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FOLLOW YOUR VISION:

Inspiration for Dreamers
by Sherry Hoffman, Ellen Khokha and Susan Wood
What can happen when you bring together one architect with two very inspired and driven preschool
directors? The creation of beautiful spaces for children that make a difference. Partners in an architecture
studio, (M)Arch., and parents of preschoolers, Todd Erlandson and Sherry Hoffman, collaborated with
Ellen Khokha, Executive Director of The Growing Place, and Susan Wood, Executive Director of The
Children’s Center at Caltech, to design and build dedicated environments for children. It took time,
patience, funding, consensus-building, listening, design and marketing talents and, above all, a very clear
and well-articulated vision.
This story is about perseverance and the importance of being led by a vision rather than by short-term
needs. It might take one year or four or five or more, but if you are driven by a vision, you can create a
future that children, teachers and working families deserve.

Who are we?
The Children's Center at Caltech
The Children’s Center at Caltech is a non-profit
organization that provides quality early education and
care for infants, toddlers and preschool age children
for the Caltech and Pasadena communities. Caring,
nurturing educators staff this outstanding program.
The Center has resources to support child, staff and
parenting development. The Center also provides
leadership in the early childhood field for other
colleges and universities. To accomplish all this, every
effort is made to build and nurture relationships of
mutual respect among the children, parents and early
childhood professionals.

as a mentor program for early childhood education
teachers and directors, and frequently support other
programs interested in finding out about how we
have woven ideas from the schools in Reggio Emilia
into our program, systems of staff development and
ways of engaging with parents.

(M)Arch.
(M)Arch., a collaboration of architects and marketing
professionals, is a forward-thinking design company
that creates significant architecture that adds value for
its communities through responsible solutions.
(M)Arch. focuses on educational design projects with
the goal of creating environments that accurately
reflect the identity of the institution and actively
support its mission.

The Growing Place
The mission of The Growing Place is to provide the
young children of working families with a high quality,
all-day, year-round early education program. This
means that our spaces have to function for both care
and learning. We are a community sustained by a
close collaboration of parents, teachers and
children. Our youngest children are three months old
and preschool children move in cohorts through the
program spaces with their teachers until they go to
kindergarten. As with The Children's Center at
Caltech, we believe that it is our responsibility to serve

What inspired you to create a
dedicated space?
The Children's Center at Caltech
After several years of being involved in a research
project on how children learn science, I became aware
of how much time children really need to think about
something. They need to discover and rediscover –
again and again. They need to experiment with
materials in multiple ways, to form a deeper
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understanding of a topic. Our traditional preschool
spaces did not allow for that process. In 1996, while
working on my Master’s thesis, I spoke to my advisor
about my interest in having a space in preschools that
was dedicated just for thinking. She recommended
that I read The Hundred Languages of Children. But
reading was not enough. I came away with questions
that were not answered in the book, such as: What
should this space look like? How do teachers work in
a space like this? I spent several years visiting schools
that had been inspired by the municipal infant-toddler
centers and preschools in Reggio Emilia. I talked to
other directors who either were planning for or
already had the kind of space I was committed to
developing. One such school was The Growing Place
in Santa Monica. I arranged a tour with the director,
Ellen Khokha, and Sherry Hoffman and Todd
Erlandson, the (M)Arch. architects who had designed
The Growing Place studio.

(M)Arch.
My partner Todd and I were both parents at The
Growing Place. During our children’s time there, the
school increasingly included Reggio-inspired philosophies and techniques in their work with children,
families and educators. I visited other Reggio-inspired
schools, attended Reggio-related workshops and
talked with educators from Reggio Emilia. I quickly
realized that we had to provide our own lens, that
there was no Reggio “stamp” or right answer, no
ready-made dimensions or templates to imitate the
programs in Italy. As a designer, I studied the Reggio
approach with a group of educators in California, and
then, in 2003, I had the very special opportunity to
participate in a study tour in Reggio Emilia, Italy with
a group of educators. I was motivated to take the
ideals I witnessed there and to create something
significant. I was interested in renovations and, in
particular, new child care facilities in Reggio because
I wanted to see how the educational philosophy
influenced the design of the school from the ground
up, both inside and out.

