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THE CHALLENGE OF
ADVOCACY, DIVERSITY AND

ALLIANCE IN THE NORTH
AMERICAN CONTEXT

By Judith Allen Kaminsky

The following was one of three presentations by NAREA board members during the opening session of
the NAREA Summer Conference on July 7, 2005. The summer and fall NAREA columns will feature the
two other presentations by Barbara Acton and Sygrid Caudle. We welcome the responses and reflections
of NAREA members and others on this article, as well as those that have appeared in past NAREA
columns and Innovations articles on the subject of advocacy, diversity, alliance and participation for
the rights of children. Please send your thoughts to: j_a_kaminsky@wayne.edu

Through my work during the past ten years, as editor
of Innovations in Early Education: The International
Reggio Exchange, as organizer of conferences and 
seminars in the Detroit area, and as coordinator of a
Reggio-related resource clearinghouse, I have had the
opportunity to learn about the experiences and the
contexts of Reggio-inspired early childhood education
communities throughout North America. I have come
to know and collaborate with an incredible group of
professionals, who share many of the values to which I
am committed. I have come to respect this group of
women and men, who understand the importance of
the work that they do, and are willing to continually
learn and be open to growth and change, in order to
create rich educational and social environments for
children. Through the years, I have also developed the
impression that the concept of advocacy is an intimi-
dating one for many early childhood educators, and
the thought of actually engaging in advocacy-related

work is somewhat frightening. I believe that what
comes to mind when most people think about 
advocacy is writing letters to government officials,
participating in rallies and lobbying their legislators.
Yet what I have learned from our Reggio colleagues
and from a growing number of North American edu-
cators is that advocacy begins in the school, with the
learning experiences of the children and teachers,
with the relationships among teachers and parents,
and with the daily connections to the community. 
My hope for the participants of this conference is that
they will come to recognize the advocacy-related work
that they do every day as well as learn how this work
can be extended and elaborated, in order to become
more effective. 

In her chapter titled "Advocating for a New Image of
Children" in First Steps Toward Teaching the Reggio
Way, Becky New wrote "Reggio Emilia has challenged
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the distinction between two separate forms of advo-
cacy - within and outside the classroom - that are 
typically ascribed to the early childhood profession.
The organizational principles, physical characteristics
and pedagogical strategies of the Reggio Emilia
approach combine to play a strong and overt advoca-
cy role for young children that belies the traditional
distinctions between home and school, classroom and
community. The examples shared, along with many
other features of the Reggio Emilia approach, also
serve as a more subtle form of advocacy by provok-
ing, informing, empowering and inspiring adults 
- parents, teachers and other community members -
who are themselves in positions to advocate for and
make a difference in the lives of young children." 

When this book was published in 1997, Becky was
offering all of us a challenge to expand the role of
early childhood educators as advocates for a new
image of young children. By the time Joanne Hendrick
asked me to write a chapter on advocacy for Next
Steps for Teaching the Reggio Way in 2003, it was
apparent to me that quite a few American early child-
hood educators had accepted this challenge and were
moving forward to explore possible manifestations of
this new role. I asked Karen Haigh, Jeanne Goldhaber
and Margie Cooper to collaborate with me in writing
this chapter because I was aware of their participation
in the leadership study tours to Reggio Emilia. I knew
that they had been able to convince early childhood
administrators and policy makers from their cities and
states to visit the municipal infant-toddler centers and
preschools in Reggio, so that they might envision the
possibilities for early care and education in their own
communities. I also knew that this had been accom-
plished in three very different contexts, and thought
that sharing their stories might provide some motiva-
tion and courage to others in North America. What I
also learned from interviewing these three educators
is all of the other strategies used in their schools 
and communities that represent essential steps in
developing a process and a disposition toward
advocacy-related thinking and action. 

During her interview, Karen Haigh shared how teach-
ers and parents at Chicago Commons met monthly to
discuss questions and issues related to childhood and
education, for example, "What is your image of the
child? What is the public school's image of the child?
What is society's image of the child?" Other questions
discussed were, "What are the goals for children in

the program from the child's point of view, from a
teacher's point of view, from a parent's point of view
and from an employer's point of view?" They also
considered the questions, "What is the child's role in
society?" and "What is the government's role in child
care?" When parents and teachers have the opportu-
nity to share and exchange their thoughts and ideas
on such questions, they are in a better position to
then advocate for children's educational issues with
local and state policy makers. In fact, Chicago
Commons parents have participated in rallies in the
Illinois state capital as well as in meetings with city
aldermen. 

As we tried to emphasize in the "Call for Presentation
Proposals" for this conference, any efforts toward
developing and strengthening relationships between
school and home, between teachers and parents are
directly related to advocacy. Parent participation in the
life of the school also supports the concepts of diversi-
ty and alliance, as people from different cultures and
with different histories work together toward a com-
mon cause, the goal of quality care and education for
the children of their community. We have also learned
about parent participation in different American con-
texts through articles in Innovations by educators in
Vermont, Illinois, Ohio, Minnesota and, most recently,
Pennsylvania. In the spring issue, two Cyert Center
educators wrote about the evolution of the welcoming
process for children and families at their center. We
will have the opportunity in the next three days to
hear about experiences in parent and community par-
ticipation through presentations, poster sessions and
small group discussions.

