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ABSTRACT
Recent international and national development efforts in countries all over Africa 
have promoted children education and nutrition as the key to help communities 
overcome poverty, improve their lives and change their future. Mobilizing local 
governments to build safe, healthy, affordable and environmentally sound 
educational institutions for children and their communities, however, has proven 
difficult at best.
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INTRODUCTION
The process of building a conceptual idea, a theory or utopia into becoming  an 
actual, built entity is crucial  in the field of international cooperation.

The objective of this thesis is to discuss, analyze and understand the sphere of 
influence of a design, in this case models, to promote early childhood stimulation 
and health in Rwanda, East Africa. 

I will identify the implications that range from  largescale  macroeconomic theories 
to  details such as the smoothness of a wall surface in a baby’s sleeping room. 
The strategy employed was to deliberately  decompose the outcomes related 
to, and originated by, the process of design. The research lies within the project  
itself, and the understanding of the process -  not just in the final product - by 
dissecting a intricate web of  , diverse and multiple inputs; outcomes; actors 
involved; literature researched; nodes of exchange and experiences, design 
values, phases and related events.

With the help of a matrix, as well as with the text that follows it, I attempt to 
represent the matter analyzed and make it comprehensive. The matrix operates 
as a codification to represent the learning path that is far from being linear. The 
project could, and should, be approached from different entry points. Depending 
on the focus, the scope or the field of work, different outcomes will be reached.

As said, a code is given to each of the scales and multiple elements in which 
the process has been disseminated. The matter is initially dissected and then 
translated into a comprehensive language. The language of representation of 
the scale has been chosen to understand the roles of the different factors that 
constitute the machine of development and cooperation. 

This thesis is based on experiences, literature research, qualitative data and 
design outcomes resulting from the process conducted to propose a model for 
Early Childhood Development Centers (ECD) in Rwanda, during the first semester 
of 2011. The design process drives us through the matrix of relations at different 
scales and disciplines that influences a small community and has an immediate 
impact on its environment. Nodes within the matrix, such as the implications of 
history, heritage and tradition;  new laws and policies; innovative techniques, 
and  local materials influence and are influenced by the intervention however, are 
beyond the scope of this study to be considered entirely.
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The project is seen as an intervention that acts as a catalyst, producing changes in 
larger areas and different nodes of the whole matrix. Modifying a single particular 
point of the web of connections releases tensions and enables responses in the 
current situation, both in terms of the specific site or architectural project and 
further developments in other areas within the society, in ways which cannot be 
foreseen.
It teaches about the process of progressive design, by iteration and consultation, 
going back and forward; zooming in and out constantly while shifting from one 
scale to the other. Consider social structures that range from large topics as 
globalization, geopolitical movements or migrations, to the basics of mother-
child relationships. Imagine the array of results and reactions that a small 
architectural project fosters into a bigger framework, influencing even at the large 
socioeconomic level. It seeks to understand the inner structure of the process 
from an architectural point of view, while taking  the whole to analyze the design 
and implementation of early childhood development facilities in a given context, 
as well as the achievements, problems and outcomes at every stage.

 My thesis examines, explains, and attempts to classify  the development machine 
when it comes to dealing with small but key architectural projects. The relations 
between the actors involved occurred as they progressed  toward  a shared goal. 

The deconstruction and reassembly of the process strives to demonstrate the 
crucial role played by architecture in informing decisions and outcomes of a 
program focused on breaking the poverty circle. 

The simple commercial architectural practice is not valid anymore; society can no 
longer afford to reduce architects to simply be a service provider, limited to fulfill 
commissions for clients who can afford such services.  Moreover this simplistic 
approach has driven a big piece of the “developed” world to a financial crisis 
resulting in a scenario where more than 90% of the built environment is made 
without architects -  a stance needs to be taken. This recent crisis highlights the 
little regard for social concerns of the starchitect. The architecture empty of social 
significance has failed.

As Arthur Drexler wrote in 1973, in the introduction for the exhibition “Another 
Chance for Housing”, architecture even more than the other arts is bound up with 
ethics, social justice, technology, politics and finance, along with the lofty desire 
to improve the human condition. The aim of shaping the human way of life by 
addressing global financial or theoretical flows is no longer relevant. Terms as 
urban crafting or architectural acupuncture coined by Manuel de Solá Morales in 
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the 90’s, are more applicable now than ever. 

In the huge slums, the vast rural areas that have never seen an architect or 
a designer, the dense gentrified city centers, a call for a transformed and 
transforming environment is made. Precise interventions conceived as surgery 
can act as a catalyst for unforeseen consequences or social reactions.

Today the architect is not called to be the lonely figure that structures the whole 
framework of life as it was promoted by the masters of the modern movement. 
Instead, is one piece of the engine that works to build up holistic and participatory 
solutions fully engaged with, and informed by their community and place, capable 
of understanding the bigger picture and the whole environment. 

At the same time an architect needs to be aware of the consequences of his 
interventions within the relations that constitute a society. As is noted by Barry 
Bergdoll in the introduction to the exhibition “Small Scale Big Change” The role 
of the architect in the spatial arrangements of global capital and the concomitant 
comodification of space have been left largerly undetermined.[… ]Giving form to 
the landscapes and cityscapes shaped by larger forces, notably of capital flows 
in a globalized economy”

Architects and planners have to learn from other disciplines, apply and assimilate 
the lessons in a creative way, together with other people, expertise and 
knowledge. There is a need to learn from the given environment, look closely 
with the “architect’s eye”, listen carefully, to and in, all the stages and scales of 
the design process among the cooperation field. The architects are called to add 
value to programs and projects and make this key issue understandable to the 
other actors involved. The quality of architecture should not  simply be a privilege.

Small architectural interventions that act in the roots of a society, to influence and 
strengthen it, appear as the paradigm of the participatory and interdisciplinary 
approach to reach the best solution. As the micro grants, in architecture too 
small endeavors can have great consequences. Economists, politicians and 
sociologists, as well as nutritionists, health workers, educators and architects 
share the awareness of the ECD implementation as a way to modify a key point 
within the matrix: to catalyze results,  break the poverty circle, and the vicious 
process of Parent-to-Child transmission of poverty. 
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James Heckman (2006), Nobel Laureate in economics, summarizes ECD as a 
rare public policy initiative that promotes fairness and social justice and at the 
same time promotes productivity in the economy and in society at large. Investing 
in disadvantaged young children is such a policy.

INTERNATIONAL THEORIES AND RESEARCH

Conferences, Workshops and Seminars
Since 1995, ECD programs have increasingly become the foundation for social 
and economic development in regions all over the globe. International Economists 
now rank ECD as the number one national investment in terms of returns.  At a 
meeting of the Inter-American Development Bank held in Costa Rica in 2007, 
40 economists and finance ministers ranked ECD first among a list of 29 highly 
effective social and economic investments. (Verdisco: 2008)

At the later part of the 20th century, children have become the focus of international 
attention. Several recent studies present findings similar to a RAND study from 
2008, which stated that early childhood programs have the potential to generate 
government savings that more than repay their costs and produce returns to 
society as a whole.

In November 1989, the United Nations General Assembly formally adopted the 
Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), which was ratified more quickly 
and by more countries than any other human rights instrument (Annan 2001, 1). 
Acknowledging that learning begins at birth (UNESCO n.d.), in 1990 at the World 
Conference on Education for All in Jomtien, Thailand, the global community 
pledged to universalize primary education and massively reduce illiteracy by the 
end of the decade (UNESCO 1995). Ten years later, at the follow-up conference 
in Dakar, Senegal, delegates took stock of the global failure to meet those targets 
and committed themselves to six education goals to be achieved by 2015. The first 
of these goals was to expand and improve early childhood care and education, 
especially for the world’s most vulnerable and disadvantaged children (UNESCO 
2000). That same year, when United Nations member states signed the Millennium 
Declaration, young children’s needs and development were recognized as key to 
reaching the overarching Millennium Development Goal (MDG) of eradicating 
poverty by 2015 (United Nations Secretary General 2006). 

It is argued, however, that none of these global targets can be reached without 
significant investments in early childhood (UNESCO 2006). In its “4 Cornerstones 
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to Secure a Strong Foundation for Young Children”, the Consultative Group 
on Early Childhood Care and Development (2010) asserts: The real crisis in 
education is in early primary – yet it receives almost no attention. By the time 
more money and resources are put into the later years of school, it is too late 
for the many who have already dropped out of school altogether![...] Good 
quality early primary education improves the efficiency of the schooling system 
and saves money by improving achievement and reducing repetition and drop-
out. It dramatically improves the chances of meeting the targets of EFA and the 
Millennium Development Goals. The return on investment is magnified when 
quality early primary schooling is combined with early childhood services prior to 
children entering school (1-2).

Because the rate of return on investments in early childhood is so high, the World 
Bank’s Africa Region Human Development Department promotes ECD as a 
key strategy for poverty alleviation (Garcia 2003). For the most part, however, 
despite convincing evidence proving the devastating social and economic costs 
of failing to provide quality early childhood services to vulnerable young children 
(Cleveland and Krashinksy 1998; Heckman 2000; Kilburn and Karoly 2008; 
McCain and Mustard 1999; Van der Gaag and Tan 1998; Young and Mustard 
2008), it remains a challenge to convince decision makers to expand investments 
in early childhood. Typically, donors and national political and policy leaders want 
quick results, and many believe the return on investment in ECD is only long-
term. Vargas-Barón and Williams (2008) argue, however, that significant short and 
medium-term benefits can also accrue from investments in quality ECD services.

In the short-term, for example, preconception and prenatal education and health 
care yield greatly lowered health care costs and reduce the number of high-risk 
parents who require intensive early childhood intervention services. Medium-term 
results include improvement in the rates of timely enrollment in primary school 
that children are better prepared for success in school. These children tend to 
have better attendance records, repeat grades or drop out of school less, and 
generally succeed in completing their primary education.

Parental education and child development services combined with good case 
management and tracking systems, reduce child abuse and child welfare costs. 
(Vargas-Barón & Williams 2008) These savings often more than compensate 
for expanding investment in early childhood. And, over the long-term, they yield 
additional savings related to improved national productivity, increased taxes, 
reduced criminality, and enhanced citizen engagement (Vargas-Barón & Williams 
2008).
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This increasing evidence for the economic imperative to invest in early childhood 
has in some ways helped gather support for ECD initiatives. For example, in 
2008, global business leaders attended an international conference in support of 
ECD programs as means to combat poverty and improve business performance 
(Fournier 2008). In addition, several African governments find it essential to 
invest in quality services for young children, parents and legal guardians, valuing 
children as the foundation of the future. These countries consider investment in 
children’s education as a method for the country’s economy to attain sustainable 
development and achieve “Education For All” (EFA) and the “Millennium 
Development Goals” (MDGs) (Vargas-Barón 2009).

The principle of engagement with key international organizations and donors 
was put in place at the Kampala conference held September 1999 by the Early 
Childhood Development Virtual University (ECDVU).
The World Bank and conference organizers approached UNICEF, UNESCO, 
ADEA, WHO, Aga Khan Development Network, Save the Children, PLAN 
International, Bernard van Leer, and other organizations to identify suitable 
presenters and provided financial support for them to attend. This “many partners” 
approach has continued as a key feature of the conference series’ organizing 
structure (Pence 2008b).

Early childhood development is also gaining ground as a key strategy to overcome 
poverty and socioeconomic inequities in Latin America. Compelling evidence that 
investing in young children and their parents can achieve high rates of return 
has convinced many of the region’s leading economists and policy makers to 
expand investment in ECD. In 2001, Miguel Urrutia, Director of the Bank of the 
Republic of Colombia, concluded: Expanded formal education is a fundamental 
determinant to achieving rapid economic growth. In addition, early childhood 
development programs provide other valuable benefits, among them a greater 
equality of opportunity between men and women, higher rates of female labor 
participation, lower fertility rates, and better health.

In October 2007, a gathering of economists in San José, Costa Rica that included 
a Nobel Laureate, the Chilean Finance Minister, and a former Under-Secretary 
General for Economic and Social Affairs identified ECD as the most effective 
investment priority to solve the region’s urgent social and economic problems. 
The meeting’s press release stated: Promoting early childhood development 
is a regional solution that provides both immediate and long-term benefits [...] 
Evidence shows that the benefits are substantially higher than the costs. (Consulta 
de San José 2007) 
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The Nobel Laureate Dr. James Heckman, has demonstrated that the return on 
investment (ROI) from ECD is one of the highest in the world – for each $1 invested 
in high-quality ECD programs, 3USD to 17USD will be earned (Heckman 2006 : 
2007). His research demonstrated that the highest ROI results from programs that 
target children from birth to three years of age. Longitudinal research in several 
countries on the results of quality ECD programs, including both home visit and 
centre-based services, have demonstrated similar outcomes.  These results have 
encouraged many countries to increase their investments in integrated ECD.

Today, 19 African countries have a national ECD policy, and many others are 
in the process of drafting one. An African international conference on ECD has 
become a triennial event. Participants in the conference, of whom about 85% are 
African, increased from 200 in 1999 to 600 in 2009, and from 19 African countries 
to 42 (Pence 2008a; and personal correspondence with E. Vargas-Barón, 9 
May 2010). The World Bank and other partners have invested 136 million USD 
and technical support to address the needs of young children in Africa through 
community initiatives (Garcia 2003) and governmental programs. 

