
Research for Development

Stefano Della Torre
Massimiliano Bocciarelli
Laura Daglio
Raffaella Neri   Editors

Buildings 
for Education
A Multidisciplinary Overview 
of The Design of School Buildings



Research for Development

Series Editors

Emilio Bartezzaghi, Milan, Italy
Giampio Bracchi, Milan, Italy
Adalberto Del Bo, Politecnico di Milano, Milan, Italy
Ferran Sagarra Trias, Department of Urbanism and Regional Planning, Universitat
Politècnica de Catalunya, Barcelona, Barcelona, Spain
Francesco Stellacci, Supramolecular NanoMaterials and Interfaces Laboratory
(SuNMiL), Institute of Materials, Ecole Polytechnique Fédérale de Lausanne
(EPFL), Lausanne, Vaud, Switzerland
Enrico Zio, Politecnico di Milano, Milan, Italy; Ecole Centrale Paris, Paris, France



The series Research for Development serves as a vehicle for the presentation and
dissemination of complex research and multidisciplinary projects. The published
work is dedicated to fostering a high degree of innovation and to the sophisticated
demonstration of new techniques or methods.
The aim of the Research for Development series is to promote well-balanced

sustainable growth. This might take the form of measurable social and economic
outcomes, in addition to environmental benefits, or improved efficiency in the use
of resources; it might also involve an original mix of intervention schemes.

Research for Development focuses on the following topics and disciplines:
Urban regeneration and infrastructure, Info-mobility, transport, and logistics,
Environment and the land, Cultural heritage and landscape, Energy, Innovation in
processes and technologies, Applications of chemistry, materials, and nanotech-
nologies, Material science and biotechnology solutions, Physics results and related
applications and aerospace, Ongoing training and continuing education.

Fondazione Politecnico di Milano collaborates as a special co-partner in this
series by suggesting themes and evaluating proposals for new volumes. Research
for Development addresses researchers, advanced graduate students, and policy and
decision-makers around the world in government, industry, and civil society.

THE SERIES IS INDEXED IN SCOPUS

More information about this series at http://www.springer.com/series/13084

http://www.springer.com/series/13084


Stefano Della Torre • Massimiliano Bocciarelli •

Laura Daglio • Raffaella Neri
Editors

Buildings for Education
A Multidisciplinary Overview of The Design
of School Buildings



Editors
Stefano Della Torre
Architecture, Built Environment
and Construction Engineering—ABC
Department
Politecnico di Milano
Milan, Italy

Massimiliano Bocciarelli
Architecture, Built Environment
and Construction Engineering—ABC
Department
Politecnico di Milano
Milan, Italy

Laura Daglio
Architecture, Built Environment
and Construction Engineering—ABC
Department
Politecnico di Milano
Milan, Italy

Raffaella Neri
Architecture, Built Environment
and Construction Engineering—ABC
Department
Politecnico di Milano
Milan, Italy

ISSN 2198-7300 ISSN 2198-7319 (electronic)
Research for Development
ISBN 978-3-030-33686-8 ISBN 978-3-030-33687-5 (eBook)
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-33687-5

© The Editor(s) (if applicable) and The Author(s) 2020. This book is an open access publication.
Open Access This book is licensed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0
International License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits use, sharing, adap-
tation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long as you give appropriate credit to
the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Commons license and indicate if
changes were made.
The images or other third party material in this book are included in the book’s Creative Commons
license, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not included in the book’s
Creative Commons license and your intended use is not permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the
permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from the copyright holder.
The use of general descriptive names, registered names, trademarks, service marks, etc. in this publi-
cation does not imply, even in the absence of a specific statement, that such names are exempt from the
relevant protective laws and regulations and therefore free for general use.
The publisher, the authors and the editors are safe to assume that the advice and information in this
book are believed to be true and accurate at the date of publication. Neither the publisher nor the
authors or the editors give a warranty, expressed or implied, with respect to the material contained
herein or for any errors or omissions that may have been made. The publisher remains neutral with regard
to jurisdictional claims in published maps and institutional affiliations.

This Springer imprint is published by the registered company Springer Nature Switzerland AG
The registered company address is: Gewerbestrasse 11, 6330 Cham, Switzerland

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-33687-5
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


Preface

This book belongs to a series, which aims at emphasizing the impact of the mul-
tidisciplinary approach practiced by ABC Department scientists to face timely
challenges in the industry of the built environment. Following the concept that
innovation happens as different researches stimulate each other, skills and inte-
grated disciplines are brought together within the department, generating a diversity
of theoretical and applied studies.

