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1. Introduction

Every visitor to a kindergarten based on the Montessori
educational philosophy learns that the essential elements of the
physical environment of the kindergarten are unique embodi-
ments of the educational philosophy of Maria Montessori (1870-
1952). In fact, based on intensive content analyses of her books
and articles, Takahashi (2015a; 2018) demonstrated that Montes-
sori specifically theorized the role of the physical environment
of a kindergarten for all children who, she believed, are born
competent and autonomous. Montessori herself determined the
essential nature of the educational environment of the Montessori
Children’s House. She carefully considered how the structure
and contents of the building, with its facilities, furnishings, tools,
and play materials, could effectively realize her educational phi-
losophy to activate and support child development. According
to Takahashi’s analysis (2015a; 2018), Montessori’s endeavor
suggests that every physical environment should be designed
with serious consideration of its users, that is, children and their
purposes. Conventionally, however, most architects and/or de-
signers have not been seriously concerned with how physical
environments influence their users’ behavior and thinking (Dudek,
2000; Senda & Fujimori, 2001). We should realize productive

transactions between physical environments and their users

a Union Press

(Sameroft, 2009). The aim of this paper is to present an instance
of the construction of a physical environment, that is, kinder-
garten buildings, facilities, furnishings, tools, and play materials
(Garrison, 1926; Hill, 1923), based on serious consideration of
its users: a Japanese example of the physical environment of a
kindergarten that was designed and built to embody the philoso-
phy of Progressive Education. Through detailed analyses of the
physical characteristics of the Cronk Memorial Kindergarten
(hereafter, the Cronk Kindergarten), built in Kumamoto City in
Kyushu in 1929, I will discuss how successfully the Progressive
Educational philosophy, which was introduced into Japan early
in the 20th century, is embodied in the physical environment
of this kindergarten. Fortunately, the building was left almost
untouched by the war; it has been well maintained and is in use
even now. The Cronk Kindergarten was first found and intro-
duced by Kobayashi, a specialist in history of early education, in
her paper (Kobayashi, 1975) and in her book (Kobayashi, 2009),
but she was not concerned with the educational philosophy of the
kindergarten. In this paper, I first summarize the propositions of
the Progressive Education philosophy for early childhood. Then,
I explain how the Cronk Kindergarten was constructed. Finally,
I describe an investigation of how the philosophy is embodied in

the physical environment of the Cronk Kindergarten.

2. The Progressive Education philosophy of Dewey and Hill
2.1 Dewey’s educational propositions
From late in the 19th century until early in the 20th century,
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the Progressive Education movement in the United States was
led by John Dewey (1859-1952). The movement can be traced
to European ideas of education and child development such as
those of Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Johann Pestalozzi, Friedrich
Frobel, and Maria Montessori. With specific reference to the
ideas and practices of Rousseau and Frobel, Dewey developed
his ideas for reorganizing schools as effective agencies against
the formalism of traditional education. The core of his beliefs
on early childhood education, as articulated in his decades
of publications (Dewey, 1897; 1900/1902/1915/1932/1990;
1915/2019; 1916), can be summarized in the following three
propositions: (1) Children are competent and autonomous by
nature, and, therefore, “The start must come from the child”
(Dewey, 1900/1902/1915/1932/1990: 129); (2) children benefit
from child-centered educational programs and activities; when
they are active learners, not passive listeners of authoritative
teachers, they learn through their own activities (Dewey, 1897,
Dewey, 1900/1902/1915/1932/1990); (3) children should be ed-
ucated to be social individuals who are members of society. As
Dewey argued, “Education is the fundamental method of social
progress and reform” (Dewey, 1897: 80). That is, he believed
that education was the way to ensure democracy in society
(Dewey, 1916/1997). Dewey therefore worked to establish pro-
gressive education in the United States. In 1904, he was invited
to Columbia University in New York City, where he remained
for nearly fifty years, sometimes teaching in the university’s
Teachers College. In 1917, the university started the Lincoln
School of Teachers College as a laboratory for the development
of a new, progressive approach to elementary and secondary
education.

