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By this article | aim to give an impression of current ideas about how to build
educational environments from Danish or Nordic perspectiveand what is to be
gained by these environments.

The landscape of differentiated learning

Primary and secondary schools in Denmark (that is education for the 6-16
year old children), and to some extend high schoolsas well, are going through
organizational changes that are manifested in changes in the built environment of
the schools. These changes have a clear and cross country tendency, as we see
similar changes in the other Nordic countries: There is a demand for so called
differentiated learning environments to facilitate an everyday school practice in
which the traditional classroom is only one of many sites in which learning takes
place. We are “building schools for the future” — an expression you find again and
again. Differentiated learning environments are spaces at school that the pupils
can go to, on their own or in groups. These spaces and interior decoration offers
alternatives to the landscape of the everyday classroom, which is known in so many
parts of the world as a landscape of tables on rows, hard chairs behind tables,
pupils at the chairs facing the teacher and the chalkboard, or the whiteboard or
smartboard. Within the alternative or supplemented landscapes of learning instead
of having one single level (and one single form of seating) where everything takes
place, groupwork may take place at an elevated platform — either a closed platform
environment — or a platform that gives the pupils an overview of the area and
perhaps the environmentoutside the building. Or the pupils may find a remote niche
in a corner, or even sit together at the main stairs. The individual who seeks a spot
for reading may hide in the soft coated ‘reading tube’, or take a beanbag and place
it somewhere desirable - either to be alone, or to sit with other pupils who are also in
beanbags, at couches, in windowsills or lying at the floor.
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These possibilities resonates with contemporary ideas — as circulated in Nordic
countries — about ‘individualized learning styles’ and about ‘the learning body’:
Pupils have different needs and different ways of learning and the organization of
the school and the environment must take that in account and search for how to
facilitate the processes and achievements in best ways.

The future and a globalized human capital

The changes of the school architecture are not only aesthetic and practical. The
interest in school architecture is also apparent on the level of administration, for
example, in the form of white papers and inspirational leaflets on refurbishing
the interior and exterior of schools produced by actors in as well Municipal and
State. The new architecture and its concomitant interiors are choreographed with
contemporary ideals of learning and management, and with governmental ambitions
of finally leavingbehind the school of the former industrial society.In that way, the
architectural intervention of changing school buildings by building new schools or
remodelling existing schools is also a response to a managerial challenge: the (re)
management of leadership, of teachers’ pedagogical and didactic practice, and of
the ‘shaping’ of specific forms of learning pupils. l.e., stories of change, the future
and architecture are woven into each other as a technology of managing the school.
The school is a highly complex organization with complex and contradictory
demands. In combination with the OECD’s contemporary discourses of “effective
schools” and “strong leadership”, which give rise to governmental demands for
specific results from the schools, this new technology (of optimizing the interplay
between learning and architecture in order to produce the best possible pupil for the
future) leads to an increasing complexity of leadership and of working and learning
in the everyday practice of school life, as well as a goal of “optimizing the capacities
of learning for each child in school” (Danish Government, 2011).

In other words, the globalization of the economy and the education systems is
haunting the school buildings with problematics such as: How is the future ‘work
force’ (i.e. the pupils) best shaped in order to meet future demands and future global
competition and (hopefully) corporation.And how may architecture and interior
design help innovate and shape the meeting of such demands. And currently, the
landscape of differentiated learning environment is part of the answer.

Ask the pupils

Part of this complex of changing the school is also to listen to voices of the pupils
and to askquestions like “how is the optimum environment for you when engaged
with learning activities — and how would you like us to build in order for you to feel
comfortable and to feel ‘learn-able’?”. As | followed a workshop at a school which
asked these questions, the pupil could answer — in words, in drawings and in model-
building (see also picture x and x): “My space is a space for both group work and
individual work. Here you can sit comfortably on beanbags and windowsills. There is
also a platform. If you want some quiet time, you can sit up there”

In other words: The pupils 'tap into’ the historical specific ideas and shapings of 'the
learning child’. There is a language that they can access and there are materialized
examples of environments to which they can point at and answer “I like this”, “I
would like this for my school and my school life, for the near future”. Many pupils
report that it is a hard task to be seated at the hard chair, by the table (l.e ‘traditional
seating’). Sitting still is actually a task that needs constant care. And so the pupils
welcome the opportunity for alternatives within a long school day.

The idea and hope is that by paying an interest in the pupils’ voices and trying to
meet some of their ideas and demands, then a positive environment of learning is
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produced. And furthermore the idea and hope is that through this sensitivity towards
multiplicities of pupil-needs it is possible to increase the pupils desire to learn, desire
to make an extra effort — and to make the pupil shape herself/himself as a pupil that
can govern her/his own learning process.

Choice accelerated spaces

One of the characteristics of the differentiated learning environments is that they
are“choice accelerated spaces”. What is underscored by this naming is that time,
space, and bodies have to be governed in other ways in new school architecture.
Pupils (at least for part of the school-day) are supposed to choose learning spaces
on their own and let these spaces enable their learning, they must decide which
other pupils they will sit with, and they must manage their time so that they do
their work ‘in time’ — without the gaze of the teacher telling the pupil to “keep
working”. As an effect, the role of the teacher changes concordantly: classroom
management must be rethought when the organizing unit is not ‘the classroom’, and
the relations between teacher and pupils alter, when the teacher becomes some
version of a ‘visitor’ in the pupils differentiated learning environment. In other words,
the obviousness of school life (‘traditional school life’) is challenged in the choice
accelerated differentiated learning environment.It is important to realize that when

the architecture changes, the didactics have to be developed/innovated as well:
The teachers have to add an awareness of how the space and design co-shape
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the learning and teaching practices, and they have to work strategically in order for
the best results to take shape. And the managing of this school organization must
undergo changes as well.

The specificities of the architecture and interior design has an important role to play
in shaping the tacit ways that we relate to each other in the everyday, and how we
conceive ourselves as learning subjects, classmates and teachers. The landscape
of learning plays a more diverse, complex and important role when the traditional
classroom is supplemented by a differentiated landscape: not all differentiations
work equally well and each hinder something and promote other things. A
heightened sensitivity as architect in trying to understand the tacit processes of the
interplays between humans and educational architecture is called for.

Examples of Pictures that Could be Included?

Left photo: Model of a working area at school, produced by a pupil in a workshop
that asked the pupils about learning environments that they would like to have at
their school. The green puffy things in the model are large beanbags, the yellow
dots on the walls are windows. The windows are meant to be deep so pupils can
sit on the windowsills. Right photo: The text says: “My space is a space for both
group work and individual work. Here you can sit comfortably on beanbags and
windowsills. There is also a platform. If you want some quiet time, you can sit up
there”.

By MalouJuelskjeer.Associate Professor, PhD, University of Aarhus, Denmark.m
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