In their study “Developing an International Network to Support Early Childhood 
Development (ECD): Results from Experience in Africa”, (and also Pence and 
Nsamenang in A case for early childhood development in sub-Saharan Africa 
), Garcia and Pence describe the historical evolution of the sub-Saharan ECD 
network since the ‘70s:

• Early 1970s: Bernard van Leer Foundation supported development 
of ECD through the “Educare” project in South Africa and through the 
Kenya Institute of Education. (Its first ECD-supported program started 
in Jamaica in 1966.) Early 1980s: Aga Khan Development Network 
began planning for Madrasa Resource Centres (MRCs) in East Africa 
and formulating internationally informed approaches to Islamic early 
childhood education and development. (First program at Liwatoni 
Mosque in Mombassa in 1986.)
• 1980s: A small number of other donors and international 
nongovernmental organizations (INGOs) came forward in support of 
ECD in various African countries.
• 1990: Many African countries were quick to sign the Convention on 
the Rights of the Child (United Nations 1989).
• 1992: First Africa Region International Society for the Study of 
Behavioral development (ISSBD) meeting held in Yaoundé, Cameroon 
on the theme “Child Development and National Development.” 
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Subsequent regional meetings held approximately every two years.
• Mid to late 1990s: World Bank ECD funding credits in SSA (Eritrea, 
Kenya, Nigeria[limited], Uganda).
• 1996: Creation of Reseau Africain Francophone Prime Enfance 
(Early Childhood Francophone African Network) through UNESCO 
and UNICEF.
• 1998: 7th Conference of Ministers of Education of African Member 
States (MINEDAF VII) accepted recommendation that clear policies 
be formulated to promote early childhood education and development 
(Report of the VII Conference, April 1998, http://unesdoc.unesco.org/
images/).
• Late 1990s: UNICEF shifted to greater ECD emphasis (integrated 
ECD = IECD).
• 2001: The New Partnership for Africa’s Development (NEPAD) 
formed.
• 2002-2003: ADEA–WGECD project to support national policy 
planning for ECD in Burkina Faso, Mauritania, and Senegal.
• 2006: ADEA Biennial Meeting, Libreville, Gabon, focused on ECD 
programs (http://www.adeanet.org).
• 2008: “Africa’s Challenge: Early Childhood Care and Development 
in Sub-Saharan Africa,” Garcia, Pence, and Evans (Eds.) 24 chapters 
with 56 authors, mostly based in Africa, published by the World Bank.

Also several seminars and conference series have been held throughout 
the continent since the ‘80s. Among many of their benefits, they provided the 
opportunity to engage in broadly significant African ECD advocacy. For example, 
the “Asmara Declaration” (2002) was put forward by participants at the 2002 
conference, the “Accra Communiqué” (2005) was endorsed by more than 25 
ministers or ministerial representatives who attended the Accra conference, and 
the Dakar conference produced “A Call to Action” (Delegates of the 4th African 
International Conference on ECD, 2009).

The network supporting ECD in Africa has evolved over a period of many years. 
It encompasses several groups whose members frequently collaborate and, in 
many cases, overlap, such as: Consultative Group on Early Childhood Care  and 
Development (CGECCD), Africa Early Child Care and Development (ECCD) 
Initiative, Early Childhood Development Virtual University (ECDVU), Working 
Group on ECD (WGECD), and the Early Childhood Development Network for 
Africa (ECDNA).
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Due to growing interest in investing in ECD, ministries of planning and finance in 
most countries in Sub Saharian Africa (SSA) are greatly expanding public sector 
budgets for children’s services, from pre-conception to early primary school.  To 
manage the change from a strictly sectoral approach to new forms of service 
integration and inter-sectoral coordination, inter-sectoral ECD councils and 
agencies have been developed in many countries.  Increasingly, with support 
from central ministries, comprehensive ECD planning and program development 
is occurring at decentralized district and sector levels. 

Child development research
Extensive brain research has shown that around 80% of a child’s brain growth 
and synapse development occurs during the period from gestation to age three 
(Gopnik 1999; McCain and Mustard 1999; Mustard 2007; Shonkoff and Phillips 
2000; Shore 1997). Neuroscientific research indicates also that good nurturing, 
stimulation, early learning activities, nutrition, health care and safety during 
a child’s first three years of life have a substantial impact on its development. 
Mother-child bonding (attachment) is established during this period. Considerable 
research has demonstrated that poor attachment, maternal depression and 
substance abuse can lead to early retardation in a child’s social and emotional 
development, resulting in poorly adjusted children with high levels of aggression 
and behavioural problems (Knitzer: 2008).

Vargas-Barón (2009) contends: The period of gestation to age three is the 
foundation for all later growth and development. If children who are fragile, pre-
term, low-birth weight, at-risk, developmentally delayed or disabled do not receive 
appropriate, quality ECD services, they will never reach their inborn potential (10).

The period up to 8 years of age is of supreme importance for emotional, intellectual 
and social development. Interventions at this stage can have strong and lasting 
impacts on the health and welfare of adults. Opportunities foregone at this stage 
can rarely be compensated for at later stages. A review conducted by the WGECD 
in 2003 (Hyde and Kabiru) highlighted research findings from many countries that 
supported the position that early childhood development programs can make a 
highly cost-effective contribution, not only to learning in school but also to the 
overall development of a child into a balanced adult who can contribute positively 
to a nation’s development. These effects are particularly strong for children whose 
home backgrounds have been disadvantaged or disrupted by poverty, low levels 
of parental education, conflict or other stressful situations.

The developing brain is very sensitive to environmental influences and the 
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impact of these influences is long lasting. The environment (the level and quality 
of nutrition, the amount of intellectual stimulation, opportunities for expression, 
forming of social relationships, stress, etc.) affects the rate of growth of brain 
cells and the extent and breadth of the connections between trillions of brain cells 
(Carnegie Task Force on Meeting the Needs of Young Children, Starting Points 
1994). The development of these connections helps determine children’s critical 
thinking skills, self-confidence, problem-solving abilities and ability to cooperate 
with others (Ramey and others 2000). Other evidence (McCain and Mustard 
1999) suggests that the lack of positive stimulation or the presence of chronic 
stress during this period of childhood may lead to adults who find it difficult to 
manage stress, regulate their emotions or control their behavior. There is also 
emerging evidence that attitudes and choices about health can be affected by 
interventions in these early years (Palfrey and others, 2005). Nutrition at this 
stage not only affects brain development but also physiological development. 
Stunting and reduced physical growth can both result from poor nutrition during 
this period. Prevention of disease through vaccination and inoculation and the 
reduction of many of the common childhood infections are also important for 
ensuring appropriate physiological and mental development. 

Quality ECD interventions can reduce the risk for vulnerable children, yet in 
2008, 86% of children in sub-Saharan Africa had no access to an early childhood 
program (CGECCD 2010). Handa and Sharma (2008) estimate economic losses 
resulting from the failure to ensure adequate ECD.

Several research projects have found that integrated and well-coordinated 
ECD programs help countries maximize the effectiveness of their investments 
in children. Importantly, vulnerable children, their parents and legal guardians 
require well-integrated and coordinated ECD services to meet their needs.  With 
adequate ECD services, a virtuous cycle of guiding principles can be instituted 
as follows: 

scales of analysis / scales of intervention / scales of impact_ modelling affordable and sustainable early childhood development centres in rwanda 23

S
C

A
LE

 1
.1

09



master thesis international cooperation in sustainable emergency architecture_uic_2010-2011_nerea amorós elorduy24

EXPERIENCE



RESEARCH OUTCOMES

Data collection
To overcome poverty, improve educational results and expand productivity, nations 
must begin at the beginning by providing quality programs for prenatal care and 
education, integrated ECD services, parental education and support, child care 
and preschool education, and effective transitions to primary school. As a result, 
early childhood budgets have been expanded in many countries, including Brazil, 
Chile, Colombia, Egypt, Eritrea, Ghana, Kenya, Mexico, Philippines, Senegal, 
South Africa, Turkey, Uganda, Zambia and others.  

Nevertheless, educational investments in children from pre-conception and 
pregnancy up to three years of age continue to not be recognized, especially 
in Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA).  The family is considered suficient for ensuring 
the development of each child. The situation of children in nations that have 
experienced armed conflict or natural disasters is particularly dire. Unless 
national budgets and international donor grants for ECD services are significantly 
expanded, children enrolled in primary school will continue to have high levels 
of stunted growth caused by poverty, malnutrition, chronic illnesses, and socio-
emotional issues related to past community conflicts, domestic violence and 
abusive child labor. This will result in children repeating grades and dropping out 
of primary schools, and will have a negative impact on the national skills base, 
human capital development, and national productivity.  

Distressing statistics related to infant and child mortality, morbidity, malnutrition, 
and high attrition rates in primary school show that investments must be greatly 
increased in services for infants and children from birth to age three.   Some 
economic planners and political leaders have observed that a country must wait 
for a long time to achieve results from investments in children; however, ECD 
programs also provide some short -term and medium-term benefits. 

International efforts in this area are focused into larger policies such as the 
Millennium Development Goals, The New Partnership for Africa's Development, 
and Education for All, among others. Their influence in Rwanda´s policies will be 
further developed in the following chapters.

Educational infrastructures in various parts of the world are undergoing rapid 
changes and transformations. Countries such as the UK are in the midst of the 
second wave of schools construction after the First World War.  Although these 
changes are situated in different contexts, vital lessons can be learned from these 
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examples and successful practices can be implemented in Africa. 

The starting point for larger policies and government programs is economic and 
development research. These frameworks and strategic plans are based on 
economic growth and the final revenues of investment; very rarely are the holistic 
development of the child itself, self-reliance, freedom, or education the main goals 
of a large national or regional approach. This approach takes place on a smaller 
scale, at the local government or even at the community level.

Governments and development partners are investing large amounts in education 
infrastructures. Thus it is vital for them to highlight the clear link between the 
education infrastructure and its outcomes. The added value of the conscious 
and committed design has a crucial role to play, and shall not be disregarded or 
neglected in favor of pragmatic or functional issues.

An additional problem is that of the planning and programming. The budgets of 
donors (including that of the World Bank, UNICEF, and other partner foundations), 
is based on one to three years cycles. These short-term cycles preclude any 
longer-term planning of technical assistance for capacity building, networking, or 
training. The consequence is no investment in long-term programs, or a lack of 
commitment or engagement with the local communities.

The current global financial crisis now threatens the gains that have been made in 
early childhood development as well as future investments in ECD.

Resulting timing
To gain maximum outputs and focused participation in the process of modeling 
ECD centers in Rwanda started on February 2011, the following key stages were 
followed:

1. Development partners meeting to agree upon the process for 
designing and implementing the ECD centers;
2. Initial background research on higher level policies, previous 
research, and implementation in Rwanda and all over; 
3. Setting up the scope of the goals to reach and the targeted 
communities.
4. Key informant interviews (MINEDUC directors and education 
specialists). 
5. Research on the technical and material knowledge and resources 
available. 
6. District Director of Education meeting.
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7. Draft design of the pilot ECD centre and the process to implement 
it
8. Community consultations. 

As the consultation and research progresses the information gained from one 
step must be taken to the next, exchanged, and issues must be debated and 
addressed, to ensure the community’s awareness, contribution and engagement 
qith the program to develop.
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CONCEPT

Modeling a Rwandan ECD center infrastructure aims to understand and adapt to 
the community tackled and develop an appropriate model. These are our driving 
principles. Our concept is to UNDERSTAND AND ADAPT. The aim of the project 
is to modify or control the given environment to protect and stimulate Rwandan 
children.

Like the strategy followed by the traditional constructions (king’s hut), built with 
layers of straw, the design concept works in layers to reach the objectives.

 1st  Layer: Site
This layer addresses issues of safety and security, employing a strategic ECD 
approach to land tenure and protection against hazards.

Due to the high population, the dimensions of the country and the current use of 
land (mostly for agriculture), available plots are scarce in Rwanda. One crucial 
starting point is to ensure a secure land tenure,that can be solved with the 3 
different approaches (ECD modelling concept paper 2009; ecd strategic plan, 
2010-2015) that Theoneste Niyonzima highlighted. 

Rwanda is hazard prone; earthquakes are common in the west and the country is 
subject toheavy rains and strong winds. The design has to respond accordingly 
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depending on its geographic location within the country. This affects not only the 
overall structure of the building, the construction techniques and materials, but 
also the site selection.

 2nd Layer: Compound Organization
This layer provides the economic sustainability of the center. A successful design 
influences the given environment and is adjustable to the economic characteristics 
of the community to which it belongs. 

The modeling presents a range of possibilities and combinations to be chosen by 
the community and implementers. The compound organization is designed in an 
incremental way to present affordable and appropriate solutions. 

To be an economically sustainable infrastructure, income generation activities are 
critical and need to be included in the design.

 3rd Layer: Materiality
This layer speaks to the environmental sustainability of the whole. The natural 
environment forces particular design solutions. Regular shapes,interconnected 
walls and roof, composition and structures of the elements, and adequate and 
specific construction techniques are asked to give answer to hazards, material 
availability and climate.