2.2 Hill’s contribution to Progressive Education in early
childhood education

Educator Patty S. Hill (1868-1946) joined Columbia’s
Teachers College in 1905. As the director of the Louisville Free
Kindergarten Association in Kentucky (1893-1905), Hill was so
impressed by Dewey’s lectures at his summer seminar and his
various writings that she adopted his philosophy as her ground-
ing theory (Snyder, 1972). She stayed at Columbia for thirty
years, from 1905 to 1935. Working at the same university as
Dewey, Hill developed a new curriculum for early childhood
education that was based on experiments and observations with
young children in intensive, long-running studies in which all
of the members of the department, including instructors and
students, were involved (Hill, 1909; 1923). Hill and her collabo-
rators compiled their findings in a book, 4 Conduct Curriculum
for the Kindergarten and First Grade (hereafter, A Conduct Cur-
riculum; Hill, 1923), which provided the theory, the curriculum,
and the information on physical environment on which the con-
struction of the Cronk Kindergarten was based. The book was
published as the first volume of Series on Childhood Education,
directed by Hill, for teachers and mothers of young children.
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2.3 What is A Conduct Curriculum?

Hill’s book, 4 Conduct Curriculum (1923), consisted of her
introductory chapter on the Progressive Education philosophy,
and several chapters outlining a full early childhood educa-
tion program, including descriptions of educational activities,
materials for the activities, teachers’ manuals, descriptions of
furnishings for educational environments, and discussions of
the changes in children’s behavior, thought, and emotion that
the program was intended to achieve. Consistent with Dewey’s
educational philosophy, 4 Conduct Curriculum was organized
to achieve these goals: (1) Children’s intentions should be ac-
cepted; (2) children should be educated in children-centered
programs; and (3) children should learn to be citizens in a
democratic society. The last goal was to be met specifically by
teaching children “self-government” and “social cooperation”—
concerns that run through every part of A Conduct Curriculum.

To teach “self-government,” children were to be encour-
aged to select their own activities, as well as to choose which of
their school’s facilities, furnishings, and equipment they wanted
to use (e.g., toilet rooms, lockers, tables and chairs, books, and
toys). Hill and her colleagues insisted on the necessity of a
child-friendly physical environment, with “low” and “small”
facilities and equipment that children could use and manipulate
by themselves (Hill, 1923: 7-8). They further emphasized that
teachers should help children only when the children needed
help (p. 11). According to Hill, “as the child selects his own
problems, the activities of the work period are many and varied”
(p. 18). Thus, through this curriculum, children were encour-
aged and even urged to be autonomous not only by the educa-
tional activities but also by the physical environment. Moreover,
for the development of “social cooperation,” children were to
be encouraged to learn how to work harmoniously in a group. It
was supposed that through group activities, children could learn
to consider and respect others, and to manage the group as a
social organization. For example, when they had a conflict, chil-
dren were urged to call a group meeting for discussion and to
make rules if necessary. A specific form of play with dolls and
a unique type of blocks (i.e., “Hill blocks”) was employed to
teach “social cooperation” by providing opportunities for chil-
dren to learn and practice social customs, social roles, and social
cooperation.

Thus, Hill and her co-workers intentionally made principles
of democracy the core of their curriculum, as Dewey did (Dewey,
1897; 1915/2019). Based on their experiments and observations,
they argued that children could learn both “self-government”
and “social cooperation” only in child-centered educational pro-
grams and a physical environment based on the wisely directed
exercise of liberty (Hill, 1923). Hill stated, “In this way, the
school serves as a laboratory of democracy, in which the tech-
nique of democratic citizenship could be gradually acquired” (p.

xii).
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3. The construction of the Cronk Memorial Kindergarten
3.1 The architect: Shinobu Kawasaki

The Cronk Kindergarten was designed by a Japanese
architect, Shinobu Kawasaki (1890-1972). He was born in
Hiroshima, but moved with his father to the United States in
1904. In 1916, Kawasaki entered the University of California at
Berkeley, where he earned a master’s degree in architecture. In
1922, he returned to Japan and started his career as an architect,
establishing his own studio in 1928 after working at foreign
architectural studios. He was active for only ten years more,
until 1938 (Kawashima, 2003); his other salient works include
the Hongo Central Church (designed with American architect
Joshua H. Vogel) in Tokyo (1929); the gymnasium and dormi-
tory at St. Margaret’s College & Schools, also in Tokyo (1936);
and Doi House, in Hyogo (1937).

