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New building: Institute for the Blind in Regensburg
Orientation for all the senses
The Institute for the Blind in Regensburg (Germany) is a boarding school for blind or visually impaired children and teenagers. The goal here is to teach them how to function independently, encourage them to develop their individual talents, and optimally prepare them for adult life. With its varied lighting environments, room acoustics, contrasts and levels, the meticulously thought-out new school building itself helps the students in their orientation training, without having to rely on traditional guidelines for the visually impaired. In close coordination with Germany’s Institute for the Blind Foundation, architects Georg Scheel Wetzel developed and implemented an ingenious concept. 

A new building at the Institute for the Blind in Regensburg was urgently required: The students had been cared for and treated at four different and ill-suited locations. Today, some 90 children and teenagers between the ages of 3 and 20 occupy the large building. About 20 students who are not from the area are accommodated in the two-storey, southernmost residential wing of the building. There they live in small, familiar groups, each with one double bedroom and three single bedrooms. They may also stay on weekends and school holidays, if required. A Montessori kindergarten has also been integrated into the Institute’s spacious new building. Wolfgang Lebert, the school’s principal, values the informal and beneficial contact between disabled and non-disabled children that this affords: “This way, they learn how to interact with one another from a very early age.”

With a total floor area of 12,000 sq m (130,000 sq ft), the new Institute for the Blind is located on the outskirts of Regensburg in the immediate vicinity of the Prüfening Monastery. Decisive in the selection of the hillside property were its good transportation infrastructure and closeness to nature. The new facility was built in such a way that clearly delimits the monastery from the city, while achieving a harmonious transition to the surrounding fields. The composition of the façade makes reference to the building’s location between urban and rural: Dark bricks dominate the front façade facing the city, while wood and glass define the rear of the building that opens out toward the countryside.

The one- and two-storey hillside structures resemble the form of a comb. Five parallel finger-shaped elements are staggered at heights that differ by 50 to 60 cm, and are joined by the building’s main wing and entrance wing. Wide ramps in the building and its outdoor grounds allow the students unhindered access throughout the facility. The heights of its one-storey wings intentionally correspond in ascending order to the respective class levels that they house: The preschool facility is set lowest, followed by the junior, middle, senior and, finally, the industrial arts levels. The second floor of the two-storey main wing and entrance wing accommodates the administrative offices and therapy facilities, while data processing and industrial arts facilities, a music and rhythmic room, as well as a teaching kitchen with height-adjustable and wheelchair-accessible cooking stations are on the main floor. A therapeutic pool and gymnasium are located in a separate building joined to the main building by a sunlit passageway. 

A group is normally composed of 5 to 6 children with similar capacities. Each group has its own classroom and day care room that are connected by a large sliding door. Two groups share an individual tutoring room and sight training room between them. The latter room is entirely black (walls, ceiling, floor and furniture) with the exception of one wall that is white, achieving a state of maximum contrast that allows the children to concentrate fully on the learning object. In this room, slides are shown, for instance, to exercise the child’s particular level of vision. About 90 percent of the children are only visually impaired, meaning that they are able to recognize strong contrasts and bold colors. The entire complex, including its outdoor facilities, was designed to help improve their contrast and color recognition abilities. 

Each group’s classroom, individual tutoring room and sight training room is connected to its day care room, coat room and sanitary facilities as one functional unit. In addition, each grade level has its own exit to the yard. Imaginative playground equipment there creates a nature-oriented recreational area that seamlessly joins with the surrounding woods and fields.  Different types of fruits are planted on the stepped terrain, serving in turn to mark off the area. 

All school wings are spatially identical, allowing the children to orient themselves quickly when they enter the next grade level. Easy orientation – visual but also acoustic and tactile - within the building was particularly important to Principal Wolfgang Lebert and architect Simon Wetzel, but not exclusively with the traditionally employed system of tactile indicators. The main corridor, for instance, is wider and set at a higher level in relation to the wing corridors, lending it different spatial acoustics. As a result, footsteps and other sounds reverberate in a unique manner. Warning zones consisting of truncated dome tiles indicate impending obstacles such as steps and elevators. The architects also worked with darkness and light: The corridors are lit with long neon tubes. Intersections, coatrooms and entrances are identified with candle-like grid lighting.

The corridors themselves are designed as benignly as possible. Their plastered walls are lightly colored, while the ceilings, support columns and the façade wall consist of fair-faced concrete. Cherry wood doors provide a strong contrast, recognizable by many visually impaired people. Similarly, the corridors and other common areas have a cold flooring covering made of shell limestone, while the floors of the group and school rooms are covered in soft, warm, heated linoleum. Each school wing is defined by a starkly unique color of linoleum flooring, allowing the children to recognize immediately in which area of the school they are located. Consistent with the height system used to classify the scholastic level of each wing, the floor colors are also ordered from light to dark in physically ascending order.

DLW Linoleum from Armstrong, with its broad palette of 131 shades ranging from sunshine yellow to sky blue to frog green, offered a large degree of creative freedom. The architects eventually chose beige, orange, red, oxblood and dark green for the building’s five wings. The natural floor covering made of linseed oil, resin, cork and wood flour mounted on a layer of jute was the first choice, particularly for young children who are still crawling and children with physical disabilities. Moreover, the choice allowed for the installation of floor heating. Since the thrifty use of resources such as energy and water was also important to the Institute for the Blind, DLW Linoleum was also chosen due to its high durability and easy washing characteristics.

Photo captions:

Armstrong Institute for the Blind 1:

The newly constructed Institute for the Blind in Regensburg is a boarding school for blind or visually impaired children and teenagers. The facility was built in such a way that clearly delimits the city. Dark bricks thus dominate its front façade that faces the city center.

Armstrong Institute for the Blind 2:

The side of the building that looks out on a natural landscape, however, is characterized by wood and glass. Varying in height by between 50 and 60 cm, five parallel wings are laid out on the hillside property.

Armstrong Institute for the Blind 3:

Each classroom, individual tutoring room and sight training room is connected to its day care room, coat room and sanitary facilities as one functional unit. In addition, each grade level has its own exit to the yard.

Armstrong Institute for the Blind 4:

Soft, warm linoleum flooring from Armstrong characterizes the group and school rooms. Each school wing is defined by its own strong linoleum color, allowing the children to learn to identify their whereabouts quickly.

Armstrong Institute for the Blind 5:

The broad palette of DLW Linoleum from Armstrong offered a large degree of creative freedom. The architects selected beige, orange, red, oxblood and dark green for the building’s five wings.  DLW Linoleum was also chosen due to its high durability and easy washing characteristics. 
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