The Growing Place
We were inspired by the work that was being done
locally by our colleagues who had visited the schools
in Reggio Emilia, and we sought to learn from their
design and use of studio spaces. But very quickly, we
discovered that each program has its own challenges
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and needs regarding space. We are located in a twostory neighborhood school that was built in the 1940s
and, furthermore, we are limited to the ground floor
because of earthquake concerns.
Creating a separate studio was our last resort – not
only because of the cost but also because we lease
our space and our board was reluctant to invest in a
property that we did not own. Since we are located
very close to the ocean and in a mild climate, we first
did everything possible to save space in our existing
buildings and to move our caregiving functions – for
example, eating and cot storage – outside. Sometimes
this system works well but on foggy and very hot
days, there are challenges. Documentation will not
last outside in the salt air. We also redesigned our
classrooms to support small group work.
Eventually, the children’s ideas grew – as they always
will grow – too big, and so we realized we needed to
create a separate, dedicated space for supporting their
work, with materials and space for long-term projects.
Of course, we wanted to solve a number of other
challenges as well with this one studio space. We
wanted a space for movement and music, a meeting
space for parents, a place to hold workshops, a place
where teachers could lay out documentation and
share work. As you can imagine, we had to make
compromises with this space. We envisioned the
studio as a strong centerpiece to anchor the flow
between the classrooms, and to connect our large
and, rather institutional, outdoor space. We wanted
a large shared space, a piazza, California-style.

What was similar and what were
the differences in these two projects?
(M)Arch.
Both projects were lead by directors who had clear
and well-articulated visions for their schools. The
design was led by the educational philosophy of each
program. Although the approach was similar for both
schools, the focus and intent of their educational
philosophies differed, based on their own context and
cultural differences.
We adopted the Reggio process of involving the
children in the planning process at each site. The
entire design/build process became a teaching tool
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and part of the curriculum of each school. Both
schools understood and respected the important role
of the environment in their respective projects. There
was a deep collaborative process inherent in both
projects; the directors involved the teachers in the
planning. The children were also involved in the
process. They explored and considered the empty dirt
lot, created relationships with the workers during the
various stages of construction, and documented and
imagined the preliminary views of the building
through its final unveiling. Out of this collaborative
process, a sense of ownership was established.

straightforward: We are children and their families
from the California Institute of Technology (Caltech);
we are members of the Pasadena community; we are
teachers; we are children and families; we are a
campus within a campus; we are a school with a
science-based curriculum on a campus that is known
for their innovations in science and technology. From
these early discussions came our design strategies: a
Campus within a Campus, a Laboratory as Catalyst,
and Integrate and Connect. These three strategies
were instrumental in choosing the location of our lab.
The Science Lab would be in the center of the school
and connect the two preschool houses.

How important is the environment?

We did a lot of researching of labs before the
architect’s pencil hit the paper. We wanted the space
to reflect and support the identity of The Children’s
Center at Caltech, and of the culture and heritage of
Caltech. Parents who worked on campus invited us to
their laboratories so we could get a sense of the real
spaces in which scientists work. We documented these
visits and discussed them. From those yearlong
discussions came the mission statement for the new
lab space, which both informed and lead the design
process. The Science Laboratory Mission Statement
encouraged the individuality, creativity and critical
thinking of children through a conceptual approach
to science that is in-depth, sensorial, active and
thoroughly hands-on. Throughout this process, we
realized that science happened as much outdoors as
indoors and, thus, we made a very seminal decision
not to have this space enclosed by walls.

(M)Arch.
We believe that design adds value when the space
accurately reflects your core beliefs and supports the
educational process that you are facilitating. The environment itself is a teacher – a fully active participant
or protagonist. Environments are read by their users
and carry potent messages about our notions of the
child as active, productive and competent. As we
learned from the Reggio educators, a space mirrors
the ideas, values, attitudes and cultures of the people
who live within it and, as such, it should reflect the
school’s unique strengths, history, community and
philosophy. A highly flexible and vibrant environment
supports a deep respect for children as fully competent learners. Materials act as languages and tools of
expression, through which children access communication and understanding. An organized exposure to
materials allows for children to fully express their ideas
and to explore long-term studies. The space for
learning is not an isolated lab; it is connected to the
school and is fed by its complexities.

The Children's Center at Caltech
The environment supports the collaborative
relationship between the teacher and the child. We
wanted a space that sent the message to the children
that their work was important. We first needed to
define what was going to happen in this new space.
We needed to decide where it was going to be
located. So one of the earliest discussion points for
the children, the teachers and the board revolved
simply around defining our own cultural context.
Who are we? Whom do we serve? Where are we?
What is our philosophy? Our answers were pretty

Why did you choose to work
with (M)Arch.?
The Children's Center at Caltech
It was important to me as the director of the Center
that the final product reflect exactly who we are and
not simply the architect’s vision of us. In order for that
to happen, the architect had to listen to us and to
incorporate our philosophical vision into their
structural vision. And that happened with (M)Arch.

