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This book presents my journey with the Interactions Graduation Studio. The report starts 
with an overview of the Swiss context. Next, it talks about how I investigated the work of Amos 
Rapoport and other founders of environmental behavior studies and Luigi Snozzi and what I 
have learned from his architectural vision. Further, the design brief is summarized in order to 
make the context of the design clearer. With these two aspects in mind the research question 
of my design is formulated as follows: “How can the identity of a community influence the 
implementation of functions in a building?“. Finally, my design is presented as a response to this 
question and the initial requirements of the Foundation of Istituto di Santa Maria.

My interest with the project done under the supervision of the studio is twofold. 

Concentrating on one figure, Luigi Snozzi in this case, with a very specific project in the 
background seemed a good recipe to develop a good design and to learn a great deal from it.

Secondly, my interest for the location was the most important factor. From the first encounter 
with the location  I have seen great potential in designing under these specific circumstances.

The result: a proposal for a new development on the site of the Istituto di Santa Maria.
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1.1 The Study Area

“If you want to learn to know a culture, listen to the stories.”[1]

Michael Margolis

The research that led to this paper started as a journey with the start being a moment 
of fascination regarding a place that triggered in my subconscious other interests related to 
architecture. This place is the site belonging to the Foundation “Istituto di Santa Maria” in 
Bellinzona, Switzerland. The encounter with the site was not a planned one and that has 
influenced the development of the research process. The encounter of the site and its fascinating 
complexity for me was accidental but triggered by old thoughts and questions that occupy my 
thinking process.

From the first day I have arrived at the future chosen location of my graduation project, I was 
completely drawn to it and fascinated almost making me not be interested in anything else that 
was in the warm and welcoming city of Bellinzona. It was later that I have discovered, by pulling 
my self away and offering some time to the city, that the site of the Istituto di Santa Maria was 
actually a micro universe of the whole city. In its limits, the location contained elements that 
could describe the character of the city and of the society of Bellinzona.

Bellinzona is probably Switzerland’s most Italianate town. The skyline of the capital of Ticino 
is defined by the powerful fortifications, comprising three of the best-preserved medieval castles 
in Switzerland, which are listed as a UNESCO World Heritage Site.

The origins of the city of Bellinzona are mind connected with a particular topographical 
situation. In the stretch of the valley between Arbedo and Giu, three major Alpine passes 
converge: the San Gottardo, the Lucomagno and the San Bernardino. Already in 1475 a 
Milanese strategist, an expert on fortifications, well observed: “this land is still is a pure gate of 
Italy”.[2]

 A citadel was built for the first time in this area during Roman times. During the Middle 
Ages, with the changing designations, on the hill which later hosts Castle Grande there was first 
built a church out of stone.  The presence of the three castles of Bellinzona is very important 
given the fact that they are currently part of the urban tissue. The presence of the Montebello 
castle is attested since the thirteenth century. Under the rule of the conte of Milan, during the 
fifteenth century, the two castles became the bastions lateral urban walls were closed by a massive 
fortified barrier, and on the slope above Montebello was built the third castle, the Sasso Corbaro. 
The impressive defense work with the towers and expressive walls determines the character of the 
city. 

Bellinzona is culturally a Lombardy town, characterized by the neoclassical, Italian-style 
theatre and buildings and the sympathetically restored houses with alleyways that are surrounded 
by richly decorated patrician houses and beautiful churches. With interventions by Luigi Snozzi, 
Aurelio Galfetti, Livio Vachini, Alberto Camenzind, the city has kept his strong character of a 
medieval city.

The fortifications of Bellinzona are among the most important examples of medieval 
defensive architecture in the Alps, and have been listed as a UNESCO World Heritage Site since 
the year 2000. The Castelgrande, Bellinzona’s oldest castle, is also a mark of a great restoration 

1. Michael Margolis
Fig.1 Birds eye view of 

Bellinzona
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project by Aurelio Galfeti. A little museum in the Castelgrande documents the 
history of Bellinzona’s castles and town center. It was the Romans who realized the 
strategic importance of the site, and first built a castle here, in the first century A.D. 
In the Middle Ages this was extended to form a long, impregnable fortress. Because 
of its location, Bellinzona was always a bone of contention between the Dukes of 
Milan and the Swiss. It was only in 1516 that the town first became part of the 
Swiss Federation. 

At the base of the hill which hosts the castle of Montebello lays the site of the 
Foundation of the Istituto di Santa Maria, the main focus of the current research. 
The encounter of the Istituto di Santa Maria site was accidental. While visiting the 
city of Bellinzona, a beautiful Swiss city in the canton of Ticino, the arrangements 
made lead to having as a accommodation the hostel belonging to the Istituto. This 
created the possibility of discovering and being fascinated about this location and 
leading to building this research around it. In order to understand the context of 
the research the following part of the report will present the context which allowed 
the development of the research question.

The story of the site

In the nineteenth-century building in via Nocca in Bellinzona, the Sisters of 
the Holy Cross Menzingen have managed from the second half of the nineteenth 
century until the beginning of the nineties to sustain a private school for women 
and a student residence. Familiar to Bellinzona as the “Santa Maria”, the institute 
has responded for decades to a real need for many families in the region and in 
Ticino.  

In 1990, after a result of problems, structural and economic, the Sisters of 
Menzingen decided to stop school activity and to leave completely the building 
management. They were more than happy to accommodate in the buildings of 
the site the college La Traccia, followed by elementary school La Caravella, and in 
parallel, a youth hostel. For reasons internal to their congregation, the Sisters have 
currently reached the decision to sell the entire complex.

The site is addressed to the functions already presented - who know and have 
in order to keep the educational purpose of the building. To seize this unique and 
extraordinary opportunity to give a consolidated perspective and long-term to 
schools and Hostel, the Santa Maria Foundation was born.

The Santa Maria Foundation has in property the schools, Elementary School 
“La Caravella“, The Gymnasium “La Traccia” and the Youth Hostel (managed by 
Bellinzona SA).

By statute and in tune with the desire of the Sisters, the Santa Maria Foundation 
intends to keep the property spaces available to the actually existing ones based on 
several fronts to specific training needs and hospitality aimed primarily at young 
people and carry out activities of general interest for the city and the region. The 
purpose of the Santa Maria Foundation is planning works that keep the spirit of the 
foundation intact , offer service to the community in partnership with the state and 
attentive to historical and social changes. 

Any possible developments will adhere to this work orientation.

THE SCHOOLS

The “La Traccia” Middle School and Elementary School “La Caravella” were 
born from the initiative of a group of parents and teachers who understood that 
a school is a commitment, challenge, responsibility towards new generations. 
The Catholic inspiration of the founders is a goal proposed to the freedom of the 
students and families. The educational proposal is based on the desire, shared from 
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parents and teachers, to propose to the kids a series of basic training that will help 
them discover the meaning of their lives and the world around them and to express 
the best of their ability, enhanced by services such as canteen, after-school care and 
study. 

They now belong for years to the educational scene of Bellinzona, 
complementary to the large offering of state public school.

THE YOUTH HOSTEL

In 2002 the Hostel Bellinzona SA was formed, which has since been successfully 
running the hostel Montebello, belonging to the World of youth hostels (Hostelling 
International).

Bellinzona lacked such a structure, able to meet the needs of people (mostly 
young people, schools, groups, sports associations) interested in knowing not only 
the city and its region, but also the canton of Ticino, thanks to the central location 
of the city.

The hostel is completely self-managed and it forms a core of youthful presence 
concentrated in the unit of a cozy building surrounded by a garden and a beautiful 
park leading up to the castle of Montebello. The hostel is now an established 
presence in the Bellinzona region: in a year there are on average around 20,000 
visitors, a highly important number for the region. Not surprisingly, the property 
was rewarded in 2008 with the annual prize from the Bellinzona Tourism.

THE PROPERTY

The complex Santa Maria covers a total area of   14’470 m2, from the walls of the 
Montebello Castle to Via Nocca. The city urban plan shows that the site is classified 
as a “public buildings area”.

A built whole of 23’558 m3 is consisted of a total surface of 6’174 sqm 
habitable, of which more than 5,400 sqm concentrated in the main buildings. 
Added to this are the park which borders the castle, and other external surfaces, now 
used for recreational and entertainment spaces for the schools, respectively for the 
Hostel guests, and parking places.

In essence it is a property of considerable size, mostly with a safe architecture, 
which now requires major internal renovations. Located in a quiet area but in 
the immediate vicinity of the historic city center, it is easily accessible by public 
transport (SBB a new bus stop near the Independence Square) are well planned.

The newly formed Santa Maria Foundation is currently organizing a funds 
raising in order to be able to proceed with the project of development. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

2. Tratto dal rapporto del 
commissario Azzone 
Visconti destinato al 
Duca di Milano 1475, 
citaz. da Rahn 1893, 
p. 14.

Fig.2 Historical drawing- 
section of Bellinzona
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1.2 Research question

The location of the Foundation of Istituto di Santa Maria in Bellinzona is a place 
that raises one interest by being complex and surprising. It includes in its 20.500 
sqm spaces that without intentionally being build like this it contains characteristics 
typical for the community of Bellinzona.

