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2 Innovations in Early Education

Introduction
 

To encounter this natural  
complexity and creativity of 
living and building knowledge, 
the educational services are 
structured around . . . [a]n  
approach to knowledge  
involving research with  
others and the exchange of 
knowledge, centered on the 
learning of the child in the 
group and with the group  
rather than an approach based 
on transmission/teaching. 
–Charter of Services of the Municipal 
Infant-Toddler Centres and Preschools 
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Innovations was created in 1992 
through an agreement between 
Loris Malaguzzi, founder of the 
Reggio Emilia approach, and  
Eli Saltz, then director of the  
Merrill-Palmer Institute, Wayne 
State University, which published 
Innovations from 1992–2008.  
This periodical continues to be 
developed in solidarity with the  
Preschools and Infant-Toddler  
Centers, Istituzione of the 
Municipality of Reggio Emilia; 
Reggio Children; and the Reggio 
Children – Loris Malaguzzi Center 
Foundation.

© 1992 Innovations in Early  
Education: The International Reggio 
Emilia Exchange

This issue of Innovations is focused on edu-
cational research, one of the principles of the  
Reggio Emilia educational project. The Charter  
of Services of the Municipal Infant-Toddler 
Centres and Preschools states that “investment 
in research and professional development” is 
“essential to the quality of the educational ser-
vices” (Istituzione of the Municipality of Reggio 
Emilia, 2014/2017, p. 12). In the section on the  
educational project, the Charter states, 

To encounter this natural complexity and 
creativity of living and building knowledge, 
the educational services are structured 
around . . . [a]n approach to knowledge in-
volving research with others and the ex-
change of knowledge, centered on the learn-
ing of the child in the group and with the 
group rather than an approach based on 
transmission/teaching. (Istituzione of the 
Municipality of Reggio Emilia, 2014/2017,  
p. 17)

In commemoration of Innovations’ 25th  
anniversary in 2017, this issue begins with 
a reprint of a “classic” article from a back  
issue, “The Teacher as Researcher” by Carla  
Rinaldi, president of the Reggio Children – 
Loris Malaguzzi Center Foundation. This  
article was first published in the Spring 2003  
issue of Innovations, volume 10, number 2.  
Carla proposes 

the concept of “the normality of research,” 
which defines research as an attitude and an 
approach in everyday living, in schools, and 
in life, as a way of thinking for ourselves and 
thinking with others, a way of relating with 
others, with the world around us, and with 
life.

The next article is “Beyond the Linearity in 
Teaching: Learning as Research” by Moira 
Nicolosi, a pedagogista on the pedagogical  
coordinating team for the infant-toddler centers 
and preschools of the Istituzione – Municipali-
ty of Reggio Emilia, and Giovanna Cagliari, a 
former primary school teacher and current con-
sultant for Reggio Children. Moira begins the 
article in this way:

We would like to deeply consider the topic 
of learning as pedagogical research—the 
comprehension of the concept of research  

within the definition of the teaching and  
learning relationship. This is our attempt  
to give justice to the creativity and the rich-
ness that we encounter every day when we 
try to understand and support the learning 
processes of the children and the teachers 
through pedagogical documentation.

Later in the article, Giovanna writes: 
The school is like one big atelier or habitat 
where different tools, languages, codes, and 
materials are connected to generate syn-
ergies that allow the children to delve more 
deeply into their research through different 
levels and types of access in order to create 
more mental images and construct knowl-
edge-building processes that are richer—a 
school that is beautiful, vital, and aims to 
cultivate children’s desire to learn. 

The third article in this issue is “An Innova-
tive Collaborative Design Project: Exploring 
the Aesthetic Dimensions of Reggio-Inspired 
Furniture” by Kay Cutler, a professor in Early 
Childhood Education and the director of the 
Fishback Center for Early Childhood Educa-
tion at South Dakota State University (SDSU) 
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GA. Patty begins the article with the welcoming 
words of NAREA co-chairs Margie Cooper and 
Barbara Acton:

Thank you for bearing everything you bear 
on your shoulders with dignity and courage 
and the optimism that lives in the hearts of 
every educator we have ever met. So while 
we know we live in a society that finds it easy 
to overlook the contributions and value of  
early childhood education and those who 
have chosen it as a profession, when we are 
together, we should at least feel solidarity  
and the respect that we share for one  
another . . . 

REFERENCE
Preschools and Infant-Toddler Centres,  
 Istituzione of the Municipality of Reggio  
 Emilia. (2014/2017). Charter of services of  
 the municipal infant-toddler centres and  
 preschools. Reggio Emilia, Italy: Reggio  
 Children.

in Brookings, SD, and Angela McKillip, an  
assistant professor in Interior Design at SDSU. 
At the beginning of the article, Kay and Angela 
write:

Overall, the project exemplifies the Fishback  
Center’s mission as a university laboratory 
school that supports the process of gener- 
ating new knowledge and pedagogy. The proj-
ect also supported interdisciplinary practic-
es and highlighted the importance of under- 
standing another discipline’s perspective.

The “Perspectives on NAREA” column features 
the “Call for Proposals for the September 2018 
Issue of Innovations,” which will be the second  
peer-reviewed issue of Innovations. The first 
peer-reviewed issue will be published in Sep-
tember 2017 on the topic “Building Collective 
Knowledge in a Learning and Democratic  
Community Through the Processes of Docu-
mentation.” The topic of the September 2018 
issue will be “The Theory of the Hundred Lan-
guages: How Representation With Materials 
and Media Becomes a Language for Expres-
sion and Learning.” The September 2018 issue 
call for proposals will be posted on the NAREA 
website and states:

This annual peer-reviewed issue will include 
articles that are meant to support collabora-
tion among teachers by integrating reflection 
and analysis of the shared and reciprocal re-
search and inquiry of teachers, children, and 
families. In addition, the peer-reviewed issue 
will include reflections related to each article 
that are written by one of the consulting edi-
tors with the goal of inviting readers to relate 
what they have read to their own contexts. 
Our intention is to support the work of Reg-
gio-inspired teachers in North America by 
thinking together through deeper and more 
complex analysis and reflection of our own 
work and that of our colleagues.

The “Perspectives on NAREA” column also  
includes “The Eighth NAREA Winter Confer-
ence – Cultivating the Strong Potential of All 
Children: Growing a Community Vision for 
Education” by Patty Randall, NAREA profes-
sional development and social media coordi-
nator and director of educational practices at 
Peachtree Presbyterian Preschool in Atlanta, 

NAREA  
Mission Statement

The North American Reggio Emilia 
Alliance (NAREA) is a network of 
educators, parents, and advocates 
seeking to elevate both the quality 
of life and the quality of schools 
and centers for young children. 

We envision a world where all  
children and adults are honored 
and respected for their potential, 
capabilities, and humanity.

Our 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.

NAREA BOARD

Co-Chairs 
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Board Members 
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The Teacher as Researcher
By Carla Rinaldi

This article was published in the Spring 2003 issue of  Innovations,  
volume 10, number 2. At that time, Carla Rinaldi had served as a  
pedagogista and director of the municipal infant-toddler centers and  
preschools  of Reggio Emilia, Italy as well as a pedagogical consultant to 
Reggio Children and professor at the University of Modena and Reggio in 
the faculty of Science and Early Education. Carla is currently president 
of the Reggio Children – Loris Malaguzzi Center Foundation. This article 
was adapted from Carla’s final presentation to the United States delega-
tion during the March 2003 study tour. It has been 14 years since the pub-
lication of this article, and it is evident that the originality of the concept 
of “the teacher as researcher” has been essential for the development of 

the experience of the Reggio Emilia educational project.

We have now reached the moment of conclu-
sions, of farewells. Concluding means creating 
a meaning, a synthesis, a message to take with 
us after our experience together. Each of you 
will draw his or her own conclusions. Each of 
you will decide what is useful and important, 
what to try to construct in your own contexts. 
I would like to underscore something that has 
been, and continues to be, one of the most sig-
nificant elements among those that we have 
tried to highlight for you during these days—
an element that has been fundamental to our 
experience: the concept of the teacher as a re-
searcher.

Why is this concept so important? Why, among 
the many possibilities, do we emphasize the 
qualification of “researcher”? Research is a 
word with many meanings that can evoke lab-
oratories, chemical formulas, and science. It 
generally represents a clear and recognized 
methodology and implies objectivity. The word 
research has a serious tone and tends to be re-
served for the few people who work in relation-
ship with certain established and conventional 
procedures. It is a concept that inhabits univer-
sities or specialized centers for research. It is a 
word that does not circulate in the streets and 
squares. Research is not a word with common 
usage and, above all, it is not a concept that we 
normally think about putting into practice in 
our daily lives.

In schools, the word research usually means to 
gather a collection of information, to compile 
what is already known about a certain topic. 
Experiences and emotions that characterize 
“scientific” research—such as curiosity, the  

unknown, doubt, error, crisis, theory, and  
confusion—are not usually part of schoolwork 
or daily life. If they do enter into the context 
of life in the school, they are viewed as weak 
moments—moments of fragility, of uncertain-
ty—that must be overcome quickly.

In my opinion, this is why true innovations 
are so difficult to accept and appreciate. They 
“shake up” our frames of reference because 
they force us to look at the world with new 
eyes. They open us up to what is different and 
unexpected. We tend to accept the status quo 
that we know and have already tried out—even 
when it does not satisfy us, even when it makes 
us feel stressed, confused, or hopeless. 

So, in this way, we try to defend our normality—
the norms and rules we already know—to the 
detriment of the new. Only searching and re-
searching can guarantee us that which is new, 
that which is moving forward. Yet, this normal-
ity excludes research as an everyday approach 
and, therefore, excludes doubt, error, uncertain-
ty, curiosity, marvel, and amazement as im-
portant values in our daily lives. Thus, we are 
placing normality in opposition to research. I 
would like, instead, to propose the concept of 
“the normality of research,” which defines re-
search as an attitude and an approach in every-
day living, in schools, and in life, as a way of 
thinking for ourselves and thinking with oth-
ers, a way of relating with others, with the world 
around us, and with life.

Where and how can we find the strength and 
the courage for this radical change? Once 
again, we must start with the children. The 

25YEARS
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ness toward others and toward everything new 
that is produced by the encounter with others. 

These concepts give strength to the notion of 
education and personal formation as an ongo-
ing process of research. They give meaning 
to the value of documentation and listening 
made visible, which are not simply techniques 
that can be transported but ways of guarantee-
ing that our thinking always involves reflec-
tion, exchange, different points of view, and 
differences in assessment or evaluation. They 
are not only seen as didactic strategies but also 
as values that inspire our view of the world. 
The documentation materials we use attest not 
only to our path of knowledge regarding chil-
dren but also to our path of knowledge about 
the child and humanity and about ourselves. 
They also attest to our idea of the teacher as 
researcher, of school as a place of research and 
cultural elaboration, a place of participation, in 
a process of shared construction of values and 
meanings. The school of research is a school of 
participation.

Moreover, this concept of the normality of re-
search is the best way to express what I believe 
is one of the particular aspects of our experi-

young child is the first great researcher. Chil-
dren are born searching for and, therefore, re-
searching the meaning of life, the meaning of 
the self in relation to others and to the world.
Children are born searching for the meaning 
of their existence—the meaning of the conven-
tions, customs, and habits we have and of the 
rules and the answers we provide.

