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The Challenge of Diversity: An Interview with
Carol Brunson Day and Margie Carter 

By Judith Allen Kaminsky and Lella Gandini

The North American Reggio Emilia Alliance Guiding Board would like to include the perspectives of a

diversity of early childhood educators in the dialogue surrounding the development of this organization

in order to make strong, collaborative decisions about the future of NAREA. Toward this end, we would

like to publish an interview with Carol Day [Director of the Council for Professional Recognition] and

Margie Carter [Early Childhood Author and Consultant] regarding their thoughts on how NAREA can

achieve its mission and goals. We hope that the publication of this interview will begin a dialogue

among educators around these issues and welcome the contribution of different perspectives in future

NAREA columns.

NAREA's mission is to build a diverse community of advocates and educators to promote and defend the

rights of children, families and teachers of all cultures through a collaboration of colleagues inspired by

the Reggio Emilia philosophy. The goals of the alliance are:

• to serve as a conduit for dialogue and exchange with Reggio Children and other international

organizations that promote the rights of young children,

• to strengthen professional relationships among members by facilitating collaboration and 

exchange,

• to strengthen access to professional development initiatives and resources through communica-

tion tools, including Innovations in Early Education: The International Reggio Exchange 

quarterly periodical and the NAREA web site,

• to create professional development initiatives that are responsive to the needs and requests of 

our members, and

• to encourage the diversity of membership within our organization to include individuals from 

a full range of social, economic and cultural communities.
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Q: What aspects of the Reggio experience or
approach could be of use to diverse programs
in the United States?

MARGIE: For me, one of the most inspiring aspects
of the Reggio experience is the historical context from
which this approach to early childhood education has
developed. It seems so relevant to those of us living
and working in the United States today. The Reggio
community's experience of building a dream from the
ashes of a warn-torn country emerging from fascism
could certainly serve as a catalyst when we feel tired,
discouraged or prone to making excuses about what
we think is possible in our own communities. In the
American context, there are so many early childhood
programs living on the edge, staffed by teachers and
serving families, who are struggling with all the 
challenges of poverty. Most of our programs are under
siege with an ever-growing body of regulations and
mandates, aimed toward measurable outcomes. The
ideas and experiences of our Italian colleagues hold
the potential to call all of us in the U.S. to a higher
vision for our work. 

Whether we work in full day child care, Head Start or
state mandated preschools, what has come to be
called "the Reggio approach" suggests that we re-think
the very foundation of our work. Educators from
Reggio Emilia recognized that their task was to devel-
op schools that would create a nourishing, democratic
culture, which would preclude the possibility of a fas-
cist dictatorship ever again arising in their midst. What
a vision for us to hold today, when so much is at stake
in our own country and its influence on the world! 

Our Italian colleagues ask us probing questions and
give us many challenges on which to reflect. They talk
about the rights and competencies of a child, rather
than the needs of a child. They ask us to focus on the
identity of our program, not just the budget and regu-
lations. These educators provide us with an inspiring
story about how they overcame phenomenal obstacles
to create city-sponsored, visionary programs for chil-
dren and families, which in the last few decades have
begun to impact early childhood educators around the
world. In order to encounter the global trends as well
as the specific political interests and educational direc-
tion of our own country, our Reggio colleagues remind
us to look to our own roots. We have a deep history 
of progressive thinkers and educators in the United
States whose work has, in fact, inspired much of the

philosophy embraced by Reggio educators. Isn't it
ironic that the contributions of these American educa-
tors are often unknown to people working in our field?
I often think that the North American romance with
Reggio stems from the profound critique of our own
popular culture that we are offered alongside the 
concrete picture of how our programs could be 
different if they were shaped around the true values
and practices of democracy. 

The legacy of racism and economic privilege, which
profoundly shape our communities across the U.S., as
well as the current climate of war, budget deficits, fear
mongering and job fragility contribute to the rele-
vance of this philosophy in diverse communities across
our country. I can not imagine an early childhood 
program that wouldn't benefit from the Reggio experi-
ence and the challenge to re-create itself within a 
larger dream, according to clearly defined values and
principles. It is very empowering to begin to think
along these lines, and I believe that people of all 
cultures and circumstances are hungry to take control
of their lives and communities. 

CAROL: I find one of the most powerful Reggio 
principles concerns the relationship between the
teacher and the curriculum. In the view of the Reggio
educators, the teacher neither brings the curriculum to
the school nor is he or she solely the creator of such.
Rather, the teacher is only one of the contributors to
the creation of the relationship they call "school." The
school is neither a building nor a place; it is a relation-
ship that exists as a consequence of the interaction
between children, families and teachers. This relation-
ship is created and recreated with every group that
participates. It is alive and changing, making and
remaking itself. The process of interactions between
these people is what creates the school and, in turn,
the curriculum.

