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Landscape for Learning:

The Impact of Classroom Design
on Infants and Toddlers __

BY Louis TORELLI, M.S.ED., AND CHARLES DURREFT

Jan, a teacher in a toddler classroom, takes out two bas
kets of blocks and brings them to the middle of
the room. The children love to build, and with-
in seconds there are eight toddlers surrounding
Jan and the blocks—all shoulder to shoulder.
After only a minute or so, one child grabs
another’s blocks. While the teacher encourages { |
this pair to “be gentle,” a similar battle breaks out N
between two other children. Adding to the ensuing

chaos, a toddler who has been racing around the class-

room suddenly crashes into the tower of another child
who has been deeply involved in play.

The physical environment in a group dren, caregivers, and their interac-
care setting powerfully affects chil- | tions. In infant/toddler classrooms
- without a design specifically aimed at

o

STOUT

INTVERSITY OF WIS

The Child Development Associates (CDA) compe-
tency thal can be used for this article is:

= To establish and maintain a safe, healthy learning
environment.

For more information on the CDA competency
requirements, contact the Cauncil for Early
Childhood Professional Recognition at (800) 424-
4310.

This article helps meet the lollowing Certified
Childcare Professionals (CCP) professional ability
area:

« The ability to provide effective and nurturing learn-

ing environments in response to the individual
needs of each child.

For more information on CCP certification, contact
the National Child Care Assaciation at (800) 543-
7161.

- supporting children’s development, young :
- children spend much of their time either :
- aimlessly wandering about the room or |
- engaged in teacher-directed activities. In |
- poorly designed classrooms, children’s :
- engagement in self-directed exploration
- and focused play is impaired. When chil-
- dren are not appropriately engaged,
- aggressive behavior increases. The caregiv-
- er finds herself saying “no” to the children
- far too often. In such an environment, she
© needs to act as police officer and custodian, ;
© managing behavior instead of facilitating
- individual and group needs.

Exploring their physical environment
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comprises a great deal of the “curriculum”
for mobile infants and toddlers. We must,
therefore, consider the impact of environ-
ment on children and caregivers, and learn
to design spaces that contribute appropri-
ately to children’s development. Many
classrooms are simply not designed to
meet the developmental needs of infants
and toddlers in group care, nor do they
support teachers in their role as facilitators
of children’s learning and self-directed
play. By contrast, a well-designed environ-
ment can have enormous positive impact
on the well-being of both children and
teachers.



The Well-Designed Classroom

Awell-designed environment is, of course, safe for infants and
toddlers but, more than that, it supports their emotional
well-being, stimulates their senses, and challenges their motor
skills. A quality design aims to create a classroom that is highly
functional, aesthetically attractive, age-appropriate, child-directed,
and teacher-supported. A well-designed group care environment
promotes children’s individual and social development. The set-
ting, layout, and equipment all give infants many opportunities to
challenge themselves through seeing, touching, feeling, and mov-
ing. In surroundings that are safe to explore freely, infants learn to
map their environment cognitively, to manipulate it, and to master
it. We call such an appropriate and challenging environment a
Landscape for Learning,

A Landscape for Learning can be built into the design or renova-
tion of any classroom. Through the use of platforms, lofts, recessed
areas, low walls, and canopies, all placed along the periphery of
the classroom, the room can be
sculpted to provide a variety of
age-appropriate activity areas.
The walls frame the activity
areas, while the center of the
classroom remains fairly open,
allowing for the circulation of
children and adults, as well as
providing flexible space that can
change depending on the teach-
ers’ observations of the chil-
dren’s interests. Children play
under natural sunlight next to
the windows and can look oufs
side, maintaining a visual con= i
nection with the outdoor enyi=
ronment while indoors,

The Planning Process

When undertaking a major remodel or designing a
new child care facility, you have the opportunity to

create classroom and building layouts that will add to, rather
than detract from, a developmentally designed program.
Visiting existing child care centers can be an important part
of the design process; however, creating a formal and delib-
erate written program for the space provides assurance that
the goals for the center will be addressed and incorporated
into the design. A well-thought-out program provides a set
of criteria—pertaining to age groups, group size, ratios, child
and adult activity areas, room sizes, and other specifics—on
which the design is based and by which it is later evaluated.
It allows for the clarification of objectives and the definition
of expectations about the child development program,
addressing questions and concerns before construction takes
place.