As mentioned before the building of the Istituto is home to the gymnasia’s 
school “La Traccia“ and The Youth Hostel of Bellinzona. The two non- 
complementary  functions are located in the same building and make use of the 
same staircase.  The users of the two functions seem to be accustomed and when 
asked not bothered that while they were bringing their children to start the day 
at school, others were coming down the same staircase from the hostel that was 
located at the upper floor of the same building. This quickly became the fascinating 
point of the building. This seemed to me to be a mark of the way the people of 
Bellinzona perceived the built environment and that the way they use the building 
is some specific and part of the identity of the society. 

In the wake of what we know today as globalization, the built environment 
tends to become leveled and characterized by the same elements. We know 
how buildings belonging to a certain program work or should work because the 
standards and the regulations are merely the same around the globe. In this context 
the Istituto is an exception but defines preferences or cultural characteristics of a 
certain community that are worth prolonging and fighting for their conservation. 

This led to formulation of the research question:

How can the identity of a community influence the implementation of 
functions in a building?

The fascination with the perception of function of people belonging to different 
cultures started developing in parallel with the wish of designing a building that 
is closer to what users think is a good building not based on my own educated 
supposition of what is best for the future inhabitants. Thus the developing of 
the research has been continuously influenced and filtered through the existing 
information extracted from environmental behavior studies.

The research is searching to fill in the gap created between what the professional  
branch, in this case the architects think of the well functioning of a building and 
the view of the users on the same matter. This topic will be developed further in the 
Environmental Behavior Studies chapter.

Fig.3 First floor of the 
Institute with the school 
functions

Fig.4 The main staircase 
of the building of the 
Institute that connect the 
two non complementary 
functions (middle)

Fig.5 The last floor with the 
hostel functions 



18 19

Fig.6 Bellinzona 
monuments

Fig.7 Piazza del Sole, 
project by Livio Vacchini
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Research Development

    

 

2

21

2.1 Introduction 

State of the art

Siegfried Giedion wrote in his renowned article “Space, Time and Architecture” 
in 1941, about a schism between what the individuals of the society of the 19th 
century think and what they feel. Moving later on, towards our days, the intrusion 
of technology and science has created even a larger gap in a man’s ability to express 
feelings, communicate and feel. Still, the quality of life has raised and people can 
afford a decent living thanks to the development of technology. 

Kierkegaard has written about the consequences of implementing functionalism, 
the individual was alienated from nature, from his fellows, from his experience, 
from himself.

The criticism of architectural function in this century reflects the beginning of 
a reorientation in the approach to architecture which is founded upon a healing of 
the split between thinking and feeling, upon a recognition of the relatedness of man 
and his experience of architecture, a reorientation which permits the creation and 
the perception of artistic value in architecture.

Comparing to the times Siegfried Giedion was criticizing, since the 1970’s the 
studies and concerns of architects and psychologist show that the “split“ started to 
heal with thanks to architects understanding more and more that their profession 
is and should be one that integrates other profession, especially ones that today are 
mainly concerned with what and how people experience the worlds around them 
and  also the built environment. Nietzsche belief that people need to experience 
themselves as neither objects nor subjects, but on a level which goes beyond the 
object- subject gap.[3]

2.2 Research approach and perspective

In the quest of finding a link between the culture of the society of Bellinzona 
and the way they are used to the function displacement in buildings, the current 
paper appeals to the help of environmental behavior studies as them having the 
capability to encompass more than just function. Function in architecture often 
refers to dimensional concerns like the height of blackboards or the placement 
of wall sockets so that the building can function as it was intended to, and to 
quantifiable concerns like circulation flows and proximities between activities so 
that people can move easily from one function they have to perform to the next 
one. But behavioral factors go deeper, to the psychology of the user, how he or she 
is perceiving the building form, social interaction needs, subcultural differences in 
lifestyles, and the meaning and symbols of buildings.

Environment behavior studies also include aesthetics. As function is related to 
people’s behavior and needs, aesthetics is related to their preferences, experiences, 
and, of course, their perception of the world. Thus, formal aesthetics is 
supplemented with a user based experiential aesthetics.

Environmental behavior studies also extend to technology, for we can ask what 
architectural cues give a strong expression of firmness or protection as opposed to 
one of airiness or lightness. Because the cues may be very different from the factors 
that lead structural engineers to conclude that a building is structurally working.  
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A important foundation stone for developing the approach towards the research 
is the book “The Concept  Of Function in the twentieth- Century Architectural 
criticism“ published in 1984. The author Larry L. Ligo argues to sustain that what 
we have known as functionalism (functionalism= the theory that the design of an 
object should be determined by its function rather than by aesthetic considerations, 
and that anything practically designed will be inherently beautiful ) had as its 
main purpose to make buildings work better but in all this process the user true 
needs were ignored. This led to projects that on paper and in theory were great 
functioning “machines” but the users had a different view of them. 

The research approach is to rely on these studies while designing. Given the fact 
that project is developed in an somewhat sterile and a manageable environment, 
where the person that is designing the project is the same as the recipient, and the 
length of the project, the factor of intuition and own design decision is involved. 
The reason to use this is because this is how the research question developed - 
finding a place that raised fascination and triggered questions.

Important to mention is the influence of the admiration for Luigi Snozzi’s works 
and projects in the development of the current proposal for the site of the Istituto 
di Santa Maria. The decision to take him as a master and try to understand why 
and how his projects are successful for both the critical eye of architects but most 
important, for the people that use the buildings he created. 

Subquestions

Along the development of the main research questions other subquestions 
came up. The main ones are revolving around the relationship between culture 
and function perception. Amos Rapoport, one of the founders of Environmental 
Behavior Studies noted that:

“It is important to note, and it can be demonstrated, that culture plays a role in 
all three questions. Moreover, this is also true for any other conceptualizations of 
the domain of EBS, for example, into settings and places, user groups, and socio-
behavioral phenomena.”[4]

What are the cultural characteristics of the community of the Istituto di 
Santa Maria Foundation and its users, as individuals, and as members of various 
groupings, influence (and, in design, should influence) what characteristics of the 
built environment?

What are the effects of using buildings in a particular manner have on this focus  
group of people, under what circumstances and why?

Given that this is a two-way interaction between people and environment, what 
are the mechanisms that link them?

In order to sustain the importance of this project it is important to note what is 
the gap in the existing literature concerning the link between culture and functions. 
Amos Rapoport affirmation is still valid today, after 26 years:

“There is, however, one particular characteristic of EBS, as it has developed 
thus far, which I regard as a major weakness, and that is the lack of explanatory 
theory. This lack causes two major problems (among others). The first is that there 
is no compressibility, i.e., no way of concisely and economically stating principles 
by condensing empirical findings (for some examples see Rapoport, 1990a). The 
second problem is that there is no shared understanding, nor agreement about 
terms, concepts, and the like.”[5]

The absence of compressibility, and that there is no accumulation and no 
real addition presents a serious problem in the studies related to this subject. An 
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example are the studies focused on housing, which represent the largest amount 
of literature, considering that housing is a primary function and is of the most 
immediate interest for people. This is used by Amos Rapoport to show the gap in 
the studies concerning  the link between culture and  the environment:

“The result is that there are thousands of housing studies of all kinds, and their 
very number actually becomes counterproductive. The amount of material becomes 
overwhelming: I cannot possibly have access to, read, and digest it all; students 
have even less chance of doing so, and practitioners and decision-makers certainly 
cannot be expected even to try. One tends to give up. In research as in teaching, 
without theory one begins each time with the basics, reinventing the wheel rather 
than starting at the “state of the art”, launching right into substantive issues, and 
thus advancing the field. With theory, making advances can become the common 
practice.“[6]

2.3 Environmental Behaviour Studies (EBS)

The term “environment- behavior studies“ has a number of partial 
equivalents: “human- environment studies“, “social studies“, “social ecology“, 
“human factors“, “behavioral architecture“ and sometimes just programming. 
The most encompassing designation is “environment behavior studies“. It is a 
multidisciplinary and multi-professional field, aspects of which are taught by most 
schools of architecture as well as many departments pf psychology and geography, 
and a few anthropology, sociology and urban planning departments. The interest in 
this paper is the focused on the broad field that bear directly on architecture.

Environment behavior studies or EBS, is the systematic examination of 
relationships between environment and human behavior and their application 
in the design process. The  basis for these studies has been laid out in the 1970’s 
having as founders the Willy Hellpach and later Amos Rapoport, Victor Papanek, 
Irwin Altman and many others. The basic questions to be asked are: how do people 
interact with the built environment? What are their needs? How do we apply such 
understandings in the design process? Each time an architect moves a pencil, he 
or she makes assumptions about human needs and decisions about how the built 
environment can best serve these needs. In many cases these assumptions are 
unconscious, the decision making process is not analytic, and the resulting building 
is not evaluated to find out how well it actually worked. 