Children’s questions (such as: “Why are we 
born?” “Why do we die?”) are precious, as are 
their answers, because they are generative. 
Children’s theories (such as: “The sea is born 
from the mother wave.” “When you die, do you 
go into the belly of death and then get born 
again?”) highlight the strongest characteristic 
of the identity of children and of humankind: 
searching for and researching meaning, shar-
ing and constructing together the meaning of 
the world and the events of life. All children are 
intelligent, different from each other and un-
predictable. If we know how to listen to them, 
children can give back to us the pleasure of 
amazement, of marvel, of doubt—the pleasure 
of the “why.” Children can give us the strength 
of doubt and the courage of error. They can 
transmit to us the joy of searching and re-
searching—the value of research as an open-

I would like, instead, to propose the concept of “the normality of  
research,” which defines research as an attitude and an approach in 
everyday living, in schools, and in life, as a way of thinking for ourselves 
and thinking with others, a way of relating with others, with the world 
around us, and with life.  
–Carla Rinaldi

Children can give us  
the strength of doubt 
and the courage of  
error. They can  
transmit to us the 
joy of searching and 
researching—the 
value of research as 
an openness toward 
others and toward 
everything new that 
is produced by the 
encounter with others. 
–Carla Rinaldi
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know how to answer, because they appreciate 
the fact that we are side-by-side with them in 
their search for answers: the child researcher 
and the teacher researcher. Only in this way 
will children return with full rights among 
the builders of human culture and the culture 
of humanity. Only in this way will they sense 
that their wonder and their discoveries are tru-
ly appreciated because they are useful. Only 
in this way can children and childhood hope 
to reacquire their human dignity and no lon-
ger be considered “objects of care” or objects 
of cruelty and abuse, both physical and moral. 
Life is research. 

The school of research is a school that is open 
to others and to the new; indeed, it generates 
and proposes the new within this encounter. 
Perhaps this is what makes our encounter, the 
encounter with you, with a country that we 
have been in dialogue with for about 20 years, 
still current and vital. But above all, perhaps 
this is what makes it possible for our teachers 
to continue to work with pleasure and enthu-
siasm after so many years. In fact, we feel that 
we can contribute not only to the well-being of 
children and their families, but also to chang-
ing the culture of our city. Thanks to you and 
to our colleagues who come to Reggio from all 
over the world, we can all contribute together 
to changing the culture and the dialogue in 
the world, raising the level of understanding 
between us.

Today, like never before in the history of hu-
manity (as far as we know), we are in commu-
nication with so many around the world. Our 
country is permeated with faxes, cell phones, 
the Internet, and other networks. The aware-
ness of being connected, joined, interdepen-
dent should bring people together but, in re-
ality, the lack of understanding persists. The 
problem of understanding has become crucial 
for people everywhere. For this reason, under-
standing must be one of the aims of education. 

ence, one of the most topical “cultural knots” in 
these complex times: the relationship between 
theory and practice. The dichotomy of theory 
and practice, which has weighed heavily on 
the world of school and on our culture, could 
find a true dialectic and synthesis in this con-
cept of research. Within this concept, theory 
generates practice that, in turn, generates new 
theories and new perspectives on the world. 
The theories come from the practice, but also 
orient and guide it. The theories are practical 
thoughts. My theories produce my interpreta-
tions of reality. This is why theories should be 
continuously questioned and verified in an ex-
change with others.

When we say that school is not a preparation for 
life but is life, this means assuming the respon-
sibility to create a context in which words such 
as creativity, change, innovation, error, doubt, 
and uncertainty, when used on a daily basis, 
can truly be developed and become real. This 
means creating a context in which the teach-
ing-learning relationship is highly evolved; 
that is, where the solution to certain problems 
leads to the emergence of new questions and 
new expectations, new changes. This also 
means creating a context in which children, 
from a very young age, discover that there are 
problems which are not easily resolved, which 
perhaps cannot have an answer and, for this 
reason, they are the most wonderful ones be-
cause herein lies the “spirit of research.” Even 
though the children are very young, we should 
not convey to them the conviction that for ev-
ery question, there is a right answer. If we did 
so, perhaps we would appear to be more im-
portant in their eyes, and they might feel more 
secure, but they would pay for this security by 
losing the “pleasure of research,” the pleasure 
of searching for answers and constructing the 
answers with the help of others. Children are 
capable of loving and appreciating us even 
when we appear to be doubtful or we do not 

Even though the children are very young, we should not convey to them 
the conviction that for every question, there is a right answer. If we did 
so, perhaps we would appear to be more important in their eyes, and 
they might feel more secure, but they would pay for this security by  
losing the “pleasure of research,” the pleasure of searching for answers 
and constructing the answers with the help of others.  
–Carla Rinaldi
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Educating toward the understanding of math, 
science, or any other discipline is one thing; 
educating toward human understanding is 
another. Information, though necessary, is not 
sufficient for this depth of understanding. Ex-
planations, which are also indispensable, are 
still not enough for true understanding.

Depth of understanding involves the ability 
to experience the curiosity, passions, joys, and 
angers of others with a process of empathy, 
perception, and identification—of human un-
derstanding. Always intersubjective, human 
understanding requires openness, sympathy, 
and generosity. The children, women, and 
men of today, more than ever, need under-
standing on the part of other people who have 
open hearts and minds, people who know how 
to recognize their own personal and cultural 
limitations. This is why I hope, above all, that 
we have understood each other during this 
week. It would be the ultimate outcome of our 
time together.

Thanks to you and to our  
colleagues who come to Reggio 
from all over the world, we can all 
contribute together to changing 
the culture and the dialogue in  
the world, raising the level of  
understanding between us.
–Carla Rinaldi
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Beyond the Linearity in Teaching: Learning  
as Research
By Moira Nicolosi and Giovanna Cagliari

Moira Nicolosi has been a pedagogista on the  
pedagogical coordinating team for the infant- 
toddler centers and preschools of the Istituzione 
 – Municipality of Reggio Emilia since 2014.  
From 2005–2014, Moira worked for Reggio  
Children on the coordination of professional  
development and master’s courses for pedago-
gistas. She was also the reference contact on   
the Scientific Committee of the Reggio Children –  
Loris Malaguzzi Center Foundation from 
2012–2014. Giovanna Cagliari was a primary 

school teacher in the Bergonzi primary school in Reggio Emilia from 1973–2006. From 2004–2010, 
Giovanna taught literature in a secondary school in Reggio Emilia. She was a lecturer and group 
facilitator for teachers in the movement for educational cooperation at the University of Modena 
and Reggio Emilia, and since 2010, she has worked as a consultant for Reggio Children, continuing 
to collaborate in research that focuses on continuity between preschool and primary school. The 
following article is based on a presentation given by Moira and Giovanna at the 2016 NAREA 
Summer Conference in Toronto, ON.

We would like to deeply consider the topic of 
learning as pedagogical research—the com-
prehension of the concept of research within 
the definition of the teaching and learning re-
lationship. This is our attempt to give justice to 
the creativity and the richness that we encoun-
ter every day when we try to understand and 
support the learning processes of the children 
and the teachers through pedagogical docu-
mentation.

In our experience, the schools are places of re-
search about the learning of teachers and chil-
dren because of documentation that supports 
learning and teaching by making it reciprocal, 
visible, and shareable—documentation used 
while the learning processes are taking place 
so that the nature of the learning processes 
and the knowledge-building strategies used 
by each individual are visible, even in a partial 
way. Through documentation of processes and 
not products—of mental paths, teachers and 
children can reflect on their own process of 
learning during the time that they are building 
their knowledge. 

Documentation also allows reading, revisiting, 
and assessment over time and in space and in 
different places. This reading and reflecting, 
and assessing and self-assessing becomes an 
integral part of the knowledge-building pro-
cess of the children. Being able to reflect on the 
learning that is taking place as it is happening 
means being able to base our teaching not on 
what the teacher wants to teach, but on what 
the child wants to learn. Certainly, we think 
that the teacher, by means of the documenta-
tion, can learn how to teach, so teachers and 
children can research together in order to de-
cide how to proceed.  

It is the responsibility of the school and the 
teachers to construct contexts for and with the 
children. These contexts are the site of the dis-
tributed intelligence of all of those involved. 
What do we mean by distributed intelligence? 
Each of us has our own intelligence as a biolog-
ical basis, but a large part of this intelligence 
is found in the environments, materials, tools, 
and relationships that support this intelligence. 
It is not only important what type of environ-
ments we have for the children and what type 
of relationships are created with the adults. 

Moira Nicolosi

Being able to reflect 
on the learning that 
is taking place as it 
is happening means 
being able to base 
our teaching not on 
what the teacher 
wants to teach, but 
on what the child 
wants to learn.  
–Moira Nicolosi
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knowledge building are taking place—research 
to describe the individual and collective paths 
moving toward new universes of possibility—
research as the unfolding and revealing of an 
event—research for the being, for the existence, 
for the essence, and for meaning. These are the 
meanings that we attach to the term research 
in the infant-toddler centers and preschools 
in the attempt to describe the vital efforts that 
can be shared by children and adults inside 
and outside the school. Our aim is to create a 
culture of research within the educational en-
vironments. 

The documentation that we want to share will 
help us enter into these concepts and involves 
children of different ages. We think this doc-
umentation can convey this idea of research 
as a spiral of learning and knowledge that re-
turns with new questions and new elements—
learning that is never finished. A project does 
not start and stop because you decide that it 
should. Children certainly do not think in that 
way. Ideas keep coming back, and they are 
transformed. We will see how this is possible 
through the eyes of the children.

What is also important is how the entire day at 
school can enhance the children’s explorations 
and knowledge building—the extent to which 
we are able to create a virtuous circle that does 
not separate projects from the everyday life in 
all of the spaces throughout the school day.  

Through the process of engaging in deep ex-
ploration, the adults and the children are capa-
ble of producing learning and new knowledge 
that can find immediate implementation in 
everyday life and in everyday contexts that 
are rich. We try to give visibility through doc-
umentation to the very moving sense of the 
search for meanings that children and adults 
are living together. This poetic sense—this 
language that is poetic, metaphorical, and an-
alogical—can construct and give back to us 
through its fullness and its wholeness. 

In this type of context, we think that a new 
concept of research can emerge—a concept 
of research that is more aligned with the con-
temporary world, more alive, and closer to 
the children—research as a term that can de-
scribe the cognitive tension that takes place 
each time authentic processes of learning and 

The project or path that I will present to you 
was constructed and is still ongoing in the 
preschool and primary school of the Loris 
Malaguzzi International Center. The school 
was opened in 2009, in part, due to the re-
quests from families who were interested in 
the research on creating consistency and con-
tinuity with the 0–6 experience in Reggio. This 
school now hosts 78 children from 3–5 years 
old in the municipal preschool and 118 chil-
dren from 6–11 years old in the state or nation-
al primary school. These two schools share a 
physical facility. 

The intention was to bring together in com-
munication and research these two levels of 
school that make reference to different admin-
istrative bodies and have very different histo-

ries, cultural references, and types of organiza-
tion. We consider it a research project in which 
continuity and discontinuity are brought into 
play in the meeting of the two, in their collab-
oration and progettazione together within a 
framework of reference that is socio-construc-
tivist. It is a common educational project that 
crosses through all the ages but, at the same 
time, is organized into diversified educational 
projects according to the age of the children.

At this school, there is not one area dedicated 
to the preschool and a separate area dedicated 
to the primary school. What we wanted was to 
keep them close together—a sort of osmosis of 
spaces that was inhabited by children of differ-
ent ages. The school is like one big atelier or 
habitat where different tools, languages, codes, 

What is also important 
is how the entire day 
at school can enhance 
the children’s  
explorations and 
knowledge building—
the extent to which 
we are able to create 
a virtuous circle that 
does not separate 
projects from the  
everyday life in all of 
the spaces throughout 
the school day. 
–Moira Nicolosi

Giovanna Cagliari
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and materials are connected to generate syn-
ergies that allow the children to delve more 
deeply into their research through different 
levels and types of access in order to create 
more mental images and construct knowl-
edge-building processes that are richer—a 
school that is beautiful, vital, and aims to culti-
vate children’s desire to learn. 

