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Abstract : This paper presents a design and built project for a playhouse in a kindergarten facility.
The design process interprets the role of architecture at the service of early childhood education:

playing, exploring and learning. If one of the fundamental topics when designing for children

concerns the definition of scale, this essay also questionstherole of desi gners in chil dr
detachment from nature. I't explores how to design an
i maginations in contrast with todayds objects that e

n
The paper describes fir st itgidfliehcdin their6behavioewhdnsplaygnff s pace a
and | earning. Second, it introduces Aldo Van Eyckds p
design encouraging childrends i magination and skills

children in the ci ty. And third it describes the design and built process of the Chameleon Playhouse.

The purpose of this project was to study how to establish a compatibility between design and built,
theory and practice, and between nature, learning, and playing. All thes e, while looking for deep
and complex relations that connect interdisciplinary fields related to the making of spaces for

children.
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1. Introduction

The role of nature in the learning process of the children as well as the fact that simple

objects can trigger in childrends capability to
Richard Louv in his book the Last Child in the Woods presents the risk of a new generation

detached from nature. (Louv 2006) The importance of outdoor environment is that it

provides an unending diversity, optimal stimulation and restoration , an opportunity for

exploration and learnin g.

The Chameleon Playhouse was designed, developed and builtduring a five week internship

with four 3rd year Architecture. We not only intended to revolutionize the state of the art

in playhouse systems from the point of view of c
and imagine, but also the design intended t 0 encourage children to stay in a closer

relation with nature. From the economical point of view we had the premise of doing the

project with all donated and recyclable materials with zero $ for a budget. For the safety,

liability, structural and early chi Idhood education points of view we worked with a group

of volunteer consultants: the vice president of a pl ayground equipment company, a



structural engineer, the Assistant Director of the kindergarten and other early childhood

educators.

The goal was to design and build a system that would allow kids to create their own

spaces The Chameleon Playhousewas designed as aself standing structure which w ould
hold a system capable of creating different spaces with movable panels . At the same time,
it provided th e Architecture students with the experience of learning from all the phases

of a project; research, design development, liability issues, structures, and construction.

If my design education as an Architect, Habitat Designer and Urban Planner made me thin k

different about the world, then motherhood made me think different about Design. Were

we, designers, responsible for children spending hours indoors plugged in to some modern

toy? Were we creating a new generation incapable of problem solving because the ir

immediate context and playing tools did not encourage them to explore? How does current

design infrastructure encourage children to discover its use ?Were designers

acknowledging the value of outdoor play ? How we designers were applying everything

learnt at School in regards to concepts of proportions, scales, space when designing for

children? What can we |l earn from childrends fabricat

and empty boxes?

The childrends physical e n v iinrthe dewvedopntent pflaahilds an i mp

Churchilloncesaiddoyou shape your environment, the enviro

2.1 Aplace to play

Play is a dynamic process that develops and changes as it becomes increasingly more
varied and complex. It is considered a k ey facilitator for learning and development across
domains, and reflects the social and cultural contexts in which children live (Christie,
2001; Fromberg, 1998, 2002; Hughes, 1999, in press).

For the children to play there is a need of a physical space -t he oO0environment 6. Ch
interact with setting, and from that interaction with their environment, the expected

outcome is their development. This development can be classified under three big

umbrellas: physical, cognitive and socio -emotional. With inte raction | refer to the children

capability of exploring, testing and learning. Children grow when they interact.

Louise Chawla a Kentucky State University environmental psychology professor and a
tireless advocate for increasing children experience in na ture - differentiates three age

groups in terms of how children explore physical and social environments:



1- The first group includes the toddlers, children between b irth and five year s old,
have limited physical territory. They do some environmental explorat ion and a
sense of self leading to appropriation and possession of things begins. Children
these ages have a sense of oneness with the world;t he o mi nedé is part of
perception of the world.

2- Age group between 6 and 11 year old. Children these ages explore their
environment outside their homes, they have and appreciation of their own space
and they tend to have social interaction with kids of the same sex.

3- Teenagers between 12-17. This group has an attachment to childhood, specially
recreating places of memory. They tend to appreciate their privacy and have a
trend for solicitude. (Chawla 1994)

The Chameleon Playhouse was expected to have users betweenthe first age group (3 -5),
its location was also considered as part of the kindergarten program since it was not only

designed with the purpose of play but also with the purpose of learn.

Young children need spaces that afford or provide sense of privacy, control, security,
solicitude, stimulation, restoration, self expression and social interaction. Al | these, while
at the same time providing organization, complexity and variety. By organization Chawla
refers to spatial organizations; they are the pathways, the empty space, the flexibility in

the use of the space, an opportunity for self choice, and opp ortunity for personalization.
By complexity, Chawla refers to the settings and props, by providing manipulation,
alteration and improvisation of the space. Under these characteristics, they play units that
can deal with complexity at three different level s: simple, complex or super. By variety
Chawla refers to the props as multiple ways of using one prop. The variety should be given
by the places, the things to do and the sensorial stimulation. The choice for places should
be both intimate and open. It can be given in the things to do, number of play units
divided by the number of children. For the sensorial stimulation the variety should be

given by soft and hard materials, lighting plays an important role since it creates varying

moods.