There are number of reasons why an explicit focus on environment behavior 
studies relations has become an important part of architecture. Considerable 
research has shown that the attitudes and values of professionals are very different 
from those of the citizens and users they want to serve. The difference between the 
professional designer and user is more pronounced with unfamiliar user groups and 
unfamiliar building types. Our society has become more professionally specialized, 
more socially differentiated into ethnic, age-based and special interest groups. The 
professional training leads architects to see and think of the built environment in 
ways that are totally different  from the ways most other people do. It has become 
necessary to close the gaps somehow by including as integral parts of our training 
knowledge about a wide range of user groups, and about ways in which other less 
trained people think about the environment.

Most people are verbal thinkers, while architects are predominantly visual 
thinkers. Do the user of buildings therefore value the same visual aesthetics as 
architects do, or is it possible to turn this all around and base design decisions on 
needs, perceptions, preferences and values of the user? As the Dutch architect Neils 
Prak said: “the common sense of the architect is not the common sense of the user, 
simply because one of them has been subjected to professional training and the 
other has not. Let us thus, mistrust the intuition of architects and try to find out 

3. Chouraqui, F., 
“Ambiguity and the 
Absolute: Nietzsche 
and Merleau-Ponty on 
the Question of Truth”, 
Fordham University Press, 
2013, p. 10
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where people needs have been thwarted, by experimenting and theorizing.”[7]

Of course there is also the type of architect which sometimes has a sensible and 
insightful way of intuiting what is best for the context and the user of the building 
they are proposing. One of them is Luigi Snozzi which managed to demonstrate 
through some of his projects  that this is possible. His works and projects will be 
analyzed and further discussed in the next chapter.

Although there are architects with a sensible care for the user, the environment 
and its users cannot rely only on this. That being said it is better to assure that the 
future designers will have background information and methods that can bring 
them closer to their users, and closer to a successful project. Thus minimizing the 
gap that in the contemporary times seems to broaden more and more, between the 
architects and what people really need and want.

A number of studies have evaluated buildings in use to see to what degree 
they meet the needs, preferences, and values of their inhabitants, and to feed this 
information back into new research, programming and design. Design awards are 
often made before construction or just after the completion of the construction. 
The AIA’s awards for excellence, are a counter example- they are given ten years after 
the project completion. But the majority of awards are  rarely based on the users 
evaluation. More often they are evaluating the prevailing architectural aesthetics of 
the time. Studies conducted after people start using the buildings, have brought to 
surface shortcomings and problems in many of awards winning projects.

One of the most often mentioned building in the reviewed literature with such 
shortcomings related to architecture behavior issues is the Pruitt- Igoe housing 
complex in St. Louis, USA. Reasons behind this building being unsuccessful may 
stand in the large number of inhabitants it was supposed to host- 11 000 or to 
the fact that the thinking behind it was building faster and more. This eluded 
the quality of the spaces although after its construction it had received awards 
and has been regarded as a innovative example for housing in the USA. Although 
the architects have thought of spaces for children to play, open galleries to every 
third floor for socializing and new design elements, the project quickly became a 
insecure location which was avoided. The improvement of the project by a second 
architectural firm didn’t change the situation and in 1972 the project was teared 
down. Because of this particular situation many studies have taken this example in 
account and concluded that the main reason for its disastrous finish was ignoring 
the true behavior of the poor urban community that was inhabiting it.[8] 

I consider this area one of valuable information for design and one that can 
and should be expanded by architectural researchers. In the current project, I have 
chosen to sustain my work through the environmental behavior studies, in order to 
avoid creating a project based only on suppositions and not on context related facts. 
 
 
 Environmental Behavior Studies and Design

Environmental behavior studies advocates consider that good architects, from 
the master builders of Gothic period to the humanists of our time, have been 
sensitive to the behavioral determinants of architecture. 

The best buildings from historical times responded to human needs and 
sentiments, not only in their own time but also as social life styles evolved. There 
are, however many buildings from a functional and behavior point of view. The 
work of many architects could have been designed more successfully if the architect 
had paid more attentions to user needs and to ways in which the built environment 
and behavior interact with each other.

A great deal of useful information has emerged from the field of environmental 
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behavior studies. Studies exist that can be used in order to design without making 
assumptions of what is best for the future users of a project.  One example  
important to mention is the study of open plan schools, conducted mostly in the 
United States of America. The studies have been led by Paul Curtis and Roger 
Smith, both being trained in England as teachers and moved here about six years 
ago. After starting the Fayer weather Street School they later worked at the Early 
Learning Center in Connecticut. They later helped in forming a group of people 
called Holt Associates, who would assist several places across the US in reforming 
the educational system. During the following 2 years, Curtis/Smith evolved: they 
have created seven environments, including the recycling of a brick building 
for the Girls Club of Manchester. Another novel idea attributed to them is the 
implementation of a modular learning structure which people would have the 
freedom to change and adapt to their individual needs.

In one of the studies they focused on the open plan schools, presented in 
“The Child’s exploration of Space“in 1974. The reason behind choosing the 
implementation of environmental behavior studies in this case is relevant for the 
final result of the research: the design of the addition of the elementary school on 
the site of Istituto di Santa Maria. A study case used in the research conducted by 
Paul Curtis and Roger Smith is the Newton Montessori School in Connecticut, 
USA. In the study they used behavior setting observations, interviews with teachers 
and students, in the above mentioned school but also several closed plan schools 
that both base their education on the same philosophy. The teachers findings 
suggest that in open plan schools children are favored in learning in different 
settings, socialize with more teachers and experience working in different group 
sizes. Also the staff is influenced having a more present feeling of openness and 
greater feeling of unity. The downside of this type of schools is that the students 
have more gaps in the learning time and are more distracted, both visually and 
acoustically. Their observation showed that there is a feeling of loosing territory 
and   orientation. The final suggestion of the studies is that there should be made a 
negotiation between the open plan schools and the traditional classroom.[9]

The focus of this research has been on information that can be extracted and on 
methods from EBS that can be implemented in design. A number of methods have 
also been proposed by architects and other professionals for using socio- behavioral 
information in the design process and for checking proposed designs against 
behavioral criteria.

In order to develop the methods through which we can apply EBS in design 
its good to now what the crisis in architecture is about. Victor Papanek, a strong 
advocate of socially and ecological responsible design, considered that we have gone 
too far away from the real world, “we have isolated and barricaded ourselves from 
real human problems and we have isolated very small parts of socio- behavioral 
environmental problems to work on, being content to manipulate a few windows or 
courtyards when this does not begin to plumb the depth of human experience and 
human needs.”[10] Some contemporary architecture schools have escaped the system 
of teaching of apprentice like indoctrination in the modern style. Nowadays, the 
high qualitative architectural education is now much broader and has more chances 
of speaking to the depth of human needs in the built environment.

In order to understand EBS in architecture and design we must appropriate two 
concepts, one regarding the state of art, and the other showing where in the design 
process EBS most affects architectural decision making. 

The current state of the art is best defined by the psychologist Irwin Altman, 
that considers that there are three important elements to take in consideration when 
looking at the existing information: environment behavior phenomena, user groups 
and settings. 

This paper will focus on user groups that have different needs and use patterns, 

4. Gary T. Moore, D. Paul 
Tuttle, Sandra C. Howell, 
Environmental Design 
Research Association 
Praeger, 1985

5. Amos Rapoport, 
“Human Aspects of 
Urban Form”, 1990

6. Amos Rapoport, 
“Human Aspects of 
Urban Form”, p. 9, 1990

7. N. L. Prak, “The Visual 
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being affected in different ways by the quality of the environment. Also, the 
research will use environmental behavior studies in order to verify and answer 
questions, as mentioned before, with as much as possible not making assumption of 
what users think is good or bad for the way a building works.

As a main focus the research had the works of the architect Amos Rapoport, 
one of the parent founder of the EBS, while also consulting literature from other 
authors of papers that have a connection with this topic. 

In order to deepen and understand a topic, the author has consulted literature 
that have specialized or focused their writings more on that certain topic. For 
example when speaking of the meaning of the cultural space, I have looked in 
the writings of Jean Piaget but for specialized studies about children and their 
relationship with the environment, the works of the Italian psychologist Loriz 
Malaguzzi have been a foundation stone. 

Consulting the literature led to subtracting three conclusions which served as a 
basis for the design. The authors  and the subtracted information subtracted from 
their writings will be presented in the chapter of the conclusion they influenced the 
most.

Fig.8 Amos Rapoport 
scheme “Learning from 
evidence” as explained in 
Housing and Society

8. “The Case History of 
a Failure: Pruit-Igoe“, 
Architectural Forum 
123 (December 1965), 
p. 22-25

Fig.9 The Pruitt-Igoe 
public housing complex 
in St Louis, shortly after 
its completion in 1956. 
Photograph: Bettmann/
Corbis
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2.4 Luigi Snozzi and the process of learning

The current project is searching to learn from Luigi Snozzi, understand his 
process of thinking, the approach of the community and ultimately to be able to 
use all these teachings further on in the design. 