Incorporating some rela-
tively simple features into
a classroom can result in
significant improvement in
the way the spaces are
used by children and care-
| givers. Careful considera-
tion of the needs of infants
and toddlers—to move, to
change activities at will, to
rest and observe—sug-
gests additions
# and changes that
R can  strongly
Linfluence the

atmosphere of

- nen l the classroom.

Private Spaces

culpting the classroom into defined  the aggression and breakdowns that chil-  removed; a cozy loft space; or a few risers

multilevel activity areas encourages  dren experience in group care can be  enclosing a small corner of the room.
individual and small-group play without ~ traced to the stress of being in a large  Instead of experiencing the stress of being
herding all the children from one activity ~ group for upwards of fen hours a day, five ~ in a large group all day, the infant can
to the next. While easily supervised by the ~ days a week. Creating spaces where chil- ~ withdraw to a private space to rest,
caregiver, these semi-enclosed activity ~ dren can retreatin privacy canhelpfoalle-  observe, and recharge emotionally. With
areas provide for private and semiprivate  viate this stress. access to these small-group activity areas,
environments which are critical to the  Private spaces can also be achieved by  two toddlers who are just beginning to
development of the young child’s self-  incorporating into the classroom a tunnel;  develop a relationship can go off together
concept and personal identity. Much of  a carpeted, built-in cabinet with the doors '
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Lofts

An appropriately designed loft can be a
wonderful addition to an infant/toddler
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classroom. Along with supporting motor explo-
ration, it provides a “get-away” place for a
child, where he can watch the rest of the group
yet be by himself. It is also a place where an
infant can snuggle with a caregiver. As well as
creating the feeling of mare space in the class-
room, an appropriately placed loft can help

define two additional activity areas.

Defined Space

construction of low walls (24”-30" high) and carpeted platform areas (5" high)

along the edge of the room creates several different environments. Low partitions
allow children to feel that they are in a discrete space, This layout also allows the child
care provider to supervise children easily. Children can engage in extended individual
and small-group play, while the child care provider supervises two or three of these

activity areas simultaneously.

Activities that work best when contained within a defined space, such as blocks,
books, or small manipulatives, benefit from the incorporation of a platform into the
classroom. If a child is playing with blocks on a raised platform, the strong definition
of the space naturally confines the block building to its own area instead of letting it
spill into the adjacent activity area or circulation space where it might be trampled on

5. You will receive a certificate of completion for one
Continuing Education Unit from the University of
Wisconsin-Stout (provided you obtain B0% accuracy
on the evaluation),

8. You will eam a Professional Davelopment Certificate
after eaming three Continuing Education Linits within
3 12-month period

doing is not okay. Self-initiated explo-
ration, a primary focus for healthy devel-
opment, is prevented instead of promot-
ed.

Creating a classroom that supports
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appropriate movement is a fundamental

and knocked over. component in designing a developmen-
£o gning P

tally appropriate environment. Motor

Space for Movement competence and emotional competence

D are closely linked in infants and toddlers.

E - i - ovement is essential to a child’s  Feeding oneself, crawling to a desired toy

v B T hysical and emotional develop-  and picking it up, climbing to the top of a

E the Early Childhood Professional Development ment. Once an infant can crawl and pull loft, and going down a slide are all activi-

L sttt g herself up, moving becomes a major ties that help the infant develop a sense of

0 i i e focus of her day. Even if there is nothing  self, a feeling that he is capable, that he
P [ s RN R safe in the classroom to climb on, she will  can achieve, that he can master.