Another advocacy strategy that Karen Haigh discussed
in the Next Steps chapter is the value of documenta-
tion in making the learning processes and capabilities
of young children visible to parents, administrators,
community members and policy makers. The tool of
documentation and the process of progettazione give
us a way to communicate the depth of children's
learning experiences to those who expect or mandate
specific learning outcomes for young children. The
more we translate the learning of children into a lan-
guage that parents, administrators and policy makers
can understand, the more likely they will respect the
choices that we make in our work with children. 

This is another way, in which our understanding and
appreciation for diversity is important. In order for us
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to advocate with leaders in our communities, we have
to understand their point of view. We, as Reggio-
inspired educators, have worked to recognize and
realize the value of diversity within our school 
communities but we also have to extend this effort
into our relationship with the community at large.
Our challenge continues to be reaching out to 
members of our community, so that they have the
opportunity to understand the value of early child-
hood education and care that is respectful of children,
teachers and parents. Through articles in Innovations,
we have learned a great deal about the power of
making learning visible from educators in Virginia,
Missouri, California and New Hampshire. Soon to be
posted on the NAREA web site is a story from a
school in Michigan about a project of building a
house within the school. When the children wanted
to have an open house to celebrate the completion 
of this project, my colleague Nora Thompson invited
the superintendent of her school district as well as
school board members to attend and they came!

In her contribution to the chapter in Next Steps,
Jeanne Goldhaber shared, "After many trips to Reggio
Emilia, I realized that these programs aren't really just
about pedagogy but are as much about the power
that a group of committed citizens can wield if they
are persistent and have a vision." One of the 
outcomes and inspirations from the leadership study
tours for the Vermont community, which has a strong
history of grass-roots democratic activism, is the
establishment of a network of teachers inspired by the
Reggio philosophy (RIVET). This group has focused on
professional development and advocacy through a
statewide research project on young children's under-
standing of their communities and the natural world,
and through presentation of documentation at town
meetings and state legislative meetings. These
Vermont educators have continued to meet as a study
group and have created a listserv for exchange
between meetings. We know this strategy of
statewide exchange and professional development 
has also been very effective in Ohio and California,

I wonder how many of us are
willing to devote our life to this
work. I also wonder how we
can establish a tradition of
commitment to young 
children, teachers and families
that is strong enough to 
continue from one generation
to the next. -Judith Allen Kaminsky
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inspiring other states like New Jersey to establish their
own networks. We'll learn more about the Ohio study
group network in the next few days.

During her interview for the Next Steps chapter,
Margie Cooper shared the value of "The Hundred
Languages of Children" exhibit as an advocacy tool. 
A specific example of the exhibit's impact in Atlanta is
Project Infinity, a professional development project
with initially three and now four schools, which devel-
oped as a result of the provocation of the exhibit's
presence in 2000, and continues five years later. The
exhibit's presence in Detroit in 1991 was the inspira-
tion for the birth of the Innovations periodical as well
as a 14-year Reggio-inspired professional development
project with teachers from Detroit Head Start and
Detroit Public Schools, among others. The impact of
the exhibit has been a topic for Innovations articles by
educators from Ohio, California and Washington, DC.
I'm sure the exhibit has served as a catalyst in many 
of the experiences that we will learn more about this
week in Colorado, Indiana, Missouri and Illinois. 

Margie Cooper ended her contribution to the Next
Steps chapter with this observation in regards to the
challenge of advocacy, " . . . there is always a place
for extending oneself into communities of people that
might not be familiar, whether they are political, busi-
ness, sporting, financial, literary, arts or service com-
munities. If our notion of a more perfect community
includes the idea that we can create better care and
education for young children, then we need a diversi-
ty of people to encounter this idea with us." But how

can we create change in this country unless we join in
an alliance of educators and citizens, who represent
the diverse cultures and communities in our countries?
How can we advocate for the rights of children, 
parents and teachers if we don't understand the 
perspective of the community leaders and policy 
makers, who are responsible for the decisions that
affect these rights? How can we communicate with
them if we don't know how to speak their language? 

This morning, we're going to view the video "Not Just
Anyplace," which chronicles the history of the devel-
opment of the municipal infant-toddler centers and
preschools in Reggio Emilia. When I first saw this video
in 2003, my overwhelming impression was the total
and lifelong commitment of groups of citizens from
Reggio, who have worked together for the past centu-
ry. I wonder how many of us are willing to devote our
life to this work. I also wonder how we can establish a
tradition of commitment to young children, teachers
and families that is strong enough to continue from
one generation to the next. Are we ready for the chal-
lenge? Are we willing to fight for what we believe in
and not give up in the face of obstacles? Are we will-
ing to be patient with the time that it will take to cre-
ate significant changes in our society's image of chil-
dren and education? These are some of the issues that
I hope we can begin to consider in the next few days.
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