In contemporary architecture, urban planning, landscape design and all 
branches related to architecture of the 21st century, Switzerland plays an important 
role as a comparison factor for all contemporary architects. The Swiss Style does not 
simply describe a mere aesthetic design made in Switzerland. In art, architecture 
and culture it became an ‘international’ style after the 1950’s and it was reproduced 
by artists all around the globe. With a keen attention to detail, precision, craft skills, 
a good system of education and technical training, a high standard of execution as 
well as a clear design it managed to lay out a foundation for a new movement that 
has been exported worldwide and has become an international style.

A reason to choose Luigi Snozzi as a master for this project is the focal point 
of the research paper written for the first part of the project: discovering how 
influential the practice on the knowledge of architecture is, through the use of the 
works and projects of Luigi Snozzi as a main guideline. 

Roger Diener noted when talking about Luigi Snozzi, that “his concern was 
always for a social, and finally a political meaning that has a substantial consequence 
for the design: no long is it a building, the center of the design work, but is about 
regaining those values in connection with a specific territory, through a design that 
guarantees to Snozzi the dignity of human existence.”[11] 

Luigi Snozzi is one architect whose buildings and designs can hardly be 
observed without noticing the way of thinking that led to their existence. Claude 
Lichtenstein in his volume about Luigi Snozzi gathers best my personal interest: 
“Snozzi acts within architecture and through it, but he gets the impulses for this 
also from without. His buildings express through their individuality that they are 
placed into a context of reasoning which points beyond their own materiality.“[12] 

The interest for his work is more in the way of understanding what is causing 
this. Is it a matter of his built-in perception of the environment and his intuitive 
nature? His works are not of clever material utilization or impressing craftsmanship, 
no creating of geometric orders, more they are “simple shells”, an architecture of 
concrete lines and precise contours. The architecture detail is discrete and is not 
taken in adoration, comparing to other Swiss famous architects.

A matter of fascination for Luigi Snozzi’s works is the way he decides to set 
himself in the city. His buildings have a presence that show a sort of refusal of 
bringing attention, as it is very common in many contemporary projects. This 
indifference is a superficial reaction that actually hides an expectation “taken inside, 
whereas the sparseness of forms allows for a higher form of enjoyment.“[13] 

Being fascinated about the works and projects of Luigi Snozzi, after also visiting 
them, the focus centered on Monte Carasso which seemed a successful project 
not only on paper but also as walking through it, it proves itself to be a success. 
The simplicity and atmosphere created made me look more into this project. The 
analysis of this project will be further discussed in the chapter 2.5 Case Studies.
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Fig.11 Luigi Snozzi 
discussing one of his 
projects in Monte Carasso
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2.6 Research conclusion

Writing a conclusion in trying to define the most important aspects of the 
relationship of the user with the built environment has been difficult because the 
process consisted in translating abstract concepts into elements that can be further 
used in designing an user friendly building for the Istituto di Santa Maria site. 

Answering the research question “How can the identity of a community 
influence the implementation of functions in a building?”, has been made by 
gathering more pieces of the same puzzle. The main answer extracted for the 
research question is that perception of function should be of main focus, in order to 
express to be able to express the identity or cultural traits of a community.

“If one accepts the choice model of design with its goal of achieving some ideal, 
and given the resulting cultural differences in environmental organization, it would 
follow that environmental quality most also be a variable concept. This leads to the 
notion that in design, action proceeds through the perception of environmental 
problems, opportunities and ideals to solutions (and their acceptance or rejection 
through matching against some ideal or schema) — i.e., one is led to the concept 
of environmental perception”.[14] In this presented quote Amos rapoport shows the 
fact that one should be concerned with how the environment is perceived and how 
this known environment relates to the “real” environment. An important question 
is whether situations are perceived in the same way by different groups, in our 
situation if it is related to the Istituto di Santa Maria site or it can be generalized

Amos Rapoport considers that the physical environment in itself, in particular 
referring to meanings attached to it, has the capacity of affecting people’s perception 
of environmental quality and the good life and  this becomes a self-perpetuating 
system. People shape their environment through their behavior and then they create 
a “socializing medium giving children ideas about what are proper environments 
and affecting their perception of environments generally and the people with which 
they are associated.”[15] Also an important influence has the media on the way 
environmental elements are perceived.  Moreover, he underlines that physical and 
social environments  have the same characteristics and that it is applicable to people 
and events.

The notion of environmental perception is useful as stated by Amos Rapoport 
because it can show how few basic activities, or climatic types, can result in a 
large variety of responses and settings. Taking in consideration that solutions the 
outcome of perceptions, users perceive problems and possible solutions in different 
manners. The definition of “basic needs” is different from culture to culture and 
are given different position in the list of priorities. Standards (like well functioning 
or comfortable) and ideal environments have a diverse approach from a place to 
another. 

He advises that in order to deal with the interaction between the environment 
and man we have to take in consideration three areas:

“(1) Cognitive — involving perceiving, knowing and thinking, the basic 
processes whereby he individual knows his environment.

(2) Affective — involving feelings and emotions about this environment, 
motivations, desires and values (embodied in images).

(3) Conative — involving acting, doing, striving and thus having an effect on 
the environment in response to (1) and (2).”[16]

Another argument for the above stated fact is sustained by Larry L. Ligo 
throughout the book “The Concept of Functionalism in Twentieth- Century 
Criticism”. In this work he gathers and presents critiques to the way functionalism 

14. Rapoport, Amos, 
“Human aspects of 
Urban Form”, Urban and 
Regional Planning Series, 
Volume 15, Pergamon 
Press, 1977, p. 25

15. Rapoport, Amos, 
“Human aspects of 
Urban Form”, Urban and 
Regional Planning Series, 
Volume 15, Pergamon 
Press, 1977, p. 26

16. Rapoport, Amos, 
“Human aspects of 
Urban Form”, Urban and 
Regional Planning Series, 
Volume 15, Pergamon 
Press, 1977, p. 28

33

as a architectural current has been viewed by artists, designers and many other 
professionals. He divides the book in five types of the role the function plays: 
structural articulation, physical function, psychological function, social function 
and cultural- existential function. In his view the architectural function in the 
20th century is a reflects  the beginning of a reorientation in the critical approach 
which is founded upon a healing of the split between thinking and feeling, 
upon a recognition of the relatedness of man and his experience of architecture, 
a reorientation which permits the creation and the perception of artistic value 
in architecture. The change has taken place since the beginning of the modern 
movement can best be seen in comparison of the criticism of function which 
appeared early in the century. He states that most of the critique brought to this 
current was the fact that the man has been more an observer than a participant in 
the buildings created under this current, thus leading to buildings that were not 
successful with people that used it. This is characterized by the current architecture 
is shifting its focus, not from rationalist to anti-rationalist but more from rationalist 
to a synthesis of rationalism.

The findings of this research paper base on the results of EBS that state 
that successful architecture is one ‘which is neither objective nor subjective but 
which give thinking and feeling individuals their experience of and contact with 
the world- a world which takes on reality for them as they experience it.” The 
importance of taking this approach of experiencing rather than observing in 
the future development of architecture and “ that the influence of the “insights 
of men like Kierkegaard, Nietzsche, Tillich, Polanyi, and the psychologist who 
study perception and human knowing are not likely to be quickly forgotten; their 
influence, already great, will continue to grow in effect”.[17]

Architects are demonstrating that physical space is never merely physical 
space, “never purely Umwelt”, but is conditioned by social and personal/ 
existential orientation. Architectural critics are beginning to realize that looking at 
architectural projects in one of these views, doesn’t complete and fulfill the task, 
and that although they may for the purposes of analysis focus in one of the levels of 
function for a time, the “recognition of the fundamental inextricably of the modes 
of architectural being must underlie their discussion - interrelatedness of the levels 
of function.” [18]

As we learn more of how human perception functions, we come to respect 
subjectiveness and thus to allow it to inform us. Simultaneously, we can conclude 
that the most important feature of the functions is the way we perceive it and this 
will be the main focus of the this research. If we would succeed we would come to 
“experience insights which we learned through intellectual means, thus giving them 
a new credence and a felt significance. In other words we come into relation with 
our environment.”[19] Its the only method in which we can hope to design better 
and durable buildings.

In order to apply this conclusion to the site of the Istituto di Santa Maria 
Foundation, the context related conclusions of the research will be presented with 
the relation with the design elements. This will be further developed in the chapter 
3.5 Applying research in the design.  
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2.5 Case Studies 

 

Restructuring and Conversion of the Convento,

Monte Carasso

Primary school ( and other functions)

1979, 1987- 1993

Monte Carasso is a municipality part of the Ticino Canton, with a current 
population of 2700 people. It is neighboring Bellinzona to the North East and on 
the East the bank of Ticino river. When Snozzi was first commissioned to make 
a proposal for the development of this area, the project started with a study for a 
municipal school in the center of the village, a former convent around which the 
whole village was developed. Snozzi will later on continue to propose and bring 
improvements to the entire city with great commitment and a great capability of 
winning the politicians trust and support. 