N | oo 10'30”"523*"5;5 et find a way to climb—onto tables and ~ The indoor environment must support

. Register for the Continuing Education Unit Program 3 . - 5 Ty {

E which ingludes a subscription to Early Childhood shelves, rocking chairs, and high chairs.  a child’s need to crawl, Cleh,_ run, and

N - i X . Because these activities are unsafe, the  jump. Most (though not all!) four-year-

1 e p teacher will redirect the child off the piece  olds can accept a teacher’s saying to

b o e drect bt of equipment. The message the child  them, “We're going outside in 20 minutes

eyt S e receives is that what she is interested in  and then you can run. Until then, you can

play at the water table, paint, build with
blocks, or read a book.” A 16-month-old
cannot grasp such limitations. She needs
to crawl now; she needs to climb now;
she needs to move now. Her environ-



Other Equipment

dditional equipment and materials can include pillows (attractive and

washable), hanging plants, fish, natural wood toy shelves (24" high,
secured to wall), photographs of children and family members (covered with
clear contact paper, laminated, or Plexiglas framed), wide full-length
Plexiglas mirrors, and hammocks for rocking infants, (Hammocks are prefer-
able to rocking chairs because they allow the caregiver to rock more than one
infant at a time if necessary. Rocking chairs can seriously hurt an infant who
crawls behind one in motion; they also take up floor space, while hammocks
can be taken off their hooks and stored when not in use.)

Caarpehed risers are an indispens-
ble piece of equipment. They
can be used to create “safe spaces”
for young infants while older infants
are crawling and moving about.
They can also be used to define activ-
ity and circulation areas, or as a toy

shelf, a safe balance beam, or a jumping platform. A 12"-high riser provides a
comfortable seating area for caregivers, allowing them to observe and interact at
eye level with the children, without having to spend their whole day sitting on
the floor.

ment must support and encourage
this fundamental need.

Appropriate equipment is essential
in order to meet the developmental
needs of infants and toddlers in group
care. Equipment that is ideal for indi-
vidual development may cause con-
flict in a group care setting. For
instance, a step/slide unit which only
one child at a time can use leads to
conflict, whereas a step/slide wide
enough for at least two children
allows toddlers to be more actively
involved in motor exploration, and
gives them an opportunity for posi-
tive peer interaction. Rather than con-
trolling and redirecting, the caregiver
spends her time observing and facili-
tating children’s extended prosocial
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- Classroom Design Guidelines

he following guidelines provide a
starting point for the design or reno-

© vation of a child care environment:

Group Size. The number of children
cared for in one classroom affects infants’
health and well being, as does the
adult:child ratio. Large group size means

~ that children get sick more often, and gen-
i eral noise and activity levels increase.

Infants should be cared for in groups of
no more than six to eight children; tod-

- dlers, in groups of no more than eight to
: 12 children (APHA & AAP, 1992; Lally et
©al, 1995; Ruopp et a.l, 1979).

Nancy, a teacher in a toddler

classroom, has a wooden step-
and-slide unit in her classroom.
Toddlers love to climb and slide,
so this is a popular and well-used
item. Unfortunately, the steps and
the slide are only wide enough to
allow one child at a time to use
them. Since toddlers find it difficult
to wait their turn, the children in
back inevitably try to push their way
around the child in front—with pre-
dictable results.

play, supporting a child-directed leaming
experience.
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Room Size. Children in group care
environments require adequate space in :
order to move, grow, and learn, In class- |

rooms that are too small, children behave
more aggressively and have a higher inci-

dence of illness. They are less focused, :
engage in more aimless wandering, and :

interact less with others (Ruopp et al.,
1979). For a group size of six or fewer, the
classroom should incorporate a minimum
of 350 square feet of usable space (Zero to

Three, 1992). For more than six children, :
50 feet of usable space per child should be :

provided (APHA & AAP, 1992). Usable
space does not include cribs, nap rooms,
kitchens, bathrooms, diapering areas,
adult storage, or other space that is not
accessible to children.