 4th Layer:Structure. 
This layer addresses the issues of the quality and atmosphere provided by the 
space. The aim is to create an infrastructure that fosters activities and relations 
within the users, and also that is child-oriented, comfortable and healthy.
Issues of lighting, insulation and ventilation, accessibility and flexibility of space 
are arranged here.

The facilities should be designed to reflect the structure of the community by 
bringing aspects of the traditional homes into the centre. The physical environment, 
conceived as the “added educator”, aims to stimulate unique local cultural images 
and values.

The child-friendly approach adopted by the government of Rwanda in the 
Standards and Guidelines:Child-Friendly Schools 2009, can be adapted in this 
stage, to be further developed for children from 0-6.

 5th Layer: Skin of Sensory Stimulation
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This layer deals with the issue of sensory stimulation. The aim is to foster the 
holistic development of Rwandan children, through finishing, furniture and 
architectural elements. Implement creativity and innovation, rooted in the culture, 
heritage and traditions.

Umwana w’undi abishya inkonda- “A child of somebody else is difficult/a child of 
somebody else is not like one’s own.” Another example is, “An animal that gives 
birth to a young one in the desert must suckle it in the desert.“ These proverbs 
emphasize the importance of self-reliance in Rwandan culture and the importance 
of providing Rwandan solutions for Rwandan people.
Understanding the role of the children and the mother in the Rwandan society 
is critical to achieve results that have worth and ensure a wealthy society that 
follows their own particular way forward 
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REGIONAL ECD ENVIRONMENT
African countries are facing an enormous challenge in the child development 
sphere: With over 140 million children scattered across Africa, the future of the 
continent is at stake. In addition, the international image of children is becoming 
increasingly homogeneous and based on a Western derivation of appearance 
and characteristics. Although just over 10 percent of the world’s children live in 
the developed countries of Europe, North America and other Western outposts, 
research is heavily concentrated on children that originate from those locations 
these places; as a result, current child development science ignores the vast 
majority of the world’s children and the conditions in which they develop.

It is necessary to move beyond hegemony and a singular, Western-derived 
image of the global child and instead to support and promote local perspectives, 
questions, and issues. 

ECD Program adaptation
Science is a key term in contemporary history, but the principles of that science, 
and its assumptions of Truth have been shaken to their foundations in numerous 
disciplines, and some would argue to good effect. Maori scholar Linda Tuhiwai 
Smith reminds us that: …scientific research is impli¬cated in the worst excesses 
of colonialism…. (Smith 2002, p.1). 
Understanding colonialism not just as the physical colonization perpetuated by 
empires, but also the colonization of the ideas, in this particular case, of childhood 
by academia and associated professional organizations (Cannella 1997; Cannella 
and Viruru 2004; Soto and Swadener 2002).

In the west we have the tendency to perceive science as the universal solution, 
and so we impose our solution as the only alternative. It is, however crucial, to 
always contextualize study findings, policies and programs in the socio-historical 
and cultural contexts from which they arise.

As noted before, the discipline of child development has long been criticized for 
its failure to appreciate the importance of culture in its formulations.  Since the late 
19th and early 20th centuries some psychologists and ethnologists had warned 
about the importance of culture. For example, E.B. Tylor warned ethnologists 
against  measuring other people’s corn by one’s own bushel (Tylor 1881 cited 
in Sturtevant 1974), while Malinowski emphasized that one of the key goals of 
ethnographic work was to grasp the native’s point of view, his relation to life, and 
his vision of the world (Malinowski 1922 cited in Sturtevant 1974). 
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In these times there is a movement towards the participatory approaches. Seeking 
to create an exchange, a hearing of different voices, and not privileging one over 
the other. Such approaches have been successful as part of “Indigenous ECD 
training and education” (Pence et al. 1993; Ball and Pence 2006).

The “Society for Research in Child Development” (SRCD), the leading child 
development academic and professional association in the US (and the world), 
was engaged in 2005, in soul-searching about ways to strengthen the international 
focus within SRCD (16 July 2005 website communication from SRCD). The 
responses to SRCD’s search are indicative of the challenges academia continues 
to face in its internationalization efforts.

Efforts to broaden, deepen, and de-privilege discourses about children’s care 
and development, and to make them more amenable to diversity and contexts 
beyond the Western experience, may yet be realized. It is critical that the Early 
childhood development theories broaden their views from Western ways of seeing 
and believing, assessing, and doing.

Another area for fruitful investigation is the role of various international, UN, and 
donor organizations in the promotion of specific images and understan-dings of 
children, the characteristics of services designed to reinforce the preferred image, 
and the ignoring and erasure of other possibilities. 

A third is the role of ‘research’ in the promotion of particular understandings and 
the suppression of others. 

Such inequalities are not addressed, but accentuated, through policies that 
remove capable individuals from their own cultures and contexts to be trained 
in the west – either to remain in the west or to become propagators of western 
perspectives, values, and understan¬dings upon return to their home countries 
and contexts. 

To implement and promote a well rooted and successful African or Rwandan 
ECD program the heritage and history of ECD in Africa can’t be overlooked. An 
heritage that one sees acknowledged in internationally financed early childhood 
initiatives. History, tradi¬tions, and contemporary social dynamics are too often 
miscalled in progressive efforts to modernize and globalize the continent. Studies 
that have their origins in places far removed from Africa (geographically, socially, 
concep¬tually, ontologically)  are cited as the bases for effective practices, 

master thesis international cooperation in sustainable emergency architecture_uic_2010-2011_nerea amorós elorduy36

LITERATURE



programs, research, and policy interventions while local realities, experiences, 
and histories are ignored. Such approaches, as suggested in the recent SRCD 
interactions(Pence and Nsamegan), bring into question the dubious nature of 
such science and the implications in the excesses of colo¬nialism that continues 
to the present in the ideas and theories imposed or implemented in such countries.

To provide a useful picture of Africa’s early childhood ideas and practices, an 
understanding of the indigenous patterns of childcare arrangements that existed 
prior to the intrusion of Islamic–Arabic and Western traditions of childcare and 
education is required (Fafunwa 1974). 
Centuries-old traditions of childcare have survived until today and continue to be 
useful and have not entirely yielded to colonial efforts and waves of intervention 
to replace them (Callaghan 1998). The traditional Rwandan pattern of childcare 
differs from the imported models; it has its own organizational coherence 
that is usefully oriented toward purposes different from those of foreign origin 
(Nsamenang 2005b, p. 277).

There’s a need for international support to explore more deeply a local approach 
to ECD that draws on long-standing traditions and heritages, as well as on 
‘modern’ perspectives. 

In most postcolonial African states there are some socio cultural issues that 
influence and drive the programs or processes that will deal with the community 
engagement and future. The migration movements and fast population growth 
emphasize the rural/urban contrasts in lifestyle, a rapid social change and poverty. 
The history of Western colonial occupation and the mixture of ethnicities cause a 
huge linguistic diversity regardless of the low prevalence of literacy. 

This socio cultural context cannot be ignored in the design of effective Early 
Childhood Education and Care. Biological cause and effect relationships are 
universal (eg J. Shonkoff ) but they are moderated by socio cultural processes 
that vary across settings

The fact that most African children are born and grow up in rural areas and their 
families are poor and have limited literacy must not be overlooked.
The research outcomes to implement ECD in Africa have to be African in the 
sense that the evidence supporting its validity consists of behavior and reflections 
of African persons living in Africa rooted in African cultural practices.
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Overview Of Education In Rwanda
Rwanda is a small mountainous and landlocked country, with a surface of 26,338 
square km. It is bounded by Uganda in the North East, the Democratic Republic 
of the Congo in the West, Burundi in the South, and Tanzania in the East.  It forms 
part of Eastern Africa’s Great Lakes Region. In 2002, the Rwandan population 
was 8,128,553 (Census: 2002), but by 2020 the population is projected to reach 
approximately 14,300,000, with one of the highest population densities in Africa, 
averaging 340 inhabitants/km2. 

Apart from Kigali City, the highest population densities are found in the Provinces 
of Ruhengeri, Gisenyi and Byumba to the north and in the Province of Gitarama. 
The lowest densities are found in the Province of Umutara where a major proportion 
of the land area is covered by the Akagera National Park.  Rwanda projects to 
reduce its fertility rate within 20 years from 6.5 children per family to 4.5 and 
reduce population growth rate from 3.2% per annum to 2.2%.  High population 
density limits the availability of land and one of the factors for migration to other 
regions or to urban areas.  

It is largely an agricultural country, 85.3% of the population lives in rural areas 
and 95% are subsistence farmers. In addition to that 57% of the population lives 
below poverty line (Household Living Conditions Survey: 2006).

Nowadays the number of live births per year is approximately 365,000 and 52% of 
the population is below 18 years of age (Census: 2002). The average population 
growth rate is 2.2% (UNFPA, State of the World Population: 2003) and the fertility 
rate remains high at 5.5% (Preliminary DHS: 2007-2008).  The age cohort from 
birth to six years of age as a direct concern to the ECD Policy is projected to be 
2,192,061 or 24% of the population (NIS: 2008 based on 2002: Census). Children 
who are in the age cohort from birth to three are 1,095,973 while 1,096,088 are 
children from three to six years old who are eligible for Pre-Primary Services.

Rwanda considers its population the fundamental resource for the future 
development of the country. Education is the way in the country can improve the 
quality of life for its citizens. (ECD strategic plan 2010-2015, Republic of Rwanda 
2009) 

Although Rwanda’s infrastructure for health and education services were 
destroyed during the war and genocide of 1994, a tremendous progress has been 
made in accelerating economic and social development, the country ranks at 
161 out of 177 countries in UNDP’s Human Development Index (HDR 2008).  
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With much of the nation’s infrastructure rebuilt and modernized, Rwanda faces 
considerable resource constraints.

Regional specificity:
 -Eastern Province; Prior to the genocide (1994) the Eastern region was 
less populated compared to other regions of the country, it hosted a large national 
park (now reduced to Akagera park), thus historically there were not many school 
infrastructures in the province.  Even prior to 1994 there has been a migration of 
population towards the east to obtain enough land for subsistence farming.  After 
1994, refugees from neighboring countries settled into the region increasing the 
need for more public facilities. 

 -Southern Province; The Southern Province is the educational centre of 
Rwanda. Butare, the third largest town in Rwanda, houses the National University 
of Rwanda, which was established in 1963, the National Museum, a teacher’s 
college, a National institute of scientific research, and a school of agriculture. 

 -Western region; Spread across the borders of Lake Kivu where it has 
been prone to natural hazards in the recent past. Due to the lack of infrastructure 
the western Province is the most difficult province to travel from one side to the 
other. 

 -Northern region; the mountainous region, home to the Volcano. The active 
volcano presents constant risk and last erupted in 2002.  However, this creates a 
unique situation of lava stones commonly used for construction. 
 
- Kigali city; Since 1999, the urban population including the built areas of 
Kigali continues to grow at a rate around 8%. This urban growth is much faster 
than the overall growth of the city, which from 2002-2007 grew at an average of 
4.8%. The density of the Kigali urban area has increased to approximately 86 
people/hectare. Much of this development has occurred in wetland areas and 
areas of steep slopes. Currently, 19% of the built environment of Kigali is on land 
that is not ideal for construction (National Institute of Statistcs, Rwanda, 2007).

Rwanda has made progress in achieving the second Millenium Development 
Goal: universal Primary Education. The net enrolment Increased from 72% in 
2000 to 95% in 2005/6. Completion rate has also increased from 20% in 2000 to 
51.7% in 2005/6 (National statistics 2008)However this requires further efforts by 
improving the quality of education and reducing pupils to class ratios. 
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Also in terms of gender equality the goals are being achieved, the MINEDUC 
(National statistics 2008) states that 51.1% of girls and 48.9% boys are enrolled 
in Nursery schools, 50.9% girls and 49.1% boys in primary schools and so it and 
47.8% girls and 52.2% boys, in secondary schools

The government and the ministries, as they note in some of their policies and 
papers have environmental sustainability as a key objective to be considered 
carefully within any infrastructure program, taking into account the use of 
appropriate sustainable construction material, renewable energy resources and 
reducing transport, to reduce ecological impact in respect to MDG 7.

Continuing with the achievement of MDG7 access to safe water is an important 
precondition for environmental health given that over 80% of diseases that afflict 
Rwandans are waterborne. Through the provision of adequate and sustainable 
access to potable water for all students and staff will contribute towards achieving 
that goal. 

Other international conferences and statements as the “Education for All” are 
taken into account to develop Rwandan education policies and infrastructures. 
EFA is an international commitment first launched in Jomtien, Thailand in 1990 
to bring the benefits of education to every citizen in every society.  Partners 
comprised a broad coalition of national governments, civil society groups, and 
development agencies such as UNESCO and the World Bank. 
Their goals give emphasis to the early childhood care and education, especially 
for the most vulnerable and disadvantaged children.

The educational infrastructure policies are consistent with all national papers, 
programs and policies as the Vision 2020, the Economic Development and Poverty 
Reduction Strategy (EDPRS) and the national investment strategy. From each of 
them we can individualize the important aspects that influence the approach to 
the education standards nowadays in Rwanda.

A prime objective in Vision 2020 for education is to provide Universal Primary 
Education (UPE) by 2010 and subsequently Basic Education for All (EFA) by 2015. 
Achieving these targets will need to address the high drop-out and repetition, 
reviewing the school curricula and teaching methodology and addressing adult 
illiteracy. 