The zoning plan for Monte Carasso was first established in 1977 and was the 
result of 15 years of political debates, in which the main focus was the central zone 
of Monte Carasso and the surrounding peripheral areas of the village. The rural 
small town was developed around a renaissance monastic complex for women, 
that has gone through conversions, demolitions and insertions since it was built in 
the 16th century. The need for a school to be built in this location appeared in the 
community wishes since 1965 when a temporary building with this function was 
erected. The 1977 zoning plan proposed the demolition of the fractured monastery 
and rebuilding a center with a school and other public facilities. The community 
fought against this decision, contrary to what was usually expected of the Swiss 
citizens as we have seen earlier in the history of this country. 

The good relationship established with the authorities of Monte Carasso, gave 
the opportunity for Luigi Snozzi to make a proposal for the improvement of the 
area. This proposal highlighted the monumental center of the town, making a clear 
delimitation between the new structures and the historical ones. 

The importance of this project for the emotional mental collective made the 
ticinese residents of Monte Carasso react, taking it all the way to proposing a 
counter- project which was closer to the community wishes for this area of the 
center of their village. This was the moment when Luigi Snozzi won the trust of 
the community of Monte Carasso and it is one of the factors that contributed 
to establishing the project as a breakthrough moment. When looking into what 
made this possible we could conclude that the method adopted by Snozzi was an 
obvious and very human one: in order to solve a situation he decided to listen to 
the community and simply give them what they wanted and what was beneficial for 
the well-functioning of their daily lives. Meetings with community representatives 
and one to one talks between the architect and the inhabitants of Monte Carasso, 
led to formulating a design that first and foremost captured the needs and wants 
of the community. Adopting this attitude was the natural one, the one that should 
be adopted in such a situation where a strong, small community was involved. This 
became one of the main factors that put the Monte Carasso development on the 
map that changed the knowledge of the way design is applied.

 The tension developed around this project was also maintained by political 
interests for this area but this was about to be changed after establishing a good 
connection with the community. By applying his counter design to the Monte 

Fig.13 Analysis of Monte 
Carasso development- 
Darren Baird 
Architecture 
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Carasso development and having the community by his side, Luigi Snozzi managed 
to win the trust and respect of politicians. Not only was Guidotti the mayor 
reelected because of this for the next 20 years, but also Snozzi managed to change 
legislation and rules that were set for this area. His counter- approach to the design 
showed that things can be done differently and can work and satisfy everybody’s 
interests. By satisfying the political aspect, Luigi Snozzi made Monte Carasso an 
example to t
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Tama Art University Library

 Tokyo, Japan

  Toyo Ito

       Toyo Ito’s main idea was to have a “Cave” like building.  This concept 
can be related to the metaphor for the process of learning and enlightenment, a 
common concept in Buddhism.  

Due to budget issues the building was moved to the surface, keeping the same 
arches and structure ideas. The arches were meant to resemble stalactites, following 
the original “cave” idea.

Open Plan

The library was built above ground, which had  an opposite outcome from the 
original idea . The arches allow for an open plan  which allows continuity through 
the space.

Seamless Connection 

The architect decided to keep the original slope of the site.  The slope makes a 
seamless connection between the interior and exterior spaces.

Design Feature 

The library is one of the buildings seen at the main entrance, (North) and serves 
as a communal space for visitors at the first level. There has been observed that many 
people are attracted to this area after being dropped off. 

The visitors can use the café, and public areas with out necessarily accessing the 
library. Takes advantage of the natural environment .

The building introduces natural light through large pieces of glass while branches 
of large trees offer shade for interior spaces. 

The “Grid” 

Emergent grid Distorted module  The curved grid lines distribute the load evenly 
to the 56 intersecting points, created by the arches. There is 166 arches. They vary in 
width from 1.8 to 16 m. The same grid is followed on both levels. The height ranges 
from 8.5’ to 19’. Unique spaces are created by the combination of three or more 
arches, which then become part of the program.

The intersection of the rows of arches help articulate softly separated zones 
within this one space. Shelves and study desks of various shapes, glass partitions that 
function as bulletin boards, etc., give these zones a sense of both individual character 
and visual as well as spatial continuity. 

The spatial diversity one experiences when walking through the arches different in 
span and height changes seamlessly from a cloister-like space filled with natural light, 
to the impression of a tunnel that cannot be penetrated visually.

Fig.14 Functions layout 
in the Tama Art 
University Library

Fig.15 Model of the 
structure

Fig.16 Structure 
explanation
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Fig.17 Pictures of 
the construction, 
relationship between 
arches and exterior/ 
interior spaces 
(photographer: Iwan 
Baan)
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Anne Frank School,

Papendrecht, The Netherlands

Herman Hertzberger

     The school is designed in as a typical hertzberger layout. The difference lies 
in the predominantly vertical development, instead of the horizontal one, as in 
previous projects. The reason for this was an economical one from the point of 
view of use of space. It has a central hall space which has become the focus if the 
community with an auditorium arrangement if steps which encourage the pupils to 
linger and mix. 

Evan if remaining in the hall,circulation stairs and cross this large volume 
enabling a relationship to the whole school, not just the class bases for even the 
youngest children.

It can be described as a natural development of the architect view of the 
philosophy he started developing in 1980. Each of the two main floors have a sets 
of paired classrooms with the quiet area and the specific activity room.

On the 2nd floor, the after school area is located, the whole school being open 
to use the most of the day. There is no exaggerated security measure taken, and this 
partially because of the main empty hallways from where you see people passing 
through.

The school is particularly effective because its flexibility enabled by the open 
spaces and the wall that are linking classrooms. The ground-floor opens up to 
become a transparent volume that integrates itself in the environment.

The architecture evokes the language of its surrounding types of housing blocks 
with their typical aesthetic of white walls and horizontal ribbons of windows. The 
shape of the school remains different in terms of shape and scale. Each element of 
the program is expressed, with two great curved roofs which develop over the top of 
the internal halls.

As in any successful design of a school, careful consideration has been shown for 
the orientation of each classrooms. Its is a rational, clear building, that is the 4.1 
Introduction

The Istituto di Santa Maria sits, along with the Sasso Corbaro castle and the 
beautiful surrounding hills, as a fixed background which allows for the rest of the 
location to slowly reveal itself. Taking the pedestrian path from the city center we 
notice the imposing presence of the Istituto and while trying to go closer to the 
Istituto or the Sasso Corbaro castle we gradually discover the rest of the site of the 
Foundation of Santa Maria.

The entrance to the site reveals itself only when approaching the site limit 
oriented towards the city center. It is a characteristic of the site to be introverted 
and gradually let itself be revealed or known by the passer-by. This characteristic has 
been retrieved from the initial situation and used in the current proposal. The site is 
not a closed perimeter but given the fact that there is a great difference between  the 
height of the street level and the one at which the existing buildings of the site are 
located, there is created a natural protection. (fig. 7)

The relationship between public and private dissolutes as we come closer to the

Fig.18 Scheme of the 
auditorium

Fig.19 Exterior view of the 
building

Fig.20 Plan and section 
from analysis
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Fig.21 Scheme of behavior 
observations conducted 
in the development of 
Herman Hertzberger 
projects

Fig.22 The fat “L“- 
classroom typology 
continuously investigated 
by Herman Hertzberger 
in his projects
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3.1 Introduction

The proposal for the new building on the site of the Istituto di Santa Maria is the 
result of the research conducted in finding the answer to the question “How can the 
identity of a community influence the implementation of functions in a building?“.  

The Istituto di Santa Maria sits, along with the Sasso Corbaro castle and the 
beautiful surrounding hills, as a fixed background which allows for the rest of the 
location to slowly reveal itself. Taking the pedestrian path from the city center we 
notice the imposing presence of the Istituto and while trying to go closer to the 
Istituto or the Sasso Corbaro castle we gradually discover the rest of the site of the 
Foundation of Santa Maria.

The entrance to the site reveals itself only when approaching the site limit 
oriented towards the city center. It is a characteristic of the site to be introverted 
and gradually let itself be revealed or known by the passer-by. This characteristic has 
been retrieved from the initial situation and used in the current proposal. The site is 
not a closed perimeter but given the fact that there is a great difference between  the 
height of the street level and the one at which the existing buildings of the site are 
located, there is created a natural protection.

The relationship between public and private dissolutes as we advance on 
the ramp, an element that has been proposed with the new intervention. This 
keeps the  introvert character of the site while making it accessible for all type of 
users. The reason for the introduction of this element stays in the choice for the 
added function. The new proposed building, the centerpiece of this research is 
an extension to the existing elementary school building “La Caravella“. Besides 
the adjacent functions linked to the school, a third one comes to complete it and 
inscribe in the character of the mixed use functions of the Istituto: a community 
center for the Foundation of the Istituto di Santa Maria, the engine behind all. The 
link between the two functions is thought through the sort of activity that could 
lead to bringing these two together. One of them to mention is what has been called 
as creating “edible landscapes“ which is one example that creates opportunities for 
activities to take place. Children can grow plants on the second terrace or in the 
garden room and exhibit them in areas where the access is open to people who care 
to visit the location (fig. 8) In the matter of use of space, the building is designed in 
order to offer opportunities, not dictate the way space should be used.