I believe it is very empowering for educators in 
disenfranchised communities to be regarded as 
capable of creating and recreating their own schools,
not copying or imitating others but having the natural
ability to become a school that is unique and 
individual. Then teachers are challenged and 
empowered in the process to construct curriculum
that builds together with the children and families 
in a deeply personal way.
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MARGIE: Along with the aesthetic beauty and con-
crete expressions of respect for children, teachers and
families, the Reggio experiences offer us many specif-
ic windows into the living, learning and teaching
process. The practicalities of how we translate that
into our specific contexts are both daunting and 
professionally transforming. When we allow ourselves
to imagine another way our programs could be
(rather than making excuses for why not), we reject
the mediocrity that we have tolerated in the past and
develop a real passion for our work. In my view,
inspiring models of empowering transformation are
especially needed in communities that are typically
marginalized, disenfranchised and otherwise left with
little access to resources or a sense of new possibilities
for themselves. 

Q: Some educators believe that the Reggio
Emilia approach is only relevant for children,
teachers and families in economically advan-
taged communities. Often this misinterpreta-
tion arises when educators first encounter the
approach and usually persists if they only
develop a superficial understanding of the
work of children and teachers, who are
inspired by this philosophy. How can we 
begin to more clearly articulate the universal
relevance of this early childhood approach?

CAROL: To the extent that the U.S. interpretation
of the Reggio approach focuses on "art experiences,"
it runs the risk of being seen as reserved for upper
class children. 

MARGIE: Children and teachers who don't have
easy access to resources, or what Lisa Delpit calls 
"the culture of power," surely are gifted with the
same mental competencies as their more privileged 
counterparts. Yet they live in communities that are
struggling with the legacy of racism and disenfran-
chisement. I am always concerned when teachers
respond to a story about an amazing project children
have undertaken in a Reggio-inspired classroom with
the notion: "Our children aren't like that; they could
never do such a project."

CAROL: The prevailing belief system in this society
regards upper class children as able to easily master
the basics of education, and this affects the type of
educational opportunities offered to children in 
economically advantaged and disadvantaged areas.
Though subtle or invisible, these beliefs are a real 

barrier and have to be directly addressed through
advocacy and activism by those who would like to
develop interest in the Reggio philosophy among the
culturally and socio-economically diverse communities
in the United States. 

Moreover, the Reggio approach is not about art. It is
about nurturing symbolic thought in all its many
forms and in an endless variety of developmentally
appropriate ways. As such, this approach is appropri-
ate for all children (and can be approached and inter-
preted in culturally appropriate ways.) Yet, it won't
reach all children because of bias in our education 
systems. Transforming environments to support the
kinds of interactions experienced in Reggio schools is
an expensive proposition (from a personnel and 
materials perspective) and is difficult for resource-poor
programs. Preventing this from being an obstacle
requires advocacy, activism and action. 

MARGIE: I agree with you about the bias and
inequities in our education systems and the shift in
thinking about resources that is required, in order to
make changes in programs in disadvantaged commu-
nities. However, I have seen several programs find
solutions to these challenges by adjusting the way
they allocate administrative responsibilities and the use
of staff development time and dollars. There are some
visionary pockets of Reggio-inspired teachers who are
inventing strategies for their programs to evolve into
contexts that reflect Reggio principles. In some ways,
the challenges are greater for child care because their
infrastructure does not include such things as paid
time away from work with children for teachers to
meet and engage in professional development and
work with families. 

Unfortunately, many programs tend to become
trapped in bureaucratic thinking and structures. Head
Start programs, for example, have considerable dollars
and time allocated for staff development but most of
it is focused on paper work and developing account-
ability systems. Without meaning to be disrespectful, 
I question how meaningful this is for the real learning
of the teachers, children and families. Programs like
Chicago Commons demonstrate what is possible and
serve as an inspiration for how diverse communities
can interpret the Reggio approach for their settings.

CAROL: I have said before and still believe that Head
Start has an ideal staff structure for easily transforming
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their programs. Education coordinators could become
pedagogisti. Rather than bureaucrats, they could be
teacher educators in-residence. The rich practice we
see in Reggio grows out of the continuous exchanges
within and among the teaching teams, the analysis
and re-analysis of the daily classroom experiences
with input from people who have various levels of
experience and expertise. The yield is the power to
create a personalized, culturally responsive curriculum
at the center level. 