One of the priorities within the EDPRS is access to quality and effective education 
within an equitable framework to all Rwandans in line with the International 
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Development Targets (IDTs) and the Education for All policy (EFA) by 2015. For 
this purpose apart from the great effort to given public primary education from 6 
years above it’s crucial to tackle the OVC and all children education and nutrition 
from 0-3 years, with a public, accessible and joint program of ECD centers 
community based.

The government is committed to provide substantial public investment in 
the education sector as it is one of the key priorities. It has doubled its public 
investment in education from 17 billion FrRw in 2002 to 35 billion FrRw in 2010 
which represents 30% of public spending.

The National Investment Strategy (NIS) adopted in 2002 puts particular priority 
on focused investment in the area of Human Resources Development. The 
aim in this Strategy is to increase productivity, quality and professionalism of all 
Rwandan people. 

These, large scale, vast programs seek to promote the private sector development 
and foreign private investment, as a further goal to achieve. Nevertheless they 
seem to take into account the human rights, international education conferences 
and papers, although their maximum is to give revenue to the country and some 
kind of productive or economic result.

INVESTMENT IN THE LEARNING ENVIRONMENT
Analysis of the economic rate of return to education shows that there is no return 
to simply attending school, but there is a return to learning achievements. The 
data show that gain in educational outputs is directly linked to better school quality, 
manifested in improved infrastructure and greater availability of school supplies. 
Edwards, M. (1992)

A World Bank evaluation report from Ghana (World Bank 2004) provides a useful 
reference addressing the effectiveness of physical infrastructure investment upon 
the outcomes of learning and teaching. This study includes statistical analysis 
showing that improvements in learning outcomes are clearly and strongly linked 
to better welfare as measured by higher income, better nutrition, and reduced 
mortality. 
Supporting this report many studies internationally have shown that newer and 
better school buildings contribute to higher levels of pupil achievement. There 
is also evidence that suggest the positive effect of improving buildings in poor 
condition, this leads to improvements in pupil achievement; 
In terms of the way we design our schools, international studies from the 
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Department of education and training (Victoria 2005) show the clear and vital 
link between pedagogy and infrastructure, The space we teach affects to the 
way we learn, the way we teach must determine the way we form our learning 
environment.
The importance of this sector can also be confirmed through the quotes gained 
during the provincial consultation held in 2009 while writing the “standards and 
guidelines: child friendly schools “.The director of education of Bugesera district 
said that people learn efficiently when they are in a friendly environment, and in 
the same line the director of education in Gicumbi district noted that the school 
environment can motivate the pupils to like school 
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MEETINGS WITH STAKE HOLDERS
At this scale we discuss the role of the cultural tradition and the local environment 
in determining a community's attitude towards ECD and its construction. The 
ECD modeling aims to offer practical advice to enable planners and implementers 
of ECD projects (including development agencies) in assessing effectively the 
community's needs and the factors which shape their own requirements for 
change. 

It examines the issue of an ECD center as a basic community and educative 
tool and puts the subject into a social and cultural context, whether this applies 
to traditional rural construction, or to the specific problems of an urban scenario. 
Special attention is given to the cultural context of children stimulation environments 
which shape a community's perception of its needs and its attitude to change. 

Program drafting
During the month of February of 2011 several meetings were held with the 
UNICEF sections involved in the ECD programming and modeling (health and 
nutrition, education and child protection, WASH and the construction section) 
Thanks to these meetings it was possible to single out the basic needs of an ECD 
in Rwanda, based in some previous experiences, ECD programs and nursery 
centers already operating in the country. 
The point of view and the position of a big organization like UNICEF Rwanda, can 
be seen in the outcomes.

As the childhood development implies a complex program of activities, regarding 
not only education or child protection but also health and nutrition, we carried out 
some meetings with UNICEF’s health and nutrition section. The first one held on 
Monday 21, February with the nutrition officer Christine Kaligirwa had as a main 
scope to identify the social Rwandan particularities and customs followed up in 
the field of child nutrition and growth: Attitudes and practices as well as weak 
points or gaps to be filled.

Some key spaces and activities that should be or that are nowadays developed 
and carried out by the communities, were identified, they are listed below:
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Spaces needed: Activities to develop schedule
room for 2-4
_water point inside
_rest area with matts
_cupboards/storage
_adequate furniture

Feeding
Children activities
Nap
Vacination
Vitamins and diverming

Daily 1 meal (12hs) porridge 
(10hs)
Everyday
Daily after lunch
Every 6 months

Toilet 2-4 Latrines. Also pot, so we need 
a water point to wash them

Room for 4-6
_water point inside 
_rest area with matts
_cupboards/storage
_adequate furniture

Feeding
Children activities
Vacination
Vitamins and diverming

Daily 1 meal (12hs) porridge 
(10hs)
Everyday
Every 6 months

Toilet 4-6 Latrine
Outdoors space
_toys and furniture

Play 
Gross monitoring outdoors

Monthly

Meeting room Parents education
Medical check
Gross monitoring
Community meetings

Once a week
Monthly

Kitchen + storage Cook Everyday
Toilet adults

  
Also some key features or inputs to take into account were discussed as the 
importance of the costs, and the community implication for the lasting success of 
the facility.
Minimum standards were keyed out, as the ratio of children per room and per 
caregiver (25-30 children per room and at least 2 caregivers) and the difference 
between an ECD and a Nursery or a daycare center, taking as an example the 
ECD center, the experience in Muhororo.

An interesting and central outcome from the meetings held with UNICEF’s local 
staff was unexpected but very valuable. During these meetings, which aimed to 
prove and identify technical issues about nutrition, education, water and sanitation, 
etc. we discovered the implications and perceptions of a particular portion of 
the society, (one which is actually one of the targets in the ECD): the working 
mothers. The considerations and attitudes of active Rwandan women between 
ages 20 to 50 are a matter of success for child development programs. The local 
knowledge and costumes andthe main concerns and values of the people have 
to be understood and analyzed and brought to light while programming and 
designing.

Alternatively, the meeting held with Joseph Foumbi, UNICEF Rwanda 
representative, on Wednesday 23, February, 2011, focused on the process to be 
taken, in order to develop a successful ECD, based on other experiences out of 
the country, in République Centrafricaine (RCA).
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Through his personal experience in that country, we identifiedthe key points that 
could be adopted and adapted to the Rwandan experience, and those that were 
weak or should be changed.

The representative accentuated the importance of transferring knowledge and 
building capacities through the design and involving the community. In terms of 
infrastructure, he emphaszied giving them options to choose, use their own local 
materials and techniques and improving them with technical advice.

In RCA UNICEF contributed some materials (metal sheets and bars, cement, and 
block machines) and also a community-appointed technician that assisted and  
taught the workers.

The Rwandan culture of the image and external opinion is critical. This point 
was highlighted also during these conversations and highlighted the need fora 
“Rwandan good-looking” model.

Through these meetings with the country representative we also learn about 
the role of UNICEF in the modeling for the Rwandan government. This role 
mostly centered on providing some guidelines or a manual, along with technical 
assistance, training of local labor and spreading knowledge as to the role of the 
construction section within the organization. The slow processes that have to be 
followed while working in an organization with such hierarchy and bureaucracy 
can lead to afeeling of lack of final practical result. It is easy to lose track of what 
is happening in the field, and to feel the consequences of policies and standards.

Other meetings were held with stakeholders of the government as the ECD 
expert from the Ministry of EDUCATION, Theoneste Niyonzima on Thursday 
22, February, 2011. At the time of the meeting, the MINIEDUC was beginning 
to develop a Task force in which UNICEF designs and community participation 
would take part.

The meeting was centered in the analysis of the ECD centers already operating 
in the country that in most of cases lack some elements of the integral service 
aimed. For the first time the 3 approaches were discussed in detail: community-
based, school-based and health-based. To allow and promote an integrated 
approach the following spaces and activities, were identified:
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SPACES NEEDED: ACTIVITIES TO DEVELOP
Play ground outdoors Play and recreation area
Room for 3-4 ECD activities (learning)
Room for 4-5  (learning)
Room for 5-6 ECD activities (learning)
Toilets Latrine
Meeting room + possible 2-3 room +
Corner for health activities Parents education

Medical check
Gross monitoring
Community meetings
ECD activities

Kitchen + storage Cook
Management Administration/library/storage
Feeding area feeding
Rest room Nap

  
The expert noted that the ECD models should be affordable for the community (and 
look affordable too) and may have a different image from the primary or nursery 
schools, ideally look and feel like a home where children can enjoy learning.

As the fourth input at this scale, we held some meetings with international NGOs 
focused in children that work in Rwanda, as plan international or save the children. 

The meeting with Alfred Mupenzi from Plan International, held on Thursday 22, 
February, 2011 was really helpful due to the great experience in the ECD field, 
implementing and programming all over the world.

They call it ECCD: Early childhood and care development, and they base it on 3 
pillars: 
1st Parents education: This is their first and critical step. This is why they hold 
meetings with the parents and the community, making an appreciative enquiry, 
understand the gaps, taboos and promote the ECCD as a part of the solution.
2ndChildren stimulation: Trough the holistic childhood development 
3rdTransition to primary school

The holistic childhood development where to frame the activities and spaces of 
an ECCD will be outlined in following chapters. It’s basic the commitment of the 
community and the parents, to promote, maintain and sustain the ECCD center.

The lack of funds makes the affordable and cost effective solutions a necessity, 
in order to let the communities find their own skills and resources to implement 
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the models. To really break the poverty circle, the targeted communities must be 
the poorest ones, so the use of local materials and improving their own skills and 
methods are key factor of success.
Plan gives only limited financial and technical advice, whereas the management 
and sustainability, and also running costs are provided by the community, who 
will also pay the expenses of the food (that will be stored near by the kitchen) 
and rotation in the cooking. For the staff they will pay about 100rwfr a month per 
parent.
 
The image of the infrastructure must be something secure but affordable, with 
locally made materials. The perception that the parents will have about the centre, 
is critical, also due to the fact that is going to be totally build by the community.
In the case of Rwanda and due to the lack of land, it’s crucial to understand the 
social dynamics of the village and the organization of land tenure.

Plan is implementing a village centered ECCD model, considering that in each 
umudugudu (village) there are about 100-150 householders and an average of 
75 children from 0-6 years, most of them from 3-6.
The activities and spaces identified as key ones were the following:

Room 1-3
(children stimulation)
Creativity to the community
Water point to clean and wash.

With different corners

Room 3-6
(children stimulation)
Creativity to the community
Water point to clean and wash.
Gross motion activities

With different corners

Surrounding
Playground with play materials
Harmless, safe and secure

Conductive

Health & nutrition room
Health check and growth monitoring 
(diworming, vaccination, sickness…)

Safe drinking water

Feeding
Parent education
Kitchen & storage Rotation in the cooking
Security of the storage room
Small garden Improve nutrition (vitamins and fruits)
Toilets
Latrines 
For the smaller a pot

At least 15 mts away from the rooms

Water supply to clean and wash hands

scales of analysis / scales of intervention / scales of impact_ modelling affordable and sustainable early childhood development centres in rwanda 49

S
C

A
LE

 1
.1

08



EXPERIENCE

An interesting detail is that the ECCD room area is not only given by the number 
of children but by the number of iron sheet provided to the community, so an area 
of 45.5sqm (30 iron sheet). There’s a need of standardized construction.

Taking into account all the data collected from the meetings, the next step as a 
designers was to identify the qualities and needs in terms of comfort and space, 
adapt them to the activities to develop, and come up with a design that is not only 
affordable but looks affordable too. So at that point we draft the program aimed to 
be updated with the community’s inputs.

A program draft was stated, o be updated after receiving feedback from communities 
and experts.

elements users features use

C
H

IL
D

R
E

N
S

T
IM

U
L
A

T
IO

N

room 3-6 years Filter between the common 
meeting space and the private 
outdoors space.

Each room has to be directly related with its outdoors space.
Better if  they are rounded spaces
Near by their own toilets
Trees and bushes and indoors plants.
Secure, safe and child f riendly.

A
outdoors 3-6 years
room 18mth-3 years
outdoors 18mth-3 years
space 0-18mth (within the health/meeting room) Only child use, in their private 

outdoor spaces. 

W
A

T
E

R
 &

 
S

A
N

IT
A

T
IO

N

toilet 3-6 years Measures adequate to the children age.
Secure, safe and child f riendly.
Environmentally f riendly (compost)

A
toilet 18mnth-3 years Only caregivers use. 

sanitation 0-18 month management area. Inside the room, independent zone well ventilated. Hanger line

adults toilet Health and meeting area. Separation men and women B

water harvesting water harvesting and treatment

H
E

A
L
T

 &
N

U
T

R
IT

IO
N

health facility/meeting point Community use. Direct access f rom the outside, connection with the general outdoors meeting 
zone.
Possibility of division into two (f lexible) necessity to develop different type of  
activities.
Community managed.
Waste management.

B

Kitchen + storage Community Use
Runned by the mothers in the 
community.

Storage room, access f rom the exterior, maintenance entrance.
Outdoors, well ventilated.
Energy  and water supplies.
Safe & risk reduction

A

feeding area (could be inside health/meeting 
room)

25 children at a time with 2 
caregivers.

