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contact with the outside world or prefer to 
stay inside,” say fasch&fuchs, explaining the 
advantages of the complex roof and facade 
construction.

The reasons for the open spatial con-
cept of the school with its numerous views 

– also between the levels – are to be found in 
the architectural stance of the architects, 
as well as in the children’s need for feeling 

safe and secure by knowing where they are 

in the building at all times. “The inner trans-
parency gives the children an impression 
of all the activities taking place inside the 
building,” states Hemma Fasch. The open, 
emotional centre of the new building is the 
two-level gymnasium that extends from the 
basement to ground level. Wall bars sep-
arate the hall from the surrounding corri-
dors and equipment rooms in the lower level. 
A gallery on the entrance level above runs 
around the hall; step seating invites pas-
sers-by to linger and watch. “Every child is 
a member of the community and at the same 
time a Robinson Crusoe,” comments Hemma 
Fasch. “Here in the middle of the building, 
children can experience companionship and 
strangers are also allowed into the building 

up to this point. The children can observe 
them and still be sure they can withdraw 
again at any time. The centre is thus opened 
to the world and at the same time a kind of 
protective shield for the privacy of the chil-
dren.”   lead to the semi-private and private 
parts of the building via the stairs to the 
classrooms and terminate at the intimate 
withdrawal alcoves. Seven of the ten class-
rooms are situated on the north side on the 
upper level above the gymnasium. Two of 
them separate a so-called ‘time-out’ room, 
a cushioned cell which is lighted from above, 
in which pupils can quickly calm down if they 
become aggressive. The corridor in front of 
the classrooms is also totally different from 
the traditional ‘barracks style’ school archi-
tecture: at both ends it offers views of the 
surroundings and is interrupted here and 
there in front of the classrooms by niches 
to hang clothes that help encourage commu-
nication between the schoolchildren. 

Virtually every room in the building gets 
daylight from at least two sides – includ-
ing the roof areas. This reduces the glare 
from incident light. Many inner partition 
walls are not the same height as the level 

The swimming pool is one of the 
school’s most popular facilities. 
It is an extension of the 
conservatory on the ground floor 
and is also used for therapeutic 
purposes.   

Previous page: In the north, the 
classrooms project over the two-
storey sports hall. The ground 
was dug up here to allow direct 
access to the outside from the 
basement as well. 

Above: The sports hall with a 
gallery for an audience is the 
open core of the building: it is 
used for teaching and also for 
numerous events. Even the 
corridor at the rear of the hall 
receives direct daylight.   

Left: View into the corridor from 
the classrooms on the upper floor. 
The complex folded roof shape 
enabled architects fasch&fuchs 
to supply nearly all areas with 
daylight from two sides.  



46

21

3

4

47D&A AUTUMN 2007 ISSUE 06 

At present, our school has 81 pupils 
between the ages of six and eighteen 
divided into ten classes. They are at 
school five days a week from 8 am 
to 5 pm. They all have special educa-
tional requirements. Some of them 
suffer from Down’s syndrome, some 
from Pelizeus-Merzbacher disease 
and others have various congenital 
genetic defects. There is also one In-
tensive Care class for children with 
extreme behavioural handicaps and 
other development related learning 
handicaps.

All those different needs place 
special demands on the physical de-
sign of the school building. One ex-
ample of such a design decision is 
that the classes for the seriously 
handicapped children take place 
on the ground floor and are easily 
wheelchair accessible. Each of those 
classes also has direct access to the 
garden via a winter garden.

One of the pupils in those classes 
is Minnea: she suffers from Cri-du-
chat syndrome (cat cry syndrome) 
and is severely mentally handi-
capped. She loves playing with light 
and shadows and spends a lot of 
time in front of the huge glass wall 
that separates the garden from the 
classroom and uses the incoming 

light to project shadow figures onto 
the wall.

In contrast to our old school 
building – a simple structure with 
badly lit cave-like classrooms – our 
new school is a bright and calm build-
ing that lets you experience nature’s 
changes during the year. 

The sports hall is the heart of the 
school. It is a meeting point for the 
pupils during the break and other 
events.

The children can move around 
freely without putting themselves 
or others at risk. Even though more 
pupils attend this school now than 
in the old school, it seems that eve-
rything calmed down a little bit. You 
can feel this during the classes as 
well in the school breaks.

