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Learning 
in & with 
the city
How to involve children in the planning of schools 
and use their knowledge in the translation into
architecture



children learn everywhere and all the time 
but need plenty of space to explore and inde-
pendently learn the ways of the world, playing 
is learning. in dense urban environments the 
competition for space is becoming harder and 
harder and children seldom have a voice in 
this negotiation. cities and their planning put 
very little focus on children and their required 
space, instead they are happy to confine them 
to schools, buildings that are often outdated 
with strict historical typologies and a school 
yard smaller than most parking lots. 

we need to change our perception of children 
and what they are capable of. give them a voi-
ce in the planning of our cities and in shaping 
the environment they spend most of their 
days in - schools. Besides, who said learning is 
only for children? we are all learning, all the 
time. it is time we learn from each other and 
create new landscapes for learning, both for 
children and adults
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introduction

Schillerpromenade playground ca 1970, Berlin - Neukölln [1]

Architecture is in a time of change. It is not changing by itself but it is qui-
te clear our world and society are in a period of complete reconstruction. 
Some would even claim that the field of architecture is in crisis, no longer 
sure of its role and authority in the world. Where does that leave us, the 
young generation of architects in school and training right now, what are 
we being trained for? It makes it more challenging to develop our own 
perception of our professional role and the values we want to work ac-
cording to. Very early on in the preparation of this thesis it was clear to 
us that we wanted to change the role architects take in the planning pro-
cess and how they position themselves. We would like to be seen as the 
translator between user and architecture rather than the facilitator for the 
client to make the most out of their plot of land.

As a starting point for our thesis we wanted to look at how cities and bu-
ildings are planned, or rather not planned, for children. The first thought 
that comes to mind is that children see our cities from a different eye 
level and have to overcome larger obstacles in our urban environment. 
Children (and people in wheelchairs) see walls where adults see windows. 
They have to jump over the gap from the metro trains onto the platform 
when we just take a simple step. With more than 50 % of the world’s po-
pulation now living in urban areas,  at least 50 %1 of the world’s children 
also live in cities, often on very little space and with minimal access to 
greenery or playgrounds.2 How come there is such little focus on planning 
for children and their perspective? Not only in our cities but also in the 
education of architects and urban planners?

Most children spend a large percentage of their day in childcare or school 
buildings. However, we realised that we knew very little about these bu-
ildings or the impact they have on children and their learning, and what 
role the school has or can have in the community as a whole. Additio-
nally, we were curious about what role the school has or can have in the 
community as a whole. To further narrow down our research and in the 
context of the current school crisis in Berlin we decided to focus on the 
buildings that children spend most of their day in, schools. 

Looking up what a standard school building should look like or what the 
codes, standards and requirements for a school buildings are were not 
challenging – there is plenty of literature out there. Just like society as a 
whole has changed drastically over the past 100 years, the requiremen-
ts on education and the methods for teaching children have too. New 
pedagogical concepts, going from mass education to focusing on the in-
dividual have changed the idea of what a school building should entail. 
The literature list is as long and as wide as the spectrum of the different 
concepts in the field. Unfortunately the requirements on school buildings 
doesn’t seem to have kept up the same pace and only in recent years have 
new recommendations and directives been brought out. 

Except for the odd project here and there and an array of renovations, we 
found very few projects that actually integrated children in the planning 
process of a new school building. Instead, newly built schools often follow 
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a set of rules or a building concept that might be 30-50 years old at best. 
Plenty are forced to push their new educational methods into buildings 
that were built for schools a century ago.

Berlin is no exception. Currently the city is in a acute school crisis and 
lacks around 10,000 school spaces until the school year 2024-25. Existing 
schools have filled up with children to their limits, barrack-looking bu-
ildings have been added to cope with the growing number of pupils and 
older buildings are being refurbished and reopened. The first modular 
school buildings are already in use but so far this is not enough, the city 
plans to build 60 schools in the coming years.3

Politically, this led to the so-called ‘Schulbauoffensive’. Launched in 2017, 
it allocated money and resources towards building new schools, but also 
was supposed to make sure they are built up to par with current educa-
tional methods. A group of educators, architects and politicians were put 
together to come up with a new school program, both programatically 
and architecturally. In 2018 the city launched a competition for schools 
with modular construction that could be built on numerous sites. Two 
architecture firms won this competition (one for the a 3-classes-a-year, 
and one for a 4-classes-a-year sized school).

For us, this is where the city (and our professional field) has gone wrong. 

Firstly, even though schools all have to adhere to national standards of 
education, they all exist in different contexts and communities. They mi-
ght have different educational directions and requirements for age catego-
ries, people with disabilities etc. How can one building type fit all? 

Secondly, even though these schools will house many children for many 
years, few children were asked in the process. The new school model 
claims that participation is a requirement for newly built schools – the 
so-called ‘Phase 0’. However, just as the name suggests, it takes place only 
before the actual planning of the school starts. Which in it self isn’t wrong 
but it means the users are not invited to have a conversation about the 
design and the planning process. They get to say their mind and express 
their desires only before hand and then its up to the planning architect 
how they would like to translate the results into architecture. Furthermo-
re, it is not clear to what extent the participational process is supposed 
to be done. For us it seemed obvious that the users would be asked what 
they need from their environment – not only beforehand, but also during 
the planing process. Why would the case of schools be any different? Are 
children seen as less capable to participate in the process?

Soon we realised we are not only questioning why the user is not asked 
but also the role as architects in the planning process. The question of 
who has the right to decide what the city looks and functions like is not 
new, but with the radical changes currently happening in the society, it is 
gaining importance once again. If it is debatable that architects and urban 
planners are the ones to provide the answers and make the decisions, then 
who is? How can the space, aesthetics and rights to the city be negotiated? 
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Can children speak for themselves in this process?

This is were we saw a potential and decided to focus our thesis on the 
actual process of building schools. Why are kids not asked about the spa-
ce where they spend so much of their time? How can we actually ask them 
what they want from that space? What is our role in the process and how 
can we act as translators, instead of decision-makers. Can we develop to-
ols that can be used for this purpose in different contexts and settings? 

It was clear to us that we needed to start by asking children what they 
want, but we also recognised that we had little knowledge of how to do 
that. What are the tools and methods used in a participational process 
and how can we keep them as open to dialog as possible?

First came an extensive research into how children move and learn and 
on how a participational process can be structured. Afterwards we spent 
a month conducting workshops and working with children at one of the 
schools that is supposed to get a new building. It was one of the most 
interesting and exhausting parts of this thesis but we were amazed at the 
results and insights that we gained. A school in a vulcano would be really 
fun, wouldn’t it?

The workshops resulted in finding out the children’s needs and desires. 
It was important to us that all these learnings would not just end up in 
another book, documentation, or thesis – meaning that the children’s voi-
ces would be left unheard again. Instead, we attempted to translate the 
results into a tool that can be used for future school planning. The focus 
being that it could be used in different projects and as a way of asking and 
translating children’s needs and wishes into architecture.

Our result is a process-oriented toolbox that can be used by architects in 
the process of planning schools and can be changed (or added to) accor-
ding to the specific context and group. It can be used and reused in the 
same project, and new ideas and inspirations can come out of it every 
time. The toolbox also teaches children the complexity of building a scho-
ol and how the rooms are connected to each other and how the school is 
connected to its surrounding community. 

This book will lead you through our research, process and results. We 
have tried to stay as true to the process as possible and on the next page 
you can see how we have navigated through all the different aspects and 
details of this thesis. Our project is just a snippet of time out of an ongoing 
development over a longer time and we hope that we can have a possitive 
impact on the further planning process. 

We developed the toolbox in close cooperation with the Peter-Peter-
sen-Schule, a Berlin school that kindly  let us work with their pupils and 
conduct planning workshops with them. We are very thankful to them 
and happy that we could hand them our developed toolbox for the future 
planning of their new school building.

core VaLues & code
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Methodology
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OURThe Participatory Action Research method with its different phases

“You cannot understand a system until you try to change it!”4

     - Kurt Lewin, psychologist

After wondering how the role of the architect can be adapted to a society 
in constant change, we realised that we needed to find a research method 
that would allow us to fully understand a social context without interfe-
ring or influencing it. Our goal was to understand the desires of a specific 
community and to transform ourselves into translators of those desires 
into reality.

Contrary to what happens in most architectural processes, our inten-
tion was to eliminate the concept of architect and client, and to create an 
exchange of knowledge between architect, client and user on equal terms. 
We see it as a process of social change in which participants are not passi-
vely studied by the researcher but are actively involved in every part of the 
process in order to improve the life of the community. As citizens, we try 
to understand the social context under discussion and, as professionals, 
offer our knowledge to implement it.

It was with these premises that we decided to use the Participatory Action 
Research (PAR) method for our thesis. The main intention of the PAR 
method is to achieve social change primarily by trying to fully understand 
the social context in question and by including all those who are part of 
it.5

The goal of the PAR method is to obtain information that highlights the 
qualitative characteristics of an individual’s emotions, views and opinions 
without any influence or manipulation by the researcher. It is a method 
of qualitative research that is contrasted with quantitative research, and 
as such integrates different approaches and methods to it, such as obser-
vation, documentation, analysis and interpretation of human behaviour. 

“The purpose of qualitative methodology is to describe and understand, 
rather than to predict and control”. 6

Therefore, this research method, unlike quantitative research methods, 
does not accept the presence of a single objective – a scientific, quanti-
tative truth, but rather highlights the presence of different realities based 
on different circumstances and subjective experiences. Consequently, the 
obtained results cannot be used to define mass groups of people, but they 
are rather a subjective study of facts in their natural environment, wi-
thout interference, focusing on the interpretation given by people. The 
main values of this method are subjectivity, individualism, relativism 
and interpretation. Both the researcher and the person belonging to the 
community participating in this type of research have the opportunity to 
learn from each other through an exchange of information, emotions and 
experiences. The aim is to generate knowledge as a fundamental part of 
the process.
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- Heidi Attwood, Researcher

PARTICIPATORY
• Collaboration through 
participation
• Empowerment of the 
partecipants

ACTION
• Change - Real life 
experience

RESEARCH
• New knowledge
• Documented results

PARTICIPATORY
• Methods
• Workshops with the 
school
• Documentation
• Translation

ACTION
• learning landscape 
Toolbox
•  New planning process

RESEARCH
• Children in the city 
• Play
•Participation
•Context

OUR

The Participatory Action Research method applied to the phases in our process

Contrary to traditional methods in which a collective reality is sought, 
PAR attempts to decentralise research and take action to solve a problem. 
This is done by trying to give participants power and control back over 
their own reality, while keeping the focus on the local context. PAR is 
not only research that is followed by action; it is action that is resear-
ched, changed, and re-researched within the research process by the par-
ticipants. Wadsworth’s definition of this type of research implies that the 
process is not linear but iterative. It is necessary to adapt each phase to 

the needs and the rhythms 
of the participants.7

It was clear to us that nei-
ther a participational pro-
cess nor a process with 
children can be linear and 
have one scientific truth or 
reality so we found the PAR 
a fitting method and appro-
ach to our project. We wan-
ted to be able to interact 
and respond to individual 

feelings desires and opinions and see that input as valuable as our scienti-
fic research into children in cities or school systems. It was also important 
to us that we stayed close to the user (or in our case future users) and 
gave them a significant role in our project, something this method also 
emphasises. 

Practically we implemented the method in its three sections: we did rese-
arch on what we found necessary for us and the project, and then went on 
to conduct participational workshops with the children.

For the research we found it important that we extended our knowledge 
on topics like children in urban environments, play and its importance 
for the learning process, the integration of users in the planning of buil-
dings and participation in general. To be able to understand the children 
and the situation for the Peter-Petersen-Schule we also saw it necessary 
to do general research on its context and hence analysed the district of 
Neukölln, schools in Berlin, the current political and educational deve-
lopment around schools and the future school on the cemetery Neue St. 
Jacobi. 

For the participation we took a trial-and-error approach to investigate 
what methods and tools worked and what effect they had. We tried them 
in a small scale on one or two children before taking them to the school 

and the larger groups. As one of our main goals was to learn from the 
children, the process also encouraged active participation from our side, 
through listening to, observing and interacting with children in the wor-
kshops. These were documented and analysed and led us on to the next 
part of the project, action. Throughout the hole process it was impor-
tant to us that we gave something back that could be actively used in the 
planning process and represented the desires the children had expressed. 
Translating all the results into a game for the planning of schools seemed 
like a perfect fit and great tool for us, and the school, to take action in the 
future. 