MARGIE: In the U.S., most of the early exposure to
the Reggio philosophy and experience with Reggio
ideas has come to us from those who are well educat-
ed, whose first language is English, and who have
access to a wide range of resources, including the
opportunity to travel to Italy and other U.S. cities
where Reggio conferences or study tours are offered.
Most of these educators are white, middle class and
see themselves as professionals in positions of leader-
ship or influence. It was quite striking for me to see a
very different population represented by Chicago
Commons during a Reggio study tour I attended in
the 1990s. There were about 15 staff members there,
many of whom had never traveled far from their own
community. Why was this so unusual? Why do our
Reggio networks, NAREA included, seem to discour-
age any real diversity in their ranks? That question
plagues me and I keep probing for better understand-
ings of how cultural bias operates among us, even
when we include diversity in our mission statements
and have good intentions.

A foundational message comes to us from our Italian
colleagues: our schools were founded by a particular
people at a particular time and place in our social/
political/cultural history. My Seattle-based colleague,
Ann Pelo, says, "As North Americans drawing 
inspiration from Reggio, we need to get serious about
who "our" particular people are, program to program,
and what is called for in this particular time. This is
the journey to the crossroads where ideas and 
practices from Reggio must converge with our work
on culturally relevant, anti-bias principles."

Q: How can NAREA best serve as a resource
for Reggio-inspired early childhood educators
from a diversity of cultures and communities?

MARGIE: The typical approach that many white,
middle class organizations take when trying to 
diversify is to do "outreach," trying to get "them" to
join and become part of "us." I have come to under-
stand that there are many ways, in which this perpet-
uates racism and economic divides in our communi-
ties and professional circles. Instead, these organiza-
tions could ask themselves some tough questions:
What is it about how we function that is alienating, if
not irrelevant, to other cultures and communities?
What blind spots do we have that are contributing to
the perpetuation of inequities, and the dynamics of
power and privilege? What are the dreams, dilemmas,
strengths and concerns of other communities, for
which we might come together to develop resources? 

CAROL: NAREA can acknowledge and accept the
proposition that the obstacles of race and class in the
U.S. are likely to pose a barrier for people of color and
the poor to gain access to any innovative, progressive
movement in the early childhood education field
(including Reggio). NAREA could then pledge to be
an organization that raises consciousness about these
obstacles and stand ready to strategize ways to
remove the obstacles through their own work. This
may mean many different things but, at a minimum,
it means a commitment to involve in the leadership,
individuals who understand these issues and can con-
tribute to a climate where they can be openly and
honestly discussed.

MARGIE: Does NAREA only want to serve as a
resource for existing Reggio-inspired educators, who
generally do not represent a wide diversity of cultures
and communities? Or does NAREA want to use its col-
lective resources in places of power and influence in
our profession to advocate for the larger values and
specific working conditions that allow educators to
invent their own way, inspired by principles of the
Reggio approach or related philosophies? We know
that even well-resourced programs struggle to create
the systematic changes needed to develop the vision,
will, knowledge and skill for the thoughtful co-cre-
ation of environments, analysis of documentation,
and collaborative planning for in-depth studies 
experienced in Reggio schools. NAREA could help
develop examples of "organization as a value," 
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infrastructures for staff development with examples of
recreating administrative job responsibilities to pursue
the "pedagogy of listening." NAREA could also offer
stories of inventive logistics for carving out time to
"co-create curriculum," study documentation, 
collaborate with co-workers and parents, and make
learning visible. 

During conference presentations on the Reggio
approach, I often hear a tone of irritation or dismissal
in response to people who ask "how to" questions or
try to explain the complexities with which they are
faced. While some of these questions are expressions
of an American propensity for making excuses or for
seeking quick fixes, it seems to me that the pedagogy
of listening should be applied in these settings. I
believe that these concerns should be treated with
respect and an awareness that we need to work 
harder at responding to people and helping them 
discover their own possibilities. 

Q: How do you believe that collaboration and
exchange can be strengthened among Reggio-
inspired educators with whom you work
around the country?

