acquisition of land, and outside areas are not taken into account in the standardised approach which serves to define budgets and often the plans. The school thus has little chance of seeing its political or pedagogical plan becoming concrete, no matter what it is called.

The actors in the education system clearly have a leading role to play in the process of the design of scholastic architecture. They have to be the driving force of the political plan, the actors of programming considerations, interlocutors concerning the urban and architectural translation of the public service project, which they have come together in defining. This is the investment, which has to be made to go beyond the risk of standardisation.
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