The framework of reference for all levels of 
school in this context is the national guidelines 
for the curriculum. This is quite an intelligent 
document that establishes constraints in terms 
of the goals of competencies to be reached, for 
example, but it also asks the communities of 
teachers of the individual schools to give their 
own original interpretation—to ask the teach-
ers to make a conscious choices about topics 
covered, the tools and instruments used, and 
the strategies that they adopt from a perspec-
tive that is not discipline-based, but integrates 
all areas of study. 

We would like to present a project or path of 
study about nature that includes an interweav-
ing of various kinds of knowledge and languag-
es. This project involved 5-year-old children in 
the preschool and the same group of children 
from first grade through third grade and is still 
ongoing. The documentation we will present is 
not conclusive, and we are presenting it in this 
form for the very first time, though the docu-
mentation has previously been used for pro-
fessional development among the educators at 
the Loris Malaguzzi International Center pre-
school and primary school. 

There were three aspects that created the iden-
tity of this path of research. The first aspect 
was the attempt to make a solid connection be-
tween how we do school and the way the strat-
egies and the knowledge of children relate to 
the structure of our own knowledge as adults. 
In order to do this, it is fundamental for us to 
work in groups with the children, but also in 
groups among adults, and to give value to the 

different points of view, the different ways of 
seeing, and the many different possibilities.

The second aspect has to do with a fluid dy-
namic of knowledge. Knowledge is structured 
with the awareness that we are constructing 
questions that have to do with seeking mean-
ing. In this path, the teacher is constructing 
moments and structures in a sort of dynamic 
of solidarity between children and adults in 
creating these questions that have progressive 
complexity—an adult, a teacher, who is creat-
ing conditions so that the children’s learning 
evolves. But she does not give them the words; 
she does not put words in their mouths. She 
does not give them the questions, and she 
does not give them the answers. This means, 
as the third aspect, creating environments and 
insuring that they are rich and there are mul-
tiple kinds of environments and instruments 
as contexts where these questions can grow 
among the children.

This is a documentation of a thematic path 
of learning that is interdisciplinary in nature, 
organized in different moments, and involves 
children from 5–8 years old. In time, the same 
themes return with observations that are more 
and more in-depth and questions and theories 
that are more and more elaborated. It is a path 
that gives shape to an image of knowledge as 
the continuous elaboration in a spiral. 

Alain Berthoz, a professor of physiology at the 
Collège de France, said, “The development of 
the brain is, in fact, an ascending spiral, each 
step giving the impression of going backward 
but at a more developed level” (Berthoz, 2017, 
p. 2).

We are going to try to explore scientific think-
ing that is inherent to mankind. It will give us 
a tool for thought and reflection on the paths of 
the conventionalization of knowledge and on 
drawing and the value of the graphic language 

Knowledge is structured with the awareness that we are constructing 
questions that have to do with seeking meaning. In this path, the teacher 
is constructing moments and structures in a sort of dynamic of solidarity 
between children and adults in creating these questions that have  
progressive complexity—an adult, a teacher, who is creating conditions 
so that the children’s learning evolves.   
–Giovanna Cagliari
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in the relationship between imagination and 
science. The title of this project is “Echoes of 
Nature.” These are the words of a child, and 
for us, they evoke the idea of the equilibrium 
among natural elements and the vibrations 
that run through us and are multiplied within 
us. 

We have a biological predisposition to listen-
ing. We are receptive to stimuli offered to us by 
nature—stimuli that create in us emotional and 
empathic relationships and take form gradual-
ly within the development of languages. The 
sensory stimuli that are perceived and elabo-
rated by each one of us are brought together in 
relationships. This is the first form of learning 
right from birth. It is a form of learning that 
finds value and strength in groups and in the 
relationship with others, because groups allow 
the encounter between multiple points of view, 
and communicative tools create spaces for dia-
logue. The learning of each child results when 
he or she constructs processes of elaboration 
that encounter the intentional processes of the 
adult and the school.

It is the task of the adults to prepare contexts 
that are rich with a high level of culture. The 
various spaces in the school have both real 
and virtual dimensions. For example, using a 
webcam in the atelier, we can bring the out-
side world in, creating new and unexpected 
connections of knowledge. The piazza in the 
school also has the sense of being an inner 
courtyard—a context that can bring out ques-
tions from the children that make connections 
and invite discovery. This means the adult has 
to be curious and interested in learning. She 
must put herself into play in the children’s 
learning and take responsibility for construct-
ing knowledge by means of problematizing the 
questions of knowledge. 

At one time, the inner courtyard of the school 
was set up with various kinds of natural ma-
terials. At another time, it was covered with 
grass trimmings. These are installations that 
provoke and evoke different images. They 
create thresholds or areas of passage that are 
invisible to the eye but that broaden the hori-
zon—gazes and movements that are immersed 
in nature—thresholds that move continuously, 
using tools that amplify the spaces—instru-
ments and tools that allow us to go through the 
skin of reality into depth—to go beyond and to 
imagine the invisible. 

The teacher also must know how to create con-
texts of discussion and dialogue among the 
children where they can compare their ideas 
and thoughts. She has to be able to support 
the construction of the narrative process and 
know how to manage the moments of cogni-
tive conflict, which are essential in the knowl-
edge-building process. The teacher must know 
how to live in a communicative dimension and 
be able to generate conversations on topics of 
a scientific nature, taking advantage of chil-
dren’s excellent capacity to discuss and argue 
their own points of view. These conversations 
stimulate the children’s intuitive capacity—
their explanations of the mental processes of 
each individual, which are then brought into 
play during analysis with the group. 

We begin our exploration of this study with the 
5-year-old class who are exploring the theme 
of the “transformation of living subjects.” Then 
we will see the first- and second-grade children 
who are discussing and constructing their own 
theories about the living subjects. We will also 
see the same children in the third grade who 
are returning to and refining their observa-
tions and theories. 

In the 5-year-old class, the children had been 
exploring the cabbage—this vegetable materi-
al—and its transformation. Life is transforma-

The teacher must  
know how to live in  
a communicative  
dimension and be  
able to generate  
conversations on  
topics of a scientific 
nature, taking  
advantage of children’s 
excellent capacity to 
discuss and argue  
their own points of 
view.  
–Giovanna Cagliari
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tion. We will learn how the children attended 
to those processes and how they described 
them. In fact, at this age, children have very 
strong evocative capacities. They give life 
to living subjects by giving them an identity 
and creating analogies as if they were talking 
about themselves. In fact, Gabriele said, “The 
cabbage has a brain that makes it live; but just 
the brain isn’t enough. It has the seed, too, be-
cause without the seed, it will die.” 

The graphic languages are often children’s 
first complex and empathic encounter with 
the world around them. In this case, drawing 
helped the children to visualize the chromatic 
transformation and enter into a stronger rela-
tionship with the subject. The children created 
a sort of palette of colors to be used for their 
exploration.

It is important to create opportunities and oc-
casions for returning to previous experiences. 
Elena, for example, returned to her work multi-
ple times between late October and early No-
vember. For the children, time is seen as a fun-
damental variable in relationship to change 
and transformation. Children’s observations 
that took place over a number of days allowed 
them to specify and become more precise in 
their observations, gradually adding the color-
ing of these transformations. 

The variations perceived also depended on the 
position and the level of luminosity, of light. 
The children positioned and observed the  
cabbages in two different parts of the class-
room, one inside and one outside. The po-
sitioning of the subjects in different places 
offered further and different possibilities for 
their analysis. It made it possible for the chil-
dren to go into more detail about the variables 
and allowed them to analyze the similarities 
and differences.

About the cabbage that was inside, the chil-
dren said, “It got smaller because some days 
went by, and it was transformed. If you wait for 
a lot of days, the cabbage changes. It gets older, 
smaller, and dry.”

About the cabbage that was outside, they said, 
“The rain, the weather outside didn’t make 
it get old too much. Then some of the leaves 
didn’t change at all. The cold didn’t make it get 
smaller.”

The observations made on these living objects 
allowed the children to begin to make connec-
tions between the past and the future, eliciting 
other knowledge the children have about sim-
ilarities. For example, the children evoked di-
nosaurs and said, “Dinosaurs are dead. There 
aren’t anymore. They aren’t coming back.” 

Luca said, “But instead, the plants of the dino-
saur were reborn.” 

Lorenzo said, “Plants can remake themselves, 
and they are reborn with the seeds.”

This idea that plants can be reborn and survive 
over the years was clear to the children. It was 
also reinforced by some plants in the outdoor 
area of the school, which are called horsetails 
and are considered to be living fossils—one 
example of plants that have not experienced 
substantial change in tens of millions of years. 

Through drawing, the children began to give 
shape to their mental images. They said: 
“In each seed, there is a dream before it is 
born.” 
“My little seed had a dream of growing, be-
cause he did not know the world. I helped him 
to know it, because I made him grow, and now 
he is born and living.” 
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“To be born is an emotion.” 
“Before you are born, you have lots of wishes—
the wish to come out, the wish to be well-treat-
ed with care.”
“Before they are born, inside them they have 
a dream—a dream of being born and singing, 
like me—sing their desire for life.”

The 5-year-old children offered an idea of birth 
that is integral with the process of life and 
transformation. If we really listen to children, 
even very young children, we can see that they 
are philosophers. They have thoughts around 
these things that are very powerful—that cre-
ate the desire to understand how each piece of 
life, as the children say, has its own desires.

We could ask ourselves, “How does the prima-
ry school provide and construct paths to give 
value to a child who is the constructor of knowl-
edge? Which idea of school are we seeking to 
develop?” You will learn in the documentation, 
the concepts that return over the years with 
this group, which delved deeper into the sub-
jects. This took place through the listening and 
the construction of contexts in which the chil-
dren were participating. The observational ap-
proach is essential to every knowledge-build-
ing process. It is observation that is not just an 
end unto itself, but is also a way to share with 
others. In fact, Adam said, “To observe means 
that you keep looking. If it inspires you a lot, 
you can tell the others about it and then draw it 
or write about it.”

In the first grade, some children were shar-
ing an experience that they had in town. They 
told the other children that they had received 
a “seed bomb.” The children not only studied 
the seed bomb, but they also began to create 
their own images and hypotheses. They said, 
“Inside the seed, there is a root. When you 
plant the seed, you put water and soil, and it 
becomes a flower, a plant. The seed breathes 
underground.”

These words of the children became indica-
tions for the teachers about where and how to 
begin the path of exploration. We must pro-
vide children with multiple eyes for their ex-
plorations, and digital technologies are very 
helpful in this sense. They permit the children 
to make contact and see from very close, to 
highlight and focus on the details or even what 
is invisible. 

Edoardo made a drawing in first grade, and 
the other children offered their observations, 
which were noted by the teacher. These first 
hypotheses and the possibility of getting close 
to seeing the invisible allowed the children 
to create their first images of the seed—very 
detailed images both in terms of embryonic 
development and in relationship with human 
anatomy. In fact, Edoardo, who explained his 
drawing while the teacher made notes, talked 
about the brain, skin, liver, and bones and gave 
essential value to the function of the heart. He 
said, “The heart gives power to all the things.” 

My little seed had a dream of growing,
because he did not know the world.
I helped him to know it, because I made him grow, 
and now he is born and living.  Elena

Simone
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These were words that some of the children 
were not familiar with and, therefore, offered 
possibilities for going deeper, starting from 
the meanings that the children attributed to 
these words.

In the second grade, the children collected 
other seeds, and they observed them again. 
One representation gave visibility to the inner 
workings of the seed and was very exciting to 
the teacher because it was very close to the 
structure of an actual seed, even if the children 
were not aware of it. The teacher has the task to 
recognize and seek connections between chil-
dren’s hypotheses and theories and the theo-
ries and representations of the culture.

The children continued to draw, for example, 
the seeds expanding with their roots, and they 
asked themselves other questions, such as, 
“How is it that a plant is inside the seed?”