Our results are described extensively in this book, and the following chap-
ters are divided into the categories of  Research, Participation and Action.
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children in cities

1:50 102 cm 128 cm 170 cm 173 cm 320 cm 425 cm
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1:20 One single parkinglot is 5 x 2.5 m making it 12.5 m2

1:50 102 cm 128 cm 173 cm 173 cm 173 

over 
1 billion

children live
 in urban 
environ-

ments
today.10

80%
of the 

teenagers 
in the world 

are 
physically 

inactive as a 
result of 
urbanisa-

tion.12

Space requirements for different functions in the city

Cities have evolved into a new landscape for learning. Following the trend 
of global urbanisation, in the years to come, many families will be living 
in densely populated cities. By 2050, two-thirds of the world’s population 
are expected to live in these urban areas. Berlin is a prime example of such 
a lively urban landscape being home to almost 3.8 million inhabitants. As 
this trend shows no sign of slowing down, the city will become a context 
in which new generations of children will grow up. In order to make cities 
an ideal place to raise children, we, as a community, need to rethink the 
way in which schools and neighbourhoods are designed. At the core of 
this community, architects must play a central role in recognising the shift 
in the topology and need to work together to rethink the principles and 
processes with which they design.9 

Space has never been as scarce a resource as it is now. The greatest challen-
ges cities bring to growing children are directly attributed to living in such 
high density. This comes at the cost of taking away the vital space that 
children require to explore, play and think. Fast-paced cities also present 
many dangers - traffic and congestion on the streets, ‘stranger danger’, loss 
of orientation, and innumerable other distractions - which add further 
dimensions to the problem of safe and nurturing spaces. In response to 
these issues an increasing trend to rely on technology as a medium for 

playing instead of using physical objects in space brings its own set of 
problems. It seems the natural flow of these developments has inevitably 
led to the neglect of children’s spatial needs. Over the past few decades, 
we have seen a significant reduction in the amount of time children spend 
playing outdoors and independently accessing their neighbourhoods. It 
is essential therefore, that we once more address why space as an integral 
part of playing is important for a child’s growth. 11

At the most fundamental level, is a child’s health and wellbeing. Good use 
of space in a child-friendly neighbourhood can provide access to nature, 
the ability to move and play, social connectedness as well as the ability to 
observe social norms and the opportunity to establish better autonomy 
and agency over oneself. These have all been shown to positively contri-
bute to health and wellbeing but more importantly these aspects are also 
linked to the learning process. According to Vanessa Durand: “Children 
learn by experiencing their world using all of their senses. The restriction 
of movement, especially at a young age, impedes the experiential learning 
process.” This aligns with a study from the University of Virginia that 
found, that in comparison to 1998, children are spending far less time on 
self-directed learning and considerably more time in a passive learning 
environment. The intersection of play as a tool for learning and the de-
sign of space in urban landscapes, points towards the setting of schools 
and how they can better use playing as a mechanism for learning. First, 
however, we decided to further explore the notion of play itself.13
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Different types of play in their respective category

if children 
can move 

around 
independently 
it leads to in-

creased levels 
of physical 

activity and 
mental 

wellbeing.14

Play is a very broad umbrella term that encompasses a large group of 
actions that we partake in primarily for the purpose of fun and almost 
always within a social context. The school playground is a breeding 
ground for children to develop key social skills such as communication 
and empathy, perhaps even more valuable than the harder skills gained in 
class.  To better define the scope of play in regards to children it would be 
necessary to look at what kinds of play there are and how they are impor-
tant to the development of a child. To make is more comprehendible we 
have narrowed these down to five main groups of play, they are as follows

•	 Active play: Movement for movement’s sake, just because it’s fun. 
Things like chasing, tagging, hide and seek and tree climbing fall into 
this category.  

•	 Sensory play: Allows children to explore, try out new ideas and use 
their imagination. They can use lots of different items, altering so-
mething and making something new. 

•	 Creative play: Allows children to explore, try out new ideas and use 
their imagination. They can use lots of different items, altering so-
mething and making something new. 

•	 Social play: Any social or interactive situation where the expectation 
is that everyone will follow the set rules - like during a game, sports 
or while making something together.  

•	 Reflective play: Time spent sitting quietly or doing nothing. Resting, 
thinking or just staring into space. Time apart from hectic environ-
ments to reflect and regroup. 

These types of play are not mutually exclusive but are capable of inter-
secting. In fact, one playtime can include many different play types and it 
is part of our task as architects to provide spaces that are able to effectively 
combine them. We will return to these concepts and their role in desi-
gning schools and neighbourhoods later in the book.15 

Play
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Interactive playground by Carve in Amsterdam [4] 
Part of the project ‘The City of Children’ a worldwide network fo make cities more playable [5]

“if children are not designed into our cities, they are 

designed out. this means that they are deprived of 

contact with the material world, with nature, with 

civic life and with their own capacities” 16

  - George Monbiot, writer

Having now outlined the importance that architects have in developing 
the space for children to grow in, it is also important to recognise some 
of the challenges that architects face. Given the pace of human advance-
ment, both technological but also socially, the dilemma that architects 
face in building long-lasting static and sustainable structures become ob-
vious. Buildings have to be capable of adapting to the dynamic context 
which they are used for; else the buildings and the spaces risk becoming 
unsuitable for the schooling 
system that uses it. 

Compounding this issue 
is the desire for spaces in 
dense cities to be better 
utilised and therefore mul-
tifunctional. This requires a 
greater awareness and understanding from the architects themselves in 
regards to the needs of all the users. It is also perhaps easier to design a 
space for passive learning activities like being seated and silent, but how 
do we design a space that readily accommodates learning by playing, by 
moving both chaotically and freely and without a defined planned result 
or relying on the same output for every child. As Valerie Strauss from 
the Washington Post describes it: “Movement isn’t a break from learning, 
Movement is learning.” And because of this, architects play a much more 
pivotal role than previously.

The shape of architects’ influence on the growth of children is two-fold. 
An architect can design spaces that foster exploration and play and hen-
ce interacts directly with the child’s development. This is important for 
agency, independence and self-discovery. But this style of learning is also 
balanced with the more closely guided and nurturing learning style. Re-
member, children, although the primary focus, are not the only actors in 
a school. By designing the spaces by keeping in mind how teachers use 
the space as a tool we can open up the doors to the many approaches that 
the teachers themselves can use for child development and so therefore 
architects also have an indirect influence. This highlights the need to del-
ve deeper into the school systems themselves.17

conclusion
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Participation

Byker Wall, residential housing by Ralph Erskine, 1970s, Newscaslte opon Tyne, England [6]

Participation 
-

the action of 
taking part 

or becoming 
involved in 

something.18

For a long time the planning of cities and buildings were left to the exper-
ts and the decisions were made behind closed doors, without any infor-
mation reaching users and residents. Architects and planners together 
with politicians and the nontransparent bureaucracy could decide what 
to develop and what to demolish in cities. A small number of people in 
control of our cities and its development.

With the financial upswing in the 1960s and the spirit of modernism 
many cities went through large development schemes. In many of these 
projects poorer neighbourhoods were demolished to make way for larger 
dwellings and the residents were merely informed about these develop-
ments once they were decided on. The 60s was not only the decade of 
financial boom but also of the time where the quest for equality became 
a large part of society and communities, especially for minorities. Partici-
pation was promoted as a way to achieve a just society and by recognising 

Participation and its beginnings

In the field of architecture and planning the term participation is used to 
describe the process in which individuals, groups and organisations are 
consulted about or have the opportunity to become actively involved in a 
project or program of activity. 

the authority of the users, with planners trying to find a way to give the 
affected users advocacy. The total lack of interest for social issues in the 
modern movement and the elitist notion of architects served as a back-
drop to the growing interest and use of participation in different manners. 
The movement started in urban planning but soon applied itself to archi-
tecture and actual buildings.19 

In Berkley a group of architects and planners founded the Design 
Methods Movements which tried to find ways to integrate users in the 
design process and to make it transparent to them. In their opinion an 
objective, methodical way to design would make the process more tran-
sparent and easier to understand. They have later been criticised for being 
too objective and that a purely methodical way of designing doesn’t gua-
rantee a proper participation for the user.20 

The following years and decades provided different forms and proces-
ses for participation, one of the members of Design Methods Movement, 
Christopher Alexander, wrote a book with condensed arguments and 
considerations that architects normally would use to supply the user with 
enough information so that they could conduct some of the design pro-
cess themselves. Lucien Kroll did something similar when he designed a 
toolbox which supplies the basic structure and technical equipment but 
leaves the designing up to the user.21 
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Jona Friedman, from Meine Fibel [8]

Student housing built with participation by Lucien Kroll, 1976, Brussels [7]

These systems reduce the profession of the architect to the one that deve-
lops structurally sound and technically effective building systems and the 
user is the one to fill it. The problem with this type of system is that the 
requirements and parameters are set by the architect and the user often 
lacks the experience or expertise to know how to construct the wished at-
mospheres and spaces within these parameters. Here you could be quick 
to argue about the role of the architect and to what extent we as professio-
nals need to or would like to intervene in these development processes. Is 
there a middle ground where the architect is still needed but needs to stay 
in constant communication with the user? This is a question architects 
still ask themselves and the answers are often based on individual values 
and beliefs.22

Traditionally the architect was close to people and the user for whom they 
worked with or for. In the course of becoming a more academic profes-
sion, architects have removed themselves from everyday life and the user,  
instead putting themselves on the side of the client and commissioner, 
making architecture a service to the one holding the money and not to 
society at large. De Carlo, one of the most prominent theorists of the last 
half of the 20th century, argues that if the architect were to change sides 
the users’ forced passivity would be lifted but it’s important to remember 
that users’ wishes have to be seen as equal as to the ideals of the architects. 
Participation is seen as a collective activity and the architect is not to plan 
for the user but with the user. Planning and building has to become a 
process that keeps repeating itself in a cycle and during this process the 
aims and goals for the building will become clear. This view is reinforced 
by Jeremy Tills’ work, some 40 years after De Carlo, he also argues that 
participation is a cyclical process with the user.23 

Today loud voices for participation, including Jeremy Till, see many pro-
blems in the fact that it has become a bit of a fashionable word. Just like 
‘sustainability’ - participation is used widely and without a proper defi-
nition, it is accepted uncritically and without questioning what it actual-
ly means. Even though participation is mandatory in most (European) 
public planning processes today, it often becomes a way to appease the 
public and it will often stop at the notion of letting some users take part 
instead of being the catalyst for a real transformation process. The cho-
sen methods often end up being organised and steered in one direction, 
which doesn’t leave the conversation open and essentially still does not 
give the user their full voice and advocacy. It is conducted and completed 
before the planning starts and even though the results are then involved 
in the brief, the user is never part of the actual planning process, which 
stays linear. 24

With the increasing modernisation, people are in general further re-
moved from decision making and these procedures are masked behind 
layer upon layer of bureaucracy and specialists’ opinions. Architectural 
building processes are no different and the architect, becoming more and 
more of a specialist and with their own specific set of values and expecta-
tions, is removed, and thus removing themselves from the general public. 