Flooring, Infants and toddlers spend
much of their time on the floor. For safety
and comfort, the majority of the classroom
should be carpeted, with the exception of
the entrance, diapering and bathroom
areas, and eating and messy play (water
play/painting) areas. Use low-pile, neu-
tral-colored, anti-microbial carpeting (to
prevent the growth of fungus and mold).

Ventilation. A well-designed child care
facility provides appropriate natural and
mechanical ventilation, such as windows

operable skylights, and central air that
uses mostly fresh, rather than recirculated,
air. Because children love to observe, each |
classroom should have several child- | track lights. Add indirect lighting using
height windows, allowing children to feel :
visually connected with the outside, and

engaging them throughout the day.

Lighting, Poor lighting can negatively :
affect the general atmosphere of the class- |
room, Lighting that is either too bright or :
too dim can strain the eyes. Incandescent |

lighting is preferable to fluorescent, which  dren. Separate sinks should be provided

that open, ceiling fans to circulate the air, |

Incandescent lighting helps the classroom
. look and feel more like a home. '

Pools of light for specific activity areas
can be created using pendant lights and

recessed lights or wall sconces. Dimmer
switches allow the lighting to be adjusted

 according to the brightness needed at dif-

can make a classroom feel like a hospital -

or office instead of a place to play.
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ferent times of day and in support of vary-
ing activities,

Sinks, Hand washing is essential to
reduce the spread of illness among chil-

for food preparation and diapering.
Toddlers should have their own child-

- height sinks in the classroom. Trough

- sinks, which have two or three faucets, are
- especially useful to minimize waiting as
- well as to encourage prosocial interaction
- and to model appropriate behavior.

Color. The choice of classroom colors

.~ plays an important role in creating a rich
- and home-like environment. Bright pri-
- mary color schemes can create an environ-
- ment which feels over-stimulating to the
- children as well as to adults. A neutral-
- colored background, such as ivory/
. eggshell-colored walls, and furniture
- made out of natural wood will provide a
. calming atmosphere in the classroom.
- Colorful toys, materials, and pictures on
- the wall stand out on a warm, neutral
- background, helping children to focus




and visually to discriminate the object

from the background.

Storage. A developmentally designed

environment depends on adequate, easily
accessible storage located within the class-
room, Wall storage adjacent to every activ-

ity area allows caregivers to change play
materials without leaving the classroom

Arlington, VA, National Center for
Education in Maternal and Child
Health,

~ Lally JR,, Griffin, A., Fenichel, E., Segal,
M., Szanton, E., & Weissbourd, B.
(1995). Caring for Infants and Toddlers in
Groups: Developmentally Appropriate
Practice. Arlington, VA, Zero to Three.

under-supervised. Storage located on the

walls does not take up valuable, usable
play space.

Ruopp, R, J. Travers, F. Glantz, & C.,
Coelen (1979). Children at the Center.
Final Report of the National Day Care
Study. Vol. 1. Cambridge, MA: Abt
Associates.

Zero to Three (1992), Heart Start: The emo-

tional foundations of school rendiness.
Arlington, VA, Zero to Three.

Ease of Supervision, A well-designed
environment allows teachers to supervise
children from anywhere in the classroom.
Place activity areas along the walls, leav-
ing the center of the room open, with dia-
pering and food-prep areas separated
from the classroom by half-height walls.
Separate nap rooms can incorporate low
windows (30"-34" high) to allow teachers :

easy visual access.

Conclusion

A developmentally designed environ- :
ment supports children’s individual and
social development. It encourages explo-
ration, focused play, and cooperation. It
provides choices for children and sup- :
ports self-directed learning. A develop- :
mentally designed environment also sup-
ports the caregiver-child relationship. It :
minimizes management and custodial
activities, allowing caregivers more time
for interaction, observation, and facilita-

tion of children’s development.

Louis Torelll, M.S.Ed., and Charles Durrett,
architect, are principals in the child care facility :
design firm Spaces for Children (510-549-8980), !
and Torelli/ Durrett (800-895-3121), a catalogue :
company designing and selling infant and toddler |

child care fumiture.
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