Therefore, the books present a structured vision of the many possible
approaches—within the field of architecture and civil engineering—to the devel-
opment of researches dealing with the processes of planning, design, construction,
management, and transformation of the built environment. Each book contains a
selection of essays reporting researches and projects, developed during the last six
years within the ABC Department (Architecture, Built Environment, and
Construction Engineering) of Politecnico di Milano, concerning a cutting-edge field
in the international scenario of the construction sector. The design of schools has
been recognized as one of the hottest topics in architectural research, also for the
criticalities detected in the current conditions of Italian school buildings.

The papers have been chosen on the basis of their capability to describe the
outputs and the potentialities of researches and projects, giving a report on expe-
riences well rooted in the reality and at the same time introducing innovative
perspectives for the future.

With the aim of exploring the evolutionary scenario of school design as an
architectural topic, the collected papers were selected according to a comprehensive
and multidisciplinary overview. Researches on typology and spatial organization
are enriched through the contribution of a historical and social perspective to
enlarge the focus on the urban role of the school buildings. Moreover, innovative
approaches and tools have been highlighted both in the design process and in the
education techniques. The presented experiences include best practices of
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consistent and coordinated contributions of the several disciplines involved in the
design of school buildings, also implementing digital tools. Finally, the issues
related to the challenges of the existing built stock triggered the development of
more technical and specialized, albeit multidisciplinary, investigations and case
studies’ reports.

Stefano Della Torre
Head of the Department Architecture

Built Environment and Construction Engineering
Politecnico di Milano

Milan, Italy
e-mail: stefano.dellatorre@polimi.it
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Introduction

Background

The design of educational spaces dedicated to school is a rather recent topic in Italy,
since until the end of the nineteenth century and the unification of the country,1

children were educated exclusively in private or ecclesiastical environments; and
only later, the school education was recognized for its significant role in the
teaching and learning processes (Pennisi 2012). The evolution of the architectural
school typology and of the primary school in particular, can be analyzed as a
complex combination of political, cultural, social and urban planning issues and as
a reflection of the historical situation. Through the analysis of the educational
buildings erected in the different periods, it is possible in fact to detect the evolution
of the legislative framework, aimed at defining hygienic and comfort requirements,
and of the organization of spaces required by the different pedagogical approaches.
The study of the architecture of existing schools reveals a sequence of construction
systems, both traditional and innovative, from masonry walls to reinforced concrete
frames and to prefabricated solutions, which were employed to better respond to
changing needs (in particular, low construction and maintenance cost and con-
struction time reduction). Finally, and with a strict connection with the above
considerations, the role of the school building in the city is remarkable at the urban
level also, for its ability to promote the development of entire neighborhoods of a
city or for the ability to revitalize an existing portion of a city in relation to other
public services and open spaces.

1The compulsory education was introduced in Italy with the Casati Law, issued by the Minister of
Public Education Gabrio Casati in 1860. This law entrusted the central government the obligation
to enact laws in relation to school education and the management of public schools and gave
private individuals the possibility of founding and managing institutions, but without the right to
confer educational qualifications. In this period, elementary education became free, compulsory
only for the first two out of four years (i.e., for pupils aged 6–7 years) but only present in cities
with over 4000 inhabitants or in secondary education institutions (Laurenti and Dal Passo 2018).
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The Current Situation

The results of a more than a centenary process of school buildings’ construction are
significant from a quantitative point of view. The whole stock of educational
buildings of all levels and dimensions amounts to 42,408 units, hosting 7,816,408
students in 370,597 classes (Miur 2017), distributed all over the national territory
(see Fig. 1). However, this is an extremely heterogeneous heritage,2 because of the
aging, the functional and often physical obsolescence, which ultimately does not
respond to the current demands in terms of teaching and learning methodologies,
but also because of the low comfort and safety performances and of fruition and
accessibility problems (lack of compliance with “Universal Design” goals).

Fig. 1 Distribution of the educational buildings on the Italian territory (Source: MIUR—Portale
unico dei dati della scuola, Anagrafe scuola)

2 Thirty-two percent of the schools was built after 1976, 27% between 1961 and 1975, 12%
between 1946 and 1960, 8% between 1921 and 1945, 4% between 1900 and 1920, 3% in the
nineteenth century, and 1% before 1800. There is no information for the remaining 13% (Miur
2017).
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In addition to the hydrogeological hazard that can affect some schools positioned
in risk areas, one of the most urgent issues is related to the high seismic vulnera-
bility characterizing most of the existing schools, which indeed were designed with
respect to gravity loading only.