The two functions and their displacement in the building, the school and the 
community center, have been thought to interlap and be able to intersect each 
other, this being a character of the site of Istituto di Santa Maria that is at the core 
of the research. The connection between the two functions is not only one in use 
of space but also physically, given the fact that they share the main staircase. The 
reason in choosing this has been important, because the staircase of the Istituto, as 
previously presented in chapter one, was the element that triggered the interest for 
the main subject of the research.

The inserted new building continues the character of the site of the Istituto not 
only through its functions displacement, but it tries to get integrated in its context, 
aesthetically but also in the use of space. The building developed by extending the 
interior space of the elementary school “La Caravella” and by interlaping it with 
spaces that can become more public and belong to the community center (fig.9). 
This characteristic is integrated also when we zoom in and look more detailed, at 
a element that has a strong presence: the covering. Elements like this one, that 
through its proportion and role represent a link to what is encountered in other 
buildings throughout Ticino is seen as a “common value“ and extracted as being 

Fig.23 Top view of the site 
of the Istituto (marked) 
and its surroundings- 
existing situation
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Fig.24 Birds eye view of 
the location with the 
proposed building

Fig.25 View towards the 
courtyard

one of the design elements that need to be integrated (fig. 10). This will be further 
discussed, more detailed in the sub-chapter “Perception of Function and Istituto di 
Santa Maria“.

The building as mentioned before, is a response to the research question and 
searches to get closer to the wishes and needs of the future users of the building. It 
can be said that it supports the existing character of the site in preferences for use 
of space, light and materiality. For a better understanding of why and how these 
decisions have been taken, these aspects of design will be discussed in detail in the 
sub-chapter “Design Overview“.

Integrating the character of the site of the Istituto di Santa Maria in the design, 
continuing it in the new building and leaving space for choice in use of space is 
supplemented by the search for offering the building a feature that could enhance 
its  existence. The design is looking to enhance the potential of the location and 
the special character of it. This is achieved through the decision to integrate in the 
extension of the school a new function, of which the Foundation of The Istituto di 
Santa Maria will benefit: the center for the community of the Istituto. The rather 
higher volume offers view over the whole site but also towards the city, given the 
users the possibility to have a glimpse upon a special location which will continue to 
fascinate throughout the years, in a world where differences between identities are 
starting to dissolute between each other.

3.2 Approach summary

The approach towards design has been influenced by the conclusion of the 
research that should be reflected in the realization of a new building on the chosen 
location, the site of the Istituto di Santa Maria. The major goal of the design was 
creating a proposal of a building which will come closer to what pleases users 
rather than satisfying architectural ambitions. Achieving such ambitions were not 
completely eluded from the goals of this project, but have been looked after to not 
surpass the importance of creating spaces that are first of all user friendly. In the 
help of creating such spaces the research based itself on Environmental Behavior 
Studies trying to get closer to what people want instead of making suppositions 
about it.

The design has taken the main conclusion of the research, that in order to 
express the character of a community through the preferences in use of function, 
it is important to address their perception of functions, and translate it into the 
design through its three sub- conclusions the are more context related. These 
three retrieved sub conclusions refer to: levels of privacy, common values and the 
educational aspect of space, considering it as “the third teacher” as Loris Malaguzzi 
stated.

In order to achieve this, besides the studies used throughout the research, during 
the design process an important literature piece has been of great importance: “The 
Third Teacher: 79 Ways you can use design to transform teaching and learning“, a 
collaboration project which includes information retrieved from the best projects 
of schools and real life workshops with the theme of education. It is this bool 
that helped the process in advising what is best for the future school instead of 
letting the designer make assumption of how spaces should be created. Addition 
of functions, the control of natural light and the dimension of spaces have been 
strongly influenced by this.
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3.3 Strategy for the area

Existing situation

The site of the Istituto di Santa Maria finds itself in a context with many diverse 
influences. Important to mention are: the immediate neighboring castle Sasso 
Corbaro, the surrounding imposing mountains and woods and the typical ticinese 
residential buildings. Among all these influences it seem that the main building of 
the site, the Istituto, home to the “La Traccia“ middle school and youth hostel, has 
managed to claim its place and is now a representative part of the built fabric of the 
city of Bellinzona.

The other existing building of the site, the elementary school “La Caravella“, the 
one to which the current project is proposing an extension, follows the volumetric 
and aesthetical appearance of the residential buildings surrounding the site, a typical 
building for the canton of Ticino.

The foundation of the Istituto di Santa Maria is looking to develop the site, 
and to be more exact, the area neighboring the elementary school “La Caravella“. 
They plan to raise funds in order to financially sustain the new development and 
although a project hasn’t been defined, they are looking to extend the existing 
elementary school with new and more qualitative spaces. The intention to attract 
investor must coincide with improving the school in order to make attractive for 
inhabitants of Bellinzona to bring their children to this school. 

The Scuola primara (primary school), also known as scuola elementare, is 
usually preceded by three years of non-compulsory nursery school (or kindergarten, 
“asilo”). Scuola elementare lasts five years. This is the age group that is the target 
for the “La Caravella“ school. The compulsory educational system in Ticino 
continues with the middle school, the educational curriculum is the same for 
all pupils: although one can attend a private or state-funded school, the subjects 
studied are the same (with the exception of special schools for the blind or the 
hearing-impaired). The students are given a basic education in Italian, English, 
mathematics, natural sciences, history, geography, social studies, physical education 
and visual and musical arts.

The intervention on the Istituto di Santa Maria sector should provide:

– The design of a new building for the teaching spaces with classrooms and 
studios for group activities

– Connection with the “La Caravella“ elementary school

– The design of the open space surrounding the elementary school

– The definition of a concept for the overall arrangement of the public space of 
the entire sector.

The proposed building should look to combine urban, architectural, functional, 
constructive and economic aspects appropriately for the entire sector.

In particular:

– An overall urban planning proposal for the sector that coherently combines 
the existing and new buildings.

– Insertion of the new building on the site and its integration with the existing 
buildings.

Fig.26 The “La Traccia“ 
middle school- Istituto di 
Santa Maria and the Sasso 
Corbaro castle

Fig.27 View from the 
Istituto building of the 
elementary school “La 
Caravella“

Fig.28 Existing adjacent 
spaces that are part of the 
elementary school
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1. Gymnasium 
La Traccia and Youth Hostel

Existing situation

2. Elementary school, La Caravella
3. Offices, 2 classrooms, storage
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1. Gymnasium 
La Traccia and Youth Hostel

Proposed situation

2. Elementary school, La Caravella
3. Offices, 2 classrooms, storage
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– The definition of the routes and public spaces of the proposed solution

The construction of the new building is necessary as a result of the planned 
relocation of the educational spaces (currently located in a provisional construction) 
within the site.

The project should pay particular attention to:

– Connections with the public space and the rest of the buildings on site

– Connection with the elementary school “La Caravella“

 – Relationship with the cultural heritage and with Istituto di Santa Maria in 
particular.

In particular:

– An overall urban planning proposal for the sector that coherently combines the 
existing and new buildings.

– Insertion of the new building on the site and its integration with the existing 
buildings.

– The definition of the routes and public spaces of the proposed solution

The construction of the new building is necessary as a result of the planned 
relocation of the educational spaces (currently located in a provisional construction) 
within the site.

The project should pay particular attention to:

– Connections with the public space and the rest of the buildings on site

– Connection with the elementary school “La Caravella“

 – Relationship with the cultural heritage and with Istituto di Santa Maria in 

particular

The proposed new building will be in respect of the following themes:

Urban planing

– Urban quality, insertion in the context

– Identity and quality of the outdoor spaces and or the routes

Architecture

– Recognition of the character of the building

– Architectural and functional quality

Construction

– Coherence between architectural and structural choices

– Reliability, sustainability and durability of the proposed materials

– Identity and quality of the outdoor spaces and or the route
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1- Gymnasium 

La Traccia and Youth Hostel

2- Elem. school La Caravella

3- Community center

4- Classroom

5- Reading room

6- Canteen/ Events room

7- After School

8- Office

9- Gardening room

10- Classroom (4-6 y. children)

11- Classroom

12- After School

13 - Music room
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Fig.29 Location of the new 
proposal with view of the 
existing provisiory spaces

Fig.30 View from the 
entrance on the site of 
the location for the new 
proposed building

 
 
3.4 Architectural design overview 
 
Although the current requirements for a new building speaks of spaces only related 
to the elementary school, the design brief has been extended by proposing spaces 
that could become open to the community that is implicated in the foundation but 
also that could attract new interested people. In order to this the new building will 
have mixed use spaces that could be dedicated to more public activities. Therefore 
the new building will be the extended elementary school with a connected function 
of a community center. This will imply having mixed use spaces. This decision has 
been taken in order to enhance the existing character of the site but in the same 
time to support it. The design of these two interlaping functions is related to the 
mixed use spaces of the Istituto that triggered the research question.

The process through which the choice for the new functions have been 
implemented is not based on an analysis related to the city, but in decisions taken in 
close relationship to the special character of the site in matter of use of space. 