Outdoors, rain and sun protected.
Child f riendly and tools provided.
Storage cupborad.
Sink, wash hands and dishes.

C
O

M
M

U
N

IT
Y

 A
N

D
 S

T
A

F
F

management of f ices (within the meeting room) Staf f  Use B
Meeting room Community +staf f+children Parents education and community meetings B
fence
storage Staf f  use
outdoors meeting area Community use. Main entrance and distribution area.

Shadow and trees.
Meeting zone, maybe stairs or benches.

B

School gardening Community use Community maintained, to improve the nutrition in the meals.
To learn and stimulative activities.

environmental and waste management Staf f  use A
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The Nyakatsi Eradication Campaign
The Rwandan government set the end of May 2011 as deadline to phase out 
thatched houses. The nyakatasi campaign is based on the perception that 
thatched-roof houses are for poor and produce illnesses and unhealthy home 
conditions. Substituting the existing thatch roof with iron sheet is a change that in 
most cases doesn’t improve the inner conditions and comfort.

In several parts of the country, the activities geared at eradicating Nyakatsi started 
in mid-January. As of the end of May, there were approximately 45,000 Nyakatsi 
in the whole country, down from 71,000 in December of last year.

Augustin Kampayana, the head of the joint steering committee (comprised of the 
local government, RDF, and the national police), when assessing the progress 
of Nyakatsi eradication program, said that the government is helping residents 
where they fail but they take the first priority through Umuganda (communal work, 
conducted each last Saturday of the month) to help their fellow citizens.
Also the Governor Fidel Ndayisaba called upon residents to embrace and 
contribute to the programme, saying it would help everyone live in decent housing. 
We should stand together and help our neighbors who still live in Nyakatsi. We 
must help the old, vulnerable people to get rid of those huts, Ndayisaba said. 
(Nyakatsi eradication campaign retrieved from www.mod.gov.rw, May 2011)

As stated in journals and government announcements, the anti-thatched houses 
program was conceived by the government of Rwanda for the welfare and social 
protection of all Rwandans. Nevertheless, the new campaign does not take 
into account the sustainable construction with local and available materials that 
create cool spaces and affordable solutions, and that erases the traditional way 
of building.
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1ST LAYER: SITE

Conceptual country division
Regarding to the findings of the field survey assessment, the regions and provinces 
within Rwanda can be abstractly divided. Considering the issues of hazards, 
natural resources, material availability and traditional building typologies, it w as 
possible to produce a conceptual map of the country where to fit the choices and 
solutions that could be implemented in it.
 
Western regions: earthquake prone.  Central and western regions:   

 timber availability roof tiles production

 The results of the division should guide the implementers in the use of materials 
and structures, informing about security minimums required, availability of 
resources and a range of solutions recommended or proscribed. 

ROOF: CIS/TILES CIS/TILES CIS
WALL: Wood &Earth W&E/CEB CEB
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Site selection
The selection of the site will depend on four main factors as stated in a meeting 
with the UNICEF Representative Joseph Foumbi in April 2011: 

1. Social organization of the community: related to issues of land 
availability and tenure, and communal economic resources 
2. Model adopted (school based, health based, community based)
3. Physic characteristics: Safeness against hazards (earthquakes, 
winds, rains), security and protection of the child and properties, health 
and water management, etc.
4. Situation within the village and distance to house holders
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Meetings with 
comunity leaders

Program 
feedback

Ministries
UNICEF section
NGO’s
Local authorities
Private 
entrepreneurs

The Rwandan 
approach

Policies

3 ECD models
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Adaptation & 
improvement of 
environment

Transfer 
Knowledge

Compound 
organization

general program 
overview

Costs draft
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THE RWANDAN APPROACH 
As Serpel (2010) states A quantitative expansion of the small number of existing 
urban elite preschools that mimic Western practices could be largely irrelevant to 
the parental ethno theories of most rural families and financially impracticable on 
a large scale
For this reason the modeling has to cover the different realities within the country 
providing local governments with the tools and technical assistance to help their 
own communities to build an ECD center at their measure.
 
Most Rwandan children live in rural areas. The implementation of an ECD service 
in a rural community has certain implications. As we learn from Alan Pence and 
Bame Nsamenang the four major ones are:

-Focus on local strengths;
-Incorporate participation by preadolescent children;
-Use indigenous African languages;
-Affirmatively include children with special needs.

The constitution of Rwanda adopted by referendum on the 26th May 2003 states, 
in the Article 40, that, every person has the right to education. Freedom of learning 
and teaching shall be guaranteed in accordance with conditions determined by 
law.  The State has the duty to take special measures to facilitate the education 
of disabled people. Based on the principles of the “Convention on the Rights of 
the Child”, to which Rwanda is a signatory.  These principles are reinforced and 
further specified in the “African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child” 
of 1999. 

It is aimed that ECD implementation in the country, will have a positive impact 
on equality, unity and reconciliation, due to the fact that other experiences have 
demonstrated how children who passed through ECD at early age are more 
tolerant, sociable and flexible. Parental education will further promote positive 
values among parents and their children. 

ECD Policies and Standards
There has been a commitment from the Government’s side, since 1994, to 
achieve a national human resource development. For learners and teachers 
the accessibility to adequate facilities which promote a quality at every level 
of education is essential and supported, at a larger scale, by policies and 
conferences. The government wants to be able to track and analyze the impact 
on equality, unity and reconciliation, within the future generations
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The Rwandan government with the ECD policy (December 2010) aims To combat 
ignorance and illiteracy and to provide human resources useful for the socio-
economic development of Rwanda through the education system. 

Nevertheless, the results are in such a big part assessed from an economic or 
productive point of view as we can see in some of the impacts identified in the 
policy: 

Short-Term Impacts of ECD Investments
- Fewer malnourished mothers, low birth weight and pre-term infants’ 
reduction, antenatal and neonatology hospital and health care costs.
- Improved neonatal care, better breastfeeding practices, parents` 
education, and preventive and basic child health care services to 
reduce post-natal health treatment costs.
- Improved sanitation saves 7USD in health care costs and lost 
productivity for each 1USD spent. 
- Reduced need for nutritional supplements reduces nutrition care 
costs.
- Reduced fear related to child security improves family productivity 
after conflicts.
 Medium-Term Impacts of ECCD Investments
- Improved education outcomes and internal efficiency increases 
timely school enrolment and attendance, reduces repetition and drop 
out, and improves school completion rates.
- Stunted growth reduction and disabilities for special education 
services.
- Reduced incidence of child abuse and welfare needs to protective 
service costs.

It is expected that in the short, medium and long term, the ECD Policy will yield 
high levels of economic and social returns on investment and that this integrated 
approach will help Rwanda achieve the objectives and targets of Vision 2020 
and the Economic Development and Poverty Reduction Strategy EDPRS for 
overcoming poverty, expanding economic and social development, and achieving 
a durable peace. The ECD Policy has an important impact on business in Rwanda, 
promoting government investment as well as the establishment of formal inter-
sectoral agreements and partnerships with civil society, private sector and 
international donors. Nevertheless the main goals of the Policy are also to foster 
the Rwandan culture, understanding the role of the family and the community in 
the social structure.
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To summarize, as highlighted in the matrix analysis, and reinforced by empirical 
and scientific research, we see that variations in one aspect of development affect 
other aspects, since they are interrelated. For this reason provision of integrated 
ECD services is needed. Recent empirical evidence from interventions in Jamaica 
show now improvements in both children’s nutritional intake and psychosocial 
stimulation results in a greater effect on psychological development than either 
improvement alone. In a number of countries in Africa, integrated services are 
provided at the level of the child.  This happens where different sectors design 
their own programs with the hope that the child will receive all the integrated ECD 
services. As noted in the “modeling concept paper” written by the Government of 
the Republic of Rwanda in 2009, the ECD implementation and already running 
centers among the country can be classified in 3 different categories/models.

3 ECD models
 A.Community based:
Such models are steadily becoming a common feature in a number of countries. 
The programs which typically feature strong community participation are often 
initiated in an effort to address critical community needs and are becoming 
important means through which the development of the young child is fostered.  
Based on evidence from various programs in the region (Madrasa Resource 
Centre- East Africa; ECD centres- Kenya; Community Based Child Care Centres 
- Malawi; etc), it is clear that well designed community based ECD programs play 
an important role in improving child outcomes. (Modeling concept paper, 2009)

The exact number of Community based ECD programs in Rwanda is unknown. 
Nonetheless, as evidenced in the consultation workshops held in 2009 (Provincial 
/National Consultation Report: Rwanda Education Infrastructure.Policy and 
Strategic Plan, 2009), there is great demand for more centers. Such facilities 
are currently run by NGO’s and private entrepreneurs, with little government 
involvement, hence critical issues of leadership, co-ordination and quality control 
are not well addressed. Further to this, the design involvement, the improvement 
of the child environment and the technical assistance is scarce.

As stated in the modeling concept paper (2009), the goal will be: To provide quality 
low cost ECD programs that will promote comprehensive, holistic and inclusive 
services to young children and their families for optimum child development.

The infrastructure in this specific case will tackle and strengthen the early 
stimulation activities and environments. The parental empowerment and the child 
education, health and nutrition
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 B.School based:
Primary education has recorded significantly greater progress as compared to 
ECD in many countries in the region. While the number of children completing a full 
cycle of primary education is rising, improving internal efficiency of the education 
system continues to be a challenge.  It is disheartening to note that the drop-out 
rate for grade 1 was 21%, (National Institute of statistics, 2007) a clear indication 
of the need to improve school readiness through pre-school attendance.  Some 
neighboring countries as Kenya, South Africa and Zanzibar, have implemented a 
policy to include at least one year of pre-primary into the formal primary school 
system, and this has gone a long way in enhancing achievement of MDG and 
EFA goals
This model proposes the annexing of pre-primary classes to existing primary 
schools. The existence of Child Friendly Schools (CFS) in Rwanda provides an 
excellent opportunity for modeling this approach. 

The modeling concept paper (2009) states as the main goal: To enhance school 
readiness and promote smooth transition to primary school, through increased 
access to ECD, by including a pre-primary class to the primary school system. 

The implementation of this model is in consequence hardly influenced by the 
existing school infrastructures to which it will be related. In most cases we find 
the school readiness is the main objective, instead of providing an integrated 
approach with attention to early stimulation, nutrition and parental education. 

 C.Health based:
The greatest challenge of this approach is the possibility of gaps and overlaps in 
service provision. This approach suggests integration at the design and delivery 
of health and nutrition programs.  It is hoped that this will facilitate both greater 
efficiency and better quality of health services, and increased use of all services 
by parents.

The main goal in this case will be To provide accessible and holistic services 
aimed at promoting maternal and child health and development. (Modeling 
concept paper 2009)

The designed infrastructure in this approach must take into account the early 
stimulation activities as well as child health and nutrition, making  an effort in 
parental empowerment and education and supporting the OVC’s.
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MEETINGS WITH THE COMMUNITY
Following the consultation carried out in 2009 by the Ministry of Education and 
UNICEF, partners were able to state needs and improvement steps in relation to 
the ECD center situation and implementation in Rwanda, some examples related 
with the building reality:

Special importance shall be given to the build environment, building enough, 
adequate and well equipped ECD centers, ensuring parental engagement and 
involvement not only in maintain and run the centre but also in the construction 
of the needed rooms.

Technical and practical guidelines shall be provided to make proper planning, and, 
afterwards, monitor and maintain the facility. It is basic to inform district education 
directors and Inspectors, disseminating the document to all stakeholders.

As last but not least, there should be more promotion of environmental and 
sustainable solutions at schools, communities and contractors (Trees, water 
harvest systems and biogas technologies to be installed and maintained) 

The participatory approach crucial for the success of engaging involved partners 
and ensuring their commitment shall be discussed with community leaders, 
involved UNICEF sections, and government.

To reach a successful model, we involved the communities in the decision making 
process, firstly holding meetings with the community leaders. 

In meetings held with community leaders in Nyanza, we dealt with the Rwandan 
cultural issue of “image” and the importance of appearance and visibility. The 
community leaders wanted something modern, perhaps made out of concrete and 
iron sheeting. The newly implemented nyamatasi campaign directly influenced 
the district leaders’ desires of building materials. Consequently, any proposal 
based on the utilization of local materials and techniques is taken into account 
at the district level when it comes before the government or UNICEF for funding. 
When the investment has to come directly from the community,(Plan International 
interventions in Kayonza or the Muhororo project) their approach changes. In 
that case the materials and techniques used are the traditional commonly used 
ones.  However, a lack of assistance or technical advice means that the resultant 
infrastructure is neither stimulating nor child focused.  

In the meeting held in Musanze district, the ECD program was a “school based” 
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model. The center and infrastructure were focused on school readiness and there 
was a lack of a stimulative environment.  However, in this particular case, the 
running of the ECD approached excellence, as there was commitment of the 
parents, quality materials as well as caregivers’ training. 

In a meeting held at UNICEF’s Rwanda headquarters on Wednesday 1st of April, 
2011 with all sections involved in the ECD modeling and the representative of 
the country, the project’s programming received feedback, was adapted and 
improved.

The results of that meeting were to emphasize the incremental approach, and to 
promote all the areas of the modeling process - from the site/compound layout to 
the ECD room design - giving the community the opportunity to choose.
So the overriding idea would be to guide the community with proper information 
and technical advice provided by a manual so that they could choose and decide 
by themselves. 