Angelica responded, “It’s like us. We’re born 
inside our mom’s tummy. The seed is the mom-
my, and the plant is the baby that is born.”

Marvin said, “When the seeds can’t withstand 
being in the mommy’s tummy anymore, they 
come out. It was the earth around the seed that 
made it understand that it was time to be born.”

As with the 5-year-old children, the second- 
grade children were going back to the theme 
of birth, perceiving themselves as part of an 
environment of life—a system of life. Drawing  
helped them become more precise and to  
better specify their ideas of birth, this time 
adding the hypothesis of the existence of a 
code that communicates and transmits. 

Riccardo said, “When the seed is under the 
ground, when there’s some water, it splits open, 
and the root grows and then the plant. Inside 
there are some tubes. There’s one inside the 
root, and then the seed splits open. Some tubes 
give water to the seed, and others make the 
roots grow.”

Emanuel added, “The seed and the roots have 
a sort of blood that’s the same, but that isn’t ex-
actly blood, and then it makes them more or 
less alike.”

In a meeting and discussion among the group, 
what emerged is the idea of a code that trans-
fers the characteristics to the different appara-
tuses of the seed. 

We have discussed the children’s thinking 
about seeds, and now we will learn about their 
thinking about roots. We are trying to show 
how the same topics developed in the two  
different age classes.

In the first grade, the children began to talk 
about the roots and the earth. They said, “The 
root has some threads that keep the roots 
under the ground, and then there are some 
threads that make the plant grow, and those 
threads are other roots.”

Emanuel added, “The root goes to look for  
water. The root takes the water and then gives 
it to the plant.” 

Andreea reinforced this idea when she said, 
“The root gives power to the plant.”

The teacher in the second grade posed this 
question to the same group of children the 
next year, and the children responded with 
new ideas and hypotheses. Drawing continued 
to be an indispensable tool for the children to 
give shape to their concepts but also offered an 
interpretative space for the adults. The draw-
ings plus the words of the children provided us 
with representations of their mental images. 

We believe that in the absence of specific words 
or terms, the children produce through draw-
ing elaborations of their thinking, elaborations 
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of theories that intuitively come very close to 
their subjects. Drawings, which are freer and 
more intuitive interpretations, exemplify what 
each child wants to say. It is through graphic 
representation that the children came close to 
the concept of lymph, of a vital living system of 
a root-based apparatus and of species.

The second-grade children talked about the 
idea of roots as the support and nutrition for 
the plant, and the children intuited the ideas 
having to do with the functions of the roots. 
Andreea wrote, “The roots serve to make the 
plant grow. The roots breathe the air that the 
tree absorbs. The force of the root makes the 
plant grow.” 

Sara added, “The roots are like trees that make 
the tree above live.” 

Paolo said, “The roots are used to hold the 
plant down.”

Without mentioning it, the children were be-
ginning to talk about photosynthesis. The chil-
dren delved deeper into their study of the roots 
with drawing, highlighting the differences in 
the root apparatus. They said, “The roots take 
the earth, and they attach to the earth.” 

Alex said, “The root gives life to the plant.”

Martina said, “The plant in the earth drinks 
the water, and the plant of the water as well, but 
it doesn’t need the soil.”

Angelica said, “The roots aren’t all the same, 
because the types or the species of trees are 
different.”

The teachers could then ask themselves, “What 
role could we attribute to these drawings and to 
the books and resources children could use?” 
Children are often limited to using a textbook 
that is the same for everyone, does not offer 
interaction with the actual environment, and 
only provides formal indications within a path 
of learning that is often abstract and oral. But 
the approach we use offers children the oppor-
tunity to have contact with reality and to build 
their questions and theories.

The second-grade children saw traces of life 
even in a dead tree, and by drawing, they am-
plified the strength of these indications of life. 
Daniel said, “You don’t see the roots, because 
they are inside the ground. They are crooked. 

They look for water, because it’s the fresh water 
that makes them grow and grow.” 

The children intuited the movement of the 
roots. Roots, when searching for water, can 
move very long distances, such as those of  
desert plants. Sara said, “If you go a very long 
way, you arrive at the center of the earth.”

Edoardo responded, “There is a gigantic seed 
that gives life to all the trees of the world. It is 
the heart of the tree that is living.”

Edoardo took a drawing about the structure 
of seeds that he made in first grade. Together 
with other children, he created further layers of 
roots, imagining this journey of roots and this 
subterranean world. In the second drawing, he 
said, “There are gigantic roots and some trans-
parent roots. This is one layer of roots; this is 
another layer.” In the third drawing, he imag-
ined the secret city of roots. 

Through their words and drawings, the chil-
dren were trying to get close to the intuitions 
of science. Even in the first grade, the children 
were already talking about breathing or respi-
ration. They said, “The seeds breathe under the 
ground.”

In the second grade, they transferred this ac-
tion of breathing from the seed to the tree, 
imagining some kind of an internal mecha-
nism that allows the tree to breathe. Edoardo 
said, “Only the trees make the breath.”

Sara said, “The oxygen comes from inside the 
tree. The trees, in order to make oxygen, take a 
bit of substance from the bark.”

Adam said, “The trees breathe air that we put 
outside of us, and they make oxygen as if we 
were making an exchange.”

Children were again intuiting the process of 
photosynthesis—an intuition that the teacher 
saw once again and decided to revisit in the 
third grade. Emanuel added, “In the daytime, 
the trees breathe our air and the smog. At 
night, they purify it; they throw it back out and 
give it to us, to the plants, and to the animals.”

Edoardo, working with Federico on the same 
drawing, imagined chemical processes and 
the external factors that are involved in the 
process of respiration. They talked about air, 
oxygen, sunlight, and the dark at night.
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Simultaneous with the children’s explorations 
at school, there was an exhibit of living or-
ganisms in an atelier at the Loris Malaguzzi 
International Center, which played a signifi-
cant role in their explorations—an atelier that 
allowed us to see the beauty in transformation, 
embodying an idea of nature that is both frag-
ile and very strong, a place that amplifies the 
sensitivity toward listening and observation in 
an ethical and aesthetic dimension and offers 
the possibility to explore the beauty of nature 
more deeply through scientific thinking.

Richard Feynman, 1965 Nobel Prize winner in 
Physics, said this about the aesthetic dimen-
sion:

[I]t’s not just beauty at this dimension, at 
one centimeter; there’s also beauty at small-
er dimensions, the inner structure, also the 
processes. The fact that the colors in the 
flower evolved in order to attract insects to 
pollinate . . . is interesting; it means that in-
sects can see the color. It adds a question: 
Does this aesthetic sense also exist in the 
lower forms?” (Feynman, 1981)

These are fascinating questions.

The children were asked to observe, photo-
graph, and record their voices on a digital 
recorder in complete autonomy. The great 
variety of colors, forms, textures, and consis-
tencies suggested to the children important 
thinking about life, about the passage of time, 
and about the conditions that cause changes. 
The word that mostly guided their discussions 
was once again transformation. Marvin said, 
“Transformation is when a thing changes, like 
changing color.”

The children talked about beauty. One child 
said, “A fruit can’t always stay beautiful.” 

They talked about decomposition, molding, 
and drying out. Another child said, “With 
time, it becomes older and older, and it be-
comes more rotten, and then it becomes more 
moldy and dry.”

They talked about structures and stratifica-
tions. A child said, “It loses its size. It loses the 
life of the sun and the water.”

These objects observed in their transforma-
tions also had major evocative force. In fact, 

they brought out continuing similarities,  
resemblances, and games of “it looks like . . .” 
—evoking stories and imaginary images. 
Emanuel, who took a photograph of a dried 
leaf, described his choice in this way: “This 
leaf had the color of a tiger, but it was a leaf. 
It reminded me a lot of a tiger, but it wasn’t. It 
looked like a peel of tiger skin with the hair all 
pulled out and cut—a kind of shriveled-up skin 
peel.” 

The children chose the objects they were most 
interested in and decided on their own to draw 
them. Sarah was very curious about the pump-
kins that were cut and covered in mold. The 
lively orange gave way to a multitude of grays. 
Sara explained her choice in this way: “I took 
that photo, because I was curious about it, be-
cause there were colors that were sort of gray 
and some parts that stayed orange. I chose to 
draw the pumpkin because I liked those colors, 
those dark shady colors. There are some parts 
that are still beautiful underneath, and so I 
used the pastels and the wax crayons. I used 
this kind of paper, because it is a little bit dried 
up, and there are sort of like waves, and it loses 
a bit of shape.” 

In addition to the choices of the types of tools 
and instruments to use, there was also atten-
tion given to the type of paper. There was a 
large variety of paper available to the chil-
dren—papers of different sizes, of different 
grains, of levels of smoothness or roughness, 
of texture. Emanuel explained his drawings in 
this way: “I chose sort of a little bit rough pa-
per, not smooth because like I felt a pomegran-
ate, and it didn’t feel very, very smooth, but it 
kind of stayed stuck to your hands.” 

Faissal, in choosing the paper for his drawing, 
highlighted the porosity of the orange peel. In 
fact, touching allows children to listen to their 
tactile perception. It enables the children to 
find perceptual consistencies between the sub-
ject they are representing and the paper.

A moment that is always important is when 
the children come back together to revisit 
what they have done—a moment in which they 
view again their drawings and the photos that 
they have taken, tell their classmates about the 
choices they made, discuss together, and pull 
out new questions.

Moira Nicolosi 

A moment that is 
always important is 
when the children 
come back together to 
revisit what they have 
done—a moment in 
which they view again 
their drawings and 
the photos that they 
have taken, tell their 
classmates about the 
choices they made, 
discuss together,  
and pull out new 
questions.  
–Moira Nicolosi
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All of these discussions that took place in the 
atelier continued to take shape back in the 
classroom. The use of the optical pen allowed 
the children to circumscribe and enlarge a 
detailed zone of their investigation. Their in-
vestigation was also expanded by means of 
drawing and various techniques. In this way, 
the children could give a voice to the details 
they had observed. Carlotta chose the markers 
to highlight the forms and the shapes. But then 
she chose oil pastels for representing the chro-
matic aspect of the veins. 

From all of these experiences, there were 
particular or significant terms or words that 
emerged, and they were words that helped to 
re-conceptualize the path that the children fol-
lowed and gave further meaning to the words 
themselves by associating them with the pho-
tographs that the children had taken. Some 
words emerged such as restricted or narrow, 
soft, dried up, pointed, smooth, fragile, and 
tangled.

Together, the children were looking for con-
nections of meanings, contrasts and similari-
ties that originated from the sensory encoun-
ters that took place. This in-depth linguistic 
exploration took shape in a summary panel put 
together by the children, and it became a sort 
of semantic dictionary—a reference dictionary. 
This was a documentary form that became a 
further tool for work. In fact, for the word soft, 
they wrote sticky, soft, you see some veins, 
rough, things that can be squashed, rubbery, 
squashed, smooth. It was a linguistic research 
that involved both qualities and “adjectiva-
tion,” creating or finding different adjectives.

In the third grade, we saw further evolution-
ary processes in children’s experience and in 
their creation of theories. At the beginning of 
the year, the adults, the teachers, and the ate-
lierista offered to children a re-launching of 
the themes that they had previously explored. 
They did this by constructing a kind a sum-
mary map—a graphic that featured various 
aspects of the children’s research and explo-
rations from the beginning. They included 
some of the children’s drawings, their linguis-
tic explorations, and their scientific conceptu-
alizations, as well as their intuitions related 
to chemistry, botany, zoology, and physiolo-
gy. Putting together a summary of this type 
is a very important moment for the teacher’s  

professional development because it implies 
for the adults a moment and an action of recon-
ceptualization of the work they have carried 
out. 