Except for the ‘Snoezelen Room’ 
every room is lit by direct sunshine. 
The children often stand by the big 
glass windows in the upper floor to 
look out and enjoy the view or to just 
talk and learn or play. The overall 
mood during the day is calm and re-
laxed. Even in the teaching breaks, 
when it used to be noisy and hectic 
in the old school, it is nice and calm 
now. One of our special features is 
the indoor swimming pool. Some 
children ask me daily if they may 

come to school at weekends too, be-
cause they really like to be there and 
play in such a nice environment. I’d 
also like to mention that it is not just 
the children who like to spend their 
time at our school – even the teach-
ers use their time to chat, prepare 
their classes or sit together and so-
cialise at the school.

Every evening we have to ‘fight’ 
with some children who simply don’t 
want to leave school and go home. 
Hanna, for example, cries every day 
when she has to leave school. She has 
a loving and caring family but her 
mother often has to wait for an hour 
or so until Hanna is ready to leave.

When I became principal four 
years ago we had 57 pupils. Now I get 
two or three calls a week from parents 
asking if we can accept their son or 
daughter in our school. Everyone de-
scribes our school as a place of peace 
and harmony. People often mention 
qualities like openness and friendli-
ness when they visit our school.

One of our parents recently ex-
pressed his thoughts about our new 
school in a letter:

“I love my Pascal, even though a 

handicapped child can bring a lot of 

chaos to the family. To us, it brought 

a divorce and a lot of sorrow, and we 

INGEBORG SCHRAMM
HEAD TEACHER

never felt ‘at home’. On the 10 Jan-

uary, my son and I were on our way 

to the new school in Schwechat with 

heavy hearts at the prospect of an 

unknown future in the new school. 

Then we took our first steps into the 

school and all the sorrows were left 

behind on the street. The school felt 

like an oasis of light and hope. Its 

wonderful atmosphere of harmony 

engulfs every person from the first 

moment. Maybe this sounds like an 

exaggeration, but it is just as I have 

described. Thank you for this won-

derful building.”

But there’s also a saying in Aus-
tria: where there is light, there is 
also shadow.  That’s also true for 
our school. A building with a lot of 
glass doesn’t only have advantages. 
The glass parts in the winter garden 
are dusty and dirty from the rain, 
but cleaning is pretty expensive – 
so the glass stays dirty. In the school 
kitchen the glass is equipped with a 
rain sensor, so you can’t open it when 
it is raining and on very sunny days 
the winter garden gets hot. That’s all 
– honestly!

1–2: The winter gardens, by far 
the part of the building with the 
most light, allows the schoolchil-
dren to experience the movement 
of the sun. This encourages them 
to make their own experiments 
with light and shadow.      

3: Cross-section on north-south 
direction with daylight concept.

4: Ground plan of ground floor

they are on but connect with the ceilings by 
skylight strips. Such details are essential to 
giving the user the impression of transpar-
ency and the feeling of seeing daylight eve-
rywhere in the rooms. “Planning with light 
means, of course, a lot more than just using 
glass to bring light into the building,” write 
the architects. “The use of specific day-
light systems permits us to create different 
atmospheres that vary greatly throughout 
the day. The daylight in the interior of the 
school changes all the time, both during the 
day and the seasons.”

The daylight concept has been devel-
oped by fasch&fuchs in a quite traditional 
way – initially with their own experience 
and with the help of numerous working 
models, but without computer-aided sim-
ulation. If one asks the users what they 
think, the response is overwhelmingly pos-
itive: “Although some rooms can get quite 
warm in summer, our school is a paradise 
for the pupils, teachers and visitors,” says 
headmistress Ingeborg Schramm. A mother 
whose son started school a few months ago 
described the school as “an oasis of light and 
hope.” Above all the school has become a 

real second home for the children, as is obvi-
ous from the comments. Not just because 
the schoolchildren are looked after here 
from 0800 to 1700, whereas most schools 
in Austria are only half-day tuition institu-
tions. Ingeborg Schramm tells us that the 
children feel so at home in the building that 
some of them simply do not want to go 
home at the end of school. This is probably 
a much more essential quality criterion than 
interdisciplinary benchmark tests and other 
offspring of educational bureaucracy, par-
ticularly for a special school. 

Facts 
Type of building Special school for approx. 
 80 pupils in 10 classes
Builder  Special school community 
 Schwechat, A
Architects fasch&fuchs, Vienna A
Location  Schrödlgasse 1,  
 Schwechat, A