The Growing Place
Todd is very gifted in his profession; also, we knew
him as a parent who understood young children and
respected them. He knew from the beginning that the
opinions of the children and teachers who were going
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to be the primary beneficiaries of this space would be
integral to its design – and at every step, they were
included in the process. Todd understood that the
space needed to support our approach to education
and that the process of designing it – which was a
long one of ruling out every other alternative option
– was collaborative. To be candid, we also had very
little funds, and his choice of materials is a great
tribute to his practicality and innovative problem
solving.
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detailed discussions are sometimes more difficult to
do in the larger classroom setting where the space is
allocated to full-day caregiving responsibilities. The
studio supports scaffolding between children through
a wide range of rich materials and long-term research
possibilities. This space allows for the work to be
saved and revisited over time. The studio is not just a
particular place but it is also a place of resources to
extend deepening exploration and experimentation in
a variety of locations.
One of the goals the teachers have is to support
learning dispositions of each child: patience, genuine
interest in their work, persistence, and the ability to
understand how to use tools to make their ideas
visible. Another role of the teacher is to help children
discover who they are.

How do the teachers and children
encounter the space?
The Growing Place
From the initial sketches to the giant machine that
drilled for the firmness in the soil – the children
watched, theorized and sketched the process of
constructing the building. When the workers would
lay down their tool belts for lunch, they became a
provocation for theories. The children would ask
them, "What are you doing now?" A beautiful relationship developed as the preschoolers flirted with
big carpenters and electricians, in order to get them
to answer their questions. In some ways, I wish we
could build another studio, just to repeat that year of
interesting provocations.
The studio provides the opportunity to work independently or in a small group setting. Conversations and

The Children's Center at Caltech
The children were active participants from the ground
breaking, to drawing blueprints, to asking questions
and making journal entries of the progress of
construction. They were often allowed in the
construction area and during such a visit, one child
commented as he stood in a ditch that he could “feel
it be built around him.” So it surprised us when the
fence came down and the children needed coaching
to come inside. Fred summed it up by asking, "Is this
really for us?" The space continues to tell children
that they are worthy of a beautiful space to think
and create.

The children were
active participants
from the ground
breaking, to drawing
blue prints, to asking
questions and making journal entries of
the progress of construction. –Susan Wood
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Originally, we planned for one side of
the studio to be dedicated to science
projects and for the other side to be
dedicated to art projects, and we
organized the activities, cupboards and
shelves that way. Since then, we have
come to realize that children do not
separate these domains and that these
two activities flow back and forth.
–Ellen Khokha
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What does the future look like?
The Children's Center at Caltech
It is our hope that The Children's Center at Caltech
can serve as a model for schools wanting to develop
dedicated spaces. When I say "model," I don't mean
in the physical way the Lab looks but more as an
example of a school that found its own identity and
constructed a space that reflected their unique
philosophy and culture. I think that the most
valuable piece of advice I would pass on is that the
year we spent finding ourselves, prior to the blueprint and the building stages, was time well spent.

The Growing Place
We have used our studio now for a number of years,
and we have stayed in contact with the architect
who was as eager to learn from the experience of
building it as we were.
We can offer visiting
educators some honest
and thought-provoking
questions before they
embark on similar
projects. Originally, we
planned for one side of
the studio to be dedicated
to science projects and for
the other side to be dedicated to art projects, and we
organized the activities,
cupboards and shelves
that way. Since then, we
have come to realize that
children do not separate
these domains and that
these two activities flow
back and forth. We learned
that flexibility was important
and so we now use very
little furniture in our studio –
so that spaces can be
created, deconstructed and
recreated, depending on
the needs of the people
using the space at the time.
On some days, you will find
small bodies filling every
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inch of the space with lively movement and
music. On other days, you will find children quietly
painting on the floor. Many of the low-cost recycled
materials used to build the studio have held up quite
well. Others have proven to echo so much sound that
it becomes difficult to have teacher meetings when
the children are running around with carts outside.
We wish that our studio could have been located
right in the middle of our classrooms and that it had
a bathroom. However, the children love to run out of
their classroom doors and across the yard to borrow
materials from the studio. When they do that, they
feel as if they have been entrusted to manage a
journey. So there are benefits to having the studio set
apart from the classrooms as well.

(M)Arch.
We provided the process for each of these schools
to get a better picture of who they are, what makes

We provided the process for
each of these schools to get a
better picture of who they are,
what makes them unique and
who they want to be in the
future. The environments that
we have created provide tools
for them to use now but also
departure points for future
visioning by the schools and
by the children who will
continue to learn in them.
–Sherry Hoffman
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