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INTRODUCTION 

The present research is integrated in the subject of Architecture for Early Childhood in Portugal, with its 

focus on the school typology dedicated to early childhood education: the kindergarten. The main goal 

of this investigation is to study the historical development and architectural characterization since the 

first sample, built in 1882 – the Froebel School –, while contributing to the school architecture inventory 

in Portugal. By looking at the architectural investigation on education, it is possible to identify detailed 

studies on school facilities of several educational levels.  

Because of its great interest as a multidisciplinary area with direct impact in children’s development 

between 3 and 6 years old, this study approaches kindergartens’ conception throughout the decades, 

and analyses significant aspects on its definition, identifying also other important influences regarding 

its idealization. Therefore, the main object of this study is the collection of typology samples with 

architectonic value and conceived as a kindergarten since 1882, in order to obtain enough data to 

summarise the main characteristics of the typology and important aspects on its evolution. 

The resources used for this investigation are distinguished between educational and architectonical 

references: literature, laws and official documentation, inventories, collections, registries, public 

databases, governmental sectors and platforms, in-site observations and direct contact with 

representatives. With this information, the investigation is developed in three main phases: the context, 

with historical and educational evolution of kindergartens in Portugal; the first approach, with a deeper 

look on regulation and a collection of samples, categorized according to four different phases; and the 

second approach, with a selection of four case studies, analysed and compared in detail. The first 

approach results of synthetized information on a collection of kindergartens and conclusions about the 

regulation and laws evolution. This first approach sum up important aspects and characteristics of the 

typology, excluding its indoor organization. In order to complete this investigation, four representative 

case studies are selected, analysed and compared. The case studies are chosen by their construction 

date (distributed along the investigation’s period of study), architectural value, respecting different 

initiatives and ideals. With this study, it is possible to outline a group of crucial characteristics of the 

typology, and identify aspects which suffered major evolutions.   

 

HISTORICAL EVOLUTION OF EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION 

Children’s education had been assumed as a familiar duty since ancient times, on which the children 

would absorb the values and knowledge transmitted by their parents or other members responsible for 

them. More recently, families saw themselves not able to perform all of those tasks anymore, as both 

parents are forced to work, due to the present socioeconomic reality. 

As a result of these socioeconomic changes, and together with a wider awareness on subjects as health 

and human development, some new educational approaches appeared in Europe during the 19th 

century. Before these new approaches, pre-school education was, most of all, based on day care and 

assistance, providing the children a safe place to stay, and preparing their enrolment in school. These 

new methods had a much more extended goal than providing assistance to children between three and 
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six years old, they were also committed to contributing to their personal development and education, 

preparing infants to take part of society and citizenship.  

Robert Owen (1771-1858) was the responsible for one of the first major early childhood education 

initiatives, taking place in an industrial city of Scotland. Worried by the workers’ quality of life, he founded 

the Infant School in 1816 based on teaching basic contents (reading and writing, calculations, science), 

handicrafts, traditional songs and moral principles. In Germany, Friedrich Froebel (1782-1852) founded 

the “Kindergarten” in 1837, a great and innovative educational approach based on his deep 

understanding of children’s growth, creating “occupations” (games and activities) and “gifts” (specific 

sets of toys) tailored specially for certain development phases. Another important method was created 

by the Italian Maria Montessori (1870-1952): “Casa dei Bambini”, which specifies different development 

stages and receptiveness phases.  

In Portugal, the social assistance associations and institutes were the only providers of childcare until 

the 20th century. Most of them have their roots in religious initiatives and do not assume a pedagogic 

position, seeking only the health and care of underprivileged infants. By the end of the XIX century, the 

Constitutional Monarchy published the first law regarding free and public early childhood education, 

aiming to provide the service throughout the country. Despite that, no significant actions were taken, 

regarding the absence of funds and the needs to alphabetize the population (by 1878, 78% of the people 

in Portugal were not able to read or write). With the First Republic (1910-1926), the Portuguese 

government included infants’ education in the public education system, but the primary education 

required all the attention and efforts that could be made.  

Nevertheless, the first remarkable initiative was taken in 1882, with the inauguration of the first 

kindergarten in Portugal, based on Froebel’s methods and ideal. The “Escola Froebel”, an innovative 

initiative, celebrates the centenary of Froebel’s birth and assumes a first national experience in early 

childhood pedagogy. 