Giovanna Cagliari
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This summary became the object of reading 
and reinterpretation by different groups of 
children. This re-launching of ideas and expe-
riences back to the children served as a start-
ing point for expanding the areas of research. 
It created a new map that highlighted the in-
terweaving of the points of view and re-elab-
orations of the children, because the children 
asked new questions. They wrote new notes 
and made new drawings and new connec-
tions between the various nuclei of the work 
and added them to the map. This phase of the 
work gave visibility to the idea of knowledge 
as a continuous restructuring of the learning 
process and a reconstruction of the content ex-
plored and the competencies acquired by the 
children as they went along. 

But in this case, the teachers were uncertain. 
They were concerned that perhaps the pro-
posed map was a little too complex for the chil-
dren. The teachers were delighted when they 
realized that this was not true. In fact, because 
the children recognized themselves in the 
traces and in the materials that were proposed, 
it seemed a natural process for them to con-
tinue in the work of reconceptualization and  
expansion. 

At this point, the children in groups were asked 
to begin a further process of reconstruction, to 
create and make a memory of all the work that 
they had done over these years. The children 
were asked to make use of mental evocations 
and structures that had been archived in their 
memory—evocations and memories to bring 
back into play within the group. In order to re-
flect on the various points to be explored more 
in depth, the children used many different 
places for their work—places that were more 
suitable for the needs of that group in that sit-
uation. Some of the children chose places that 
were apart from rest of the classroom, places 
that were quiet and fostered concentration, or 
places that were very luminous or had softer 
lighting. A pair of children chose the piazza 
for re-reading their texts, which is usually the 
place for socializing and exchange. 

All of the work of summarizing and synthe-
sizing the various themes was written down 
on sheets of paper for documentation. The  
different groups began their writings with: 
“We started out by . . .” “We imagined . . .”  
“We tried to draw . . .” What emerged from 
these summaries were some of the themes 

that the children had already investigated in 
second grade. The adults highlighted these 
themes and proposed them again to the chil-
dren. The first documentation we would like to 
share is about respiration and the second one 
is about communication.

About respirational breathing, Carlotta,  
Riccardo, and Adam wrote on their summary 
sheet, “We talked in the large group about how 
plants and trees breathe and all of nature. We 
talked about air, and we discovered that in-
side, there is oxygen that gave it to the living  
beings—people, plants, and animals.” 

Carlotta, Riccardo, and Adam visualized the 
mechanism of breathing by plants, first using 
a drawing, and then they added their written 
notes. This was their explanation: 

The dirty air and the clean air enter into 
the tree through two different leaves, and 
inside the tree, there are two tubes where 
the dirty air and the clean air pass through. 
The clean air inside the tree is transformed 
into air that is even cleaner, and the dirty 
air passes from the other tube, and a bit of 
dirty air goes under the ground, and a bit is 
transformed into cleaner air to be pushed 
out. When it gets pushed out, they go out 
through two different holes, and then they 
spread all over the place, both daytime and 
the nighttime, both in the morning and in 
the evening. That way, they give us oxygen 
for living, and they give it to the plants as 
well.

The teacher, at this point, realized the children 
had conceptualized the process of photosyn-
thesis that was already intuited when the chil-
dren were in second grade.

Three other children, Martina, Paolo, and  
Federico, wrote about their drawings:

Inside the tree, there is a respirating stom-
ach that breathes in and pushes out and 
spits at night. The dirty air goes in through 
some bark and passes through the rings and 
arrives at the heart. It passes through the 
roots that clean it. The sun’s rays meet, hit, 
strike with the water and roots, and oxygen 
is formed.

These children were constructing a vegetal 
anatomy that is based on human anatomy. In 
fact, the heart was back with a presence as an 
organ that coordinates all the functions of the 
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parts of the plant. Then they talked about the 
stomach and about organs that have coordi-
nated functions. Neurobiologist Stefano Man-
cuso confirmed this theory of the children as 
he stated that in plants, the different functions 
are not concentrated in a just a single organ 
but are co-present in every single cell, and 
each cell is in communication with the entire 
system. The children’s intuitions were very 
close to contemporary research.

In addition to the children’s ideas and research 
on breathing, we also learned about their ideas 
about the communication of plants. Stefano 
Mancuso also affirmed that the earth gives 
out vibrations that can be captured by all the 
cells of the plant. The children drew and wrote 
about communication. They returned to their 
concepts about anatomy and said, “The wind 
blows the words, and the roots have holes for 
hearing them.” 

Sara said, “Plants communicate by pushing 
out air.”

Adam said, “Plants communicate by pointing 
their leaves toward the plant that they want to 
communicate with. The leaves communicate 
with their veins.”

Giuseppe said, “Inside the tree, there is an 
echo.”

Carlotta, Angelica, and Mirko were assisted by 
drawing to describe the interaction between 
the different plants. Once again, they hypoth-
esized analogies with the human capacity to 
move around. About the first drawing, they 
said, “Two flowers come close to each other. 
Their roots attach to each other like a tube and 
from there, they start to talk. There are some 
flowers that get close to each other, and their 
roots wind around, tangle around in a zigzag 
and in a pile.”

About the second drawing, they said, “There 
are four plants that get close to each other 
little by little with their roots, and their roots 
tangle up in the form of a bow, and there’s a 
hole where they can communicate. Two flow-
ers with the root that moves get close to each 
other, and they communicate with little cuts.” 

About the third drawing, they said, “There is 
a flower all alone. Its five roots get longer, and 
they go down and attach to the five roots of 
another one, and then they communicate with 
each other. And the wind blows the words like 
that, so they can communicate better, and the 
roots have holes for hearing each other.” This 

Plant respiration
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was again in harmony with the scientific re-
search that speaks about plants being able to 
communicate with each other. 

The roots evoked images and thoughts in the 
children that continued to come back in their 
discussions. The teachers then proposed to 
the children a deeper, more material, and con-
struction-based exploration. They did this to 
help the children to better define the structure 
and the morphology of the roots. 

A group of four children, Mirko, Alex, Michele, 
and Faissal, made an initial, project- and de-
sign-based drawing, and it became an import-
ant reference for them in the subsequent phase 
of actually constructing the root system. In 
the second representation, we saw their con-
struction of the root system. They used wire 
covered with paper, a material that is used in 
gardening.

We saw how the children were able to create 
their own theories and verbally discuss them 
in a very complex way. But we must not forget 
that the dimension of actual hands-on doing 
and manipulation of materials forms a cen-
tral moment in the evolution of their learning 
at any age. In fact, it is this contact with the 
real that leads the children to re-see and ver-

ify their theories. In this operation, the group 
of children was constructing a complex image 
that embodied many different aspects, mental 
images, and tactile dimensions. 

Adam said, “Making the roots, we discovered 
that they’re delicate.” 

Sara said, “The roots can have different nodes.” 

Adam replied, “As the root grows, it moves to 
another place.” 

Sabrina said, “The roots intertwine.” 

Up to this point, the children had used the 
word root in reference to the life of the vege-
tal world. But root is a word that, in Italian and 
in English, has many different meanings. The 
children also recognized this in their research 
on the origins of the earth and the first humans. 
In their drawings, the children imagined the 

origin of the earth. They constructed various 
materials that documented their knowledge 
and their theories. One of the children said, “At 
the beginning, there was just nothing, and we 
were afraid of trying to imagine what wasn’t 
there.”
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But once they got beyond this obstacle, they en-
tered into the dimension of the possible. They 
talked about fiery meteorites that traveled on 
a crazy trajectory through space accompanied 
by chemical dust. They pulled out all of their 
knowledge in this area. They talked about car-
bon dioxide, magnesium, oxygen—that all are 
involved in the formation of the earth. They 
talked about a ball of meteorites that, like a 
magnet, attracts the hot meteorites, creating a 
fiery ball, which is the root of life on earth.

Using the pastels in different colors, the chil-
dren were able to give life to the Big Bang Theo-
ry. They added their own hypotheses about the  
origins. They gave meaning to the root as the 
origin of the earth and where we come from. 
They constructed images and found words for 
telling about birth. Again, they talked about ox- 
ygen, potassium, and ozone and also about me-
teorites, temperature, attraction, and gravity.

The children’s research on origins continued, 
and they took on a more interdisciplinary as-
pect, a learning of different knowledge that is 
not linear. They began to speak about roots, 
also in reference to primitive man.  The chil-
dren said: 
“Invisible roots made up the memories that 
create the subsequent or the next people.”
“A bond with my mother and my father. I have 
something of my mother and of my father.”
“The umbilical cord with your mother is a kind 
of root.”

Then the children, bringing together the draw-
ings of various groups, created a powerful 
synthesis that embodied the whole universe of 
their thoughts about the origins of the earth, 
the animals, the people, the seeds, and the 
roots. 
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Caterina said, “We made this array up to hu-
mans. Then we made the seeds and the roots. 
The array is the passage from the beginning of 
the world up to the primitive humans. The big 
bang starts, and then the people come.” 

Sara said, “That is the seed of evolution. Every 
human being leaves a memory to the other 
one.”

In this project, we saw how the knowl-
edge-building processes move in a sort of spi-
ral toward the subsequent ones. If we give time 
and do not close down children’s research by 
giving answers, if we recognize that they and 
we are in continuous research, if we collect and 
gather up the children’s ideas and throw them 
back to the children, the children will natural-
ly return to their own thoughts, and they will 
re-elaborate their own theories in a more and 

more complex way. This idea of learning is a 
sort of continuous re-description based on 
experiences, on comparing ideas with others, 
and in-depth explorations into the sources of 
knowledge—learning as the construction of 
progressive awarenesses, on the one hand in 
terms of content, but also about oneself and 
one’s own way of learning. 

I would like to read some words from Italian 
physicist Carlo Rovelli about research and  
science in the book Seven Brief Lessons on 
Physics: 

When we talk about the big bang or the 
fabric of space, what we are doing is not a 
continuation of the free and fantastic stories 
that humans have told nightly around camp-
fires for hundreds of thousands of years. It is 
the continuation of something else: of the 
gaze of those same men in the first light of 

If we give time and do not close down children’s research by giving  
answers, if we recognize that they and we are in continuous research,  
if we collect and gather up the children’s ideas and throw them back to 
the children, the children will naturally return to their own thoughts, and 
they will re-elaborate their own theories in a more and more  
complex way.  
–Giovanna Cagliari

Roots of the hominids
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day looking at tracks left by antelope in the 
dust of the savannah—scrutinizing and de-
ducting from the details of reality in order to 
pursue something that we can’t see directly 
but can follow the traces of. In the awareness 
that we can always be wrong and, therefore, 
ready at any moment to change direction if 
a new track appears; but knowing also that if 
we are good enough, we will get it right and 
will find what we are seeking. That is the na-
ture of science. (Rovelli, 2016, p. 76)

We would like to conclude with some more 
words from Rovelli: 

[W]e are . . . an integral part of the world that 
we perceive; we are not external observers. 
We are situated within it. Our view is from 
within its midst. We are made up of the 
same atoms and the same light signals as 
are exchanged between the pine trees in the 
mountains and the stars in the galaxies. As 
our knowledge has grown, we have learned 
that our being is only part of the universe 
and a small part at that. . . . The images that 
we construct of the universe live within us, 
in the space of our thoughts. (Rovelli, 2016, 
pp. 66–67, 68)

We feel as if the children, too, had their own 
intuition of this great connection between  
humanity and the universe.