Participation today
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Pop-up studio conducting a participation-based research and design project, Cloud architects, London [9]
 Making Futures school, a two-week workshop in the Haus der Statistik by Raumlabor, Berlin [10] “In transformative participation, it is not a matter 

of attempting to find a consensus among competing 

positions, but of using one’s judgment to make best 

sense of them. This inevitably leads to the acceptan-

ce of difference rather than the imposition of a false 

equality, even if this might grate with accepted libe-

ral norms of participation, in which the search for a 

solution acceptable to all is paramount.” 28

- Jeremy Till, architect

Like most experts, these expectations often differ from the general public 
and hence the gap between the built world and the one that is actually 
needed and desired is growing wider and wider.25

In a world where people are further and further removed from being in-
volved but also understanding the decisions (political, social, built etc), 
made for them and their surroundings, participation is increasingly ne-
cessary, even though it’s becoming increasingly more complicated. Citi-
zens that feel a sense of belonging to the world in which they live will get 
involved with the community and the space, and they will have a sense of 
responsibility for it.26 

So how can real participation be facilitated? And why are architects so 
reluctant to do so? Architects have for a long time been trained to work 
with the ideal and are used to a methodology that solves problems in 
a neat and linear way. Participation stirs architects out of their comfort 
zone and makes the planning process uncertain and unpredictable, users 
seldom share some of the very specific interests or values of architects 
(most users don’t care if the door handle is in coherent design with the 
building if the door is constantly locked). At the same time, participa-
tional projects from the 60s and 70s show that when the architect only 
supplies the basic structure, the needs and desires of the user are still not 
heard because most people are not educated to express them in a spatial 
way.27 

This means that for partici-
pation to be truly equal the 
architect can not impose 
their expertise on the user 
but also can not withdraw 
from the design process 
completely. A golden mid-
dle has to be found where 
users and architects can 
at an equal level “confront 
themselves and each other 
as particular  and  as uni-
versal”.29 Participation can 
awaken general awareness 
for the problems in the city 
or a space but it can also show that change through citizens is possible. 
Architects can be the facilitators of this awareness. Sustainability, whether 
social or environmental, creates a stronger social acceptance for archi-
tecture.30
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“The participational design is not a linear process, 

where problem solving is essential but it is a process 

of intensive and complex communication and insi-

ghts for both sides.”32 
   - Susanne Hofmann, architect

Children working on their projects in our workshops

Kindergarten Taka Tuka Land by Baupiloten, Berlin [11]

Susanne Hoffmann and her Berlin-based firm Die Baupiloten who have 
worked intensively with participation, especially for the renovations of 
schools and kindergartens. Today they are one of the main Berlin-fir-
ms commissioned to conduct participational processes for new schools 
being built in the city.31

According to Hofmann, the atmosphere is as important as the design 
and construction of a building. The atmosphere has a direct impact on 
us and something everyone can feel or sense. Atmosphere is vague and 
hard to grab but offers space for uncertainties in the design which brings 
in a contingence to the process and space for the architect to work with 

the user. The user might not 
be familiar with plans and 
sections but talking about 
the sensory experience that 
architecture has can be a 
way to communicate with 
the architect, a way for the 
user to express their own 
ideas and visions. 

If you assume that the sustainable usage and the users identification with 
the building is important, they have to have an essential role in the plan-
ning of it. The practical and sensorial knowledge of the space and building 
that the user has is an essential source to the architect in the planning of 
a new building or area. Unfortunately the process to work with users is 
very seldom part of the planning and designing process and not covered 

Participation according to Baupiloten

in most contracts between client and architect. In Germany the so-called 
Phase 0 is instead becoming widely accepted and used, meaning that a 
participation with the future users is organised before the planning pro-
cess even starts (hence the 0). The consequence is that the participation is 
ended even before the designing starts and the user has little impact after 
that. Instead the participation should be seen as constant communication 
between architect, user and client.33 

Hoffmann also is clear to point out that the way that the participational 
process is planned and carried out has an impact on how effective it is. 
It needs to be inclusive and democratic and make sure that the user is 
included in the creative process. Participation is not a linear process and 
it needs to be prepared and created for the group of users in the speci-
fic project. Designs that are developed in interaction with users will take 
longer and more time to get to a point where it is exact enough to go on 
to the next step. Essential to this process is communication and different 
types of mediums of storytelling and communication to relinquish any 
specific language that planners and architects might use. The Baupilo-
ten methods are all centred around creating and telling a mutual story 
and the communication of atmospheres with different types of mediums. 
They have embraced the motto of ‘Form follows Fiction’ and mostly work 
with the users in different workshops throughout the planning and buil-
ding of their projects.
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Carl Bolle Grundschule, renovation with participation by Baupiloten, Berlin [12]

Cork pixel wall, part of the project Outside The Box by Tali Buchler, Zichron Yaakov, Israel [13]

“Preparation and development phase for the peda-

gogical, spatial, economical and urban requiremen-

ts on the building of the particular school.” 35

 - Montag Stiftungen’s definition of Phase 0

PHASE 6 - 9 - BUILDING & IMPLEMENTATIONPHASE 1 - 5 - PLANNING & PERSMISSION 

PHASE 6 - 9 - BUILDING & IMPLEMENTATIONPHASE 1 - 5 - PLANNING & PERSMISSION PHASE 0

In Germany Participation is often diminished to the so-called ‘Burger-
beteiligung’ which is a forum where the public can hear what the city is 
planning and submit official complaints. The public is not asked befo-
rehand what they need or wish for and can only come with comments to 
the already existing plan.

For economical and legal reasons the construction process in Germany 
is separated into nine building phases, this is regulated in the so called 
HAOI (Honorarordnung für Architekten und Ingenieure), a national sta-
tute for construction contracts. None of the initial phases include parti-
cipation and hence why the word Phase 0 has become the accepted term 
for the participation process. The other problem that this brings is that 
the participation is not required in the HAOI meaning there isn’t always 
money diverted toward it. Even though more and more planning proces-
ses, especially public ones, are using the so called Phase 0 it is seen as a 
separate process and often organised by a different firm than the one that 
will later do the planning and/or the construction. The user is again only 
analysed and asked once what they want but no dialog or continuous 
process is started with them.36

When it comes to schools it has proven very important to talk to the futu-
re users especially since education concepts can be complicated and their 
translation to architecture isn’t always easy. The interaction of architectu-
re and pedagogy is hence really important and can already before the 
planning starts put a focus on the smart organisation of the school and 
have a positive impact on the future building. It can also be essential for 
the long term use of the building if it already beforehand has a clear focus 
and spatial organisation that is planned to withstand reorganisations and 
changes in the educational method.37

Phase 0
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context

Children in a classroom around 1930 [14]

compulsory 
education was 
introduced in 

Berlin in 
1717.39 

schools & their systems

Most societies and cultures throughout history have taught their children 
in one way, using schools as an institution where students would gather to 
learn different topics. We see this in many ancient cultures in e.g. Egypt, 
India, Greece and Rome. Higher education has historically been a privile-
ge saved for the wealthy and mandatory public education was introduced 
in Europe first in the 1800 Century. The Enlightenment era in the 1800 
century brought new perspectives on society, liberty, tolerance, soverei-
gnty and knowledge and with it many changes in education.38

Enlightened changes

The basis for most modern school systems can be found in Prussia, about 
100 years after the introduction of compulsory education. It was develo-
ped by Wilhelm von Humboldt, a Prussian scholar raised in the enlighte-
ned Berlin and appointed director of the Section for Religion and Public 
instruction in 1809. He quickly set out to change the educational system 
and introduced a, for its time, progressive programme. The new system 
was standardised and to make sure that the new regiment was carried out 
throughout the whole kingdom he also founded a new teachers college 
and a department within the ministry to oversee curricula and textbooks. 
According to Humboldt, education needed to be separated from training 

and was not meant to train the pupil in a profession but to “turn children 
into people”.40  The new system sought to educate the citizens to the point 
where they could educate themselves, it was meant to teach the popula-
tion the knowledge that Humboldt claimed was necessary to lay the basis 
for a well-informed citizen, no matter the profession. Critics claim these 
reforms were done in an attempt to motivate the population in the wake 
of the grave loss that Prussia felt in the fight against Napoleon’s army. A 
way to create citizens that would be good labourers and soldiers to defend 
and rebuild the country. Nevertheless, the system prevailed into more 
conservative times and into the start of the industrialisation.41

Mass production brought mass education

The industrial revolution changed the world as people knew it. New tech-
nologies led not only to new products but also to faster ways to produce 
them. This new type of production and manufacturing together with the 
supplying materials and energy to them required large numbers of la-
bourers. Masses moved to urban areas to work in the new factories and 
a middle class arose from this new societal configuration. Berlin was one 
of the fastest growing cities and industrial hubs during the 19th century 
and its population grew from about 170.000 in 1800 to 2 million in 1905.42

The industrial society needed large numbers of manual workers, more 
than administrators or tradesmen for example, and therefore the system 
was set up as a pyramid. Compulsory education for everyone at the base 
with the focus on reading, writing and mathematics, a smaller group were 
then allowed into secondary school and university was for the very few. 
Often a second system of private schools were present for the children 
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of the wealthy upper class that would rather prepare them for secondary 
school and then university. 

Compulsory education for the working class was seen as a way to teach 
the children to be obedient and take orders without rewards or threats of 
punishments. Just like the industrial production itself created identical 
versions of the same product the system of mass education was designed 
to mold children into certain conditions. A similar comparison works for 
the structure of the schools, like products, mass education was organi-
zed in stages starting with elementary school and going upwards towards 
higher education. Children are grouped according to nothing else but 
their birth year and seen as batches going through the different stages of 
education, passing certain tests and conforming to standards. Just like an 
assembly line, education became linear and forced children to conform 
to the chosen linearity.43

Modern Education

After WWII education became more inclusive and equal (at least in the-
ory) and todays universities admit larger numbers to cope with the larger 
demand on intellectual labour. Even though the system has opened up, 
changed organisation style and names it has basically stayed the same sin-
ce industrialisation. Plenty has happened in the research and application 
of pedagogical and educational methods, the way we perceive children 

and learning has changed 
in the past 30 years but the 
same school system pre-
vails across the world. 44

According to the Montag 
Stiftung Germany needs to 
re-evaluate the investment 
in the countries educatio-
nal system and its buildings 
to be able to cope with the 
rapid changes in the world 
and our society. They also 
argue that most other sec-
tors have changed, some 

drastically, in the last 100 years but education has stood fairly still. In the 
light of the rapid change they have come up with recommendation and 
commentary on how to reshape education and how to build schools in 
the future. Architecturally they emphasise that schools no longer can be 
mono-functional but rather need to be seen as a learning and living space 
that is also, at least partly, open to the surrounding communities. They 
are also pushing for more financing to be given to education and argue 
that Germany is spending comparatively little on each student. Education 
is a way for the country to be able to compete on the global market.46

The following pages showcases some example of recently built schools.

“When we see that children everywhere are requi-

red by law to go to school, that almost all schools 

are structured in the same way, and that our society 

goes to a great deal of trouble and expense to pro-

vide such schools, we tend naturally to assume that 

there must be some good, logical reason for all this.” 
45 

- Peter Gray, Researcher

changes in schooL tyPoLogies & oPeration

From library to self learning centre

Source: Montag Stiftungen47

From cafeteria to open food court

From Auditorium to Forum

From corridor to activated circulation space

From seperation to inclusion

kitchen kitchencafè

chill out



40 41Fig 8 - Elementary  & Middle school in Kuhmo, Finland [16]
Bildungshaus Westpark  in Augsburg, Germany [15]

Bobergsskolan in Stockholm, Sweden [18]
IJBurg Collage in Amsterdam, The Netherlands [17]
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schools in Berlin

Berlin has about 770 schools with 400 of them being elementary scho-
ols. 360.000 children are in school and another 87.000 in professional 
training schools (Berufsschule). The number of pupils have been steadily 
growing for the past 10 years and is estimated to keep growing.48 

Berlin is growing and with it the need for schools and learning spaces, 
something the city has to little of. The so-called ‘Schulbauoffensive’ was 
launched by the city administration in 2017 to try and curb the lack of 
schools spaces (as in spots for children in schools). The administration 
wants to be able to cope with the anticipated extra 10.000 (lowered from 
the initial 24.000) spots needed in 2024 and are trying to speed up the 
building and planning of new buildings. In the meantime temporary con-
structions and/or overflowing classrooms have become the preliminary 
solutions. Both the offensive and the temporary ‘solutions’ have been met 
with plenty of critique for starting too late, not functioning and most of 
all for letting many children down by having them attend school in an 
environment that is neither healthy nor enhancing their learning capa-
bility.49
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The school system in Berlin 

After school center on Campus Rutli in Berlin-Neukölln [20]

Integrated Secondary School, modular building in timber completed in 2019, Berlin-Mahlsdorf [19]
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Functional diagram for a compartment school according to the new Berlin school building directive

3 modular 
timber schools
have been de-

signed &
constructed in 
under a year.53

schulbauoffensive

Roughly translated to ‘the school building offensive’ it is the current Ber-
lin government’s largest investment and 5.5 billion euros has been set asi-
de for this program that is to be carried out over the next 10 years. The 
program includes renovations and reactivation of old school buildings, 
temporary and modular add ons and the building of another 60 schools 
across the city. Meanwhile (2020) plenty of schools have been renovated 
or are under renovation, 3 modular schools in timber have been comple-
ted and the search for new locations are well on its way.50

