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Abstract 
Chow Kit Road, a busy shopping sanctuary flourishes with economic activities with more than 500 
‘street children’ roaming and living off the streets. These children have been ignored, and much of their 
life challenges remain unaddressed. This conceptual paper initiates an educational discussion in 
relation to their environment with a specific architectural design solution. The intervention infuses 
concepts formed through in-depth interviews with the street children as well as their caretakers. 
Unobstructed observations were engaged in ensuring the reliability of the data apart from literature 
reviews and case studies. Issues of education and place of belonging are postulated through an 
architectural perspective. This study suggests architectural initiatives in contributing to the social 
agenda of physical urban renewal. 
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1.0 Introduction 
Street children are children in the range from infants to 18 years of age facing various, critical social 
problems. They were exposed to negative social upbringing either accidentally or have been 
forced into these predicaments. These challenges are especially evident in the cases of 
children with undocumented birth certificate. The lack of documentation excludes them from 
receiving social benefits from the relevant authorities as they are not recorded as a registered 
citizen (Singh, 2007). Without birth certificates, the authorities’ cannot accurately verify and 
differentiate between local orphans from those of illegal immigrants, refugees or asylum 
seekers. This issue of identity dysfunction extends beyond orphans to include lost and 
trafficked children who were brought in from many different areas across the world either as 
sex slaves or cheap force labour (Paradigm Shift Project, 2010). Other children defined as 
street children also include those with HIV and AIDS, living with a disability, neglected children 
from broken families, or children from indigenous families with no documentation. 

The objective of this paper concentrates on the study of an architectural intervention 
proposal for a Kuala Lumpur Street Children Learning Centre. The main area of discussion in this 
paper is (i) on the behavioural movement of the street children and (ii) how unobstructed 
observations and in-depth interviews that was conducted, led to a better proposal of spatial 
design programmes of a learning environment for street children. Literature reviews were 
undertaken along with two preliminary case studies before observations of the street children’s 
everyday activities, and behaviours were undertaken. In the discussion, a formulation of the 
data is interpreted in a new architectural building programme that can be inserted into 
modified existing educational modules, enhancing the learning experiences and social academic 
delivery within the proposed learning centre. It is anticipated that the paper will deter further 
social strain to the country’s reputation and restore confidence to NGO’s involved in 
facilitating their initiatives. 
 
 

2.0 Literature Review 
Street children have difficulties with authorities as they bear no legal document that justifies 
their existence. This dilemma automatically denies them of being able to receive basic social 
rights and privileges (Patt, 2010). However, basic needs such as shelter, food, healthcare and 
clothing are regularly provided by concerned non-governmental organisations (NGO’s). Basic 
education on the other hand, is not included in the list.   In the Malaysian context, 
orphanages provide basic education by either sending the orphans to school or through informal 
education (Bakar, 2010). However, without legal documentation, enrollments are very slim. 
Without educational activities, the children are left to the streets, fending for themselves with 
whatever activities they come across. 

Kuala Lumpur is home and at the very heart of Malaysia’s rapid urban development. 
Unfortunately, Kuala Lumpur, with Chow Kit Road located in the centre of the city, is also home 
to a number of street children (Jabatan Kebajikan Masyarakat, 2007). It has recorded a 
number of street children roaming the surrounding streets (Jabatan Kebajikan Masyarakat, 
2008) and is disturbingly increasing (Figure 1). The government’s efforts to address this 
problem seem rather limited at the moment as the initiative are disputed in differences of 



Ibrahim Bajunid, A.F., et.al, / Asian Journal of Environment-Behaviour Studies (ajE-Bs), 3(6) Jan / Feb 2018 (p. 157-168) 

 

159 

cultural opinions amongst segments of the general community (Singh, 2007). With a number 
of growing attention and criticisms by international NGO’s and media, solving the problem 
suggests that an immediate action is required. The current lack of stewardship regarding 
street children are also evident in other societies documented in the literature by (Markusen, 
2004) who noted the humanistic destruction and wastage of the human resource within 
communities which she uniquely calls the ‘forgotten places’. 