The capacity, costs and the minimum infrastructure qualities required should be 
highlighted, using images as an explanation for the community members and 
local authorities.

The idea of the modern solutions incorporated with Rwandan culture was 
reapproached, while emphasizing the need to seem affordable to communities.

Another important key point identified during the meeting was cost effectiveness, 
taking into account previous experiences in RCA, Indonesia, South Africa or within 
the Rwanda itself. In brief, the sustainability and adaptability solutions, along with 
external appearance are both contributors to the success of a project.
In terms of overall layout and site selection it is crucial the entry point (3 models), 
the community engagement and nutrition linkage.
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2ND LAYER: COMPOUND ORGANIZATION
One of the key factors for a successful and affordable model is the incremental 
approach to promote the achievement of tangible results, without the full task 
appearing to be overwhelming. This approach allows the community to choose 
their own solution at every step of the process, as well as enables their engagement 
and ownership of the project.

The incremental approach organizes the project or process into three phases:
Must, should and mat.

After receiving feedback from the meetings with the stakeholders and actors 
involved, the program draft (activities and spaces) was updated.

There are other features to take into account when designing an ECD compound:
- Trees: Consider the allocation of trees, to create a stimulating 
environment and to provide shade, keeping in mind the distance to 
adjacent constructions and the future growth of the tree.
- Fence: To assure security and maintenance of the compound a 
fence must be provided. Could be made out of cane, bushes or other 
materials.
- Space for A Possible Kitchen Garden: Nutrition and economic 
sustainability are two main aspects of ECD implementation. For that 
reason, a kitchen garden should be provided, where vegetables and 
fruits can be harvested to complement children’s nutrition.
- Water Management: A high rainfall area requires a drainage plan 
for roof water to a common drain. Levels of the drainage system need 
to be included on plans so that rain water flows away and does not 
form puddles that breed insects around buildings. Wells and septic 
tanks are essential health-supporting systems to a building.
Particularly in rural areas, rain water from the roof should be collected 
in covered tanks to provide a source of good water. 

To promote an affordable process and the availability to chose, the compound 
organization was divided in phases as stated by the incremental approach.
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COMPONENTS ACTIVITIES
C

H
IL

D
R

E
N

 room 3-6 years 
outdoors 3-6 years 
room 18mth-3 years 
outdoors 18mth-3 years 
space 0-18mth (within the health/
meeting room)

Children stimulation:
Physical growth
Cognitive growth
Language development
Socio-emotional development

W
AT

E
R

 
A

N
D

 
S

A
N

IT
AT

IO
N

toilet 2-6 years 
sanitation 0-18 month 
adults toilet 
water harvesting

Sanitation:
Sanitation education,
wash facilities,
and drinkable water

K
IT

C
H

E
N

 
A

N
D

 
N

U
TR

IT
IO

N

Kitchen + storage 
Feeding area (could be inside 
health/meeting room)

Nutrition:
Feeding and cooking
Food production
Washing hands and dishes

H
E

A
LT

H
 

A
N

D
 

C
O

M
M

U
N

IT
Y

Management offices (within the 
meeting room) 
Meeting room 
Health facility/meeting point 
Fence + shaded areas 
storage
outdoors meeting area 
School gardening 
Environmental and waste 
management 

Health:
Growth monitoring and checking.
Birth registration
Parental education
Breastfeeding support
Community:
IGA’s promotion
Support for OVC’s
Administration tasks.
Personal meetings with parents and children.
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MUST
CHILDREN 
STIMULATION

WATER AND 
SANITATION

KITCHEN AND 
NUTRITION

HEALTH AND 
COMMUNITY

-1 space 
50sqm:
Childfriendly . 
flexible (uses)
secure  & safe -ecd 2-6 years -water point -feeding area

-community
-parental 
education
-health checks

-outdoors 
space play growth monitoring
-1 kitchen 
safe & secure, 
storage -water point

-cooking
storage

-4 latrines and 
water access

-latrines
-water

S HOULD
CHILDREN 
STIMULATION

WATER AND 
SANITATION

KITCHEN AND 
NUTRITION

HEALTH AND 
COMMUNITY

-1 space 
50sqm:
childfriendly . 
flexible (uses)
secure  & safe -ecd 2-6 years -water point -feeding area

-1 space 
40sqm:
childfriendly . 
flexible (uses)
secure  & safe. -ecd 0-2 years -water point

-community
-parental 
education
-growth 
monitoring
-health checks

-outdoors space play
-1 kitchen 
safe & secure, 
storage -water point

-cooking
- storage

-4 latrines and 
water access

-latrines 
-water
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MAY
CHILDREN 
STIMULATION

WATER AND 
SANITATION

KITCHEN AND 
NUTRITION

HEALTH AND 
COMMUNITY

-1 SPACE 
50sqm:
childfriendly . 
flexible (uses)
secure  & safe -ecd 2-4 years -water point

-1 SPACE 
40sqm:
childfriendly . 
flexible (uses)
secure  & safe. -ecd 0-2 years

-water point
-feeding area

-community
-growth 
monitoring
-health checks
-parental 
education

-1 SPACE 
50sqm:
childfriendly . 
flexible (uses)
secure  & safe. -ecd 4-6 years -water point
-outdoors space play
-1 kitchen safe & 
secure, storage
-1 porch at 
kitchen -water point

-cooking
-feeding area
storage

-kitchen garden 
-food 
production

-8 latrines and 
water access

-latrines
water access

-water harvesting -water harvesting

MUST    SHOULD   MAY
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Costs draft
Due to the lack of economic assistance and reduced budgets for implementation 
the ECD models the costs of the infrastructure becomes a key point in choice 
options. In line with the affordble aim of the incremental approach, we should 
draft a bill of quantities to help in the decision making.

Once we have identified the materials, techniques, and surfaces needed, a draft 
of the budget required to build up an ECD room can be created.

This will serve as guidance for the implementers:

20 $

WALL

R
O

O
F

1.050 $ 2.500 $

400 $

500 $

Wood&EarthCEB fired bricks CHB

CIS

roof tiles

Earthquake resistant

2.500 $

BEARING WALL BEAMS & COLUMS STRUCTURE

1.600 $

OPENINGS
FOUNDATIONS
FINISHINGS

550 $

1.200 $

950 $+

RC+CEB

=

E
C

D
 R

O
O

M
 C

O
S

T

RC+bricks

3.050 $

1.550 $

1.450 $

3.000 $ 3.000 $ 520 $

420 $

2.100 $

2.000 $

3.550 $

3.450 $

2.
70

0 
$

3.000 $ 3.000 $
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EXPERIENCETRADITIONACTORSLITERATUREGEOGRAPHY

Field trip survey 
asessment

Community 
leaders
Architects

The incremental 
approach

Materiality & 
typologies
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SCALEECD GOALSECD DESIGNECD LAYERDESIGN STEP

Capacity building

income 
generation

Materiality and 
structure

Building 
materials and 
techniques
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AFFORDABLE AND SUSTAINABLE SOLUTIONS

The incremental approach
The poor quality of educational facilities and the inadequate systems under which 
the vast majority of Africans receive training is stated in the New Parthership 
for Africa’s Development (NEPAD). In respect to human resource development, 
NEPAD’s key objectives are to bridge the education gap between developed and 
developing nations by improving the teaching quality and teaching environments, 
ensuring Universal Primary Education by 2015, expanding access to secondary 
education, and promoting higher education and research institutions.

Taking into account these statements, the Ministry of Education of Rwanda  
issued the “Education Quality Standards” in 2008, a common understanding of 
the quality of education required by nursery, primary and secondary schools.  

Several of the standards directly relate to infrastructure and equipment. And are 
adopted by the document, “Child Friendly Schools Infrastructure: Standards And 
Guidelines, Primary and Tronc Common Schools”. Rwanda is one of the first 
African countries to produce and approve a document based on a consultative 
and participatory project, like this.

The paper offers clarification and additional practical guidelines on how to achieve 
the standards from an incremental approach, organizing the project or process 
into three phases - Must, Should and May:

- Must: States the minimum requirement of accommodation and its 
quality.
- Should: Gives guidance on spaces and quality that is encouraged 
which is in line with best practice.
- May: Gives good practice guidance on spaces and qualities 
identified as beneficial if resources are available.

Four standards of Child Friendly Schools Infrastructure are: 
A: A school must have appropriate, sufficient and secure buildings
B: A school must be a healthy, clean, secure and learner protecting 
environment.
C: A school must have a child-friendly, barrier free environment which 
promotes inclusive access and equal rights of every child
D: A school must have adequate and appropriate equipment that 
support the level of education.
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All educational buildings in Rwanda will fall under this regulation, as the “Building 
Control Regulations” will be a nationally recognized document which will serve as 
a reference for regulating building design and construction.   The major benefits 
to be gained in applying this document are the harmonization of professional 
practice in the building construction industry in the country and curtailment of 
informal developments so as to ensure well-planned, well-maintained, safe, cost-
effective and decent building developments and housing settlements throughout 
the country. 

Material and building typologies.
It is vital to understand, not only the needs of a given community, but also what 
building materials and techniques are viable and available in a given area. This 
is especially true when the task to build, is up to the community, and in particular 
when it takes place in a rural context within a developing context. 

Yet architects and designers are called, using their knowledge and skills, to offer 
well designed solutions. They will have to provide lasting solutions to specific 
needs. Intended not to just apply preconceived ideas or political theories, but to 
identify a specific need and set out to meet it.

Just as the notion of microgranting, that has emerged as one important and 
innovative way to tackle the initiatives of the poorest of citizens and provide them 
with a chance to succeed, focusing in communities and in their implications and 
engagement empowers community members to design and implement their own 
solutions.  

The ECD design, modeling and implementation in Rwanda has to demonstrate 
that in architecture, too, smaller endeavors can have great consequences Learning 
from the given environment is necessary to come up with a more successful 
solution.
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FIELD TRIPS: SURVEY AND ASSESSMENT
Literature or graphic data, that discusses issues of material availability and its 
uses, and the building typologies and techniques in the area is almost inexistent, 
due to the fact that since 3 years ago there were no programs for architectural 
studies, in Rwanda nor in Burundi. 
Due to this fact, and in order to address the issue of the materiality and building 
structures, developed in the provinces and regions that constitute the country, 
different field trips were needed, during the months of March and April 2011.

The first filed trip was made to the western province, specifically to the districts of 
Rusizi and Nyamasheke The western province borders Burundi in the South and 
DRC to the West. It has a surface area of 718.9km2 and a high population density 
of 390 people/ km2. It is characterized by moderate tropical climate, humid and 
warm, wood is abundant and available.
This area is prone to earthquakes; the 4th of February 2008 one of 6.1on the 
Richter scale (epicenter in Bukavu) damaged many school building. Afterwards, 
in September 2008 strong winds and rain damaged roofs of schools and forced 
the collapse of other class rooms. 

After the catastrophes, UNICEF Rwanda has rebuilt more than 30 schools in two 
years. The scope of the visit was to understand the way child friendly schools 
standards and guidelines work in the implementation, and do a survey of the 
existing way of building in the region.

During the visit that took place on 7-11 March 2011, the construction section of 
UNICEF Rwanda did a survey and research identifying the following aspects of 
the building infrastructures made out by the individuals or the community.
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 typology Materials Points to adapt Issues to improve

Self made 
residence

Structure & walls:
Wood poles + earth+ 
earth plaster
Roof:
Iron sheet/ thatch roof/ 
ceramic roof tiles

Structure & walls:
Wood poles + earth+ 
wood finishing
Roof:
Iron sheet/ thatch roof/ 
ceramic roof tiles

Walls:
Earth quake resistant.
Few skills and tools needed
Cost efficient.
Cane and bush fences.
Holes for the ventilation, but not 
enough.
Use of the available material.
Wood protected, usually

Quantity of wood.
  Lack of 
foundations.
  Wood protection

Roof: Metal sheet or only 
vegetable layer. 
Weak joins

Materials & Finishings: Bad plaster 
finishing.
Dusty pavement

Openings
Sometimes bigger openings 
allowing the structure to pass.

Lighting, few and 
small.

     Tea 
cover

Structure:
Wood poles
Roof:
Iron sheet/ ceramic 
roof tiles

quantity and thickness of wood 
poles Joins

The local constructions called rucaracara (existing in other earthquake prone 
zones all over the world) were barely damaged during the earthquake, unlike the 
new structures built in reinforced concrete structure filled with bricks or concrete 
blocks. This confirms the fact that the traditional type of construction has the clues 
and technologies necessary to deal with the hazards and the environmental issues 
given, in contrast to an, unskilled and poorly implemented imported technology. It’s 
important to learn and improve upon existing techniques, to transfer knowledge 
and build capacities.

The second survey was directed to the Eastern Province, mainly to the districts 
of Kayonza and Kirehe. This region borders with Tanzania in the east and has a 
hot and humid climate. The soil of the region is generally argilo-sandy with some 
proportions of stone, nevertheless the wood is scarce.
This field trip was held on March 19th along with Plan International and Save 
the Children education professionals. The main purpose was to overview the 
implementation of ECD centers community based driven by Plan International in 
that area.
typology Materials Points to adapt Issues to improve

Self made  
house

Structure & 
walls:
adobe or cob
Roof:
Iron sheet/ 
thatch roof
-

Walls:
Few skills and tools needed .
Cost efficient.
Use of the available material.
Cane and bush fences.
Holes for the ventilation, but not 
enough.