For the 60 new schools that are planned the city decided to rework the 
outdated regulations for school buildings. A committee of politicians, 
educators and architects worked out the new recommendation and di-
rectives. Well aware that the classical corridor school is no longer suf-
ficient for modern educational methods this group chose a new type of 
school, the so-called compartment school. These schools are organised 
in different compartments, or clusters, often with the teachers room set 
in-between two. Each compartment has a number of classrooms cluste-
red around a forum which functions as a space to teach larger groups and 
has spaces for self-learning, performances and presentations but is a place 
to hang out during breaks. It is supposed to be a communication place for 
that specific compartment and instead of having classical corridors that 
only have one function these forums expand the educational space avai-
lable to the school. Functional rooms like wardrobes, toilets and storage 
are shared by all the users of the compartment.51  

For a city with a strict budget and little leeway in programs like this Ber-
lin has decided to construct some (because of missing plots and space 
it is unclear how many) of the schools in a modular way. It makes the 

production of building components cheaper, quicker and easier to plan 
numerous schools at once. In late 2017 a competition was published for 
this purpose and two designs were chosen for two different sized schools 
(one with 3 classes per year and one with 4 classes per year). These desi-
gns are currently being re-worked and once appropriate spaces and plots 
are found they will be built more or less identically on all locations. The 
design of these schools is based on the program that was developed by the 
committee and except the few children that were asked in the process of 
creating that program, none of the future users have been asked about the 
designs or how they interact with its surroundings.52

The bureaucracy around the building of new schools is somewhat compli-
cated because there are numerous departments involved both on city and 
district level. Simplified, the city is responsible for the secondary scho-
ols and the districts for the elementary schools. When it comes to the 
elementary schools there are more projects that are directly planned on 
available plots. They are still to be designed according to the new school 
directives but have more leeway to integrate with whatever context they 
might be in. For many of these projects the city has assigned HOWOGE, 
one of Berlin’s public housing associations to construct and operate the 
new schools. In their normal line of work, housing, they are also com-
missioned to provide basic infrastructure, like kindergartens in the areas 
where they are active and hence the city’s choice naturally fell on them.54

Phase 0 for the new Berlin schools

The new school program by the Berlin senate requires the planning of 
new schools buildings to go through the so called Phase 0 before the plan-
ning starts. As already stated, the modular schools that have already been 
designed will therefore not have this requirement applied to them. The 
projects in planning or preparation will have to conduct this phase with 
the respective future users and different groups that will have an influence 
or use to the new school. The city has brought out a manual with recom-
mendations and information on how to conduct the phase. To make sure 
that the participation still takes place in this highly time sensitive and 
sped up building process the city has allocated extra money for the Phase 
0, each school can get 20.000 - 35.000 euros to conduct the participational 
processes. 

Among others the office “Baupiloten” has been commissioned to organise 
some of these participational programs. Together with the requirements 
for the specific site, the new school directives, the results from the Phase 0 
will be collected and presented as the parameters the future design should 
be based on. That means that once the Phase 0 is completed, HOWOGE 
will publish the architectural competition for the school in question.55
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Berlin - neukölln

Neukölln is a neighbourhood in flux, any description we use for how 
cities change can be applied to this area at the moment. It is a neigh-
bourhood full of contradictions, it changes from block to block and has 
numerous parallel universes. Historically a working class part of Berlin, 
on the southern border of the historical and now inner city, it has always 
been the collector for things or people that Berlin did not really want or 
could not find the space for.56 

With the industrialisation and immense influx of people ‘Rixdorf ’, as it 
was called at the time, grew from a small village of some thousand inha-
bitants to a city with a few hundred thousand inhabitants within just 50 
years (). To rid themselves of their terrible reputation for being a place of 
decadent entertainment and drinking, the independent city changed its 
name to Neukölln in 1912 and became part of greater Berlin in the large 
reorganisation of the Berlin area in 1920. During the division of Germany 
and Berlin it was the last district before the border and had the wall to one 
side. It was also a district where many immigrant workers were able to 
settle during the economic boom of West-Germany in the 60s and 70s.58

Berlin and its 12 districts with Neukölln and the map section shown
School

North-East 
Neukölln

Tempelhof

Herrmanplatz

Hasenheide

Hemlholzplatz

Neue St. Jacobi

St. Thomas

St.Jerusalem

S-bahn Herrmanstrasse

Körnerpark

Peter-Petersen-Schule

Konrad-Aghad-Schule

Play ground

School yard

Park

Cemetery

the 
population 

of 
neukölln 

come from 
160 nations.57

neukölln
is one of the 

densest
inner-city

districts in 
germany.59

Today it’s a place with various groups of different ethnicities, socio-eco-
nomic status, cultures and age. It is changing rapidly, it is now on the 
radar for larger investors wanting to build and big commercial firms wan-
ting to find a foothold. This means, not only people living there for gene-
rations are being pushed out by economically stronger citizens but also 
that smaller businesses that might not fit the preferred form have to close 
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there are 
29.000

Pupils in
the district of

neukölln.61

Neue St. Jacobi is one of five former (and current) cemeteries on Her-
mannstraße in Neukölln. It was founded in 1867, then on a field outside 
of the city of Berlin and the village of Rixdorf. The city was growing ra-
pidly and with it the need for burial grounds. The cemetery is long and 
narrow with a classical typology for its time, a mid-axis and sections to 
the right and left. The front part, the section towards Hermannstraße, is 
the cemetery and burial grounds whereas the sections towards the end 
were never used as burial grounds but as space for preparations of soil, 
plants etc. Even though the cemetery was officially closed first in 2019 
there have been very few burials here in the last years and sections with 
graves will soon no longer be classified as burial grounds. This is because 
in Germany a grave is protected but ceases to be classified as a grave after 
25 years, with a 5-year leeway period, unless the family keeps paying for 
the grave. Except for the large family graves along the righthand outer 
side most graves on the Neue St. Jacobi are no longer active but because 
many of the tomb stones are still in their place it may have the appearance 
of an active cemetery.

neue st. Jacobi

down, it is gentrification at its highest point. All these factors are creating 
very many different realities within the same neighbourhood, resulting 
in the district’s citizens living very different lifestyles, with very different 
perspectives. Schools are the one place they all come together.60 

Neukölln as a whole is one of the few districts that has not been hit as hard 
by the school crisis, but locally there is an urgent need for elementary 
schools. This is foremost in the northern inner city part of the district 
and that area also lacks space for children to play on, be outside during 
their breaks or free time to engage with the city and nature (albeit urban 
nature). Two elementary schools on Thomasstraße, have to share a small 
school yard for example, they alternate breaks to make sure there is enou-
gh space for the children to play and explore. 
    
The lack of space for schools and for the children living in the dense nor-
thern part of Neukölln has led to the local administration looking for any 
space available fit for this purpose. The two schools on Thomasstraße are 
a great example, the Konrad-Agahd-Shule is about to get a school yard 
on the preparation area of the St. Thomas Cemetery across the street and 
the Peter-Petersen-Schule will eventually get a new school building. The 
new school building will be on, for some an unconventional spot, the 
former cemetery Neue. St. Jacobi on the other side of Hermannstraße, 
planned building start is 2021. Once this building is completed Kon-
rad-Aghad-schule can extend into the building that is currently occupied 
by the Peter-Petersen-Schule.62 

Neue St. Jacobi cemetary
Neue St. Jacobi cemetary
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there are
220

cemeteries
in Berlin

39
are

inactive,
another 

27
have inactive

sections.65

The partitioning of the Neue St. Jacobi according to the IFEK [22]

The ‘pre-design’ released by HOWOGE in November 2019 [23]

Air image of Neue St. Jacobi [21]

In a constantly densifying city with shrinking land to build on, these types 
of common ground are getting more and more attention and so there are 
many claims to the Neue St. Jacobi cemetery. As a pocket of green  it is 
a rare spot in the dense northern part of Neukölln, with lush trees and 
a high biodiversity many would like to preserve it but the owner, Evan-
gelische Friedhofsverband, can’t afford to maintain it. Together with the 
municipality and the urban planning firm Stattbau they have come up 
with a long term development plan for the Jacobi and the other ceme-
teries on Hermannstraße, the plan is called IFEK (Integrated Cemetery 
Development Concept). This plan earmarks the former prep-area of the 
Neue St. Jacobi for the building of infrastructure, preferably a school but 
also potentially for housing.63 
 
For now, the space is being maintained by Prinzessinnengärten, one of 
Berlin’s largest Urban Gardening collectives, who in return can operate 
their projects here for the next 30 years. Their core idea is to bring people 
from the neighbourhood together, garden and teach them about urban 
food production, biodiversity and climate protection and to develop a fu-
ture-oriented urban lifestyle. They already are planting produce, holding 
bees and preparing soil on various locations on the cemetery. They also 
have a cafe close to the street and are planning numerous other activities, 
like a restaurant and a project pavilion for the school classes they work 
with.64

The back of the cemetery, towards Oderstrasse, is today inhabited by a 
collective of rolling homes, Wagenburg in German. They were allowed on 
to this space in the early 90s when they were removed from their original 
plot close to Potsdamer Platz and were allowed to stay until further notice 
for a small amount rent. Once the preparation to build on this section of 
the cemetery starts, they will be evicted.

As mentioned in the previous section HOWOGE is being commissioned 
to build schools around the city, and Neue St. Jacobi has been discussed 
as a future location for an elementary and secondary school. The circu-
mstances have not been completely cleared yet though and are currently 
still unclear. This because the ground belong to the original owner, the 
Friedhofsverband, and the district wants to own the ground before bu-
ilding on it. Once the grounds are in the hands of the district, they will 
commission HOWOGE to build the school who will in turn rent it back 
to the district. Not only because this process seems complicated has it 
received criticism but also because HOWOGE has an interest in the de-
signated housing area, one they have been promised in return for the bu-
ilding of the school. Fear of rising rents and developments right outside 
their windows have made the neighbours and surrounding communities 
protest the plans.66
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38 % of the cildren come 
from low income families

64 % of the children 
come from non-german 

speaking households

Peter-Petersen-schule

Compared to most other public elementary schools in northern Neukölln 
the Peter-Petersen-Schule (PPS) is a bit different. First of all, they don’t 
have a catchment area, the school across the yard is responsible for that 
area of the district. That means that children from the entire northern 
part of Neukölln can go to this school. Secondly, they have chosen a dif-
ferent educational method and are working according to the so called 
Jenaplan-method, a method developed by the namesake of the school and 
will be explained more detailed in the next section. It has attained the 
status of being a Unesco Project School meaning they have a strong em-
phasis on democracy and human rights.67

Even considering the somewhat different parameters, the school is still a 
mirror of the Neukölln community and 64 % of the children come from 
non-german speaking households and 38 % come from families with low 
income. One class of 25 children can hold as many as 14 native languages 
and most pupils are bi- if not also trilingual. The school has about 300 
pupils, 30 teachers and educators. It splits its classes into ‘small’ and ‘big’ 
groups meaning children in grade 1-3 are grouped in one class and grade 
4-6 in another. According to the Jenaplan-method this gives children the 
chance to grow and learn at their own tempo and seldomly is a child 
forced to stay back a year.68 

Peter-Petersen-Schule, exterior
Peter-Petersen-Schule, interior
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Jenaplan-method

“Und wenn irgend etwas nicht so ist, wie es sein sollte, 

so bringt man die Sache vor den “Kreis”, da sagt man 

sich ganz ehrlich die Wahrheit. Strafen von seiten des 

Lehrers sind nicht nötig. Man hält aufeinander, auf die 

Gruppe, auf die Schule, Selbständigkeit, Liebe, Gemein-

sinn wächst hier. Es sind Kinder aller Schichten, aus den 

verschiedensten Elternhäusern und Schulen zusam-

men, und sie fühlen sich als Einheit, obwohl sie erst ein 

Jahr zusammen sind.” 73

- Bericht einer Mutter, 1926

This educational method was developed by Peter Petersen at the univer-
sity of Jena in the 1920s. He was a professor in educational science and 
responsible for the test school at the Faculty, the school is also where he 
started and tested his methods. The method set out to be a general ‘peo-
ples school’ in which the teachers  should instruct the children to become 
practical, open-minded and communicative people, instead of teaching 
them the classical academic courses.70

The basic forms of learning according to the Jenaplan-method - Teaching, 
Conversation, Play and Celebration - structure the weekly and annual 
rhythm of the school. Except for the four pillars the method is also cente-
red around independent and collective learning, learning by doing, com-
munal life and a shared responsibility between parents, children, teachers 
and community.71

Teaching is meant as the basic form of learning at school and is structu-
red differently with individual, partner and group work, free work phases, 
and weekly work schedules as part of the teaching program.