3.2 The educator: Annie P. Powlas

The Cronk Kindergarten was planned by Annie P. Powlas
(1891-1978), an American Lutheran missionary, to embody the
principles put forth in 4 Conduct Curriculum (Hill, 1923). It was
assumed that she chose Shinobu Kawasaki as the new kinder-
garten’s architect. A. Powlas had studied Progressive Education
for young children under Hill at Columbia University before she
came to Japan as a missionary in 1919 (Powlas, 1978). It can be
reasonably assumed that she had participated in the experiments
and observations that contributed to the development of 4 Con-
duct Curriculum and was very familiar with the curriculum and
its underlying principles. She and her sister, Maud O. Powlas
(1889-1980), who also came to Japan as a missionary, worked
as kindergarten teachers. Together, the sisters made efforts to
construct a physical environment to materialize the educational
practices that A. Powlas had learned at Columbia (Kobayashi,
2009: 368; Powlas, 1978: 92), and that were described in 4 Con-
duct Curriculum (Hill, 1923).

3.3 The collaboration: Design and construction of the
Cronk Memorial Kindergarten

The Cronk Kindergarten was constructed in April through
August of 1929. It is a one-story wooden building with a mez-
zanine floor, with 310.2 m’ (94.0 tsubo) of total floor area (see
Figure 1). The building consists of a kindergarten section for
3- to 6-year-olds and a nursery school section for 18-month to
3-year-olds, as Figure 2 indicates.

Unfortunately, at present, I have no definite information as
to why A. Powlas chose Kawasaki to design the Cronk Kinder-
garten, although it is likely he had both experience in working
with foreign clients in Japan and the English skills to communi-
cate with the American missionaries. Almost certainly, Kawasa-
ki designed the kindergarten building in close consultation with
A. Powlas. Her sister, M. Powlas, wrote, “To draw the plans for
the building, Annie had used all she had learned at Columbia
University under Patty Hill and much from books on kindergar-
ten buildings” (Powlas, 1978: 107).

While only one original drawing and two blueprints of the
main floor plan have been preserved, these suggest that con-
sultations took place between Kawasaki and A. Powlas. On the

original drawing and one of the blueprints, both dated Novem-

Figure 1: The Cronk Memorial Kindergarten, circa 1929

Source: Kuwamizu Kindergarten. (2009). The 80th anniversary of the
Cronk Kindergarten [booklet], p. 8.
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Figure 2: Main floor plan of the Cronk Memorial Kindergarten

Source: This figure is a reconstruction of a blueprint of a working drawing, dated March 17, 1929, by Setsuko Takahashi.
Note: Nursery school section (1. classroom, 2. dining room, 3. doll house), Kindergarten section (4. classroom, 5. doll house, 6. WC).
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ber 21, 1928, some modifications have been made to the draw-
ings in pencil and red ink; these modifications are presumed to
have been drawn during their consultations. The other blueprint
of a working drawing, dated March 17, 1929, shows that Kawa-
saki re-designed the building to incorporate the modifications
that had been added to the earlier documents. Therefore, I am
confident that the building’s design is a product of the collabo-
ration between A. Powlas and Kawasaki. In other words, I can
conclude that the Cronk Kindergarten is the result of the educa-
tor and the architect working together to try to embody A Con-
duct Curriculum (Hill, 1923) in a physical building.

4. The physical environment of the Cronk Memorial Kin-
dergarten

In this section, I describe my research to examine how the
educational ideas and practices proposed by Hill are embodied
in the physical environment of the Cronk Kindergarten.

4.1 Research method and documents

In this research, I used three kinds of evidence: (1) I exam-
ined the original drawings of the building; as mentioned above,
I have one original drawing and one blueprint of the main floor
plan, both dated November 21, 1928, and another blueprint of
the main floor plan, a working drawing dated March 17, 1929;
(2) I visited the kindergarten and stayed for ten days in 2010,
when | measured the dimensions of the building, furnishings,
and facilities; (3) I analyzed related materials and documents,
such as photos, official publications of the kindergarten, and re-
ports of the Lutheran Mission; and (4) I interviewed two former
teachers, who each had served as a director of the Cronk Kin-
dergarten, and who had worked there between 1946 and 1996,
to ascertain how they had actually used the rooms, furnishings,

and equipment.