The identification of the seismic areas in Italy started at the beginning of the
twentieth century, through the instrument of the royal decree, issued after the
destructive earthquakes of Reggio Calabria and Messina on December 28, 1908.
Since 1927, the areas hit by earthquakes have been divided into two categories, in
relation to their degree of seismicity and their geological constitution. Therefore,
the seismic map in Italy was nothing but the map of the territories affected by the
strong earthquakes after 1908, while all the territories struck before that date (most
of the seismic areas of Italy) were not classified as seismic and, consequently, there
was no obligation to build in compliance with anti-seismic regulations. Only in
1974, through the law of February 2, 1974, n. 64, a new national seismic regulation
was established which defined the reference framework for the seismic classifica-
tion methods of the entire national territory, as well as for the drafting of technical
standards. Immediately after the earthquake of October 31, 2002, that hit the ter-
ritories on the border between Molise and Puglia, the Civil Protection adopted the
ordinance of March 20, 2003, n. 3274, in order to provide an immediate response to
the need to update the seismic classification and seismic regulations. According to
the ordinance n. 3274, and unlike the provisions of the previous regulations, the
entire national territory was classified as seismic and divided into four zones,
characterized by different seismic hazard.

This brief history demonstrates that seismic regulations in Italy are quite recent.
Indeed, according to the new registry launched by the Ministry of Education
University and Research (Miur 2017), only 8% of the schools was designed in
compliance with seismic regulations, 54% is in a vulnerable zone, and around
19,000 buildings are situated in high-risk seismic areas. The collapse of educational
buildings in the 2009 and 2016 earthquakes in central Italy and the tragedy of San
Giuliano di Puglia (2002), where 27 children died in the primary school building
collapse, represent a clear symbol of the gravity of this problem.

A second major issue is related to the inadequate energy performance of the
educational buildings, again due to the old construction date and to the evolution
of the regulations on the energy performance of the buildings, the first being
enacted only in 1976, but with very low requirements in comparison with the
current situation. Although the European Energy Performance of Buildings
Directive (EPBD) requires that “the public sector in each Member State should lead
the way in the field of energy performance of buildings” and “buildings occupied by
public authorities and buildings frequently visited by the public should set an
example,” almost 85% of the school buildings in Italy belongs to the bottom classes
of the energy performance ranking. Only 5% (Legambiente 2018) of the stock can
be classified among the first three classes, a percentage corresponding to the con-
structions completed after the 2001, when the first regulations requiring a high
standard of energy efficiency were enacted. Hence, if the lack of sufficient structural
safety can appear as a real threat, the inadequate energy performance is certainly a
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waste of resources and a lost chance as well. Energy retrofit programs in fact can
become lighthouse projects not only because schools are public buildings visited by
pupils, their parents, and the staff, but also because the direct understanding of the
behavior of the building envelope and technical systems can help children learn
how to support energy savings as responsible users and transfer the knowledge to
their families. A further issue to add to the serious situation of the national heritage,
related to both structural safety and energy poor performance, is the significant gap
between northern and southern regions; an imbalance which characterizes also the
funding for ordinary repairs, let aside renovation interventions.

Furthermore, health and indoor comfort requirements should be addressed,
especially when considering that almost 10% (Legambiente 2018) of the existing
complexes should be cleaned from asbestos.

Finally, the shift toward a knowledge society where information and knowledge
are expanding in quantity and accessibility is introducing major changes in teaching
and learning models. The information revolution has changed the way we interact
with people and things. We live in a society where information is spread out in a
large-scale dimension, and new technologies become new tools to change the
relationship between time and space. Learning happens everywhere. The new
generation of net-native pupils, with an increasingly different set of expectations
about space and time, will require constant access to learning materials and
resources to share within and beyond the school. Inter-disciplinary learning and
collaborative peer-to-peer learning will become increasingly common. New edu-
cational models and approaches will be required to help multiple generations,
belonging to diversified cultures and in different fields. This will require a general
rethinking of the school layouts to overcome the actual strict zoning of the functions
and to respond with a higher flexibility to the rapidly changing demand.