Conversation is the basic manner in which coexistence is manifested in 
a communal school: the weekly introduction in a circle is used to report 
weekend experiences, talk about problems or about the planning of the 
week is just one example. Additionally round table discussions, debates 
and meditation are part of the everyday life at a Jenaplan-school.

Play is considered an essential part of learning and life in school, thus it 
should have a permanent place in the everyday teaching. 

Celebration is the fourth basic element of coexistence and learning in a 
Jenaplan school and has a high priority. The end of the week, seasonal ce-
lebrations, birthdays etc are celebrated in small groups or with the whole 
school, the organisation and performing at the events are also considered 
important. 

The basic four pillars have remained the same and the modern day Je-
naplan-method is openly based on Peter Petersen’s concepts but its practi-
tioners have added another 20 basic principles and its continuously upda-
ted according to current knowledge of education and teaching.72

The basic educational goal of the PPS is the development of each student’s 
individual personality and empowerment for community action based on 
human rights. They have put an educational emphasis on the environ-
ment, democracy, media and sustainability. The pupils become familia-
rised to these themes in various projects, workshops and activities where 
they have to work with each other, their environment and with people 
from outside the school.69

JenaPLan PiLLars

WORK

PLAY CELEBRATION

CONVERSATION



ParticiPation
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Methods & Process

“Cities have the capability of providing something for everybody, only becau-

se, and only when, they are created by everybody.” 74  

- Jane Jacobs, urbanist

Infortmation to parents
or community

Materials for
Handicraft

Suitable for
Children

Suitable for
Adults

Time needed,
in minutes

Written documentation
/ Protocoll

Camera

Images 

Building materials

Other materials

From the beginning it was clear that the classic architectural process, also 
used for the design of schools, was not something for us. Analysing the 
urban planning off the site, dealing with building regulations, municipa-
lities and investors before asking users what their point of view was on the 
matter was never a plausible pathway we wanted to undertake. We felt it 
was necessary from the very beginning to try to find a system that could 
not only solve the spatial problem short term, but that, after questioning 
the whole process, could connect the users and all the actors involved and 
create a design process that would lead to a space and neighbourhood 
everyone would like to live and invest in. Thats why we saw a potential 
in the Participation Action Research method and after months of resear-
ching and understanding the problems related to growing up in a dense 
city and in the german school system we decided to take the next step and 
go in to the participational part of our thesis. 

The first step was undoubtedly to ask ourselves what our role is and what 
influence we, as professionals, want to have on a community of people. 
Architecture is a very broad theme and can be used in many different 
ways to improve or even, hopefully less frequently, make situations wor-
se. In this regard, much of our research had been focused on trying to 
understand which of the different approaches offered by architecture we 
wanted to use. It was at this point that we began to wonder whether this 
situation was really so unilateral. Does the children and inhabitants of a 
community the ones that have to learn to use the spaces that architects 

use or should the architects be the ones to ask, listen and learn from the 
future users, in this case the children? 

During one of our interviews with the dean and teachers of the Peter-Pe-
tersen-Schule we were offered to work with the children at their school. 
This school has been waiting for a new school building for 15 years and 
are now the ones intended to move into the new school on the Neue St. 
Jacobi. Unfortunately they have not been involved very much in the plan-
ning of the building and have very little information about the amount of 
involvement they will have. It was at this very moment that we realised 
how necessary it was, even before designing a school, to change the sy-
stem with which schools are designed. 

For the school our workshops would be a way to include some of the 
needs and desires of the children in the future planning of their school 
and for us it was a great way to try out our knowledge and process. We be-
gan to think about how best to include children in a process from which 
they are normally excluded. Our extensive research about participation 
in architecture to organise different methods into workshops fit for the 
different age categories of the children we worked with.

Methods and tools are ways too, in a creative way ask 
users about their needs and desires. They are meant to 
challenge the participants and spark their imagination 
so that even unconscious needs might be expressed. 
They differ in time, effort and preparation and are more 
or less suitable for different situations and can be com-
bined into workshops. The following pages contain our 
method cards. 

Each card has all the information needed to be able 
to organise and conduct one of the methods or tools. 
On the left hand side are facts to what is required, such 
as materials, preparation etc, to be able to execute the 
method in question. The key for the different symbols 
you find here to the left. On the righthand side of the 
cards the process is described with more detail, inclu-
ding alterations or versions that could work better with 
different groups of children or people. The text is sepa-
rated in the following categories:
•	 Information
•	 Preparation
•	 Procedure 
•	 Documentation / Evaluation
•	 Variations / Advice

Methods & tools
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Masterthesis Project
Nicole Isa Cipollini & Laila Kuchinke Palmarini
with Prof. Eike Roswag and his tveam
October 2019 [24]

60

60

CoLLAgINg your wAy To sCHooL

DocumentationPreparation MaterialsParticipantsTimeSession

2.

3.

1.

This is two tools combined into a workshop, a classical map-
ping of the neighbourhood and the way the user moves in it 
and creating collages as a tool to spark the users imagination. 
On the one hand it’s a practical tool to see the city and the way 
to school from the child’s perspective and on the other hand 
it’s a playful way to get the children to tell their wishes and 
needs for their experiences in the city.

Disposable cameras for each participant
scissors, glue and paper 
letter to the parents informing them of the workshop

The workshop is split in two units: The first one is to explain the 
exercise and answer any questions the children might have. 
The instructions are to take photos of anything they find inter-
esting, hard, funny, anxious or strange. They can photograph 
places, streets, objects or voids, and they can photograph these 
things however they would like, its completely free as long as 
in the urban space they move in, preferably on their way to or 
from school. After a week the cameras are handed in and the 
pictures developed before the next session. 

At the second meeting the users are asked to briefly describe 
their process and show 1-2 of their favourite pictures.Then 
the participants are handed a piece  of paper, scissors and 
glue and asked to college their fantasy or ideal walk to school. 
During this process the moderator(s) can walk around and talk, 
ask for some stories and get to hear more experiences from 
the first part of workshop. 

This workshop visualises the neighbourhood and makes it 
easier to compare and talk about. It also makes clear where 
or what problems children encounter and the basic needs or 
solutions can be discussed directly with them. 

To make it easier to visualise where the school is in relation 
to the neighbourhood or where the children live, a larger map 
can be printed and used to map the school way.
Instead of individual collages, all participants can create one 
large one on a map of the neighbourhood. 
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Masterthesis Project
Nicole Isa Cipollini & Laila Kuchinke Palmarini
with Prof. Eike Roswag and his tveam
October 2019

6090

CoLLAgINg  THE ATHMosPHErE
DocumentationPreparation MaterialsParticipantsTimeSession

2.

3.

1.

[25]

[26] [27]

Drawing or collaging an atmosphere is an easy way to inspire 
kids through science to express their imaginary worlds. 

Collect pictures of different natural areas, different textures, 
places and phenomenon and sort them into different atmo-
spheres or colours schemes. Paper, pencils, crayons and other 
drawing materials are required.

The teacher or moderator tells stories or facts about the dif-
ferent pictures and the phenomena or places rapresented 
on them. The children can also add their own experiences or 
knowledge.

All the children are then allowed to take inspiration, cut the pic-
tures and create collages or draw their imaginary worlds and 
places. Once they are done, every child present their drawing 
and tell the story and the imagination behind it. 

The pictures can be hung up next to the collages of images 
and serve as an exhibition and a place to keep talking about 
imaginary worlds. 

The stories and imaginations told after the exercise can be col-
lected and narrowed down to key words and feelings. These 
can be used in the design process together with the drawings 
from the kids. 

The images can be used as a way to talk about science and na-
ture in class and teaching. 

To give the exercise more variation different image collection 
can be made and the participating children can choose one of 
the collections. For example images with different colours, el-
ements or temperatures. This would also make it possible for 
the faster children to make a second drawing. 
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Masterthesis Project
Nicole Isa Cipollini & Laila Kuchinke Palmarini
with Prof. Eike Roswag and his tveam
October 2019

30901.

2.

3.

DocumentationPreparation MaterialsParticipantsTimeSession

CrEATE your owN sCHooL PArAdIsE

[28]

[30][29]

This workshop is accessible for numerous different ages and 
groups. In a playful and fun way the participant can tell their 
needs and maybe fantasies of what they would like for the 
space or a new building. 

Gather material and images that are not architectural or are 
smilingly mundane.
Glue, scissors, carton, boxes etc.

Each participant collects 5-10 images or materials in which they 
find an atmospheric feeling. They then organise them in rela-
tion to each other, start cutting out the parts they find essential 
an placing them so that an atmosphere of choice is empha-
sised. Making the images more tangible by folding, crumple or 
ripping them is also possible, what ever the participant want to 
convey their image or effect. 
Before the images and materials are glued together it’s a good 
thing to ask the participants to test and control their world: are 
the images, in relation to each other, communicating the quali-
ty they want them to? If not, add an image and then glue them 
together on a  piece of carton or in a box. 

Once the collage is finished its important to give the work a 
title and a short description. Each participant are welcomed 
to present and describe their work with it discuss what these 
different qualities and atmosphere might have for an impact 
on a space or rooms.

The imagined world and the story told around it can be used to 
find out the participants wishes, both spatial and programatic. 
These wishes can be then be used as a guideline in the design 
and planing process. 

This tool can be practised as a 2D- on a paper or piece of carton 
or in a box as a 3D version. 

Any materials can be used and a theme can be decided on the 
materials, like only recycled or found materials can be used. 
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DocumentationPreparation MaterialsParticipantsTimeSession

2.

3.

1.

[31]

[33][32]

guIdEd Tour THrougH sCHooL

Mapping the space where the children spend most of time of 
their days can be an important tool to understand not only the 
space itself but also how each person uses it and maybe what 
it’s lacking. 

This tool doesn’t need much preparation, if wanted disposable 
cameras can be handed out to the children. Decide on a frame-
work for the tour, are the children going to show you through 
their favourite spots or is the theme rather that they show how 
their day proceeds through the building.

The moderator or planer lets one, two or a small group of chil-
dren take them through the building, the children shows their 
favourite places, places they might find peculiar or whatever 
comes in to their mind. 

On each special spot or places where you stop the child can 
take a photo and briefly tell their feelings, experiences or wish-
es around the place.  

The stories and comments can be documented, written down 
together with pictures and or drawings. 
If possible mapping how the children move in the building is a 
great tool for further design and planing processes. This would 
require a floorpan of the building and marking your way when 
going around. 

This method can be used with teenagers but on a larger city 
scale, they can show around the neighbourhood and what they 
experience in their everyday life. 
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[34]

[35]

sTroLLINg THrougH THE ‘KIEZ’

1.

2.

3.

DocumentationPreparation MaterialsParticipantsTimeSession According to Strollogy, the science behind the reflected stroll, 
a stroll where you start reflecting on the neighbourhood but 
also on the perception of the neighbourhood a way to enhance 
the awareness of the small social structures and see it from a 
different perspective. In this case it is also about examine the 
building site, figuring out who has claims to it and what quali-
ties it has/brings. 

Normally the walk is done without preparation but if there is 
a time pressure it is a good idea to scout out the route before-
hand and prepare with needed materials like sketchpads and 
pens.  

Walking from the children from the school to the site, already 
on the way start chatting about places they might know or have 
stories about. Once on the site the group can walk around as a 
whole or be split into smaller groups to examine the site prop-
erly, take notes, photos and make sketches. 

As an added method, each small group can take the rest 
around their found spots and places they noticed and so give 
short guided tours. 

All images, sketches and stories can be collected and bundled 
to a catalogue for the site.
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worLd CAFÈ

1.

2.

3.

DocumentationPreparation MaterialsParticipantsTimeSession This is a discussion tool to share knowledge and discuss differ-
ent topic in different and rotating groups. 

Each theme needs a moderator who should be prepared on 
the theme and able to start a discussion. It also needs materi-
als for documentation like paper, pens, posits, little cards etc.

The method and themes are briefly explained and then 
the group split into smaller groups and go to the according 
themes. A timer is set on 10 - 15 minutes and the groups starts 
discussions. When the time rings everyone changes place and 
theme, going to the next one they are interested in. This way 
the groups are always mixing in new ways and everyone gets 
to discuss each topic. 

Once everyone has been at each table or theme the moder-
ators hold a short presentation about what’s been discussed 
and the outcome of each theme.  