4.2 Findings

The current research reveals the following four salient char-
acteristics of the physical environment of the Cronk Kindergar-
ten.

4.2.1 Child-sized physical environment

The dimensions of all furnishings and facilities for children
in the kindergarten building are appropriate for children’s physi-
cal size. All windows in the classrooms are low enough for chil-
dren to see outside (575 mm from the floor to the top of the win-
dowsill). The height of all doorknobs makes them accessible to
children (740 mm from the floor). Shelves are positioned so that
children can reach and take down personal belongings stored on
them (815-967 mm from the floor), as are the hooks in built-in
lockers (705 mm from the floor) in the classrooms (see Figure 3).

It is evident that this educational environment was designed
with serious consideration of the size of young children, and in

accordance with the Progressive Education philosophy. One of
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Figure 3: Child-sized physical environment: Low windows for

children in nursery school classroom

Hill’s collaborators wrote a book, “Permanent Play Materials
for Young Children” (hereafter Permanent Play Materials, Gar-
rison, 1926), for Series on Childhood Education (edited by Hill)
which referred to empirical data based on their experiments at
the Horace Mann Kindergarten and First Grade of Horace Mann
School at Columbia University (hereafter, the Horace Mann
Kindergarten). The book includes detailed descriptions of how
to choose and use play materials and why facilities, furnish-
ings, play materials, and tools must be child-sized, that is, small,
light, and low to the ground. When children are constantly
inconvenienced by chairs too large, windows and shelves too
high, and the like, they will learn that they cannot govern their
environment, and consequently they can hardly be expected to
learn to govern themselves. In other words, a child-sized physi-
cal environment is indispensable for children to learn “self-
government.”

Moreover, it is noteworthy that the furnishings and facilities
of the kindergarten were designed not only to support children’s
autonomy but also to allow them privacy. For example, in the
kindergarten section, the windows and doorknobs in the toilet
cubicles are child-height, but the doors and partitions are adult-
height. In addition, the toilet space is divided by gender. In the
interview with a teacher who had worked at the kindergarten,
she reported that the American missionaries deeply respected the
children’s privacy, and she believed this was why the restrooms
were separated by gender. Interestingly, the original drawing
and blueprints showed that Kawasaki changed the plan for the
toilets after consultation with A. Powlas.

In contrast, nowadays, at most nursery schools in Japan,
doors and partitions of cubicles for 3- to 6-year-olds, who have
finished toilet training and neither require nor wish assistance,
are designed to be adult-centered: doors and partitions are low
enough for caregivers to see inside, and toilets are shared by
both genders (Takahashi & Motooka, 2010).

The design of the Cronk Kindergarten demonstrates that A.
Powlas respected both children’s autonomy and their human

rights, and indicates that the physical environment designed by

2021 4



S. Takahashi: A successful architectural embodiment of the philosophy of progressive education 137

A. Powlas and Kawasaki was intended to embody the Progres-
sive Educational philosophy developed by Dewey and Hill in
the United States.

4.2.2 A spacious classroom

The Cronk Kindergarten has two sections: a kindergarten
section and a nursery school section. As shown in Figure 2, the
nursery school is divided into two rooms: a classroom and a din-
ing room, whereas the kindergarten has one spacious classroom.

The kindergarten classroom provides approximately 63.6
m’ (9,999 mm x 6,363 mm), and there is no post in the center of
the room. As Figure 4 shows, the kindergarten was built with a
conventional Japanese framing method, but Kawasaki, using his
knowledge of Western framing methods, employed a Western-
style roof truss to enable this spacious classroom to be con-

structed without center posts breaking up the space.

Figure 4. The spacious classroom in the kindergarten section

Note: The Western-style roof truss and observation gallery can be seen.