Protagonists of the project from the Municipal  
Preschool and State Primary School at the  
Loris Malaguzzi International Center (Reggio  
Emilia):
Children of the 5-year-old class, 2014–2015 
school year
Children of the third-grade class, 2015–2016 
school year
Teachers of the 5-year-old class: Francesca 
Melloni and Sabrina Belloburzo
Teachers of the third-grade class: Rossella 
Buonanno, Giovanna Bisceglia, and Camilla 
Aviles
Atelieristas: Francesca Manfredi and Chiara 
Leoncini
For the Living Organisms Atelier: Marina Mori
Pedagogical coordinators: Maddalena Tedeschi  
and Giovanna Cagliari
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Introduction

The question in focus for this inquiry (as Vea 
Vecchi once said) is “how and in what way 
would processes of learning and teaching be 
modified and enriched if school culture wel-
comed the poetic languages and an aesthetic 
dimension as important elements for building 
knowledge?” (Cooper, 2012, p. 296). Through 
a unique collaboration, an on-campus labo-
ratory school, the Fishback Center for Early 
Childhood Education, and an Interior Design 
program at South Dakota State University, 
along with an industry partner KODO Kids, 
explored, designed, and built prototypes for a 
classroom stool. This project included ongo-
ing dialogue between children, teachers, early 
childhood education (ECE) students, interior 
design (ID) students, and an industry partner 
in each phase of exploration and study. 

Overall, the project exemplifies the Fishback 
Center’s mission as a university laboratory 
school that supports the process of generat-
ing new knowledge and pedagogy. The project 
also supported interdisciplinary practices and 
highlighted the importance of understand-
ing another discipline’s perspective. Carlina 

Rinaldi states, “Now is the time to create this 
symbiosis between architecture, pedagogy, 
and other disciplines in order to find better 
spaces . . . “ (Ceppi & Zini, 1998, p. 115). The col-
lective was not interested in finding an “ideal” 
design, but rather one that is capable of gener-
ating its own change.

Claudia Giudici, pedagogista and president of 
Reggio Children, discussed the early think-
ing of the atelier and profile of the atelierista: 
“[O]ur theoretical intuition suggested a new 
element was needed in schools to make work 
more complex and to encounter children’s 
complex ways of knowing the world around 
them” (Cooper, 2009, p. 2). One of the aims 
of the project was to heighten the importance 
of design and aesthetics in early childhood  
furniture. 

Concept of beauty as a way of knowing 

What is the value of aesthetics in early child-
hood education? How much positive atten-
tion do we give it? Is it overlooked? Is it un-
dervalued? Margie Cooper (2009) asked the 
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Overall, the project 
exemplifies the  
Fishback Center’s 
mission as a  
university laboratory 
school that supports 
the process of  
generating new 
knowledge and  
pedagogy. The  
project also  
supported  
interdisciplinary  
practices and  
highlighted the  
importance of  
understanding  
another discipline’s 
perspective.   
– Kay Cutler and  
Angela McKillip
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question “Is beauty a way of knowing?” John 
Dewey (1943) argued that aesthetics cannot 
be separated from experience because of its 
intertwined nature and is part of creating a 
whole experience. Loris Malaguzzi argued for 
a stronger interpretation—an innovative, new 
educational paradigm that connected rich, 
expressive materials of thinking to children’s 
complex and holistic ways of understanding. 
He felt that in order to match and nurture 
the complex process, the interconnectedness 
of aesthetics and cultural experiences was a 
must (Gandini, 2012).

The hundred languages of children

Educators in Reggio Emilia have used the 
term languages as a metaphor of knowing and 
representing. Claudia Giudici said, “We use 
language and languages to indicate the many 
sources and forms of knowledge of children, 
of human beings. When we talk about lan-
guages, we are referring to the different ways 
that children represent, communicate, and 
express their thoughts by means of different 
media and symbolic systems. The languag-
es, therefore, are the many sources of knowl-
edge” (Vecchi, 2010, p. 56). Much like Gianni 
Rodari’s (1973/1996) The Grammar of Fantasy, 
each language has its own grammar and struc-
ture that is used when communicating. Often, 
we refer to different ways of knowing as dis-
ciplines through which one becomes “expert” 
in that way of thinking. It naturally follows in 
university structures that these ways of know-
ing, or disciplines, become siloes of knowing. 
Like Malaguzzi, and other teachers in Reggio 
Emilia, we have sought to break down the bar-
riers that often separate the different ways of 
knowing. Vecchi (2010) and others have ar-
gued that learning processes naturally take 
place in several languages (or disciplines) 
interacting together. She argues that this is a 
natural process:

I believe research and discovery in the 
area of neurosciences, which are now well 

known, have confirmed the extent to which 
our minds and our sensations form a contin-
uum. . . . These declarations have led us to 
design and plan our school environments, 
the materials used, procedures practiced, 
the professional development of educators, 
and the things proposed with children so 
that there is a real possibility of the hundred 
languages being able to develop through 
the synergies created, and of the observa-
tions and documentation we produce being 
capable of carefully viewing this interweav-
ing of languages. (p.18) 

Using the hundred languages in early child-
hood environments has provided children 
with multisensorial experiences that build in a 
synesthetic fashion, that is, one sense adding 
to the experience of other senses, thus provid-
ing a rich discovery process.      

Concept of rich normality 

Rich normality has long been used as a meta-
phor by Reggio educators to describe the phys-
ical, social, emotional, and cognitive environ-
ments to which they continually aspire, calling 
attention to the promise of ordinary moments. 
For it is the stringing together of ordinary mo-
ments that ultimately gives shape and quality 
to human life over time. “How much positive 
attention do we give to the ordinary moments 
in our programs for young children in North 
America” (Cooper, 2012, p. 299)? This became 
a driving force for our project’s formation. Why 
are the elements we place in our classrooms 
typically smaller versions of adult furniture? 
What would they be if we, as teams of teach-
ers and designers, came together to listen, dis-
cover, observe, and create? What if we thought 
more deeply about the softness of an environ-
ment, of the underlying messages within?

The concept of rich normality, as developed 
through Reggio Children’s collaborative re-
search project with Domus Academy Research 
Center in the 1990s, has sentiments of Gestalt 



gained feedback, and developed insights from 
one another. Results from each design team 
were compiled and cross-referenced to deter-
mine commonalities. Short-term use, integrat-
ed storage, mobility, simplicity, natural mate-
rials, and expressed construction emerged as 
desired characteristics in design. 

The ID students developed schematic alter-
natives, built full-scale cardboard mock-ups, 
and constructed final prototypes of plywood. 
During each phase, refined concepts and de-
sign progression were openly discussed with 
the teachers and industry experts and tested 
by children in the classrooms. The ongoing 
dialogue built layers of perspective, under-
standing for the children and teachers, and 
challenges for the design process. For exam-
ple, handle sizes and overall weights were con-
sidered. Rounded edges made the objects safe 

theory, operating as a whole made up of differ-
ent parts in harmony, balanced. Concentrated, 
precise solutions—individual solutions—are to 
be avoided in favor of “chorality” and a senso-
ry geometry that is invisible at first glance and 
only perceivable over the long term (Ceppi & 
Zini, 1998). 

A collaborative project between these entities 
provided in-depth research highlighting the 
importance of the sensory qualities of envi-
ronments, such as light, sound, and color, as 
well as relational elements in the environment 
(Ceppi & Zini, 1998). In the first phase of re-
search, architects, designers, teachers, and 
pedagogistas, with additional contributions 

from representatives of various disciplines, 
worked together to develop a metaproject that 
examined the physical characteristics and 
“soft qualities” of the environment for young 
children (Gandini, 2012). 

This critical analysis led to the development 
of nine spatial metaphors, a general criterion 
of quality and desirable characteristics of a 
space for young children: overall softness, re-
lation, osmosis, multisensoriality, epigenesis, 
community, constructiveness, and narration, 
in addition to rich normality. These metaphors 
became the lens through which we explored 
the design and manifestation and ultimately 
studied our collaborative creations. 
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Project Overview and Context 

Third Space theory describes the emergence 
of a space where negotiation and shared ideas 
take place—a place where “identity is con-
structed and reconstructed” (English, 2005, 
p. 87). When discussing the cultivation of cre-
ativity and collaboration, Hämäläinen and 
Vähäsantanen (2011) argued that the crux of 
creativity and collaboration is the creation of a 
“third space” where individuals negotiate, de-
velop new, shared goals and understandings, 
and create knowledge through a construction 
process between team members. 

The first phase of our project, from which sub-
sequent phases organically grew, was an eight-
week intensive collaborative process. In the 
opening rapid prototyping charrette, students 
interviewed teachers at the Fishback Center to 
gain their perspectives about chair design and 
desired attributes of a proposed stool. They 
asked questions such as: 
How can this device better help you engage 
with the children? 
How do you envision the children interacting 
with the object? 
What features should this object have? 
What heights are preferred? 
During what timeframe will this object be in 
use? 
What is the associated comfort level? 
Any safety concerns? 

Then, altogether, the students explored and 
constructed small models of initial ideas, 



for children and easy for the teachers to rotate. 
Material textures were studied to add variety, 
enhance tactile encounters, and encourage ex-
ploration by the children.  

During the second phase of this developing 
sequence, KODO Kids extended an indus-
try partnership to the programs and selected 
student teams to fully engage in the short run 
production, strategic planning, marketing de-
velopment, and national debut for these furni-
ture pieces. The two prototypes were used at a 
local learning center for a month with daily ob-
servation and weekly feedback regarding how 
the teachers and children responded to the 
initial prototypes. These authentic insights be-
came the foundation of further dialogue with 
KODO Kids as the two stools went through a 
second iteration of design and the creation of 
marketing materials. The students continued 

to collaborate with Fishback Center teachers 
to explore provocations and develop narrative 
for each design—a process that challenged the 
students to fully occupy the perspective of an-
other.

The third phase of this process involved na-
tional research manifested in case studies of 
the nine spatial metaphors. In collaboration 
with the Campus Children’s School at the Uni-
versity of Vermont, Boulder Journey School, 
and the Fishback Center, college students en-
gaged in participatory research with faculty. 
The measures included students’ observations 
of children in the classrooms using the stools, 
the teachers’ observations of how children en-
gaged with the stools, and all of their reflec-
tions on the nine spatial metaphors (Ceppi & 
Zini, 1998).
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Through the students’ 
observations of and 
interactions with the 
children, their image  
of the child changed.  
–Kay Cutler and  
Angela McKillip

Ways Children Informed the Work 

Overall, the design process encompassed 1 1/2 
years over 3 semesters. During this time, all 
the protagonists—ID students, ECE students, 
mentor teachers, children, parents, and facul-
ty—had repeated opportunities for interaction 
and feedback and the use of designs made first 
in cardboard and later in wood. Then the wood 
designs were placed in classrooms. The stu-
dents were influenced as a result of their ob-
servation of the children using the stools. 

Image of the child

Through the students’ observations of and in-
teractions with the children, their image of the 
child changed. One ID student initially stated, 
“A child is a creative person who needs guid-
ance from adults to learn structure.” She later 
shared, “A child is a curious, creative individ-
ual that likes to test limits to figure out how 
different things work. I used to think we had to 
guide children, but now I see them figure out 
things on their own.” 

Another student was more analytical in her 
initial impressions: “I see children as curi-
ous and wanting to learn—playful yet honest 
about their thoughts—new to the world, so ev-
erything is intriguing and interesting.” This 
student’s thinking about children evolved fur-
ther: “The children should be seen as equals. 
We didn’t want to push the use of our designs 
on the children. We did not explain their  

functionality, so the children could figure out 
what to do with them.” 

Beauty as a way of knowing

Beauty as a way of knowing was a new con-
cept for the college students, and they initially 
struggled with its meaning. One student said, 
“Beauty as a way of knowing equals freedom 
to learn. Books are not the only way to learn or 
to know something. We can also learn or know 
from how an object is constructed, from the 
process.” After experiencing this collaborative 
design process and working with the idea of 
beauty as a way of knowing, this student re-
flected on her experiences by noting, “Keep-
ing a simple design and expressing beauty 
through natural materials lends itself to know-
ing through experience.”

Further shifts in the thinking  
of the students

The college students became more aware of 
their own assumptions. They thought about 
their roles as design professionals differently 
including the impact designers have in creat-
ing experiences for people. Experiencing the 
collaborative design process highlighted the 
value of perspective taking for them. They 
also realized that each decision, no matter how 
small, influences the outcome.