All produced materials should be documented. The groups can 
also choose to try and condense the information accumulated 
and/or prioritise the themes.
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Part of the process timeline, highlighting the workshops

Once we had our methods and tools decided to combine them into  dif-
ferent workshop formats that would fit the different groups. Many of our 
chosen methods we derived from ‘Baupiloten’, whom we mention in the 
Research section of this book. We choose to do so because they are one 
of the more experienced firms for participation in Berlin, many of their 
methods have been tested in numerous different projects and planning 
processes. We also consulted with another firm who has wide experience 
with citizen participation, Nonconform. They often conduct intense wor-
kshop formats over numerous days in areas or villages that are about to 
be redeveloped or have something new built there. These two firms have 
different approaches and work on different types of projects but have both 
been an inspiration to us and based on the knowledge we gained from 
them.

In dialog with Nonconform we brainstormed and created workshop for-
mats that could challenge the children to break out of the set norms and 
conventions of a school. These ideas were the basis for the workshops 
we tested and then narrowed down to the four formats we used at the 
Peter-Petersen-Schule.

We planned the workshops so that they were fairly open and flexible, wi-
thout a strict time plan. Most of all we felt it necessary to be able to chan-
ge them on spot if something wasn’t working or the children were more 
interesting in certain aspects of the workshop.

We worked with many classes and groups but closely and repeatedly with 
two groups of children. The class 1.6 with whom we held the monster and 
show box workshops was the younger group (ages 6-8). The other was 
during the workshop-hours for the older kids (age 9-11) where we got to 
work with a group of 12 children continuously for 4 consecutive weeks. 
The following pages describe the process and documentation of the diffe-
rent workshops and how we conducted them.
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doCu
M E N T
ATIoN

Timeline Jan/Feb2020

1st, 2nd, 
3rd class

23.
01

Collaging 
atmo-

spheres

Building 
imaginaries 

schools

Building 
imaginaries 

schools

16.
01

30.
01

23.
01

The children are 
asked to collage 
a world for their 
monster with dif-
ferent patterend 

paper.

A classroom in a 
shoebox

A classroom in a 
shoebox
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16.
01

Collaging
atmospheres

This workshop was carried out with three different classes of 
circa 25 kids, in the age range of 6 - 8 years old.
We started the workshop with a chair circle and asked each 
person to say their name. We made a little introduction to what 
we were going to do: make a collage on an A4 with three pictu-
res chosen from one colour pile. The images were organised 
in red, green and blue and all featured natural phenomenon.

We then told all the kids to pick a little monster out of our bag. 
Once everyone had a monster they had to name them and say 
their favourite food and favourite colour going around the cir-
cle. The children were then asked to pick their three images 
and make a dream school for their monster. 

The results varied and some children directly had a vision, some 
needed more help or didn’t know where to start. Some chil-
dren made a collage larger than their given A4 or drew instead 
of cutting up the images. At the end we had a little presentation 
or a ‘Museumsgang’ in which everyone walked around, looking 
at the pieces, followed by a little Q and A time. 
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23-
30.
01

Building
imaginary 
classrooms

To be able to ask the kids further and challenge them to a 
much more spatial task we conducted a shoe box workshop 
with one of the young classes of 25, children aged 6-8. They 
were all asked to bring a shoe box or equivalent from home 
but also to bring things that normally would be thrown away, 
like little plastic boxes, fruit nets or papers. We had also brou-
ght the materials from the previous workshop and plenty of 
other items of waste. 
We asked the children to build their dream school or dream 
classroom for them or/and for their monsters from the last 
workshop. Some choose to build a home for their pet lizard 
or create numerous adjoining rooms. Most children had a full 
story in their head of what they were building. We had balco-
nies, flower gardens, classrooms, hiding spots, skate parks, 
labyrinths, slides, pools and surprisingly many rubbish bins.
Once they finished their boxes, we asked them to write a title 
for their box and three descriptive words on a little sign that 
would be displayed with the boxes. With varying ability to wri-
te some children drew the floor plan or the different feelings 
that their box gave them. The boxes were then displayed in the 
glass vitrine outside of the classroom.
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4th, 5th, 6th
class

Timeline Jan/Feb2020

Mapping 
the 

school

Building 
imaginary 

schools

Building 
imaginary 

schools

Building 
imaginary 

schools

16.
01

13.
02

30.
01

23.
01

Tour of the best 
and the worst 
places of the 

scool guided by 
the children. 
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16.
01

Mapping the
school

For the first meeting with the group of 12 children we planned 
to get to know them first, by trying to figure out what they like 
or dislike about their school. We met in an empty classroom and 
in a circle, sitting on the floor, we had a short introduction, got 
to know each other and the children got to ask all the questions 
they had about the workshop, the new school, us and archi-
tecture in general.
We then started the task which was that each participant should 
show the group a place in the school they disliked and descri-
be why. We also ask that they mark it with a pink post-it and 
take a photo with a disposable camera. Once everyone had 
shown their spot this was done again but with positive spaces 
and green post-its. The children were free to mark any spot and 
go anywhere except into classrooms with running activities. 
The process turned out a little more chaotic with the full group 
walking to different places together and marking whatever they 
did or did not like in the building.
Once done with the tours and marking, we went back to the 
classroom and started to delve into the children’s thoughts. We 
listed the good and bad features, things that the children wished 
for in their school and what kind of rooms are important. This 
was to be the basis for the next workshop.



84 85

Heating is good
Informationboard is great!!

Really nice secretary / A    for everyone
Everything you need!

Plants
Sand is unnecessary

Need new benches
The football goals are to small

Furniture is old and broken
BAD - there are no swings

Broken decoration
Bad

Computer room is to small
Its smells like cheese feet

Computers are old and to few
Paintings are old and non-symmetrical

Good!
Space to relax

Bad
Closed a lot

Good
To little books and space for books

BAD

Good to have a library

GOOD 

16.
01

The Peter-Petersen-Shule with the notes and the paths the children made on their tour through school
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WISHES

Food bar
Different and seperate buildings

Terrace

Elevator

Electronical day

More needle trees

Snack automates

Modern school building

More breaks

Smart boards in all class rooms

Barefoot - no shoe policy

More play

Big classrooms
Mediation room

Library

Snack room

Pool

Cinema 

Art room

Large school yard

Relaxing space

Riding stables

Basement  / Storage

Exhibition space

Phone & chewing gum corner

Cafeteria

Creative room

Inside space for breaks

Proper and clean toilets
(with 4-layered toilet paper)

ROOMS & SPACES
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23.
01

Building 
imaginary
schools

Seeing that the group is very motivated and rather interested 
in building models we decided to let them build different parts 
of the school. As an introduction we brought examples and re-
ferences, we also talked about scale and answered questions 
about the cemetery where the new school will be built. We had 
also added rooms to the list the children made, rooms for tea-
chers, functional rooms like kitchens and storage. 

With three groups they split the most essential rooms between 
them:
Group 1: Library & toilets
Group 2: Swimming hall, creative room & classrooms
Group 3: Gym hall, auditorium & classrooms

They all started with a baseplate and pre-cut walls, most of 
them already with a clear picture of what the rooms should 
look like. The focus was on furniture and details, less on the 
spatial and rooms. Group 1 focused a lot on the toilets whereas 
group 2 started building rooms and made decisions on how to 
organise them.
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13.
02

Building 
imaginary
schools

The result
It was important that we didn’t over-structure the workshops. 
When we noticed that the children were very interested and 
happy to build models, completely getting lost in the small de-
tails, we sort of just let them go. We decided to let them build 
on the schools for the length of 2.5 workshops and instead tri-
ed to help them with references, scale calculations and inspira-
tion along the way. 
In the end, just as with any architectural project, time was 
scarce and the models had to be finished quickly but we ma-
naged to put them together and talk about them as one buil-
ding. In a circle we all described what we had liked and lear-
ned from the workshop and what the model could be used for. 
The reflections from the children were positive and they had 
enjoyed it, got a taste of what it means to be an architect and 
how complex a school building actually is. 

The final 3 floors of the model included:
Group 1: Toilets, Relaxing room with a fountain, library with no 
shelves, books are in large heaps.
Group 2: Swimming pool, changing rooms, large hallways with 
lockers and classroom for a sport class.
Group 3: Gym hall, auditorium, entrance with information and 
a play hall.
Group 4: Classrooms with inspirational pizza and drinks.
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reflections

space, Bright 
rooms, no long 

corridors, 
clustered 

rooms, more 
work and 

communal 
space 

-
expressed

desires from 
the teachers

100 % of the asked tea-
chers found the format 
suitable to ask children 

about their desires 

100 % of the asked 
teachers think it is 

important to involve 
children in th eplanning 

of schools

As seen in this chapter we conducted weekly participatory workshops 
with the children at the Peter-Petersen-Schule (PPS) during January 2020. 
In total we worked with about 90 children in different constellations and 
age groups. Each of the workshops brought us varying results and the dif-
ferences between the groups of children were evident from the beginning, 
some groups were more involved and motivated, some were creative and 
extrovert and others were more reserved and hesitant. These characteri-
stics were just as true for the groups as a whole as it was for the individuals 
in the group and it was one of the biggest surprises to us, not being used 
to work with children, that theses characteristics and the expectations on 
them were already very defined and present in such young children. 

Thanks to all these differences we achieved a wide range of outcomes, 
all with incredible potential. To make it easier to document and for us 
to be able to remember all the incredible stories and worlds the children 
had created we asked each child to describe their work with 3 words that 
best illustrate the atmosphere and environment that it created. We asked 
them to do so for each collage and the shoe boxes and collected a very 
long list of words that actually give a close representation of what types 
of environments these children wish for. We have gathered images with 
their respective description in Appendix II and III, the originals were all 
hung up in the class rooms or exhibitioned in the school. One of the big-
gest differences we observed was the difference between the children of 
6-8 years and the 9-11 year olds. While the younger children had no great 
difficulty in letting their imagination run wild and thinking of an ideal 

school that was fun, a bit utopian and out of rules, the older children had 
several difficulties of stepping out of the conventional picture of what a 
school should be like. The workshops we did with the younger children 
were often just one lesson but with the older children we got to work with 
a smaller group of only 12 children during their so called workshop-time 
once a week. Part of the Jenaplan-method is that the children should have 
free work and choice of what they want to delve deeper into. At the PPS 
this is organised in workshops were the older children can choose from 
different themes and workshops to do every Thursday and ours was of-
fered as one of them (along with circus gymnastics, arts, movie making 
etc).

From the very beginning this group was highly motivated and involved 
(especially since we discovered that ¾ of the parents are architects!) and 
all participants expressed several times the joy of having time to be creati-
ve, which they said they didn’t do often at school. Despite this initial mo-
tivation, on several occasions we realised that the implicit rules imposed 
by the urban reality they live in had already defeated their imagination. 
The attempt to achieve a practical and realistic result often prevailed over 
their own fantasy and instead of a slightly crazy or imaginative, if even 
utopian, school we often found ourselves in front of a very realistic archi-
tectural model similar to ones we have made ourselves numerous times. 
This also made it clear that we had ourselves gone into the workshops 
with expectations and desires to step out of that very realistic and stylistic 
architectural model-making and view on a building. Except the fact that 
architects have to take building codes, engineering and high functionality 
into account we realised that we also often get stuck in reality and practi-
cality of a building. 

We asked ourselves how long does our mind remain open to our own 
imagination and to the possibilities of different realities and when does 
it conform to the system by accepting the rules as they are? And what is 
our role in participation, did we steer too little and should have pushed 
through these conventions and social constructions with different types 
of methods or workshops? The workshops were still really fun and in-
teresting, if nothing else on a social and psychological level to see how 
fast children become pre-teens and how they are already trying to forge 
their own will and code of conduct within the framework that society and 
school has given them. 

Even if we didn’t build a complete utopian school model were the only 
way into the building is with a sling shot from the neighbouring roof with 
this group we still learned and realised a lot about ourselves, our role as 
architects and the immense impact the social, cultural and conventional 
expectations have on us all, and from an early age at that. The group gave 
us much of the realistic answers we then were able to convert into the 
room program in our translation but they also provoked us to start thin-
king more about how and to what extent children can be involved in the 
planning process of schools.