Humidity and bad 
maintenance
Weak foundations and 
joints
  

Roof: Weak joins
Materials & Finishings: Bad plaster finishing.

Dusty pavement
Openings   Lighting, few and 

small.
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Due to the lack of wood resources, and the fact that the area is not affected 
by earthquakes, the constructions are mainly made out of adobe, (without inner 
timber structure) mud or clay, and roofed with corrugated iron sheet, or thatch. 
Although the number of thatch roof is decreasing due to the nyakatsi campaign.

The third survey was made to the Northern Province, to the districts of Musanze, 
and Mutobo. These districts are situated near by the Virunga’s volcanoes, with 
a Gross density of 593 h/km2. The region characterized by moderate tropical 
climate, humid and warm, is rich in basalt stone and wood.
The field trip held on March 24th 2011, with UNICEF Rwanda education section, 
provided us with different outcomes. We were focused on the Mutobo ECD 
program nowadays running, a model school based.

These are the survey outcomes in terms of building methods and material 
availability of the region:

typology Materials Points to adapt Issues to improve

Self made  
house

Structure & 
walls:
Basalt stone 
basement and 
adobe wall
Roof:
Iron sheet/ 
thatch roof

Walls:
Strong basement and 
foundations
Use of the available material.
Few skills and tools needed .
Cost efficient.
Cane and bush fences.
Holes for the ventilation, but 
not enough.

  Quantity of wood.
    Wood protection

Roof:
  Weak joins

Materials & Finishings:
  Bad plaster finishing.
  Dusty pavement

Openings
  Lighting, few and small.

Structure & 
walls:
Wood poles + 
earth+ earth 
plaster
Roof:
Iron sheet/ 
thatch roof

Walls
Use of the available material.
Earthquake resistant.
Few skills and tools needed .
Cost efficient.
Cane and bush fences.
Holes for the ventilation, but 
not enough.   Quantity of wood.
Roof:

  Metal sheet.
  Weak joins

Materials & Finishings:
  Bad plaster finishing.
  Dusty pavement

Openings
  Lighting, few and small.
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3rd LAYER: MATERIALITY AND STRUCTURE
The modeling leaves the choice of material as well as the techniques to be 
used to communities, giving them all the necessary tools to take an appropriate 
decision, and ensuring the quality of the construction with technical advice, plans 
and details.

As is emphasized by the matrix, the choice of building materials and the 
improvement of the techniques as well as the rest of the features within the 
modeling of a complex small building, does not only affect the environment, but 
is subject to diverse external inputs.

Environmental sustainability: using available local materials, easy to maintain 
and to replace.
Economic sustainability: cost effective solutions and techniques, affordable by 
the community in a short term and in a long term.
Adequacy to the activities and the users: the material used specially for the 
finishing has to meet certain requirements. 

Depending on the construction element the modeling provides with a range of  
solutions:

Roof:
You don’t have a house, if you don’t have a roof. A house begins with a roof.[…]
what you need to built to have a house, is a roof. A roof protects you from the sun, 
from the rain: it is like an umbrella.[…] Yona Friedman in “roofs, local materials, 
simple technology, sophisticated ideas” (1992).
Along with the idea of the umbrella and the layers, one of the choices proposed 
is double roof or double skin: one that protects against the sun and the second 
one against the rain. 

This idea become a difficult issue to negotiate within the  concept and 
implementation in Rwanda due to the Nyakatsi campaign.
The influence of this new campaign in addition to the already mentioned 
importance of the external image and modernization, drove experimentation and 
innovatation, and prompted exploration of  sophisticated means of provision with 
a thatched or vegetable roof. 

In order to provide a solution that incorporated the traditional roofing practices, we 
involved weaving in the creation of the second layer, which solved  both cultural 
and climatic problems at the same time. 
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Agaseke is the Rwandan technique of weaving, to produce baskets, pots and 
other tools out of banana or other vegetable fibers. Some researches from KIST 
and several foreign partners influenced the design.
Involvement of the community as well as capacity-building are expected outcomes 
from the use of this technique.

R
O

O
F

FEATURES MATERIALS
    - Sun and rain protection.
    - Water harvesting.
    - Easy maintenance.
    - Durable supporting  structure  
    - Resistant to hazards.

CIS + second layer (sun and rain protection)
Roof tiles
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Walls and structure:
One of the solutions provided for the vertical structure and walls is the Improved 
rucaracara technique. This structureemploys the combination of timber poles 
and earth infill that is both built with local materials and expertise and is also 
earthquake resistant.

Almost all the traditional constructions in the Western Province of Rwanda and 
also part of the Northern Province are made with this technique. Further research 
in earth constructions provides us with clues to the best way to improve it. Remote 
and diverse places, located in earthquake prone areas, have implemented this 
way of building throughout the history, called bahareque in Nicaragua, dhaji wall 
in Pakistan, and gaiola pombalina in Portugal.

W
A

LL
S

 &
 S

TR
U

C
TU

R
E

 

- Hazard resistant:
Earthquake, 
violent winds
Heavy rains
 - Safe and secure
 - easy maintenance
 (local available materials and 
construction techniques

Timber poles 
main structure 

Infill with stone + earth 
Infill with earth
Infill with wood/ straw / vegetable  
fibers

Reinforced 
concrete main 
structure

Infill with CEB
Infill with fired bricks
Infill with concrete hollowed 
blocks

Bearing walls

CEB
Fired bricks
Concrete hollowed blocks
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Openings:
The proposal is based in vertical windows of 60cms wide with a variety of heights 
to allow views with a certain control. This will be divided into smaller parts (fixed 
and movable). This technique is employed in order to achieve the level of lighting 
and quality of views required without compromising the costs or the structure.

The idea is for the government or NGO to provide the metal and glass windows 
as well as doors.

O
P

E
N

IN
G

S  - Ventilation and lighting
- Security issues.
- Safe child friendly solutions.
- Low placed to allow children to look 
outside.

windows 
Glazed 
mosquito net

Doors metal

others
glass bottles / Hollowed 
pieces
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Foundations:
The foundations are crucial to ensure the quality of the whole structure and the 
durability of it. For this reason one of the standards is to set certain requirements 
and guides that will be provided as a manual with construction details, and 
measurements. 
Use of big stones and cement is required, and a minimum depth of 60 cms under 
the ground and 40cms width are required when building the ECD.

FO
U

N
D

AT
IO

N
S

- Structurally resistant
- Treated to improve durability 

Reinforced concrete

Stone masonry

FI
N

IS
H

IN
G

   - Child friendly
- Durable and easy to maintain. 
- Stimulative and diversified.
- Warm pavement surfaces.
- Wall treated  for displaying  and 
murals.

W
al

ls cement + earth plaster painted
Cement mortar plaster painted
Not plastered

P
av

em
en

t

vegetable fabric (banana leaves/other 
crafts)
vegetable fabric mats 
cement coated
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EXPERIENCETRADITIONACTORSLITERATUREGEOGRAPHY

Written 
correspondence 
with experts

Design feedback

Community
Caregivers
Eductaion  and 
health expers
Parents
Architects

Child holistic 
development

Environment 3rd 
educator
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Parental 
education

Children health 
and nutritionSpatial qualities

Update program

Plans, sections 
and elevations
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 CHILD ORIENTED ENVIRONMENTS

Holistic development of the child
The Holistic development approach sees the child, as a whole person:  physically, 
emotionally, intellectually, socially, morally, culturally and spiritually.

Learning about child development involves studying patterns of growth, from 
which guidelines for normal development are drawn up.

The purpose of holistic education is to prepare children to meet the challenges of 
living as well as learning. The holistic approach to children reality implies the need 
to learn about themselves, about healthy and social behavior, social development 
and emotional development. 

Holistic childhood development can be summarized into four main fields:

1_The physical growth
2_Cognitive growth 
3_Language development 
4_Socioemotional development 

The environment as the third educator
Young children strive to make sense of the world in which they live. They try 
to organize the visual images and concrete objects in their environment into 
meaningful systems. They are able to determine how the space works and what 
activities can happen in this place. 

While designing an ECD centre, it’s crucial to understand that children, as well as 
caregivers are spending a large number of hours in a new environment. Children 
who begin attending child care centers in infancy may spend as much as 12,000 
hours in this setting. This massive number of hours in one environment demands 
the space be carefully designed to create the best place possible for young 
children.

The Reggio Emilia Schools serve as one of the first models where we see the 
environment utilized as a third educator in conjunction with the two classroom 
teachers (Gandini, 1998, p. 177). The messages contained in the physical 
environment of early childhood classrooms in Reggio Emilia reflect each culture's 
image of the child, cultural values and broad educational goals.
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Children can best create meaning and make sense of their world through living 
in multifaceted, rich environments which support complex, varied, sustained, 
and changing relationships between people, the world of experience, ideas and 
the many ways of expressing ideas (Cadwell, p. 93) rather than from simplified 
lessons or learning environments. They have a right to environments that support 
the development of their many languages (Reggio Children, 1996). 
Thoughtfully designed spaces where they can learn to value their rich visual 
heritage and to become perceptually aware through the support of an environment 
designed for multi-sensory learning.
As Louise Cadwell, states: no space is marginal, no corner is unimportant and 
each space needs to be alive and open to change (1997). 

A key point in designing an appropriate environment for children between 2 and 6 
years is to examine how they learn and develop. Each stage of development has 
unique characteristics that influence how a child will experience the environment.
During the first eight years, children are developing their visual acuity. Their 
perceptions of objects, movement, and print are expanded as they have 
opportunities for experiencing interesting visual images. Changes and variations 
of design intrigue children and cause them to visually attend to the unusual. 

It is noted that young children respond differently, based on the design of the 
environment in which they live. An effectively designed ECD room has the 
potential to positively influence all areas of child development (holistic approach): 
physical, social /emotional, and cognitive. Language and learning are nurtured in 
an environment that has been designed to create appropriate opportunities. 
Organized space with open pathways that clearly lead to activities that offer 
enough to do, leave the children the choice, they can manage on their own. They 
can move freely from one activity to another, giving the teacher an opportunity to 
attend to individual children according to their needs. 

There has to be great concern for what the environment is teaching. The design 
of the ECD centers should reflect the structure of the community. The design can 
support the development of behaviors that are valued in the Rwandan society, 
such as community and family. An aesthetically pleasing space can develop a 
child's appreciation for the beautiful world around them. Most importantly, a well 
planned environment can provide a home-like setting that feels like a good place 
to be.

Besides being holistic and child focused, the process of designing an ECD must 
be interdisciplinary. It should include more than just an architect who alone does 
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ot have the broad experience in child protection, nutrition, education, health, etc.
Rooms designed for early childhood development serve as the physical 
environment for both the children and the adults who care for them. Although it is 
important for the spaces to be child friendly, they must also help the caregivers to 
perform in the most comfortable way. 
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FEEDBACK FROM NUTRITION AND EDUCATION EXPERTS
The ECD is a paradigm of interdisciplinary projects. Integration and incorporation 
of all the professionals involved drawing from the fields of nutrition, health, child 
psychology and development, community building, parental education and 
outreach is crucial for its success. Accordingly, all the stages of the design must 
be taken on a participatory and consultative approach to reach the best solutions. 
When it comes time to design the ECD room, there is a need to consult with the 
caregivers, parents and children. 

During the month of February 2011 several consultations were performed via 
written correspondence with caregivers and children experts. Here are noted the 
outcomes in terms of space and design:

- Wet Areas: A water point, inside or near by the entrance of the room, 
with a space to dry tools or to hang things. Experts recommended 
locating the toilets inside the room with visual connection for the 
caregiver to assist or help the children, but due to the rural situation 
of most of the communities tackled, water and sanitation specialists 
noted the importance and necessity of locating the toilets at least 
fifteen meters away from the ECD room (as is the local custom).
- Main Spaces: A big empty space in the middle of the room is needed 
for group activities and to provide flexibility as to how the space is 
used.
- Finishings: The walls should be able to accommodate pin-ups and 
other hanging materials.
- Safety and Security: To safeguard children against harm, the room 
should provide latches on doors and windows, and should also address 
electric plugs (when provided) and water points
- Furniture: Furniture should be movable and dual purpose so the 
space can be adapted according to the needs of various activities. 
Ideally, furniture will be sized for children to allow them to rearrange 
the furniture with ease, which will empower them to decide when to 
play, when to learn, and allow them to help the caregiver manage the 
space.
- A play space designed to develop physical strength and agility, with 
some specific elements such as bars and mats, if possible.
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4th LAYER: SPATIAL QUALITIES

ECD room and playground:
The spaces within the room and playground must stimulate the child with holistic 
childhood development as the guiding principle

Activities and spaces needed:

ECD_STIMULATION ACTIVITIES
FEATURES GENERAL ZONE ACTIVITIES QUALITIES EQUIPMENT

IN
D

O
O

R
S

 1
8

m
o

n
th

-3
 

y
e

a
rs

1-2 
caregivers 
25 children

• The fixed features 
should be kept to a 
minimum to allow for 
greater flexibility.
• two doors per room .
•  2sqm x child
• Consider electrical 
outlets, plumbing, floor 
surfacing, and lighting, 
including all-important 
natural light from 
windows. 
• Paths must have direct 
access to all areas and 
doors. storage closets. 
• Protected Corners. 
Reserve prime space for 
quiet or traffic-free 
activities.
• Divide into Wet and Dry 
Regions.:
Wet Region: Entry Zone 
& Messy Zone
Dry Region: Active Zone 
& Quiet Zone 
•  This space includes 
storage for items used in 
that area. 
The layout should 
communicate activities 
and boundaries.
•  Outdoor Zone 

W
E

T

ENTRY / 
TRANSITION

1_Children’s storage
_Staff storage
_Parent sign-in & communication
_Transition space - (adult "farewell chair")

_connection with the central 
meeting point

_cupboards & hangers for 
children
_cupboard for the 
caregiver

MESSY 2_Feeding
_Diapering/ Toileting
_Sand & Water Play
_Art: floor easels or tables

_wall zone reserved for crafts and 
murals.
_wet zone: adequate pavement, 
electrical outlets, plumbing.
_connection with the outdoors 
area
_well ventilated and lighted, 
acoustic protection.