Hill designed what came to be known as Hill blocks to re-
spond to children’s need to build large enough houses, boats, or
cars to enter and play in. These blocks are of various sizes and
include corner blocks, iron poles, and wheels. Children older
than 5 were allowed to use the corner blocks and iron poles to
build large, two-story houses, as shown in Figure 5. Moreover,
the Hill blocks were so large and heavy that the children were

naturally motivated to work with others when they played with

Figure 5: Playing in a house built with Hill blocks
Source: Hill, P. S. (1923). p.24.

the blocks. Encouraging such collaborations among children is
specifically emphasized in A Conduct Curriculum (Hill, 1923).

As Dewey described in 1915 his book (Dewey, 1915/2019),
the kindergarten at Columbia University had big blocks that
were so large (i.e., Hill blocks) that building a house with them
required the whole class’s collaboration and many days. In
fact, it was reported that the dollhouses, once built, were kept
for many days, and sometimes even for a few weeks, and the
children would develop doll play in them (Garrison, 1926). Fur-
thermore, it was reported that the children loved to build houses
with Hill blocks for doll play, through which they learned social
habits and responsibility as a member of society. Dewey claimed
that the best success of doll play came when the children’s in-
stinctive activity linked up with social interests and experiences
(Dewey, 1915/2019).

The Cronk Kindergarten had sets of Hill blocks. The larg-
est blocks of them were 882 mm x 72 mm x 36 mm, weighting
950 g, and the corner blocks were 882 mm % 117 mm x 116
mm, weighting 4,750 g. Building houses and boats with them
were most popular group activities among the children. In fact,
the two teacher interviewees, who had both worked for more
than forty years at the kindergarten, reported that houses built
with the blocks were kept for weeks, and the children developed
various social activities in and near the houses as same as in the
Horace Mann Kindergarten (Garrison, 1926). Therefore, the
children needed a spacious kindergarten classroom to develop

such group activities with the blocks.

4.2.3 Dollhouses

Each of the classrooms has a Japanese-style dollhouse in
it. The drawing and blueprints indicate that Kawasaki designed
these dollhouses, which are large enough for the children to
enter. In A Conduct Curriculum (Hill, 1923), as I mentioned
above, it is pointed out that doll play is one of the most im-
portant activities for learning social habits and social roles. In
Permanent Play Materials, Garrison (1926) also wrote that the
children older than 5 loved to build dollhouses with Hill blocks,
and she also mentioned that younger children made dollhouses
with packing-boxes or boxes kindly given to the kindergarten by
neighbouring grocery stores. Thus, she indicates that younger
children need to have their own dollhouses to develop their doll
play.

It is noteworthy that the dollhouses Kawasaki installed were
Japanese-style. This is ‘an ethnographic translation’ of Hill’s ed-
ucational practice into a Japanese tradition of child play. These
dollhouses are not only Japanese style but also well equipped
with Japanese furnishings. The floors are laid with tatami mats.
In addition, the nursery school dollhouse has a shoji (a sliding
paper door) and a kohshi-do (a Japanese-style lattice door),
while the kindergarten dollhouse has a window decorated with
bamboo. The dollhouse in the nursery school is more elaborately
equipped than that in the kindergarten. It is two-storied with a
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Figure 6: Japanese-style two-story doll house in the nursery
school classroom

Note: The staircase can be seen on the left side of the doll house.

gentle staircase (tread width 170 mm; riser height 150 mm), so
it can be used safely by infants and young children (see Figure 6).

The original drawing, with modifications in pencil, indicates
that originally Kawasaki had planned a one-story dollhouse in
the younger children’s classroom; however, it appears that after
consultation with A. Powlas, he changed his plan and built the
two-storied one. This is probably because children in nursery
school, 18-month to 3-year-olds, are too young to actively
develop social activities by themselves and need more ample
support in their physical environment (Takahashi & Motooka,
2011).

4.2.4 Observation galleries

Each classroom has an observation gallery, as Figures 7
and 8 show. There is no clear description of the necessity of an
observation gallery in 4 Conduct Curriculum (Hill, 1923) or in
other documents related to the kindergarten. After intensively
examining the galleries, I have concluded, at least for the pres-
ent, that their main purpose must have been to provide an obser-
vation space for students and researchers of childcare to learn

about children’s mentalities and activities.