94 95

Masterthesis Project
Nicole Isa Cipollini & Laila Kuchinke Palmarini
with Prof. Eike Roswag and his tveam
October 2019

HIdINg, Cosy, swINgINg, JuMPINg, swIMMINg, rELAXINg, rELAXINg, rELAXINg, 

sKATINg, PLAyINg, PLAyINg, EATINg, EXPLorINg, EXPLorINg, BIrd wATCHINg, 

BouNCINg, CLIMBINg, oBsErVINg, HIdINg, sLIdINg, sLEEPINg, rEAdINg, roAM-

INg, soFT, suNNy, wArM, CoLourFuL, ProTECTEd, Cosy, LIgHT, sNowy, QuIET, 

CALM, BLuE, PrETTy, HoT, CuddLy, CooL, FuN, sTorMy, TrEE, sTArs, BrIdgE, soFT 

BEd, soFT BEd, LAddEr, CAVE, sALAMI PIZZA, MusHrooM, FLowErs, Food, FrIENds, 

FAMILy, rosE BEd, TENT-sCHooL, BoAT, TrAMPoLINE, HorsE, sLIdE, HousE, swINg, 

wHALE, TuNNEL, grAss, FLowEr HousE, dINosAur, CoCooN, sANd, TowEr, FIrE, 

PooL, rIVEr, LAKE, sTorM, sPACE, HoME, HoME, ForEsT, wATEr FALL, gArdEN, sKy, 

ICE, FIELd, HIdINg, sLIdINg, TrEE, CAVE, LAKE, HIdINg, wArM, CAVE, LAKE, swIM-

MINg, wArM, PooL, TuNNEL, sLEEPINg, Cosy, PrETTy, sLEEPINg, HIdINg, ProTECT-

Ed, Cosy, CoLourFuL, sLIdE, HousE, sPACE, LAKE, PooL, Cosy, QuIET, CoLourFuL, 

LIgHT, BrIdgE, Cosy, HoME, oBsErVINg, suNNy, sTArs, LAddEr, HoME, sTorM, rE-

LAXINg, wArM, TuNNEL, Cosy, sLIdINg, wArM, HIdINg, rELAXINg, PLAyINg, sLId-

INg, TrEE, sPACE, Cosy, FrIENds, HoME, Food, TuNNEL, soFT, FrIENds, LAKE, CAVE, 

rIVEr, rELAXINg, Cosy, sTArs, BrIdgE, TrAMPoLINE, suNNy, HoME, FAMILy, FLow-

Ers, PooL, LIgHT, BrIdgE, ProTECTEd, HousE, gArdEN, sKy, BLuE, grAss, HorsE



96 97

Matrix of Learning

The workshops produced a tremendous amount of material and we ne-
eded to figure out a methodical way to  handle all the results. We started 
sorting through the descriptive words the children had used to see what 
might be more predominate or important. This process formed 5 clear 
categories: movements, atmospheres, objects, nature and connections. 
Each of them are mostly derived from the results, although in some cases 
we added what we observed during the workshops and described in the 
children’s presentations of their creations. We visualised all the words and 
categories and created a large chart - The Learning Landscape Matrix. 
(see next page for an image).

Even with the categories we started asking ourselves how do we translate 
it, or what can we do with the massive amount of materials the children 
gave us. The older children had given us a list of rooms or spaces they 
wanted and saw fit for a school. We wanted to develop something where 
we could use the spaces given and add on the different things that the 
young children had wished for. We started looking at different methods 
on how to create a concept and viable solution when you have many op-
tions or alternatives. We stumbled across a method most engineers use 
when they have to explore possible solutions to multi-dimensional and 
complex problems, the morphological analysis. This method tries to solve 
the issue by listing all the alternatives in different categories in a chart. 
Then you go through the table by choosing one component in each ca-
tegory, creating a concept or solution that might be more or less viable. 

For example: simplified a car needs to fulfil the following functions; be 
powered, brake and contain people or load. For each of theses functions 
there are numerous alternatives and components and they are therefo-
re listed under each function. While considering how you would like to 
construct your car, you go through each category (and of course theses 
categories are not as simple as an engine) and choose the type of engine, 
braking system and car frame you need. You end up with either one or 
more solutions that you can then keep working at. 

We thought this was something we could use to narrow down and create 
concepts for different spaces in the school. We would take one of the ro-
oms listed by the older kids and then go through our matrix and match it 
with movements, atmospheres and so on fit for the space. The ‘problem’ 
is that architecture is not engineering and one option seldom rules out 
others, architecture is much more about experience and multi-functio-
nality than to find one or more viable solutions. Architecture is on many 
levels problem-solving but with this project is was never our main goal. 
We wanted to create a space and a tool with which children have the right 
to express their needs and desires for the buildings they spend time in. 
Further we wanted to steer away from the strict requirements and codes 
and leave a space open for imagination. 

Our intention  with the matrix was to find a way in which the younger 
children could mix their fantasy with the reality of a space (from the 
older kids list) while the older children could fill their real spaces with 
the fantasies things the younger had imagined. We realised we needed 
something much more tangible and hands on and decided to make the 
Matrix of Learning tridimensional.

Example of a morphological chart for a vegetable collection system [23]

Matrix
-

(Mathematics)
collection of 

numbers 
arranged in 

rows and 
collumns.75
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Fig 30 - Matrix of Learning, results from the participational workshops. See Appendix IV for full poster
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Learning Landscapes

It was important to us to not let all the answers and desires we collected 
from the children end up in a book, so we decided we needed to create so-
mething we could give back to the Peter-Petersen-Schule. Something they 
could actually use in a future planning process or just for fun as a game. 
The matrix of our results became our tool with which we tried to tell the 
outcomes of the workshops but we soon realised that it was too ‘flat’ to 
convey all the different atmospheres, feeling and fantasies the children 
had created and talked about. 

As soon as we started making small tridimensional models we realised it 
is a medium that the children were very excited about, so why not use it in 
participation. Models make it easier to visualise space and how things are 
connected. Most people are not trained to read drawings but even young 
children can comprehend a spacial model. The other advantage of models 
is that you can keep it abstract enough to make sure that the fantasy of 
the participants can flow freely. At the same time a model makes it easy to 
imagine how the created atmospheres and spaces could be translated into 
rooms and buildings which also teaches the participants about the archi-
tectural design process. So we created the Learning Landscape Toolbox.

The toolbox is a game designed to involve the community in the pro-
cess of designing a learning landscape. The decision not to use the term 
“school” is not accidental. During the design of this game we decided 
to distance ourselves as much as possible from the paradigms imposed 

by the school directive both from a conceptual and from a constructive 
point of view. Not because we are against these paradigms, but rather to 
leave the participants the freedom to express their desires without being 
too influenced by preconceptions about school buildings. The toolbox is 
designed to be a key part in the early stages of the design process, not only 
Phase 0. We hope that it can be used by the architects, planners, users 
and other potential actors as a tool to develop the learning landscape du-
ring the initial design phases. With the game each participant can clearly 
express their wishes and hopes for the new building.

contents

MOVEMENTS

These are the different movements children naturally 
do while playing or learning.

ATMOSPHERES
COSY

The atmosphere is what gives the room its charach-
ter. It can also be a way to organize the space, make 
compartments or create a flow. You can translate 
them litterally or more poetically. A bunch of pillars 
can feel like a forest!

OBJECTS

The objects can be litteral translation or transformed 
into furniture or play ground.
Maybe the whale is a balancing board!

NATURE

These are natural environment like trees and water 
that can be added features to your space. A little 
pond inside maybe?

CIRCULATION

The connections connect the rooms and the people 
in the school. Could you slide from the library down 
to the pool perhaps?

BLANKS

Do you think something is missing? there are blank 
cardsa and materials to produce movements, 
feelings, Objects and settings. See instructions on 
how to do so. 

CONNECTORS

The cubes are to make sure the structure stays stable 
and connects the different rooms together. 

COLOUMNS

The coloumns are there to create the structure 
around the rooms and have different lengths for you 
to freeely create different heights and witdths.

BASE PLATES

The base plates have different size and shape. You 
can combine the plates however you would like for 
your room. Vertikal, horisontal, a big room or a 
labyrinth, its up to you!

LEARNING LANDSCAPES - THE TOOL BOX

ASSEMBLY

CARDS

Use the cards to figure out what rooms are needed 
for a shool or learning space.

 

LIBRARY

SIZE: between 50 m2
2 and 200 m  

MOVEMENTS: pick 4

ATMOSPHERE: pick 4

OBJECTS: pick 6

SETTINGS: pick 2 

CONNECTORS: pick 2 

The contents of the box are; a deck of cards, cubes, sticks and platforms to 
create a structure, different objects and atmospheres to create the wishes 
for space, connections and nature to connect the different rooms. A closer 
description to the components and each category you will find below. All 
categories are based on the desires and imagination that emerged from 
the children’s creations during the workshops held in January 2020. 

Part of the rule book
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The deck of cards are based on the rooms and spaces that the children 
listed for a school and the add ons we know are needed in a building, even 
though it’s important we have chosen to not include spaces like storage or 
other utilities to keep the game somewhat abstract. They can loosely be 
translated as the room program for the model and the excessive building 
of it. Before the group starts playing, the deck can be sorted or selected 
in a way that fits the project in question. On each card the specific room 
is indicated with a suggestion regarding the size needed for it. Below the 
size are the different categories of objects and atmospheres and a sugge-
stion for how many of each can be used for the space.

To represent the notion of a building and to hold the different objects 
and atmospheres of the different spaces we have added a structural grid 
to the game. The choosing of a grid might seem contradictory to what we 
have been stating in our process, wanting the participational process to be 
completely open for the participant but after many trials we came to the 
conclusion that for this tridimensional game to be as open to interpreta-
tion as possible we needed a basic structural grid. We have been careful to 
keep it just that, a grid, and one flexible enough so that the person playing 

Welche verschiedenen Arten von Räum-
en sollten einbezogen werden? 
Sollte dieser Raum für die Öffentlichkeit 
zugänglich sein? 
Welche anderen Funktionen kann eine 
Bibliothek enthalten? (Computerraum, 
Mediathek, Ausstellungshalle, 
öffentliche Veranstaltungen...) 

GRÖßE: 50m2 bis 200m2

BEWEGUNG:  1 bis 4

ATMOSPHERE: 1 bis 4

OBJEKT: 1 bis 4

NATUR: frei wählbar

B I B L I O T H E K

cards

structure

the game has the freedom to create vertical, horizontal, open or closed 
spaces, regular or irregular but it stays stable and is easy to assemble.

The basic grid is based on a standard 5x5 m and scaled in 1:50 making it 
10x10 cm in reality. We do not believe that the scale is an important factor 
for children or players in general, but it was important for us to maintain 
harmonic proportions and to keep a distant connection to reality. The 
connecting element, the wooden cube, is the only element that always 
maintains the same size. The 2x2 cm cube allows you to create both hori-
zontal and vertical connections by plugging in sticks of different lengths, 
these sticks can be 5, 10, 20 or 30 cm depending on the spaces you want 
to create. 

To create rooms or floors we decided to use platforms that you can hook 
onto sticks with metal rings. This gives the impression that the platforms 
are floating in the grid, in order to create a system that has spatial quali-
ties whilst at the same time does not limit the freedom of the player. The 
standard platforms follow the grid size of 10x10 cm but we have also ad-
ded platforms with other dimensions and shapes like triangular, quarter 
circles and the ‘mega’-plattform to generate larger open spaces (it would 
correspond to about 100 m2 in reality) for a library, canteen or a gym. 
Theoretically there is no spatial limitation for the different rooms and en-
vironments, but we have given suggestions on each corresponding card 
based on our general knowledge and the new Berlin regulations for scho-
ols. The intention is not to impose limits but to maintain a connection 
with reality and the urban scale. 

The first of the categories that the participant can choose items from are 
the ‘Movements’. These are movements that we found are necessary for 
children and their learning in our research but also the movements that 
the children mentioned. We considered it essential that the participants 
think about what type of movement will primarily happen in each spa-
ce and what they require when it comes to free space, furniture etc. The 
insertion of the movements and the silhouette representing them is not 
to be considered literal, the intention is above all to make players aware 
of the type of space needed based on the type of activity designed for the 
given environment. On the cards we gave an indicative number of move-
ments based on the square meters of a room. For example, rooms like the 
gym hall have more movements than a music room. 

Movements
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During the workshops this category turned out to be one of the most 
important factors for the designs that the children did. For them it was an 
easy way to express their ideas and desires, describing their design with 
words like cosy, colourful or warm which also made it easier for us to un-
derstand what they were trying to express. It was soon clear to us that be-
sides the furniture and objects in a room, the atmosphere is what is most 
important to the children and they describe it in a million different ways.

The mentioned words representing emotions, moods, atmospheric agents 
and sensations were all included in this category. We decided to tran-
slate these atmospheres into vertical dividers that can also be easily ho-
oked onto the sticks where they are wanted. To make sure they fit in the 
structure, they all adhere to the basic dimensions of the grid but beyond 
that are the most colourful, fun, and unpredictable parts of the game and 
can be used according to the participants own personal interpretation. 