The existing building of the elementary school “La Caravella“ is situated as a 
pivot between the two terraces of the site. The building divides itself between the 
two: the access inside the building is on the same terrace with the Istituto but it 
opens itself towards the courtyard closer to the city (fig. 16). The current project 
proposes to maximize the presence of the three terraces and strengthen their 
character. This approach and the newly introduced ramp for easier access will be 
further discussed in the chapter 3.5 Applying research in design.
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Fig.31 Existing situation 
plan of the studied 
location with main (red) 
and secondary (black) 
access points marked
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Fig.32 Situation plan with 
proposed building

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The new volume is joined to the existing elementary school building “La Caravella“ 
developing along the length of the site and turning in order to create a protected 
courtyard. This happens for two reasons: first in order to create a protected area for 
the school and second in order to shape the volumetric to integrate in the existing 
context. The volume towards the street, which contains more public functions than 
the rest of the building aligns itself to the buildings on the street, in position but 
also in volumetric. From the street the passer by perceives the new added building as 
a stand alone volume and only when approaching the site through the ramp or the 
lateral street we can notice the entire layout  of the building (fig 18). 

In order to integrate itself in the existing fabric, the new building is aligned to 
the height of the one it develops from. The two story building, ground-floor and 
first floor, follows the “La Caravella“ floor heights. The first floor is the one that 
represents a continuation, in height, materiality and relationship between void 
and volume. The decision upon continuing these elements in the new addition 
has been taken due to the fact that the interior space of the first floor represent a 
continuation of the one of the school. Inside and out the building states clearly 
this fact. The character of the building is slightly different on the facade towards 
the street than the one towards the courtyard which has an intimate and protective 
atmosphere (fig. 21).
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Fig.33 View from the street 
of the new volume (left)

Fig.34 First floor plan of 
the new building (right)
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The first floor, the one that shapes the design of the whole volume consists of 
“L“ shaped classrooms. The layout allows different arrangements of furniture, but 
its flexibility couldn’t compensate the fact the spaces are receiving light only from 
the facade towards the street. In order to maximize this, the tilted roofing system is 
introduced. The orientation towards North West gives the opportunity for this to 
work well if implemented.

The roof is split in modules that cover only certain spaces in order to let the 
light in and create a special atmosphere different than the one in other places of 
the school (fig. 22). The alignment of the facade to the old one is clear but it hides 
a secret: the roofing system of the new added volume. This has been thought so in 
order to offer the classrooms, located at the first floor enough daylight. It has been 
proved that “students with limited natural daylight were outperformed by those 
with the most natural light by 20% in math and by 26% on reading tests.”[20]   The 
roof cannot be noticed from a pedestrian point of view, and the reason for this lies 
in the fact that the facade of the first floor shouldn’t reveal the interior space behind 
it. The reason behind all of this is further discussed in the sub-chapter 3.5 Applying 
the research in the design- Space as the third teacher.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig.35 Axonometric view 
of a classroom

Fig.36 Interior view 
towards the connection 
with the old “La 
Caravella“ school
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Fig.37 Facade towards 
courtyard (up) and the 
facade towards the street 
(down) 
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Fig.38 Ground floor plan
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When approaching the building, there are more ways in which one can access its 
interior space. The first floor is thought to be more private, a piano nobile, that 
can have its privacy changed if that is searched for, in contrast to the ground-floor 
which opens itself to the outdoors. The decision is then influenced by the reason for 
which a person wants to enter the building. The daily users of the building know 
their way and where to go in order to reach the desired space. The newcomer is 
directed by the stairs and the ramp to the ground-floor of the volume towards the 
street. The shape of this volume is thought of to not only esthetically articulate the 
end of the building but also to draw the attention of the visitor to its function. A 
small cafe at the ground-floor can be used also after 5 p.m. after the school closes 
and animate this outdoor space. The cafe gives the possibility to exhibit the works 
of the students of the “La Caravella“ school, a thing thought to be present in this 
volume in order give pride of the community of investing in this area and bring 
them closer to the foundation they are part of.

The location of the current site is along one of the major pedestrian paths 
towards the Sasso Corbaro Castle and in the former layout of the situation plan of 
Istituto di Santa Maria there was a possibility of accessing it from the courtyards of 
the “La Caravella“ school.  The current project proposes to keep this element but 
integrate it in the new volume.  
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Fig.39 Type of connecting 
passage encountered 
throughout Bellinzona

Fig.40 Door to the left-  
existing- exit from the 
site towards the Sasso 
Corbaro castle

Fig.41 Proposed passage 
leading to the Sasso 
Corbaro castle (left)
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sensory cues which indicate potential interaction levels (Rapoport 1975(b)). In all 
these cases more space, larger gardens, more trees, less noise, fewer smells and so on 
reduce information (and hence increase privacy) and lead to lower perceived density 
(and less crowding).”[16]

The existing situation of the site presented three limits that I have decided to 
reinterpret and keep in the future proposal, because of the way they are imprinted 
in the memory of the people that access and use the site. Given the fact that the 
place is appreciated for its complexity and surprising character, the continuation of 
the displacement of the limits was also important. 

In order to achieve these types of limits but in the same time be able to develop 
the new design the three existing terraces have also been kept. This allowed for the 
creation of three different types of limits : the natural limit, the building as a limit 
and the gate.  
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3.5 Applying the research in the design

The main conclusion of the current research, the relationship between culture 
and  function, is the importance the perception plays, as proved in the previous 
chapter. Perception of function can be physical, symbolic, psychological. Taking 
this in consideration, the question remained in finding elements that can be further 
on applied into the design. In order to do this the research must look more in strict 
connection with the context, the site and its users. The matters taking into attention 
are the ones that triggered also a personal interest and that I considered that they 
are characteristic to the site of the foundation. The context related conclusions 
extracted that influence the perception of function are the following: 3.5.1. Levels 
of Privacy, 3.5.2. Common Values and 3.5.3 Space as an educational factor.

The conclusions and their development, will be explained in connection to the 
design element they influenced the most.  
 

3.5.1. Levels of privacy

Looking closer into the element that triggered the interest for this research, an 
element of the architecture of the building of the Istituto is significant: the staircase. 
Both the users of the schools and the people being accomodated in the hostel from 
the last floors of the building, where using the same staircase. The perception of the 
staircase changed from being only reserved to the school to one that was shared.

While studying the literature related to environmental behavior the matter of 
privacy came up in different contexts. The literature considers that limits  or better 
said, their perception are influenced by: mechanisms of the senses, individuality, 
space distance, architectural elements of a space, culture. When taking these 
elements and analyzing them in connection with the site of the Foundation space 
distance and privacy can be divided by the following:

• Intimate Space - most private area

• Personal Space - interaction with friends

• Social Space - contact on a temporary basis

• Public Space - No expected direct contact 

The matter of privacy has been divided in two elements that will influence the 
design: limits and accesability. 

 
 
Limits

The perception of privacy is strongly influenced by the way spaces personal, 
intimate connect to the social and public spaces. This can be narrowed down to 
limits. Limits can be seen as symbols, when thinking about or perception of them. 
These symbols, as well as coping mechanisms and levels of limits will, can be 
culturally variable. “Density, crowding and privacy can be understood in terms of 
actual interaction among people or an awareness of potential interaction via their 
artefact’s perceived through the senses. Design can help control the levels of actual 
interaction and information levels for any given number of people per unit area 
(e.g., Wilmott 1962) by providing physical barriers, space, considering rules and 
manners, time control, psychological withdrawal, role separation and so on — all of 
which control, and reduce information flows. It can also do it by manipulating the 

Fig.42 Existing  situation: 
the building as a limit 
(right)
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Fig.43 Proposal: 1= closed 

passage, 2= natural limit, 
3 = building as a limit 
(left)

Fig.44 Three terraces - 
three levels of privacy

1

2

3
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Accesability

Privacy is in a close relationship with accessibility. The site has great potential but is 
unaccessible for all type of users. Given the fact it is placed on a terrain with a height difference 
of almost 10 meters from the entrance to the front area of the building of the institute it presents 
itself as a defensible space. People usually associate density or privacy, and also define domains 
such as front/back or neighborhood differently, but regarding accessibility of a functional and 
useful space the main idea would be making it as accessible as the function it hosts should be 
perceived. The goal of the school is to allow the possibility of all types of users to inhabit the 
space of the school. 

The reason for introducing the three types of terraces is prolonging a characteristic of the site 
that manages in the existing situation to diminish the differences in height by creating different 
levels. This idea will be further on kept in the design, with each terrace having its own level of 
privacy.

The element that unifies the three proposed terraces is a ramp that will make possible 
acsceding the terrain from the original entrance to the parking in front of the instituto. Besides 
being an dynamic element the ramp is in the same time lucid and fits in the proposal of the 
existing function. 
 