One of the most important and remarkable actions in infants’ education was the “Jardins Escolas João 

de Deus” (kindergartens of João de Deus), accomplished by the association founded by João de Deus, 

a poet and pedagogue, creator of the “Cartilha Maternal”1. His sun, João de Deus Ramos, pursued his 

educational heritage by creating a national network of kindergartens, with the objective of providing a 

rich and stimulating environment to children’s development, with an adapted educational curriculum to 

the child’s age. Besides being a private initiative, the kindergarten was meant to receive both poor and 

wealthy children, avoiding social discrimination. João de Deus Ramos had a major vision regarding the 

architectural conception of the kindergartens, on which he required a cosy and habitational environment, 

rejecting a monumental scale and unpleasant elements such as stairs or corridors. The architect Raul 

Lino (1879-1974) played an important role on the “Jardins Escolas João de Deus” network, conceiving 

up to thirteen of the forty-two existing kindergartens, which originated a strong identity and value of the 

cluster. Nowadays, the association also counts with other significant architecture contributions from 

renowned architects as Ernesto Korrodi (1870-1944) and Álvaro Siza Vieira (1933-). 

                                                 
1 A teaching method based on a book – the “Cartilha Maternal” – that allowed everyone to learn how to read and write without 
going to school, popular during decades after its creation in 1876.  
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During the Dictatorial State (1926-1974), the official pre-school education was extinct, since it was part 

of an idea unsupported by the government: families should be the main responsible for children’s 

education, rejecting the idea of trusting a stranger to perform that duty. Once again, public initiatives 

were inexistent. Only in 1973 the children’s education started to integrate the public education system 

once again, although with the revolution’s2 interruption. The 1st of February of 1977 signs the official 

creation of the public pre-school education system, aiming to fulfil the needs of the entire country, 

reinforced by several laws, investments and programs. Although its efforts to satisfy the population 

needs, the investments are not reflected in its architectural value. Twenty years later, in 1997, the 

Ministry of Education takes charge of the pre-school educational system and reinforces its quality and 

growth through the national territory.  

In 2007 a strategical program was created by the government, with the goal of rehabilitating the national 

public network of kindergartens and basic schools, which introduced the concept of “Centro Escolar” 

(school centre), joining both educative programs in the same space.  

 

CHARACTERIZATION OF THE TYPOLOGY 

In order to analyse the kindergarten’s typology throughout the decades, several samples are collected 

and presented chronologically. This selection is focused on cases specially built for pre-school education 

and with architectural value. Therefore, standard projects implemented on a national level, within a 

profitable and economic action, are not included in the investigation due to its lack of interest in design 

and construction matters.  

Four main phases were identified, concerning the political and 

economic national background: the first phase from 1882 to 1937, 

the second from 1937 to 1977, the third between 1977 and 2007 

and the fourth from 2007 until now. Besides these, there are also 

several complementary initiatives, related to childcare and support, 

which are worth to consider in this study.  

The first phase – 1882 to 1937 – is defined by the construction of 

“Escola Froebel”, the pioneer experience in the field, and goes until 

1937, the year in which the Dictatorial State abolished the public 

pre-school education. Although the educational sector was 

assumed as a government duty and its intention was reinforced by 

several laws and publications, there were only a few experiences 

registered. The most important action taken during this period was 

the construction of six “Jardins Escolas João de Deus” (JEJD), 

spread by national territory. These constructions were recognisable 

                                                 
2 The 25th of April’s revolution, in 1974, stablished democracy again, finishing one of the longest dictatorships in Europe 

Fig. 2 - JEJD in Leiria, by Ernesto 
Korrodi (1936) 

Fig. 1 - First JEJD in Coimbra, by Raul 
Lino (1911) 
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by their quality and architectural value, and designed by the architect 

Raul Lino, with the contribute of Ernesto Korrodi in Leiria’s school.  

The second phase – 1937 to 1977 – only take into account private 

initiatives, once the Dictatorial State abolished the public system. 

Despite its disengagement with this level of education, the State 

committed to support private initiatives and regulate its functioning. 

The JEJD network pursued its development, creating more 

kindergartens around the country. Another important successful 

initiative in Portuguese childcare is taken by “Santa Casa da 

Misericórdia” (SCM), a Portuguese charity association founded in 

1498. Its action is mainly assistance and support of the most 

vulnerable, with a great focus on children, and during the late XX 

century, it created several kindergartens in the service of the 

community.  

The third phase – 1977 to 2007 – is marked by the establishment of 

the public pre-school education system and the exponential increase 

of its national coverage, increasing from 10% in 1977 to 77,7% in 

2007. However, this exponential growth had its base on a profitable 

and low-cost strategy, which resulted in an inferior architectonical 

and constructional quality. For this reason, there are only a few 

public initiatives where it is possible to identify some investment on 

its conception level, which are more common in the end of this 

period. Besides these cases, the JEJD association continues to 

expand its national network, with some great contributions to the 

architectural inventory of kindergarten’s typology.  