The students’ assumptions about children and 
creating spaces changed as they began to con-
sider the image of the child as they designed. 
One student said, “Assuming you know chil-
dren and their desired experiences may result 
in a misrepresentation of what they actually 
want. Understanding children first is critical.” 
Another student first felt that her assumptions 
would influence her design choices by forcing 
her to be cognizant in creating spaces for sim-
ple exploration: “Keep the design simple yet 
thought provoking for children.” After work-
ing with children in this collaborative design 
process, she said, “If you view a child as ca-
pable, you won’t ‘dumb down’ the experiences 
you create for them. When you view the chil-
dren as capable, you will create experiences 
that challenge them.” 

One student considered the effects of her own 
design assumptions and how these assump-

tions can hinder potential interactions. She 
stated, “If we assume how people interact with 
each other and design a space to foster their 
interactions, that design could limit their in-
teractions.” Another focused in on the impor-
tance of listening: “Our assumptions may not 
always correctly influence the space. Listening 
more than talking is better.” Rinaldi (2006) de-
fines “listening as sensitivity to the patterns 
that connect, to that which connects us to oth-
ers; abandoning ourselves to the conviction 
that our understanding and our own being are 
but small parts of a broader, integrated knowl-
edge that holds the universe together” (p. 65). 
She goes on to state that listening requires a 
suspension of our judgements and prejudices 
in order to be open to change. Listening also 
demands that we value the unknown and are 
comfortable with questioning our certainties 
or having them questioned by others (Rinaldi, 
2006).
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The Benefits of the Collaborative Design Process

The value of collaboration across  
disciplines

One student said, “I think I learned the most 
about the importance of collaboration. It’s 
important to understand that working with 
others creates a final product that is dynam-
ic.” Another student said, “The collaborative 
process led to our best work. I feel that getting 
feedback from multiple people with different 
opinions really made the design well rounded.” 

The value of multiple perspectives

The ECE and ID students had to learn a differ-
ent language, either the language of design or 
the language of early childhood, from anoth-
er discipline. One student said, “Since I come 
from a design perspective, it is hard to under-
stand the early childhood education language 
without research and experiencing it. I learned 
a lot about language, words, and the way I have 
to communicate with people to be clear and to 
be understood.” Another said, “My advice is to 
learn as much as possible from the other ac-
ademic disciplines through questions, work, 
and conversations. Offer your viewpoints and 
knowledge, but always be open to the view-
points of others.” Interactions with others who 
had multiple perspectives were seen as oppor-
tunities for professional growth and ways to 
fully put concepts into action. 

The value of communicating

Students repeatedly discussed the value of se-
lecting words to clearly communicate through 
their reflective journals. When developing 
materials to describe the chairs and how they 
could be used by children and early childhood 
educators, one ID student said, “The narrative 
that we created used too much design jargon. 
We learned that what was jargon to early child-
hood educators was everyday language to us.” 
Another said, “This week, we developed our 
marketing narrative. This was a lot more diffi-
cult than I had expected. We struggled to find 
the words to explain the numerous ways the 
stool can be used in a simple, straightforward 
manner. We were excited to hear the feedback 
from Kay and Chris to see how we could make 
the narrative more understandable.” Working 

Interactions with  
others who had  
multiple perspectives 
were seen as  
opportunities for 
professional growth 
and ways to fully put 
concepts into action.  
–Kay Cutler and  
Angela McKillip



across disciplines puts individuals in situa-
tions where language and word selection de-
mand care and intentionality. Valuing words 
and word selection when interacting with 
others adds to the interconnected value of per-
spectives. 

The value of the cyclic, iterative nature  
of the design process

The design process’s cyclic nature, revisiting 
design aspects to discuss observations and 
how the children were using the chairs in or-
der to problem solve and revise, became a pro-
cess that was valued in time through ongoing 
exchanges. One student noted, “I learned that 
there is always a solution; you just have to be 
creative. I am a very stubborn person; there-
fore, this entire project has really taught me 
that the best solution isn’t always the first solu-
tion. You really have to be open to change and 
understand that it is inevitable in the design 
process.” 

The value of the design process  
for the adult learning environment

The students valued how the design process 
changed the adult learning environment from 
a traditional classroom to an environment 
with so much more to offer. One student noted, 
“If you had asked me a year ago what a learn-
ing environment is, I would have told you a 
classroom or a studio. Now, I would describe 
a learning environment as any space or even 
any resource that enhances your education.” 
Another student commented on the nature of 
this project’s learning environment. She said, 
“A learning environment evokes imaginative 
processes. It is open to interpretation and al-
lows the individual to form his or her own 
opinion.” Valuing and being open to a variety 
of adult learning environments changes how 
one teaches as well as how one learns. It be-
comes a much more co-facilitated, experiential 
process. 

The value of the design process  
for the children’s learning environment

In addition to valuing the changes in the adult 
learning environment, students appreciated 
how this process brought their views on build-
ing learning environments for children into 
sharper focus. One student said, “I now think 

more about the space in classrooms, especially 
comfortability in work space and accessibility 
of materials for children. I am more aware of 
the impact of the environment on learning 
and that the furnishings in a classroom must 
be appropriately planned to support children’s 
authentic learning experiences.”

The Discovery Hub stool provides a place 
to rest, work, and explore. The two different 
seat heights offer protagonists the opportu-
nity to explore through movement and ele-
vation change. The perforated angle panel 
works to teach children through light and 
shadow. The large open center encourages 
children to travel through it, and the dry 
erase board invites children to play with 
magnets. 

The Flexnest stool’s clean design comple-
ments the environment and supports chil-
dren’s activities. Two nesting seats create 
four heights for many different activities. 
The two trays provide storage for the build-
ing planks and can be used in multiple 
ways. The building planks are 1” x 4” pieces 
of wood, and the detachable caster base is 
used to transport the Flexnest around the 
classroom. 
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Only by working in this way can we guar-
antee that the . . . project will be in itself  
research and therefore capable, day by day, 
of taking stock of its own outcomes, of the 
effectiveness of its language, its capacity to 
dialogue with the processes of “becoming,” 
which is the basis of true education. –Carla 
Rinaldi (1998, p. 114) 

In collaboration with the Campus Children’s 
School at the University of Vermont, the Boul-
der Journey School, and the Fishback Center, 
the final prototypes were vetted and studied, 
utilizing the framework of the nine spatial 
metaphors. Each week, researchers gathered 
to discuss the ways in which children were 
constructing knowledge, perceiving their sup-
portive environment, and building a system 
of relations. Inherently, rounds of conversa-
tion, questioning, and enlightenment devel-

oped as each metaphor, intentionally fluid and 
open-ended, began to have tangible evidence 
and collective meaning.

Relation

The relation metaphor describes an environ-
ment that is characterized by the relations it is 
able to stimulate or permit—a whole made up 
of different identities with a recognizable feel 
about it—an environmental fabric rich in in-
formation without formal rules (Ceppi & Zini, 
1998).

The stools supported relationships and creat-
ed space for mutual trust and social exchange. 
The Flexnest stool was documented as an im-
portant element of social re-engagement. A 
teacher, while seated on the small stool, initi-
ated conversation through a hand puppet with 
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a child, who was seated on the large stool. By 
allowing eye-to-eye contact while seating, the 
subtle yet important message of a non-hierar-
chical environment provided an opportunity 
for mutual trust. The child engaged in the ac-
tivity and conversation with the teacher, the 
first time he had spoken in the school for sev-
eral weeks. 

Community

The community metaphor characterizes a col-
lective environment, based on participation in 
and management of the environment that in-
cludes the shared values and objectives of the 
community (Ceppi & Zini, 1998).

Children and family members were welcomed 
by the stools and, in turn, the children became 
part of the community. In a preschool class-
room, a group of children built the Flexnest 
stool into a staircase to the block table and 
used the keys (blocks) as pieces in their “pizza 
machine.”  This stool was used by all protago-
nists of the center’s community. At the end of 
the day, two parents sat down on the two chairs 
of the stool as they conversed. Their discussed 
their children’s social development for 20  
minutes as their sons played together nearby. 

Osmosis

The osmosis metaphor describes the class-
room environment as having the essence of 
the society. It describes the role of contempo-
rary reality permeating and being filtered by 
a project of cultural interpretation. The envi-
ronment serves as a membrane and interface 
(Ceppi & Zini, 1998).

Osmosis was seen as children represented 
many different ideas from society as they used 
the chairs in their classrooms. A preschooler 

used the larger Flexnest stool and small rect-
angular blocks. He built a small structure and 
connected it to the stool. He crouched down 
to the level of his small structure and gently 
placed each block on top of another. “This is 
where they get the electricity,” he said as he 
pointed to his structure. “The electricity goes 
out from this side!” he continued to explain. 
The teacher then asked, “Where does the elec-
tricity go?” He confidently responded, “Inside 
this house.” Another preschooler created a 
copy machine by stacking the Flexnest parts 
on top of each other and used one of the stool’s 
trays as the place to put objects in the machine 
to copy them. The children used the stools to 
interpret their world and aspects of society. 
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The stools supported the ability to interpret 
society in meaningful, approachable manners.

Epigenesis

The epigenesis metaphor describes the ability 
to adapt and develop in a constant evolution-
ary process. It sees objects or environments as 
flexible over time and having manipulability. 
They should be open to modification by the 
children’s processes of self-learning and, in 
turn, interact with these processes and modify 
them (Ceppi & Zini, 1998).

Children embraced the metaphor of epigen-
esis as they modified the stools in order to 
transform their learning processes. A toddler 
arrived at school, came over to the Discovery 
Hub stool, and noticed it was a new position 
(vertical). “Down, down,” she said and took her 
teacher’s hand and patted the stool. “Move, 
move?”  she asked. The teacher asked the tod-
dler if she wanted her to move the stool back 
to its familiar position. The toddler said, “Yes.” 
She said, “Bebe” and found a baby to put in it. 
Then she climbed inside. 

The children used the stools in different posi-
tions, changing the orientation and using parts 
of the stools for specific purposes. Each time, 

they transformed the stools to adapt to and  
make meaning of their learning experiences. 

Constructiveness

The constructiveness metaphor sees the envi-
ronment or objects as a place for research and 
experimentation. It supports individual and 
group learning and can be defined as a place 
for constructivism (Ceppi & Zini, 1998).
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Being able to manipulate and build with loose 
parts and the stools expanded the children’s 
freedom in learning. In numerous instances, 
the open-endedness of the Flexnest stools, 
trays, and blocks led to explorations and con-
structiveness. The stool provided new and 
interesting sizes and heavier weights for the 
children to explore. Geometric patterning, 
creation of familiar forms, and exploration of 
passing smaller blocks through the keyhole 
led to personal discovery and delight with the 
blocks in particular. 

Multisensoriality

The metaphor of multisensoriality embodies 
the richness of sensory experiences—the in-
vestigation and the discovery process using 
the whole body. This metaphor lends itself a 
building of sensory experiences in a synes-
thetic progression, as well as sensory contrast 
experiences that may overlap senses in com-
plex ways (Ceppi & Zini, 1998).
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The children used the stools in different positions,  
changing the orientation and using parts of the stools for 
specific purposes. Each time, they transformed the stools to 
adapt to and make meaning of their learning experiences.
–Kay Cutler and Angela McKillip

The children used multiple senses when en-
gaging with the stools in both overlapping and 
synergistic ways. In an instance with the Dis-
covery Hub stool, two children were putting 
small plastic balls in the tubes that were posi-
tioned in the stool. Some of the balls get stuck 
in the tube. One child exclaimed, “How can 
we get them out?” After some consideration, 
a second child stated, “A stick!” Together, they 
first explored the use of a small thin tube, then 
began blowing into the tubes to push the balls 
out. The sensory experience with the force of 
air led to the release of the objects. 