 
Figure 1a : Indicates Gender Disparity of the Dominant Male Compared To Females 

 

 
 

Figure 1b: Illustrates the Acute Predicaments of Various Ethnic Groups 

Source: (Adapted and redrawn by Author1 from Social Welfare Department of Malaysia  
(www.jkm.gov.my). Presentation boards, Authors.) 
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In understanding how children interacts with their learning environment, previous 
research found that there are areas in the human brain that is related in human movement 
synchronization. Hannaford (1995), recorded that when more physical muscles are used in a 
learning process, the more brain power are generated. This thus endorses the necessity of a 
better spatial arrangement of a classroom rather than the conventional static and rigid seating 
arrangements (Jenson, 2001). In another research, kinesthetic learning was identified as 
programmes that are only usually related and limited to extra co-curriculum activities 
conducted in many conventional schools (Pica, 2010). Activities like singing, dancing, 
storytelling, and poetry reading, results in quicker response and understanding of the elements 
and competencies of a certain subject discipline. Drawings, art and sculpture also improves the 
decision making process, and such activities develop a better result in a more thoughtful and 
creative child. 

This active movement through several of these activities generates a more natural and 
conducive learning and living environment. It is essential to gather the children’s views and 
their perceived environment to assist in planning (Knowles-Yanez, 2005) which holds many 
benefits (Frank, 2006), especially in an architectural intervention. Due to diverse learning 
background, further adjustments and development in kinesthetic learning methods can be 
incorporated into the design scheme through a series of studies by learning the behaviour of 
the street children. This will enable  a better understanding of the effects of movements that 
would then be sufficient in generating design interpretations. 

Territorial and self-claim spaces are also one of the most important elements that can 
be used to further the design scheme. Children will subconsciously create their own sense of 
belonging to a space as well as social spaces with other children (Machemer, Bruch, & 
Kuipers, 2008). These spaces are vital for performances of their activities, integral to the 
kinesthetic learning process. 
 

 
3.0 Methodology 
 
3.1 In-Depth Interviews and Unobstructed Observations 
In-depth structured interviews were conducted with the only childcare center in Chow Kit and 
central Kuala Lumpur. Pusat Aktiviti Kanak-kanak Chow Kit is home to almost 156 street 
children from the locality. There are about 350 children registered, but based on physical 
limitations and financial constraints, only the keenest was supported. The remainder of the 
children sadly continues to roam the streets. Information was gathered from the operation’s 
manager and a caretaker. The interviews, among other details allowed assessment of actual 
available programmes that are currently conducted in the centre (Figure 2). 

 
 
 
 
 
 



Ibrahim Bajunid, A.F., et.al, / Asian Journal of Environment-Behaviour Studies (ajE-Bs), 3(6) Jan / Feb 2018 (p. 157-168) 

 

161 

 
Figure 2 : Current Available Programmes in Pusat Aktiviti Nur Salam in Chow Kit 

 
 

 

 
Figure 3 : Illustration of the Different Nodes Identified by the Street 

Children about their Surrounding Environments 
Source: (Adapted and redrawn by Authorsfrom Pusat Aktiviti Kanak-kanak Chow Kit. 

Presentation boards, Authors.) 
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In-depth, informal interviews were also conducted with eight of the street children 
themselves, independent of their caretakers or guardians. The interviews took place within the 
children’s own setting, in the centre as well as on ‘the streets’. This assisted in the informal 
sessions in order to allow for a genuine response as well as physically illustrate to the 
interviewer the behavioural nuances. The informal sessions were also conducted in the 
evening during off peak hours, in a systematic schedule to observe the active movements of the 
street children. The children who were interviewed gave an invaluable detailed description 
about their movements, local landmarks that was important to them, as well as nodes that they 
considered as social ‘hanging out’ spaces, vital in understanding their behavioural instincts and 
requirements. Some of the information disclosed their habitual routines and addresses the 
nature of the spaces that the children are naturally attracted to during their free time, alone 
and as well as in groups. Their daily activities was mapped and plotted to understand better 
their behaviour and social needs. It can be surmised that it seems clear that most of the street 
children did not identify landmarks or nodes that most ordinary people do. It is believed that 
like most children, their perception and sense of space is further influenced by the modern and 
technological fabric that surrounds them (Sobchack, 2004), even more so to these urban 
street children. In    a study of street children at railway stations in India, identified that the 
cognitive maps revealed a number of facts including stress, social identity, place attachment 
and the utilisation of spaces (Jain, 2010). There seem also an indication of cross-cultural, 
beliefs and spatial environment variations which needs further independent studies but the 
differences of the nodal ‘hang out’ areas of the street children in Chow Kit and of the common 
public are acknowledged in Figure 3. 
 