Fig.45 Existing access 
points that are meant to 
be included in the future 
design

Fig.46 Visualization of  the 
proposed ramp

p
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Fig.47 Proposed small 
intervention on the stairs 
in order to make the site 
more accessible

20. Amos Rapoport, 
Human aspects of Urban 
Form, p. 318

Fig.48 The “fat” arch - 
conceptual scheme 
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3.5.2. Common Values

For social relationships to exist people, individuals or groups, must be aware of 
each other and their behavior to each other must exhibit regularities; the overall 
pattern of relationships can be called social structure (Beshers 1962, pp. 19-20). 
Social organization is related to the physical environment and the cultural system 
— the knowledge people have of values, beliefs, norms and unwritten rules — and 
the objects symbolizing them. This is important since, in the city, personal close 
relationships with most people cannot be established and information is needed on 
which to base decisions and choices; this information is based on symbols, using 
criteria which vary from culture to culture. In any one case, areas of the city act 
as such symbolic markers which help the cohesion of the group made possible by 
clustering.

The second conclusion extracted, named common values, relates itself to the 
strong bound between culture and functions, common values referring to “what is 
closely considered as priceless or valuable by a larger number of persons who share 
cultural traits.“ In the situation of the site of the Foundation Instituto di Santa 
Maria, there can be extracted a numerous of specific, site related traits that make 
it stand out as a location with a lot of potential. I have chosen to highlight two of 
them as the main elements of the common values that influence the perception of 
function: the covering and the materiality.
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Fig.49 Luigi Snozzi and 
the covering in Monte 
Carasso

Fig.50 Aurelio Galfeti and 
the building as a covering 
in the building for the 
public swimming pool in 
Bellinzona

Fig.51 Valerio Olgiati, 
the covering in the a 
residential project
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Fig.52 Conceptual scheme 
of evolution of the 
covering proposal

Fig.53 Proposal of the 
covering system 
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Fig.54 View of the window 
belonging to the fat arch
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THE COVERING 
 
Is based on a personal observation made during the visit on site of the location 
for the future project and refers to an element encountered in projects throughout 
Bellinzona and the canton of Ticino.

The observation I named the covering referred to outdoor, covered and open 
spaces that can be encountered in buildings designed by Luigi Snozzi, Livio 
Vacchini, Aurelio Galfetti, Mario Botta, Valerio Olgiati, but also to architects from 
the younger generations like Raphael Zuber. The topic hasn’t been much discussed 
in current literature, but is a an element which proves clearly that Swiss architects 
choose to interpret this element in their own way.

Amos Rapoport shows in “Human Aspects of Urban Form” that there is an 
important connection between these type of spaces and the view of culture or 
what is specific for one. He states that “the specific use is related to the distinction 
among domains, the relevant rules and the latent aspects of activities which often 
determine whether they occur in front or back regions. The relationship of outdoor 
to indoor space is also critical: whether it is the use of the backyard-pool-barbecue-
beach complex of southern California, the Anglo-Indian bungalow, club and sports 
grounds or the apartment where urban space must be used and which may be 
chosen because such use is desired. In all these cases the reliance on outdoor space 
increases the impact of climate vis-a-vis groups for whom outdoor urban space is 
less important, but the specific type of outdoor settings has differential effects. In 
any case the use of such settings has major implications for the design for specific 
groups.“[20]

In the proposal of the design, I have decided to analyze and interpret considering 
context related influences, a covering as an element that not only is functional but 
continues the tradition of visually cultivated type of space. 

The final decision upon the formal result of this element is interconnected to 
the spaces it creates, thus to the third conclusion that influences the perception of 
function in the case of the Instituto di Santa Maria.

The reason for integrating the two types of arches is made in order to create the 
opportunity for different uses of the space underneath. The covered outdoor space 
allows the interior to extend outside and open to its surrroundings.
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Fig.55 View of the window 
belonging to the slim arch

Fig.56 View of the outdoor 
activities underneath the 
arches
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Fig.57 Children drawings - 
sequel (left)

Fig.58 New window 
respects proportions of 
the existing 

materialtiy

I have considered materialiy as part of the common values after observing 
the preferences in the surrounding buildings of the site. Environmental behavior 
studies rely on observations and this has led also in the current project in the choice 
for materiality. In the fig. 55 we can observe children’s view of the environment 
reflected in the drawings made as during school hours. Although its a simple 
childish exercise I consider it to be a perfect illustration of the community 
preference for continuity. The picture was taken during the study trip in the area.

As discussed in the previous chapters, the continuity is reflected also in the 
way the building functions. Also, regarding the proportions and materiality of the 
window frames, which are strictly respected in all buildings in the surrounding area.
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Fig.59 Detailed section 
through the music room 
(left)

Fig.60 Model- roof study
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Space as the third teacher

The third element that influences the perception of function is related to the use 
of space and the connection with the implemented program of the school and the 
community center. The element has been chosen in order to reach a specific function 
related feature. 

The site of the Istituto di Santa Maria revealed itself, from the first visit, as a 
location which raises interest through its surprising and complex treatment of space.  
The reason for this is the existence of high differences in height which has been taking 
in consideration in a successful way. 

Robert Venturi discussed this topic in his book “Complexity and Contradiction“ 
in 1966. His manifesto still describes the character of the present age. The desire 
for the simplicity and rational spaces seems to be giving way to recognition that 
life is complex and filled with ambiguity, and that successful architecture cannot be 
otherwise. The author brings the writings of August Hecksher to sustain his argument:

“The movement from a view of life as essentially simple and orderly to a view 
of life as complex and ironic is what every individual passes through in becoming 
mature. But certain epochs encourage this development: in them the paradoxical 
or dramatic outlook colors the whole intellectual scene...Amid simplicity and order 
rationalism is born, but rationalism proves inadequate in any period of upheaval. 
Then equilibrium must be created out of opposites. Such inner peace as men gain 
must represent a tension among contradictions and uncertainties... A feeling for 
paradox allows seemingly dissimilar things to exist side by side, their very incongruity 
suggesting a kind of truth.“

Talking to the users and the members of the foundation led me to understand that 
there is a wish of continuation of this character of space. The complexity of it was 
especially proven in the way different functions were reached and used. 

The observation made was that the site of the foundation includes in itself a 
treatment of space which teaches children and makes them live and use spaces in a 
certain way, in the future requiring for a certain type of spaces to be present in the 
buildings they inhabit. This is again a mark of cultural preference that was important 
to take in consideration when making a proposal for the location.

In order to maintain the complexity of use of space it seems obvious but is often 
forgotten that teaching and learning should shape the building, not vice versa, 
without leaving out the psychological functions.

After analysis of successful schools that satisfy these requirements the main 
conclusion has been extracted using the writings of Loris Malaguzzi, whose 
statements helped formulating this important factor of influence: everything that 
is material influence’s the children temperament and development. In a conducive 
environment, a child can learn many things without being taught in traditional ways.  
Other conclusion that extend this concept have been taking in consideration in the 
development of the main one and they should be obvious in the choices for design. 
The engaged learning, the invitation to play, the edible schoolyard and allowing 
children to be rooted to real life are a few of the  subdivision of the main conclusion 
that space itself becomes a teacher.

Fig.61 Herman 
Hertzberger’s L shaped 
classroom typology 
implemented in the 
current design- two 
possibilities of furnishing
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Fig.62 The garden room 
an added complementary 
function

Fig.63 Initial acces through 
pivot building (black) is 
maintained. Continuity 
in use of space ()
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4. Conclusion

Designing in mind with the research question: “How can the identity of a 
community influence the implementation of functions in a building?” has made 
me realize that there is never only one valid answer. There is no absolute truth in 
creating and this applies also to architecture. My design proposal demonstrates 
one of the possibilities to intertwine these two worlds – the wishes of the users and 
architectural ambitions. What is certain is that while developing a design, there 
is a constant negotiation between the two sides. This is what can complete, only 
partially, the schism that has been created between the profession and the recipients.

The negotiation between the two can also be interpreted as the answer to the 
main research question. I believe that in my case, as it was for Luigi Snozzi in many 
projects, this negotiation was carried out by carefully observing what the people and 
the place have to say because they are what brings everything together. Nevertheless, 
there are elements that have influenced the design beyond this; as is the roof , an 
element introduced after researching what the usual problems of schools are. On 
the other hand, the windows and arches on the facade towards the courtyard on 
the bring my own view or interpretation of this element, which in an real situation 
could be approved or not by the future users. 

In the end, it is important to understand that the negotiation is translated in 
design and applying it by creating neither a autonomous new building neither 
a fully contextual related building. It has resulted, in my personal view, that the 
project can never adopt only one approach to absolute autonomy or the opposite, 
embracing only the context related elements.

Design is considered a foreign art, not a skill of everyday life, have stated Bruce 
Mau and Eva Ruben in their book “The third teacher: 79 Ways You Can Use 
Design to Transform Teaching and Learning “[21] and their advice to teach it in 
schools is exactly what I consider to be the next step. In order to manage to recover 
and come closer to one of the primary purposes of architecture: creating spaces that 
satisfy its users not the trained professional eye architects, education is the answer.

21. “The third teacher: 
79 Ways You Can Use 
Design to Transform 
Teaching and Learning”, 
p. 306
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