_sink at children level to 
wash hands and material.
_cupboard for the tools & 
material
_tables and chairs 
adequate to the children's 
necessities

D
R

Y

ACTIVE 3_Gross Motor:
Ramp, slide, shallow steps, foam shapes, 
balls, mirrors, tunnel, pull-to-stand bars, push 
wagons, rocking toys, riding toys
_Dramatic Play:

Simple costumes, housekeeping furniture
_Music & Movement: 

Open space, simple rhythm instruments, CD 
player

_warm pavement
_blackboard on the wall at 
children's level
_acoustic levels

_cupboard for the tools & 
material
_psicomotricity material.

QUIET 4_Cozy Corner: 
Books, Glider for caregiver, cushions and low 
soft seating, furry friends
_Manipulatives:

Toys & games, small wooden blocks
_Nap Space: 

Usually cots or mats are placed around the 
room

_warm pavement.
_light control

_matts
_cupboard for storage

O
U

T
D

O
O

R
S 1-2 

caregivers 
25 children

SHADE 1_trees, bushes and plants
PLAY 2_areas for different types of play. _clay & sand zone

_gross motor activities
_quiet zone

_sling & slide
_stairs for dramatic play 
and zoning

STORAGE 3_storage _proper type of earth separate zone

GARDENING 4_school demonstration garden _cupboard for storage

scales of analysis / scales of intervention / scales of impact_ modelling affordable and sustainable early childhood development centres in rwanda 99

ECD DESIGN

S
C

A
LE

 1
.1

00



The organization of the room is designed to foster the diversity and flexibility of 
different spaces and activities that will be developed within the room. To help 
in the organization of these “corners,” the space has two central timber poles 
to hang, sustain and support features such as cloth, the agaseke panels and 
movable furniture.

Each corner or space has its own related qualities and furniture. 
The interior space is divided into the wet and dry areas. The entrance and the 
messy or wet areas will be provided with a water point, to be used after crafts or 
playing outside, and to teach health and sanitation. The central space is used for 
both messy and active activities such as feeding, group work, etc. There will be 
a second door to the room that connects this space with the porch and outdoor 
playground.
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The porch is a key element in the proposed model. Privacy is a main central 
component of Rwandan culture, and although the climate is temperate and 
pleasant during most of the year, there is no culture of spending leisure time 
outside. Instead, families most often spend time in the environs of their own 
home. Nevertheless, air, sun and nature are critical for healthy development. For 
this purpose the porch is designed carefully to provide shelter and privacy, while 
at the same time allowing exterior activities to be performed. This in-between 
space is used to foster growth monitoring and group activities such as dramatic 
play, gross motor skill buildings, and meetings. Protection from any unexpected 
climatic changes in an equatorial country such as Rwanda is essential, thus the 
porch has with a shade and sun protection area within its outdoor playground.

scales of analysis / scales of intervention / scales of impact_ modelling affordable and sustainable early childhood development centres in rwanda 101

ECD DESIGN

S
C

A
LE

 1
.1

00



The “dry” activities within the room could be divided into active and quiet; for this 
second group, a special corner is needed with agaseke panels, furniture, and 
mats. The caregiver can arrange the room with the adequate setup depending on 
the particular purpose of the activity. The quiet corner would foster the cognitive 
growth of the young children, promoting activities such as reading and storytelling. 
The specific atmosphere of this corner is reinforced by the placement of colored 
bottles within the walls, as well as banana fiber mats in walls and floor, potentially 
hanging items and cloth between the timber poles, so as to create a space for 
imagination and creativity among caregivers and children.

Visual connections with the exterior will foster the curiosity of the children and 
their relation with the environment; for this reason the lower height of the openings 
range from 45 to 90 cms, allowing the children to see the playground and exteriors 
arrangements from the inside.

These spaces are accompanied and reinforced with the finishing qualities and 
construction details that will turn the ECD room into the best place to foster holistic 
child development and stimulation.
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EXPERIENCETRADITIONACTORSLITERATUREGEOGRAPHY

Feedback from:
architects
creative 
designers 
private 
entrepreneurs

Parents
Children
Caregivers
Architect

Examples of 
small 
child-oriented 
facilities.
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Children 
stimulationSkin

Stimulative 
features

Construction 
details
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STIMULATING INFRASTRUCTURES
Looking at the work carried out by large NGOs or aid agencies that invest and 
promote child-oriented infrastructures, in schools, ECD centers or nurseries, very 
rarely is there consideration for architectural quality or innovative design of the 
built environment that focuses on child stimulation. The excellent architecture 
is not a topic of the star architect. Quality and creativity can’t be abandoned in 
the process of designing trough participatory  As Yona Friedman notes in his 
works for UNESCO it’s not only important to built a shelter but how is the shelter 
designed; successful architecture can be accomplished with simple techniques 
but sophisticated ideas.

It seems the general trend when it comes to design for development projects, 
there is left no room for creativity and stimulation. Poverty shall not hamper 
innovative ideas, design must not be a privilege. The role of the architect is 
misunderstood when to build infrastructures in the larger social agencies in profit 
of the pragmatism, focused on the functional requirements of such structures. 
Nevertheless there’s no need to choose between innovation, design and 
affordable solutions, moreover innovative and sophisticated ideas may improve 
the infrastructures not only in the physical aspects but also in terms of costs, 
environmental sustainability, performance of activities, etc.  

Examples in Asia
When we take a look at the Posyandu conceptual design and construction in 
Banda-acech, Indonesia, we find barely any attention to the local typologies of 
construction nor the local materials or skills. 
The UNICEF construction section design of the space is organized to accommodate 
thirty children, with adjoined services like a store, toilets and kitchen for food 
preparation. Also a large verandah is designed, which may act as an extension of 
indoor space and also used as a waiting area for parents dropping off or picking 
up their kids, and other community activities like posyandu.

Although the facility performs well in terms of structure and hazard resistance, 
and provides a shelter for posyandu activities, it does not respond to the social 
structure or the heritage of the region.  It also fails to holistically stimulate 
children. The use of imported materials and techniques of construction is not 
environmentally friendly or cost effective.

A contrasting example is the Soe Ker Tie House orphanage located in Noh Bo, 
Thailand, built by the Norwegian architectural studio, TYIN Tegnestue. This 
facility not only works with local available materials, which are cost-effective and 
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environmentally sustainable, but also provides children with tools and spaces that 
promote their healthy and holistic development. The design and the structure is 
sourced from local and traditional materials.

TYIN tegnestue is a non-profit organization that does humanitarian work through 
architecture. As one of the architects states: We aim to build strategic projects 
that can improve the lives for people in difficult situations. Through extensive 
collaboration with locals, and mutual learning, we hope that our projects can have 
an impact beyond the physical structures.
With the aim to recreate what the orphan children would have experienced in a 
more conventional situation, they provide every child with their own private space, 
a home to live in and a neighborhood where they can interact and play. 
The bamboo weaving technique used on the side and elevations is the same 
used in local houses and crafts. Most of the bamboo is harvested within a few 
kilometers of the site. The special roof shape enables effective, natural ventilation, 
and at the same time it collects rain water. This renders the areas around the 
buildings more useful during the rainy season, and provides the possibility of 
collecting the water in drier periods.
These examples are only some of the features that promote quality and comfort 
in the inner spaces and the surroundings.

The building may also serve as a model for important building principles such as 
bracing, material economization and moisture prevention, which may possibly 
lead to a more sustainable building tradition in the local area in the future.

The experiences within the region
Other examples in Africa of organizations undertaking ECD implementations 
are UNICEF RCA and Plan International Rwanda. These two organizations are 
building ECD facilities in both countries, and developing an excellent program of 
parental and community engagement in the daily life of the center. The project 
in RCA is also incorporating income generation activities into its implementation.  
But when it comes to built infrastructure, this is far from achieving child-friendly 
requirements or facilitating the holistic development of children. Environmental 
stimulation, lighting, and proper ventilation are a few examples of important 
aspects of successful built infrastructure that were overlooked. 

In contrast Anna Heringer has designed Living Tebogo, a home for handicapped 
children in Orangefarm, South Africa.  Heringer’s approach to architecture and 
social engagement could be understood in the introduction to her web page: 
Architecture is a tool to improve lives. The vision behind, and motivation for my 
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work is to explore and use architecture as a medium to strengthen cultural and 
individual confidence, to support local economies and to foster the ecological 
balance. Joyful living is a creative and active process and I am deeply interested 
in the sustainable development of our society and our architecture. For me, 
sustainability is a synonym for beauty: a building that is harmonious in its design, 
structure, technique and use of materials, as well as with the location, the 
environment, the user, the socio-cultural context. This, for me, is what defines its 
sustainable and aesthetic value. 

The center in Orangefarm, seeks to build a joyful and comfortable place for the 
therapy of almost fifty handicapped children.  The new buildings reach a thermal 
comfort that reduces the temperature fluctuation inside to 9 C° (18 C°- 26 C°). 
Unlike the surrounding buildings, mostly shacks with an indoor temperature from 
2 C° to 45 C°. 
Without the use of external energy this project shows a crucial improvement of 
the thermal comfort, using materials collected directly from the township: earth, 
concrete blocks, clay, straw, timber, grass mats. 

Some Austrian students were responsible for the design, technical planning, 
sponsoring of the project, that was built together with local workers. 
The project tries to go beyond constructing and training in ecological building 
methods, contributing also to intercultural and mutual social understanding. 
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FEEDBACK FROM ARCHITECTURE AND DESIGN EXPERTS.
The exchange of knowledge between experts in the same area of study improves 
and promotes excellence in the solutions.

During the internship in Rwanda I had the opportunity to meet architects, 
designers and private entrepreneurs, that inspired solutions and steps to follow in 
the process of researching, analyzing and designing the ECD model for UNICEF.
The close relationship with the Faculty of Architecture and Environmental Design 
at KIST University allowed me to meet architects and students that highly influence 
the process. The understanding of the architectural reality in Rwanda, the building 
culture and tradition and the aesthetic point of view of a society that lack the figure 
of the architect and designer has been a crucial point in the decisions taken.

The Department of architecture, initiated just 3 years ago and their members 
pushed forward and gave new guidance to the design in process.

Understanding the level of skills and training of the professionals in the construction 
and design field give adequacy to the details and precision needed from the plans 
and bill of quantities.

Relation and feedback from a creative and innovative vision was badly needed 
at this scale of the process. Understanding and unveiling the Rwandan culture 
of weaving, strongly rooted and related to the woman’s work and the use of 
materials; as well as the pottery and ceramic tiles or bricks production, was a key 
point to develop.
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5th LAYER: SKIN OF SENSORY STIMULATION
The constructive details and the elements that constitute the skin of a building are 
crucial for the comfort and use of space. 
These features acquire special significance when it comes to reaching the 
requirements of a child-oriented space.

Some examples of sensory stimulating include finishing, constructive elements 
and furniture and are collected in the set of plans given to the communities. 
To foster the cognitive growth of the young Rwandan children, the room is divided 
in diverse corners. The partitions are agaseke panels. These vertical elements 
are made out of banana fiber, with a traditional Rwandan weaving technique. We 
can find examples of this in the king’s hut. The panels provide us warmth and 
flexibility of the space at the same time as engaging the woman of the community 
in the furnishing and maintenance of the center.

The moldable matter of the wall, mud and straw allow us to embed on it different 
elements that promote sensory engagement of the children. One strategy is to 
place different types of bottles within the walls, to boost the variability in lighting 
and finishing solutions, and introduce topics of sustainability and recycling as 
well.
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One important issue in the child growth at this early age is the gross motor 
activities. To evolve in a proper way the children need to jump, climb and crawl. 
The exterior covered area of the porch wants to be, as well as a small stage 
for dramatic play or group activities, the place where the gross motor activities 
can take place, providing horizontal bars and swings. At the same time, these 
elements comprise the bracing structure needed to ensure the stability of the 
building.

The guidance and detailing given at this stage promotes the stimulation of the 
young children. The elements described above foster the holistic development 
of the child, with local, sustainable and cost effective solutions and materials. 
The small scale seeks to strengthen mother-child and child-child relationship, 
as the basic unit of the Rwandan society organization, the smallest scale. The 
relationship forms the catalyst of social change.
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