MARGIE: This is an issue that I have been trying to
understand in my own community in Seattle and in
other places where I'm asked to work. People are
often uncomfortable when I ask about the diversity of
their Reggio networks or point out their leadership is
composed of white educators, who are not currently
working directly with young children. True collabora-
tion involves an ability to work with trust, respect and
conflict. It requires openness, risk taking, admission
and acceptance of mistakes, initiative and humility,
not to mention a commitment of time. This is a tall
order for busy and stressed people. The issue
becomes even more complicated when we try to
work across racial, cultural, linguistic and economic
divides. There are very different assumptions and dif-
ferent communication patterns among communities,
which can lead to misunderstandings and alienation. I
believe it is vital for each of us to do our personal and
organizational self-reflection and self-education
around these issues. Then we must have a deep com-
mitment to pursue dialogue when conflict emerges.
One of the observations that Reggio educators have
made about our culture concerns our reluctance to 
be in conflict with each other. This could really affect
our ability to do the work of growing learning 

communities like the ones in Reggio. I believe that,
too often, people on the privileged side of the conflict
equation tend to walk away from doing the hard
work of negotiating across different ideas and desires.

How do we demonstrate that we are committed to
diversity in our attitudes and actions? We have
learned so much from those working in the culturally
relevant, anti-bias (CRAB) network and the Equity
Alliance. As a white, educated middle class woman, I
have learned to put self-examination in front of my
assumptions and agendas, patience over my desires to
be efficient, and constantly seek input and shared
decision making before moving forward. When I make
a mistake, I try not to defend myself but, rather, deep-
en my listening, open my heart and mind, and further
my commitment to dismantling these unexamined
dynamics of power and privilege. 

In Seattle, I have concerns about the formation of a
Reggio network that does not have a genuine, 
balanced representation of diverse programs in 
leadership. Toward that end, I have tried to find
meaningful shared interests, around which we can
bring diverse people together to explore how the
Reggio approach could empower and unite us around
a new vision and mutual support. We have tried to
caution the white middle class programs with more
experience pursuing Reggio ideas not to adopt a pos-
ture of "helping out or educating" programs with
lower income populations of color whose interest in
Reggio is more recent. We are trying to challenge the
more privileged programs to consider what they
might have to learn from their colleagues in other
programs, and to focus on building relationships of
genuine reciprocity. 

One example of this is the collaboration that is being
developed between Martin Luther King Day Home
Center and Hilltop Children's Center, in their pursuit
of Reggio ideas. We first brought some of their teach-
ers together to attend several Chicago Commons
learning tours. As a result of what they learned, both
of these programs began to work on their image of
the children's parents, with a teacher from each pro-
gram periodically meeting together and attending
family meetings at the other school. The relationship
between these two very different programs has grown
to involve more shared staff development efforts and
the development of a collaborative mentoring project,
including an art specialist working with both 
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programs together to strengthen their experiences
with art media. We have discovered that the question
of how to mentor teachers with very different educa-
tional backgrounds, cultures, languages and commit-
ment to the work is a common concern among many
of our colleagues. Gradually, we have begun to
encourage other programs in our city to join in this
exploration, taking care to cultivate diverse leadership
in the process.

CAROL: I completely agree that to achieve success,
this work requires focus and determination. I recently
had a conversation about diversity with Sandy Miller
of Ohio, who I believe shares this focus and 
determination. She told me that statewide, they 
shifted their attention from schools to a study groups,
primarily because they wanted to reach more people.
According to Sandy:

Using Reggio and Amelia's (Gambetti) words as 
inspiration and resource, we determined the study
group format was where we believed we could 
influence more teachers and administrators through-
out Ohio. Our funding for this work is through founda-
tion dollars. We now have 23 study groups; of the
total number of participants, 12% are from Head
Start. Carol Bersani from Kent State is working with
one group of Head Start teachers and she has some
wonderful stories. Other Head Start teachers are 
interspersed throughout our study groups. We have 
a total of 537 members - higher education, infant-tod-
dler, preschool and primary teachers - both public and
private, administrators and education coordinators.
We have a few parents as well.

A few years ago, we took the principles of Reggio and
mapped them alongside the concepts of development
as outlined in Neurons to Neighborhoods (Jack P.
Shonkof et all, National Research Council, 2000) and
came up with our four themes: all children are born
ready to learn, relationships are influential, communi-
cation is critical and environments matter. By doing
this, we stay away from folks criticizing us for an
approach they believe is not appropriate or meaning-
ful to Ohio children and we can speak to a broader
audience about the concepts within the Reggio
approach inside of each of these themes. The themes
have served as a good anchor for much of our
statewide professional development and Reggio-
related activities." 
(Sandy Miller, personal communication)

MARGIE: I am impressed by what educators are
doing in Ohio and the study group intrigues me as an
approach. Does the notion of a study group appeal to
a culturally diverse population? 