The fourth phase – 2007 until the present – is distinguished by the 

beginning of the rehabilitation program for both basic and pre-school. 

Since then, the State’s focus has been joining both educational 

systems in one space: the “Centro Escolar” (school centre) aims to 

concentrate the efforts and investments in one building, as a way of 

saving economical and human resources. Therefore, the 

kindergarten’s typology suffered a lower building investment. 

  

Fig. 3 - Kindergarten of SCM in Porto de 
Mós (1976) 

Fig. 4 - JEJD in Penafiel, by Siza Vieira 
(1991) 

Fig. 5  - Popular Kindergarten in Cacém, 
by Nadir Bonaccorso and Sónia Silva 
(2005) 

Fig. 6 - Armador' Kindergarten, 
integrated in a school centre as an 
independent building (2009) 
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After analysing the samples for each phase, it was possible to draw some conclusions on the typology’s 

characterization:  

• The most common location was the outskirts areas of the urbanizations, as a place far from 

harmful factors (factories, pollution sources, graveyards, taverns, and others) and as a less busy 

and stressful environment; 

• The buildings are mainly developed in one floor only, in order to ease children’s mobility; 

• There is an important relation between inside and outside areas, which have a great value as 

an educational extension of the activities’ room; 

• The limits of the kindergarten’s space are marked by different kinds of barriers, with a strong 

presence and the important role of keeping and protecting the children; 

• The architectonical options are mainly a result of their context, but generally avoiding the 

monumental scale and children’s adaptation to the space. 

 

CASE STUDIES FROM 1882 TO NOWADAYS 

The analyses of four case studies from different periods allowed the completion of the typology’s 

investigation, studying in detail other factors that the previous research could not approach. Besides the 

conditions already used for the previous compilation, the selection of the case studies was based on the 

architectonic value of the building, its year of construction, from both public or private initiatives and its 

conception ideals and proposals. 

The “Escola Froebel” (Froebel’s school) dates from 1882, and is an 

initial experiment in pre-school education according to pedagogical 

theories in Portugal. Its interest relies on the innovation that it 

represents, both as a new typology and as a new approach to 

childcare. The municipality’s architect José Luís Monteiro (1848-

1942) is the responsible for the conception of the pavilion that 

reminds the “Chalet” houses and the iron and glass architecture, with 

a privileged relation between interior and exterior.  

The first “Jardim Escola João de Deus” in Estrela, Lisbon, dates from 

1915, and is projected by the architect Raul Lino. This case is 

selected as a representative of the JEJD association activity in pre-

school education in Portugal, with a wide network and influence 

throughout the country since its beginning. Its architecture is 

characterized by a strong influence of traditional housing typologies, 

together with clear pedagogical ideals regarding the building where 

the activities should take place. 

Fig. 5 - Froebel school in Estrela's 
garden, Lisboa (1882) 

Fig. 6 - JEJD in Estrela, Lisboa (1915) 
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The “École Maternelle” is a kindergarten based on the French 

education system and is integrated in the French school of Lisbon, 

built in 1952 by the French architects Michel Cuminal (1898-1985) 

and Nikita De Groer (1915-?). This kindergarten is distinguished by 

its position inside the school complex, which makes it isolated from 

the urban factors, and pays special attention to complementary 

functions inside its facilities.  

The most recent initiative is the Alcanena’s kindergarten, opened in 

2005, as a reflection of the Portuguese contemporary architecture. 

The project was made by Pedro Mendes Arquitectos and is 

organized in four main volumes. Its pure and geometric shapes are 

a main characteristic, together with the attention to detail and the 

materials used.  

To establish a contrast between the different case studies, several factors were analysed and compared 

in different levels: history and context, localization and surroundings, educative approach and pedagogy, 

formal and volume characterization, spatial organization, construction and equipment, conditions and 

sustainability. These factors can be analysed regardless the year of construction, making it possible to 

outline the evolution through the selected case studies. 