Figure 7: Observation gallery in the nursery school classroom
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Figure 8: Observation gallery in the kindergarten classroom

Hill claimed that observation and record-keeping of children
were the basis for college course in her department. She sug-
gested to a teacher who tried to teach the first-grade reading,
“Observe the children and follow their lead as you have been
doing. That is the best way to teach reading or anything else.”
(Snyder, 1972: 260). A. Powlas must certainly have intended to
observe the children in order to develop and refine her own edu-
cational philosophy and methods based on her experiences with
Hill at Colombia University. 4 Conduct Curriculum (Hill, 1923)
was developed through intensive experiments with and observa-
tions of young children, and as A. Powlas participated in the en-
deavor, she must have recognized the importance of observation.

In 1926, the Lutheran Mission founded a girls’ high school,
Kyushu Jogakuin, in Kumamoto, where they planned to offer
kindergarten teacher training courses as an advanced course
for the graduates of the high school (Aoyama, 2006; Norman,
n.d.). As the Cronk Kindergarten was near the high school, it is
reasonable to assume that the kindergarten’s observation gal-
leries would afford opportunities for students and researchers
majoring in child education (Takahashi, 2015b). Unfortunately,
Kyushu Jogakuin was not able to carry out their kindergarten
teacher training course during World War II, and it was not until
1972 that, the kindergarten teacher training course was set up at
the Lutheran junior college, that is, in Kyushu Jogakuin Junior
College (Miura, 1976).

The teacher interviewees reported that during the years they
worked at the kindergarten (1946-1996), the galleries were used
by parents to observe their children. Heltibridle (1931), the
former principal of the Cronk Kindergarten, wrote that a visitor
to the kindergarten sat on the chair in the observation gallery to
watch children in Lutheran woman's work. Just before the open-
ing of the Cronk Kindergarten, A. Powlas moved to Tokyo for
another Lutheran Mission. Because of failure of offering a kin-
dergarten teacher training course at Kyushu Jogakuin in 1920°s,
and A. Powlas’s leaving, the observation gallery was not used

for its original purpose.

5. Conclusion
To learn how I might provide child-friendly physical envi-
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ronments for young children, this study examined how and why
a Japanese architect, Shinobu Kawasaki, designed the building
of the Cronk Kindergarten to embody child-centered educational
ideas in collaboration with an American Lutheran missionary,
Annie P. Powlas, who had been trained by the Progressive Edu-
cationalist Patty S. Hill. I have come to the following two con-
clusions.

First, my investigations of this building and related docu-
ments indicate indispensable elements in the child-friendly
physical educational environment of the Cronk Kindergarten.
Three features were revealed: (a) child-sized furnishings and
facilities that support autonomous behavior among young
children; (b) a spacious kindergarten classroom that provides
enough space to fully enjoy block-building group activities; (c)
Japanese-style dollhouses to motivate children to practice enact-
ing social roles and customs.

Second, the present findings suggest that the successful
embodiment in the Cronk Kindergarten was the product of an
excellent collaborative process by an educator and an architect.
That is, it was a collaboration between an ambitious educator,
A. Powlas, who had learned Hill’s Progressive Educational
philosophy and knew thoroughly what might be expected of the
children who would be the building’s users, and a well-trained
architect, Shinobu Kawasaki, who could combine Western and
Japanese construction techniques to bring into being various
specifications envisioned and proposed by A. Powlas.

6. Future directions

At present, the data related to the Cronk Kindergarten are
not sufficient. I have only limited information on the planning
of this building. Most of the original drawings and blueprints
were lost during World War II and a fire in Kawasaki’s home of-
fice in the 1970s. If I could unearth more evidence in the future,
I might come to understand more precisely the process of the
consultation between the educator and the architect. In addi-
tion, I have only scanty information on A. Powlas’s educational
ideas. She was a very ambitions and active person (Kobayashi,
personal communication, February 20, 2011), but after moving
to Tokyo she engaged in rescue work and did not write about
her educational ideas.

Thus, due to several reasons including war, fire, the early
departure of the trained educator, and, at this distance in time,
the decease of many of those involved in the project, the his-
torical evidence is still limited, and further investigations are
needed. At present, this study certainly reminds me that physical
environments can surely afford and support children’s behavior
and development. The Cronk Kindergarten thus illustrates that
there are productive transactions between physical environments
and their users.
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