The barriers toward the starting of a concrete policy for the renovation or the
replacement of the existing stock are varied. It is not just a problem of economic
resources but also of a complex set of different issues related to both the diversity
of the heritage and the heterogeneous set of institutions responsible for the
construction/renovation process. The schools in fact are managed by municipalities
as well as by provinces and also directly by the central state. The interventions,
considering the major presence of public buildings, are very often subjected to the
national public works legislation, requiring a significant effort in planning and
organization. One of the challenges is thus how to support municipalities or
institutions, especially the smallest ones, in the process from the design activity, to
the tendering, to the site inspections and co-ordination during execution, until the
final acceptance testing.
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The decision for the construction or the retrofit of the school building should
consider the relationship with the urban context and the possible potentials that the
public building and its annexes can add to the community, for example, in terms of
quality of the public spaces, additional resilience in case of emergency3 and of
lifelong learning4 or integration with other public facilities. A new construction or a
requalification can also trigger the regeneration of the surrounding neighborhoods.

The Challenge of Renovation and New Buildings Design

From 2014, in Italy a vast program5 of construction of new schools and requali-
fication of existing educational buildings that affect, in different ways, every level of
education, from primary schools to universities, have been public financed.
Different architectural design competitions were also proposed, beyond the attri-
bution of the design task, to collect innovative proposals able to explore new
solutions and approaches for the renovation of the educational facilities. Many
examples and competition applications are collected in this book.

This program concerned the transformation of educational and pedagogical
approaches, aimed at improving the effectiveness of learning models, as well as the
requalification of the existing buildings from an energy-saving and structural safety
point of view, the latter with particular regard to seismic vulnerability of the
existing buildings.

These themes have long been a field of great interest, experimentation, and
research, aimed at developing projects, models, and intervention strategies where
different disciplines and skills are involved. The possibility of giving old places a
new identity, to update buildings according to the new educational and teaching
models, to develop projects that take into account the actual needs of energy
savings and structural safety is deeply investigated in the following chapters.

On a broader scale, all these needs offer the possibility of redesigning complex
existing buildings and developing projects that play an important role also at the
urban level, by becoming reference places, opportunities for redevelopment of
degraded parts of a city, new cultural, and civic centers.

This book describes the results of some of the research and consulting works,
carried out at the Department of Architecture, Built Environment and Construction
engineering (Politecnico di Milano), related to the design of new schools and to the

3 A structural safe school building in seismic areas can be used, for example, as a possible
emergency center or temporary accommodation in case of necessity.
4 The often-unused spaces of a school building during the evening or weekends can host courses
for adults or other continuous learning programs or different activities for the whole community.
5Of the ten billion euros invested, five have been spent by municipalities, provinces, and
metropolitan cities to construct 300 new buildings and start 12,000 renovation projects. ItaliaSicura,
the Council of Ministers authority created to lead and manage the renovation programme, was
closed in July 2018 (https://www.corriere.it/scuola/primaria/18_luglio_05/edilizia-scolastica-
ambiente-governo-chiude-italiasicura-adef7264-8017-11e8-841c-47290107a48c.shtml).
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requalification of existing ones. The description of these activities has been orga-
nized into three sections, where particular emphasis is given to the effective col-
laboration with institutions at various levels and the synergetic combination of the
different disciplines involved, needed to respond to their requests through applied
and basic theoretical research works.

The chapters, organized into the three different sections, investigate central themes
about the buildings for education, focusing, in particular, on the definition of multi-
disciplinary approaches for the design of new schools and for the upgrading of existing
ones. Among the main topics highlighted, the first section focuses on the relationship
between the city and the school as a civic building with a public role for the community
also to possibly host different functions. Accordingly, some recent concept designs are
featured, carried out within national and international competitions, and analytical and
historical studies on the theme of schools and on their typology, as well as on the role
of these buildings at the urban level, are reported. In the second section, innovative
solutions for both the design and the construction process are analyzed, and in some
applications, particular relevance is given to the building information modeling
(BIM) strategy as an optimal tool to achieve a synergetic combination of the different
disciplines involved. Finally, the third section focuses on the built heritage, particularly:
(i) on the tools, technologies, and approaches required to upgrade the existing buildings,
in order to comply with the new regulations (in terms of seismic resistance and energy
performance); (ii) on the possible transformation of unused constructions into buildings
for education, and (iii) on the management of the existing stock. Theoretical as well as
applied research paths are reported to illustrate the topic both from the methodological
point of view and through real case studies.

Massimiliano Bocciarelli
Laura Daglio
Raffaella Neri
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