 

Fig. 9 - Comparison of the plans: (from left to right) Froebel school, 200 children (1882); JEJD kindergarten, 120 children (1915); 
École Maternelle, 50 children (1952); Alcanena's kindergarten, 100 children (2008) 

Fig. 7 - École Marternelle's facade and 
playground area (1952) 

Fig. 8 - Alcanena's kindergarten (2005) 
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The architectonical options of the different kindergartens are results of the architectural design 

tendencies in their context. Their configuration evolves from a bloc formation to volumes’ sequence – 

from the example of JEJD kindergarten to Alcanena’s kindergarten. The windows’ configuration reveals 

a development of their role in the building: despite the innovative conformation of Froebel’s school (with 

a continuous sequence of openings), it is possible to identify an increasing importance of the windows 

as a contact point with the exterior and the main source of day light. The circulation inside the buildings 

assumes a more rational conception throughout the different samples. Regarding the indoor height, it is 

possible to refer a decrease of the standard height, based on the several samples and construction-

related laws. 

 

As already mentioned, the kindergartens are mainly built outside of the city centre, where it is possible 

to find plenty of area available for both outdoor and indoor facilities. The accessibility needs suffered a 

drastic change with the popularization of the personal vehicle, and, nowadays, the existence of parking 

areas is almost a requirement, to raise the safety level and comfort while leaving and picking up the 

children from school. In the case studies, it is possible to identify a decline in the significance of the 

outdoor areas, by looking at the area decrease and absence of natural elements. One of the assumed 

reasons for this fact is probably the economy of means and financial resources. 

 

Fig. 10 - Pictures of the inside of the different facilities: (from left to right) Froebel school (1882); JEJD kindergarten (1915); École 
Maternelle (1952); Alcanena's kindergarten (2008) 

Froebel school, 1882 

200 children 

JEJD in Estrela, 1915 

120 children 
Activities rooms: 152 m2 

Outdoor area: 817 m2 

Implantation area: 335 m2 

Total: 1.152 m2 

0,76 m2 / child 

4,08 m2 / child 

Activities rooms in relation with 

the building’s area: 45% 

Activities rooms: 142 m2 

Outdoor area: 2.235 m2  

Implantation area: 335 m2 

Total: 2.670 m2 

1,18 m2 / child  

18,58 m2 / child 

Activities rooms in relation with 

the building’s area: 22,5% 

École Maternelle, 1952 

50 children 

Alcanena’s kindergarten, 2005 

100 children 
Activities rooms: 41 m2 

Outdoor area: 548 m2  

Implantation area: 335 m2 

Total: 1.152 m2 

0,82 m2 / child 

10,96 m2 / child  

Activities rooms in relation 

with the building’s area: 7,5% 

Activities rooms: 186,5 m2 

Outdoor area: 870 m2  

Implantation area: 335 m2 

Total: 1.152 m2 

1,86 m2 / child 

8,70 m2 / child  

Activities rooms in relation with 

the building’s area: 25% 
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In the other hand, the indoor facilities of the kindergarten are more valuable in the present, due to the 

establishment of minimum requisites (for ex., two square meters per child) and the intensive use of 

complementary functions. The activities rooms oblige a great adaptability to different activities and 

pedagogical approaches, once the major part of the children’s day-by-day is spent in here. It is also 

interesting to look at the differences between the use of the kindergartens’ space, comparing the areas 

of the activities room, complementary areas and playground.  

The construction technologies, materials, hygiene and comfort are aspects directly related with the 

context and the development present in each period. As soon as new theories, studies and technologies 

appear (for ex., the hygienist movement and studies related with diseases as tuberculosis and others, 

soon resulting in the Open Schools initiative, or the installation of internet and other systems), the new 

constructions are naturally more prepared to include these features.  

 

CONCLUSION 

After this investigation, it is possible to identify the main characteristics of the kindergarten typology:  

• Privileged location in the outskirts of the urban centres 

• With good accessibility conditions, outdoor area with an important role and as a valuable area 

• Generally built one-floor only 

• Scale adaptation to the children 

• Activities rooms as the main piece of all the facilities 

• Valorisation of space versatility 

• Great importance attributed to complementary functions 

• Attention to comfort and hygiene conditions 

• Great relation and mobility between indoors and outdoors  

• Impact of the physical barriers 

Besides its characterisation, we can also recognise different aspects who changed within the decades: 

• The architectural approaches and options of each project are according to its historical context 

– structure, techniques, style, organization, volume and others 

• The materials and conditions reveal a direct dependence of the technological evolution and 

different elaborated studies throughout the time 

• The accessibility needs evolve according to the popularization of the individual transport, which 

requires space for car stopping 

In addition to the aspects concluded with the different typology’s study, this investigation clarifies the 

importance and need of a much more detailed research in the field. The data collection verifies the 

existence of high-quality samples of the typology, which validate the recording of the historical and 

architectural facts and evolution of it. 
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