3.2 Case Study 
Two case studies on the programmes of space were conducted to identify the spaces that 
are required that best suited the street children’s learning experience. The gathered data was 
modified accordingly to fit in the local context of expected habitants, priority of programmes 
and other subdivisions of spaces required in forming a complete hypothetical program for the 
learning centre.With considerations of distinct differences in environmental, socio and cultural 
background, an intense search was conducted for an international example. Among the many 
close examples for discussion in terms of spatial programming for children was that of Ecole 
du Parc, which an educational institution in the heart of Paris is. The planning was simple yet 
practical in terms of space and form configuration (Figure 4). The other most notable feature 
worth highlighting is its multiple sustainable building policies initiatives, especially in the 
reduction of energy consumption for sustainable maintenance. 

 
 
 
 
 



Ibrahim Bajunid, A.F., et.al, / Asian Journal of Environment-Behaviour Studies (ajE-Bs), 3(6) Jan / Feb 2018 (p. 157-168) 

 

163 

 

 
Figure 4: Ecole Du Parc, An Educational Institution with Both Learning and Living Programmes under One 

Roof 

 

Figure 5: Pusat Aktiviti Kanak-kanak in Chow Kit Road and its Current Composition of Programmes 
(Source: Kuala Lumpur Street ChildrenLearning Centre case studies.  

Presentation boards, Authors) 

 
The local example of the Pusat Aktiviti Kanak-Kanak Chow Kit is the only childcare centre 

operating in the Chow Kit area. With limited space, the centre is still able to include a number 
of educational spaces (Figure 5). Their current program are all fully supported by the corporate 
sector through their corporate social responsibility endeavours that stimulates social charit 
works. These small spaces, within its own capacity, provided a platform of justifications of 
spaces needed within the actual setting of Chow Kit. 

 
 

4.0 Results and Discussions  
Whilst there were some analyses made of the various preliminary data that was gathered for 
the design development processes, for this particular paper, not all aspects of the analysis will be 
discussed. Nevertheless, the following discussions shall academically pin point the current 
stage of thoughts and design development. 
 
4.1 Spatial Concepts 
The spaces designed for children requires a thorough understanding of the anthropometrics as 
well as types of learning behaviours that best works for them. Most of the street children have 
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difficulty in adjusting to the community at large, yet alone a learning environment. In order to 
resolve this issue, a new learning method is required for the children to be at ease in their 
learning process. Since the level of formative learning are almost non-existent for most of the 
street children, a more relaxing and interactive learning setting was administered into the 
design process shown in Figure 6. This is of course derived from observing their daily 
behaviours as well. 

 
Figure 6): Architectural Intervention Recommendations of a Learning Environment for Street Children.  

From Top Left to Right: 
Spatial Requirements Per Student, Division of Classrooms According to Specific Traits, Sound Barriers,  

Width of Corridors and Classrooms, Space Configurations, Vertical Connectivity and Relationships. 

 
 

 
 

Figure 7: Spatial Programming for the Architectural Intervention of a Street Children Learning Centre 
(Source: Kuala Lumpur Street Children Learning Centre conceptual diagrams. 

Presentation boards, Authors) 



Ibrahim Bajunid, A.F., et.al, / Asian Journal of Environment-Behaviour Studies (ajE-Bs), 3(6) Jan / Feb 2018 (p. 157-168) 

 

165 

4.2 Spatial Programming 
 
Administration and Accommodation 

The administration component of the centre functions as the disciplinary and 
governing body. All registrations, legal documentation and related activities are managed from 
here. Security is an essential factor considered, especially with the inconsistent behavioural 
nature of the street children. It is necessary that a certain discipline is administrated within the 
freedom and relaxed, learning environment in order to maintain the social integrity of the 
building. 

The basic needs of a shelter for children have to be met, balanced with the inclusion of their 
everyday activities. Each one of the children will be given a space, shared with three other 
children. This will allow for common experiences and encourage intermingling. It is anticipated 
that potentially, positive relationships, higher self-esteems and social communication skills will 
subconsciously be articulated. 