CAROL: In my experience with African Americans,
study groups resonate well because they are collective
experiences. However, I think other elements are as
important to their success, such as shared power to
determine the agenda, the pace, the governance, etc.
I would think that the informality and participatory
elements that characterize the study groups, like
those in Ohio, would make it possible for them to
become shaped by the cultural requirements as well
as the diversity of the participants. 

I believe the Ohio study group strategy described 
by Sandy Miller is one way to make the approach 
relevant to a greater number of early childhood 
educators. I think the challenge is (and may always
be) finding ways in local communities to transform
the sense of educational powerlessness to a sense of
power, in making and executing decisions that benefit
children and families. 

MARGIE: If we, in the U.S., can begin to under-
stand how to equitably work with diversity in our
Reggio-inspired programs and networks, we will have
a gift to return to our Italian colleagues as they move
forward on their journey of working with more 
diversity in their communities.

Q: How do you believe NAREA can offer 
professional development opportunities that
are accessible and relevant to a greater num-
ber of early childhood educators? How can the
periodical Innovations support the work of
early childhood educators from diverse 
cultures and communities? What are the key
issues that teachers face in the communities
where you work?

MARGIE: U.S. educators working to build programs
with inspiration from Reggio know the complexities of
applying these ideas in the diverse contexts in the
United States. If we want to influence our profession
in the direction of Reggio ideas, we must become
strong advocates for improved working conditions,
salaries and ongoing professional development oppor-
tunities that will make it possible for diverse programs
to find their way toward their vision. In my opinion,
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NAREA members could provide tremendous 
leadership in uplifting our profession by using their
individual and collective power and privilege to 
influence the professional power brokers and policy
makers to focus on a more highly developed image 
of children and families, and a culturally responsive
teaching process that supports its practitioners in
meaningful ways.

CAROL: I also think Innovations should be deliberate
in seeking out perspectives on issues and topics that
arise in programs that serve culturally diverse, immi-
grant, low income and linguistically diverse programs.
When people reflect on and share their words and
experiences, the writers and the readers benefit. The
exchange is a growth producing and empowering
experience.

I also think NAREA should stay alert for opportunities
to broaden the number of communities that are 
contributing to the growth of the alliance. In other
words, spread out the blanket of leadership, be open
and encouraging toward communities where new
ideas are germinating, and encourage more people to
bring forth new ideas in their own communities.
Think about another lesson of the Reggio approach:
the way in which the history of the schools is alive in
the municipality, through stories and symbols, and
through the presence of the founding women activists
who were and still are a part of the life of the schools.
These women serve as motivation for a courageous
kind of creativity and innovation in education. 

Q: What is your advice for ways NAREA can
encourage diversity in membership to include
individuals from a full range of social, 
economic and cultural communities?

CAROL: I believe that if you have a goal to do 
something you must be deliberate in your actions to
accomplish the goal. You must go beyond just stating
what you want, hoping it will happen, and having
long discussions about what you tried that did not
work. Sometimes it helps to start by describing what
the organization would look like if the goals were
reached, or what the outcomes would look like if you
did achieve your goals. Have a visioning discussion. 
If you want a culturally diverse leadership, ask 
yourselves: how would this constellation of people
enrich the organization's ability to achieve its mission?
Write down your ideas and be specific. Then you have

some tools to periodically evaluate whether you are
making any progress.

MARGIE: I love this idea of envisioning how the
organization might look if the goals were reached.
Serious work of this kind implies what bell hooks
refers to as "shifting the center" (hooks, b., Teaching 
to Transgress, Routledge, 1994).

I think NAREA has a lovely, but very general and
somewhat vague mission statement. I can imagine a
highly underpaid, overworked full time teacher 
wondering how NAREA membership will help them
think through or find resources for the daily issues
they confront. On the other hand, if such teachers
saw people like them in leadership positions in the
organization, writing down-to-earth stories of their
experiences in interpreting Reggio ideas for their 
settings, if they were offered recognition that this
work has the potential for wider social change, they
might see NAREA as "a movement" in which they
want to participate. I picture this is how the early
years of Reggio unfolded such that "an army tank, six
horses and three trucks" became an internationally
acclaimed early childhood approach. Hilltop
Children's Center teacher, Ann Pelo, puts it this way,
"We can talk about curriculum planning and Reggio-
inspired teaching, and culturally relevant, anti-bias
curriculum. Or we can name it more broadly 
and deeply, recognizing that our work is about 
relationship - about a way of being in relationship
that honors identity and culture, a way of being in
relationship that requires engaged attention and 
tender care. This work has the potential to transform
our lives, not just our teaching."