2.2 Aldo Van Eyck and the playgrounds
Space is a necessary condition for play. A playful design calls not for play objects but for a

design that stimulates childrends i maginati on.



Aldo Van Eyck designed over 700 playgrounds between 1947and 1978 in Amsterdam and
all across Netherland. They were fantastic because the objects were simple: rectangular
and round frames for climbing, a sandpit, a group of circular concrete blocks from jumping
from one to another - objects that are not anything in themselves, but which have open

function and therefore sti mul ainekefaiwrhant ldgélsorgi magi n a
2002)

Figures1-4-Al do Van Eyckds playgrounds in Amsterdam

Van Eyck equated chil dhood widtihc 6t hcei tlyu dpirco,j etchtee di
the playgrounds was part of the debate of the time. He recognized that architecture, with

the works of pioneers like le Corbusier and Rietveld, had originally played a vital part in

the construction of that new culture, but ¢ onsidered that their obsession with

standardization and industrialization had gradually alienated them from their origin.

(Francis Strauvenin Lefaivre and Ingeborg, 2002) His designs werebased on the

elementary components of visual language, experimenting with non hierarchical

compositions in which different things are related to one another on the basis of equality

Playground furniture became elementary, archetypical constructions whose powerful

simplicity evoked different associations, the demarcation of the territories; the

facilitation for different views. Van Eyck would experiment a relation between very

di fferent things in a non hierarchical way. 06Thi
centrifugal movement, a spiral movement, or a mender, and anthropomorphic figure, a

different frame of reference at an oblique angle to the existing one, the construction of

an intermediate space where different frames of reference meet & (Francis Strauvenin

Lefaivre and Ingeborg, 2002, p 80)



Enric Miralles also identified the importance of designing for the children through a series
of playhouses. Although his designs were not based in a composition of primary forms as
Van Eyckds, t hdatgnwoudrergage existigotrees and far from the known
form of a playhouse.

Figures 5-7 Enric Mirallesé Playhouses in Germany

3.1 The Chameleon Playhouse

The administrator of the kindergarten has been in search of a building system that would
allow the children to create their own spaces for over thirty years without being able to
find something with these characteristics in the market: an infrastructure that would

a |l | ahermaking of hutonce itis coveredbya r ug 6

The need for building shelters applies to adults and children . This theoretical basis for the
need of shelter emerged from Heidegger's thoughts about being in the world as dwellers;
and it is emphasized by Norberg-Schulz's thoughts about creating places to dwell
respecting the genius loci. From the educational point of view, Dewey's thoughs about

learningbydoingapply to childrends experiences when bui

We first met with the preschool children and asked them to draw how their playhouse
would look like. We asked them to include the elements that they thought would be
interesting in their playhouse an d to draw their favorite spaces. From this exercise our
playhouse had to be two stories, it had to have a door and a window, it had to have a
stairs, it had to have a place to hide, and most important , children had to be able to

inhabit it all together.

We started looking at how the children engaged their body while playing outside,
especially when creating a hut using a climber as the structure. We translated all this
observation into lines; these lines became the first design proposal which was rather

unique and original.



This design process, while successful from the design point of view, uncovered that it was
not achieving the learning goals expected. It was sculptural by itself; it was more an
object to be observed rath er than an object to be explored . Creative learning and thinking
were still part of our goals . Furthermore, this form would present many problems for the
making of the infrastructure . We continued the observation i n ¢ h i bebavie m the

making of the objects, how a box becomes a car, a house, or just another box to stack to

build a tower .

9 childrendés drawings of the playhouse

Figure 10-14 Introduction to the d esign process first schematic designs for the Chameleon

Playhouse



Based in these observations, t he approach for Chameleon Playhouse was to design a

0 s k e | +e t sokia fimedl infrastructure which sides could be movable and or removable .
Thisskeletonwas i nfl uenced by Al do Van Eyckdawatconcept
original concepts: it was developed as a sequence of stacked, tilted and interlocked

framed cubes designed in such a way that they were the cubes that produced movement.

AsinVan Eyc k §gthe cabeg d® aat rmove, but they allow a child to mov e with all

the imagination he can masters. That i s the genius of their simplicity. These cubed frames

denoted a more abstract and transparent form than if they were  to be solid, providing the

opportunity to access inside them from all its sides. This comp ositional organization of

the cubes followedVan Ey c k6s t heory of relativity in which
were determined by their mutual relationships rather than by a central hierarchical

ordering principle. As a result, reality was no longer do minated by a permanent cen tre.

Instead, all elements were equal.

Figure 15- The Chameleon Playhouse site plan

The organized, stacked and tilted frames are organized in the site between the tw o

existing olive trees. A stack of cube frames are resting in a trunk of a tree, giving the

sense of the tree house; on the opposite side, a bench that starts inside a cube, ends

resting in the other tree. This spatial organization of placing the sequence of frames in the

realm of the in -between remade the space into place. A pipediriiercepts all the cubes,

starting in the more elevated cube and ending in the opposite side of the playhouse, just

above the bench. It transforms the partsintothewhole as i n the o6ahadéd moment

the new knowledge affirms a new leve | of coherence between the parts and the whole.