 
Educational Activities and Self Sustenance 
The national syllabus with a different intermediary method of communication will be 
administered. This is with minimum formality but through a projected effective spatial delivery. 
The street children will be taught in a more home oriented style of rational learning. This also 
includes provisions for vocational learning. A workshop is provided to enhance these vocational 
and living skills. 

Currently, outdoor activities are located throughout the vicinity of Chow Kit Road. In this 
proposal, the street children will be provided with their own unique spaces for physical activity 
and safe interaction such as a futsal court, playground and open social spaces to promote 
safe activities that allow for constructive interaction for both children and visitors. As the centre 
is only supported by limited funds from NGO’s, rentable space for events are included to 
generate maintenance funds. This is ideal as the surrounding neighbouring buildings lack these 
facilities. This shall encourage public interest and participation in the recovery of the street 
children into the community. A sustainable building approach is considered from the 
conception of design through the delivery of construction to minimize the final costing as well 
as in the provisions of long term maintenance. 
 
4.3 Learning Through Interactive Movements 
The following design analysis is a representative pictogram generated from the gathered 
in-depth interview data, comprehension of the unobstructed observations as well as literature 
reviews and case studies. It can be described as a logical form of physical, visual and 
experiential communication based on various elements of the street children behaviours. For 
example, kinesthetic learners require a different physical setting and allowance of space 
(Sandhu, 2010), whereas the notion of movements is necessary for children (Jenson, 2001; 
Pica, 2010) and the stimulation of the Reticular Activating System of the brainstem (Hannaford, 
1995). It appears to be contradicting to the conventional format of educational spaces usually 
designed, but is rather a translation of a new practical method of a fusion of theories, as well 
as the children’s street logic of space and architecture – an attempt at the culmination of 
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informal educational permeation of learning activities interweaved within the street children’s 
daily behavioural demeanors 

 
Figure 8: Interpretation of Fusion of Events, Movements and Informal Education Based on Behavioural Traits of 

the Street Children.  
From Top Left to Right: Current Issue (a) - enjoying movements, Recommendation (b) - open spaces in between blocks, 

Expectation (c) - adaptive playing environments; (a) - stress and rigidity, (b) - classroom reinvention, (c) – higher degree of 
concentration; (a)– kinesthetic learning, (b) – vertical and horizontal spatial interactivity, (c) – informal learning within 
interactive walls and active circulations; (a) – Communication and network, (b) – visual cues and physical links, (c) – 

exploratory spaces and decision making encouragements. 
 

(Source: Kuala Lumpur Street Children Learning Centre hypothetical building programmes and physical interpretations 
Pictograms, Authors) 

 
 

6.0 Conclusion 
It is important to acknowledge Kuala Lumpur equal to other capitals in its endeavours for 
economic development that it arrives within its process, certain negative repercussions of 
urbanism. The public are to be made aware of the issue of the street children of Chow Kit, and 
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only then the current predicament of the street children’s lives can be changed. The proposal 
to have a Street Children Learning Centre in the city centre will symbolize the progression of the 
government towards having youths unblemished from major social problems. It can also be 
postulated that the inclusion of the street children within the design planning process can prove 
to be evidently successful in generating a holistic spatial programming for learning (Talen & 
Coffindaffer 1999; Knowles-Yanez, 2005; Frank, 2006). In this particular instance, a subgroup of 
youths within an urban setting – street children – is a positive start but requires further 
comparative analysis with other similar situations in different countries as advised by Sallis, 
Prochaska, & Taylor, (1999). It is also noted that risks exist that this may also turn into a breeding 
ground for the continuation of the problem with the misinterpretation of  a halfway house. 
However, the intention is addressed at the educational assimilation of living skills, basic 
acquired knowledge, eastern ideals and practices, whilst imparting social community ethics 
that are envisioned to negate this malady at its very roots - through the cognitive experiential 
re- education of the street children. This will also represent a new approach to vocational 
schools or similar educational institutes in cohesive programming of spaces. Malaysia can be 
seen as integration of a project truly defining a collective effort of young Malaysians for 
Malaysia. 
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