One of the other main categories are the objects. This category is a col-
lection of all the things that the children built, drew, designed or descri-
bed. We wanted to stay abstract and yet avoid the game becoming solely 
about interior design. Therefore we consciously decided not to include 
standard furniture like chairs and tables. Instead the objects are random, 
some from fantasy and some more literal, like animals, clouds, flowers, 
all which contribute to the creation of an environment and atmospheres 
with their different spatial characteristics. In order to achieve this effect, 
which can then help the architect to translate these desires into a concrete 
and feasible space, many of the objects are over-scaled or taken out of 
their original context. 

We have grouped together a series of natural elements that can illustrate 
different scenarios including; trees, plants, watercourses, lakes, and mea-
dows. Although this category is very important, both from an architectu-
ral and spatial point of view as well as an educational point of view, it 
is perhaps the most difficult one to represent and imagine in an urban 

objects

nature

atmospheres

fun

cosy

soft

Bright

Every space needs to be connected in one way or another, to each other 
and/or to the outside world. The toolbox is designed in a way so that each 
participant or smaller group of participants creates a specific space, like a 
library or a classroom. Once everyone is finished with their space, they all 
need to be placed together or connected. 

The full group can decide which rooms to place where in relation to each 
other or in relation to the outside. Some rooms can be placed directly next 
to each other and the platforms just hooked on to the same sticks and 
others can be stapled to create multiple floors in the learning landscape. 
This creates a spatial and conceptual hierarchy and the group can then 
add a system of vertical and horizontal connections depending on what 
they find necessary. It is also important to remember the connection to 
the surrounding community and neighbourhood: how do you get into 
the landscape, maybe a catapult on the neighbouring rooftop.

Once again, we have tried to maintain a connection to urban reality but 
keep the distance to regulations and codes as much as possible. That me-
ans that next to stairs and elevators we have also added slides, swings, 
lianas, ladders, trampolines and bridges in this category.

context. We hope however that, with their imagination, participants can 
create scenarios of urban oases in which both children and adults can 
take refuge, have some quiet time and/or learn about urban production 
of vegetables etc. 

connections
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We are well aware that this game will bring an abundance of input, de-
scriptions and discussion, so much that the planning architect would ei-
ther have to remove themselves completely from the creations to be able 
to take note of everything or rely on their memory. To make the docu-
mentation (and later translation into design) of each game easier we have 
added report cards. These cards can be filled out by each participant after 
the game, they can note what objects, atmospheres and nature they might 
have used and add their thoughts and feelings about it.

report cards

No planning process is just like another, just like most con-
texts, surroundings and schools are like another.  For this 
reason there are blanks in each category so that the game 
can be added to or adjusted according to the project it is 
being used for. There are two ways of adding: the first one is 
that the architects starts a longer process and conduct wor-

kshops with the children, we used collages and modelling but this 
could be up to the respective architect or organiser. The derivided 
results can be used to alter the game so it fits the specific group. 

The second way is that the participants themselves add to the game while 
playing with it. There are enough blanks in the box to draw or glue on to 
and the architects could potentially bring more materials if they wish to 
do so. We would recommend the first option seing you get to know the 
group and the specific context better. Furthermore there is time to reflect 
between the meetings. We have visualized this process in the next section 
- Planning Process

Blanks

asseMBLy of structure

Create your basic structure by plug-
gin your sticks into the connector 
cubes. Make sure to add cubes on 
each side so that the structure is 
stable.

Hang your atmospheres on to the 
sticks where you would like to have 
them.

Thread the loops on your 
platform(s) on to the sticks before 
you close the structure with the 
connector tubes.
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instructions

1 2

On your card you can see the listed 
things you need. Pick the different plat-
forms you would like according to the 
room size and, if needed, columns and 
connector cubes. Pick the amount of 
movements, atmospheres, objects and 
natural settings you would like and are 
allowed. 

With the material you’ve collected you 
can now construct your room/space 
and its atmosphere! It is all up to you, 
you can build it flat, as a labyrinth or 
maybe a tower. Can parts of the space 
be outside? Let your imagination go 
wild!

Go through the cards as a group and 
decide what’s needed for your school. 
Good questions to ask could be the fol-
lowing:
How many classrooms will you be 
needing?
Are there any rooms that could be com-
bined?
Can certain rooms serve multiple func-
tions?

Once you have the deck that fits the 
group, shuffle the cards. Depending on 
the group and time, either each per-
son picks one or more cards or smaller 
groups create spaces together.

s h u f 
f L e

3 4

Once all rooms are built, they need to 
be connected to each other and the re-
lationship between them needs to be 
decided. If needed, use the connector 
cubes and columns to create a struc-
ture with multiple stories. Good ques-
tions to ask could be the following:
Which rooms are good to have on 
which floors?
Are there rooms that could or should 
be accessible to the public? What actors 
could be involved in these spaces?
Are there other organisations in the 
neighbourhood that could use certain 
rooms in the school outside of school 
hours?
How can the different rooms be con-
nected? Do you need a bridge or stairs 
to get from one to the other or are they 
directly connected?

Now discuss the building as a whole, 
what is good, what doesn’t really work. 
Are there connections missing? What 
would you change?

Each person/small group can also fill in 
a report card for their rooms and stamp 
the elements they chose for it. TAKE 
PHOTOGRAPHS & NOTES! 

c r e 
a t e

a r c 
h i V e

t e t 
r i s
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example

Drawing of an example structure with platforms and connections

GSPublisherVersion 0.30.100.100
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collage

Imaginative collage based on the game, see full image in Appendix VII
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collage

Imaginative collage based on the game, see full image in Appendix VIII
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Planning Process

Everything we have discussed in this book so far was intended to highli-
ght how systematic design in itself, is insufficient and needs to learn to 
acknowledge the uniqueness of each school’s social context and how this 
influences the design of school buildings. In saying this however, the in-
tent of schools, their users, and their role in society imply that there are 
certain fixed points and certain characteristics that distinguish these bu-
ildings from any other type of building. For this reason, from the very 
beginning, we believed that the process by which schools are designed 
had to have a new obligatory fixed point: participation. 

In this book we have focused on how to start this process with the main 
users of school buildings: children. Whether you decide to organise par-
ticipatory workshops or you decide to start directly using the learning 
landscape tool box game, we think that especially during the early stages 
of the process the focus should be on asking the children and the commu-
nity around them what they want from their new school.  This will allow 
both users and architects to broaden their horizons and to understand 
more deeply what the community expects from this new building. 

The first sketches, plans and conceptual designs should be developed 
from these inputs. Furthermore, the new process, unlike the existing 
one in which participation ends after phase 0, foresees that the designers 
continue to come back to ask the community whether the initial design 
actually reflect their wishes. Through discussions, not only with the  

children but also with school staff, parents and the surrounding commu-
nity, it will be possible to find out what might need tweaking or still isn’t 
completely clear. The professionals who are working on the design of the 
new building will be able to make necessary changes to the design that 
will, eventually, reflect what the users and the community expect.

Only at this point, after several discussions and corrections, will it be pos-
sible to continue with the following steps in the building process. The 
aim of all of this is clearly not to make the process linear and more stre-
amlined, letting the community participate in the planning process isn’t 
always easy and required patience and time.The question we think  is ne-
cessary to ask at this point is: do we want to base our cities on the values 
of speed and functionalism, or do we want to take care of each other by 
making sure that every member of society feels like they belong and are 
a part of it?
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reflections

Through out a process, any process, the result or the desire to have a result 
is often very present. Our society has long been trained to see processes 
as a linear curve with a distinctive goal at the end. We have a hard time 
to see the process as a goal or a method and tend to focus on the end. 
Unfortunately we loose plenty of insight and knowledge on the way when 
we do so. 

In architecture the obvious end goal is a building. The process to get there 
is a complex one with many different professional groups involved, clien-
ts with many ideas and plenty of codes and regulations to keep track of. 
These are all parameters that are of course important to a building and 
its success, but they are all part of the practical (and approval) planning 
of the building. When it comes to the early planning of the building, the 
analysing of the area, users and social function and potential flexibility 
or reuse it is often done by an urban planner or architect. They will do so 
with collected material (history, development, potential users etc) and in 
dialog with the client and in a fairly short period of time compared to the 
practical and concrete planning. This is were the education of architects 
and the reality of the profession are vastly different. Very imply put: at 
university we mainly focus on the planning of a building and with it, the 
impact it can have on its users and surroundings, its layout and functio-
nality. The profession have to follow the building phases and are of course 
much more influenced by the economical and practical factors. And we 
are back were we started: is the education of architects sufficient? What is 

the role of the architect? The answer will be very different depending on 
who you ask. 

For us, our answers has become slightly clearer over the course of our 
thesis. We understand that the building sector is a huge with plenty of tra-
dition, legal parameters and set ways and it and can’t, and won’t, change 
over night. But considering that our built environment has an immense 
impact on us and our cities, we need more focus on and importance to the 
early planning of buildings (and cities for that matter). It’s not something 
that can not be done hastily if we want our cities and built surroundings 
to be sustainable, both for people and for our environment.In practice it 
means we believe that buildings have to be developed with its users and 
the surrounding community.  Developing something with a larger group 
with many different interests is not easy and requires different methods, 
tool and most of all time and patience. Architects should be educated, 
or at least have the choice to be educated, to plan and facilitate the early 
planning process. Placing ourselves in the group and letting the process 
be a dialog and truly on eye-level will not only generate smarter and more 
capable architects but also a higher acceptance for new buildings and de-
velopment in our cities.  

No matter how methodical we would like the architectural planning pro-
cess to be and how much we try and force it into a linear concept it mainly 
is not. Like most creative processes, it takes leaps in different directions 
and you have to stay focused on a very small percentage while keeping 
the other 98 % within reach and sight. That means that one of the biggest 
challenges is, to let us be led by this process and only steer loosely and 
where its necessary to push forward. 

One of the nice experiences of this thesis was to actually go with the pro-
cess and have the time to do so. To let go of the very strict framework we 
would usually apply to an early planning process was a challenge and it 
was an experience to realise where we should’ve steered more and where 
we managed to create a space were we could have an open dialog with 
children and teachers. We learned how that this process can be organised 
but also how much organisation and time it requires. It was a constant ba-
lancing between the ‘easier’ way out in making our own ‘professional’ de-
cisions and letting the users, as experts in their own right, take decisions. 

We quickly figured out that children at a fairly young age are very ca-
pable of making decisions about their built environment. The group of 
10-11 year olds had clear and realistic images of what a school should 
and could look like. It was also a slightly eye-opening encounter to work 
with the older group of children, we realised that we all have  plenty of 
social conventions implanted on us at a very young age and express them. 
This group built very realistic and traditional school models but were also 
very reflected, could easily point out the positive and negative aspects of 
their own school building and the one they built as a model. We could’ve 
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surely developed a complete design with them if we would have had more 
time. If we were to do these workshops again, this is a group were we 
should probably stuck a little more to our original program, forced them 
out to their comfort zone more and tried to break those conventions of 
what a school or a classroom is. The imagination of the younger children 
is what brought us to our game and our results. It’s what made us much 
more open to a landscape rather than a building. They have an immense 
knowledge and are not to be forgotten in the development of a school. 
Our research showed that play of different kinds are very important and 
the kids talked about and created worlds and rooms where all of those 
kinds of play AND learning could take place. All while not being a square 
classroom with bleak beige walls.  

Of course the ultimate goal would be to see the game used in a planning 
process. We truly believe it would be a great way to talk about architectu-
re and atmospheric space with children of different ages. It is complex 
enough to intrigue children, make it a challenge while also teaching them 
about the different aspects of a building. The game is also a great way to 
just get closer to the users, both adults and children. During a game pe-
ople relax and feel more comfortable expressing their desires, something 
most children are much more comfortable with than adults. We are lo-
oking forward to play it with the children at the Peter-Petersen-Schule.

We might have set out with a different goal than were we ended up but are 
very pleased with our process and results. During this thesis we learned 
it is important to have fun during the process, it instantly shows in the 
results, especially when working with people and in this case kids. Just as 
important as it is to keep questioning the process and be open for sugge-
stions from anyone, not only ‘professionals’. It has been an adventure to let 
us be steered by the process and to have the time to let that happen. Like 
most things in life it has been uncertain at times and has stayed steadily 
unpredictable. 
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