Narration

The narration metaphor refers to the visibility 
and transparency of the children’s processes 
of research and cognition—an environment 
that documents not only the results but also 
the processes of learning and knowledge 
building and becomes a second skin made of 
writings, images, materials, and objects (Ceppi 
and Zini, 1998).

The Discovery Hub stool offers a dry-erase 
surface. When first introduced and investigat-
ed, the teacher flipped the stool and asked a 
child if he knew what the bottom surface was. 
He immediately responded, “It’s a drawing 
board!” and then he said, “Where are the mark-
ers?” Later within that same week, one teacher 
brought the stool to group time and used it for 
a letter search. She wrote all of the letters the 
children needed to find on the surface, and 
the children interacted with it by erasing the 
sounds that they knew. The surface became a 
second skin. 

In several instances, children made letters 
with the small blocks of the Flexnest. Once 
again, the flexibility of the piece led to freedom 
in exploration. The piece became a space for 
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the child to continue the process of learning 
and knowledge building. The children used 
both stools’ elements in symbolic representa-
tion and literacy development, which are relat-
ed to the metaphor of narration.

Overall softness

Overall softness refers to an ecosystem that 
is diversified, stimulating and welcoming—
where each inhabitant is part of a group, but is 
provided places for privacy and pause (Ceppi 
& Zini, 1998).

Universally, the opening in the large section 
of the Discovery Hub stool was seen as an 
area of refuge, of privacy and pause. It pro-
vided a small-scale space for children within 
their larger ecosystem. Occasionally, this led 
to growth relationally through conflict resolu-
tion, as only one or two children can fit inside 
at once. In one particular case, three children 
created a special bond with each other and the 
stool during daily independent reading time. 
The three did not typically interact with each 
other throughout the day, only during this par-
ticular moment would they come together to 
share this experience. One would sit on top, 
one on the lower section facing the opposite 
direction, and one inside. The stools often wel-
comed diversified use, imagined realities, and 
a reprieve from daily activities illustrating the 
metaphor of overall softness.
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The children, in small groups,  
all interacted with the Flexnest 
stool as it met them where they 
were and supported their  
experiences.
–Kay Cutler and Angela McKillip

Rich normality

The rich normality metaphor refers to a whole 
made up of different parts, in harmony and 
balanced—intense and interesting normality 
(Ceppi & Zini, 1998).  

When the Flexnest stool was introduced to a 
group of toddlers, a child asked, “What is this?” 
and then asked for it to be opened. The teach-
er opened it for the toddlers, and one child 
climbed on top. Three others pulled out the 
blocks. Another began to stick blocks through 
slots. A seventh child sat on it as a chair. An-
other sat on the smaller stool and said, “Choo! 
Choo!” The child sitting on it began putting 
blocks in the center of the smaller stool. Then, 
he began putting blocks under the stool. An-
other began stacking the blocks. Two other 
children began building together cooperative-
ly, which was a relatively new skill for these 
toddlers. Finally, another child began pushing 
blocks around. 

The metaphor of rich normality involves using 
an item or experiencing something in many 
different ways. The children, in small groups, 
all interacted with the Flexnest stool as it met 
them where they were and supported their ex-
periences. In a conversation about architec-
ture and pedagogy with Vea Vecchi (2010) and 
Michele Zini, Carla Rinaldi described rich nor-
mality as “the normality that also contains the 
anomaly, that is fluid, very difficult to inhabit, 
where there is beauty and ugliness, and we are 
called upon continuously to redefine beauty 
and ugliness, and so on” (p. 101).
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Conclusion

The innovative collaborative design process 
that explored the aesthetic dimensions of Reg-
gio-inspired furniture provided deep experi-
ences, active realization, and rich exchanges 
for all of the participants of this research proj-
ect. As Vea Vecchi stated, “We must evaluate 
in everyday life how much environments allow 
or forbid, how much they encourage or cen-
sor, how much they educate ways of seeing, 
exploration, and sensibility” (Vecchi, 2010, p. 
89). The college students transformed their 
image of the child and their values of collab-
oration and communication and became more 
willing to cross the boundaries between disci-
plines. The process yielded designs through 

which children experienced all of the spatial 
metaphors of the “Children, Spaces, Relations” 
research project (Ceppi & Zini, 1998). This ex-
perience was the epitome of the metaphor of 
rich normality, redefining the beauty and the 
ugliness, as well as the depth of this overall 
learning process.  

The innovative collaborative design process that explored the  
aesthetic dimensions of Reggio-inspired furniture provided deep  
experiences, active realization, and rich exchanges for all of the  
participants of this research project. 
–Kay Cutler and Angela McKillip
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Perspectives on NAREA

Call for Proposals for the September 2018 
Peer-Reviewed Issue of Innovations

About Innovations

Innovations in Early Education: The Interna-
tional Reggio Emilia Exchange is a quarterly 
periodical published by the North American 
Reggio Emilia Alliance (NAREA) that focus-
es on the Reggio Emilia approach to early 
childhood education. Innovations was de-
veloped in 1992 through an agreement with 
Loris Malaguzzi, founder of the Reggio Emil-
ia educational project, and continues to be 
developed in solidarity with the Preschools 
and Infant-Toddler Centers, Istituzione of the 
Municipality of Reggio Emilia, Italy; Reggio 
Children; and the Reggio Children – Loris 
Malaguzzi Center Foundation.

The mission of Innovations is to provide an on-
going professional development resource that 
respectfully represents the values and educa-
tional principles of the municipal infant-tod-
dler centers and preschools in Reggio Emilia 
as well as those of educators in schools, cen-
ters, universities, and colleges in North Amer-
ica and beyond who are actively engaged in 
the study of the Reggio Emilia approach with 
children, colleagues, and families in their com-
munity.

Our intention is to 
support the work 
of Reggio-inspired 
teachers in North 
America by thinking 
together through 
deeper and more 
complex analysis 
and reflection of our 
own work and that 
of our colleagues.  

In an effort to include more and diverse voices 
in an increasingly democratic dialogue among 
early childhood educators who are engaged in 
the study of the Reggio Emilia approach, In-
novations will publish one peer-reviewed is-
sue annually. This annual peer-reviewed issue 
will include articles that are meant to support 
collaboration among teachers by integrat-
ing reflection and analysis of the shared and 
reciprocal research and inquiry of teachers, 
children, and families. In addition, the peer-re-
viewed issue will include reflections related to 
each article that are written by one of the con-
sulting editors with the goal of inviting read-
ers to relate what they have read to their own 
contexts. Our intention is to support the work 
of Reggio-inspired teachers in North Amer-
ica by thinking together through deeper and 
more complex analysis and reflection of our 
own work and that of our colleagues.

The process for peer review has been designed 
to reflect a shared view of learning as a pro-
cess of individual and group construction and 
to support the learning processes of children 
and adults through educational documenta-
tion, which includes listening, observation, 
and interpretation. Our goal is to establish a 
collaborative partnership among educators, 
children, families, and community members 
for systems change and social justice that rec-
ognizes the rights of children to quality edu-
cation.

The Introduction of an Annual Peer-Reviewed Issue of Innovations: Rationale and Description
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Topic for the September 2018 Issue – The Theory of the Hundred Languages: How  
Representation With Materials and Media Becomes a Language for Expression and Learning

In the municipal preschools and infant-toddler 
centers of Reggio Emilia, Italy, the theory of 
the hundred languages is one of the princi-
ples of the educational project. The educators 
in Reggio Emilia believe that “children pos-
sess a hundred languages, a hundred ways of 
thinking, of expressing themselves, of under-
standing, and of encountering others, with a 
way of thinking that creates connections be-
tween the various dimensions of experience 
rather than separating them” (Istituzione of 
the Municipality of Reggio Emilia, 2010, p. 10). 
Relatedly, in an article in the Spring 2010 issue 
of Innovations titled “Dialogue with Materials:  
Research Projects in the Infant-Toddler Cen-
ters and Preschools of Reggio Emilia, Italy,” 
Mirella Ruozzi, an atelierista for the Munici-
pality of Reggio Emilia since 1975, writes:

The atelier brings into the school the im-
portance of the artistic and expressive lan-
guages, considering that they are important 
filters for listening to others. Languages are 
capable of keeping together irrationality 
and reflection, emotion and understanding, 
sensitivity and cooperation, creativity and 
inquiry, expressiveness and literacy, and 
also aesthetics with the exploration of num-
bers. In Reggio, the atelier has never been 
considered to be a specialized or a sepa-
rate place. The visual language has always 
participated and been interwoven with all 
the other different fields of knowledge. The 
atelier and the expressive languages have 
also served to build bridges between all 
the various disciplines. In an educational 
project that aims to focus on the connec-
tions between the various disciplines rather 
than the separateness between them, this 
brought into the school a greater awareness 
of all the hundred languages of children,  
including those traditionally considered 
within the pedagogical discipline. (Ruozzi, 
2010, p. 3)

Within the Reggio Emilia educational project, 
the “hundred languages are a metaphor for 
the extraordinary potentials of children, their 
knowledge-building and creative processes, 
the myriad forms with which life is manifest-
ed and knowledge is constructed” (Istituzione 
of the Municipality of Reggio Emilia, 2010, p. 
10). Vea Vecchi, atelierista at the Diana school 
from 1970–2000, writes about the culture of 
the atelier in relationship to knowledge and 
learning in “The Atelier: For a Richer and More 
Comprehensive Knowledge of New Cultural 
Visions” in the Fall 2012 issue of Innovations:

[T]he atelier is a place of provocation. The 
atelier is a place that guarantees that knowl-
edge and learning are taking place with the 
mind and the hand as well as rationality 
and emotions connected. The atelier is also 
a physical place where products are con-
ceived and produced using different mate-
rials and techniques. It is a place where the 
authors of these products are children and 
youth working alongside adults who have 
learned how to listen—teachers who support 
the children as they are carrying out their 
own research, listening to the questions 
that the children ask themselves—teachers 
who try not to impose their own ideas on the 
children—teachers who allow the children 
to be the protagonists of their own imagina-
tions and their own strategies for learning 
as much as possible. It’s precisely because 
nothing has been prefixed that the atmo-
sphere of the atelier is one of attention to-
ward research that involves the children as 
well as the adults. This kind of atmosphere 
creates cultural excitement—the excitement 
of thought processes. This is a very produc-
tive atmosphere for advancing your think-
ing.” (Vecchi, 2012, p. 2)
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In the December 2015 issue of Innovations, 
Vea Vecchi discusses the relationship be-
tween learning, knowledge, and creativity 
in “Children Seen as Protagonists of Their 
Growth and Learning Processes – The Secret 
of a Raindrop”:

Creativity will . . . save us from the obsessive 
certainty that our way of thinking is the only 
right way of thinking. I am very grateful to 
the Reggio Emilia educational philosophy, 
which situates the poetic languages as im-
portant and enriching elements of learning 
and of human knowledge. I would like to fo-
cus on creativity because of how important 
it is for learning and building knowledge. 
We hear a lot of talk about creativity as 
an important aspect of research and inno-
vation but, in reality, the actual concepts 
of creativity are often betrayed. . . . This 
betrayal of creativity not only takes place 
within the great discourses but also within 
everyday reality—when a question is asked 
for which there is only one answer—when 
we do not accept any hypotheses that are 
different from our own—when something is 
repeated ad nauseam. (Vecchi, 2015, p. 4)

The Reggio educators further assert that the 
“hundred languages are understood as having 
the potential to be transformed and multiplied 
in the cooperation and interaction between 
the languages, among the children and be-
tween children and adults” (Istituzione of the 
Municipality of Reggio Emilia, 2010, p. 10). In 
his interview with Lella Gandini, Reggio Chil-
dren liaison in the U.S. for dissemination of 
the Reggio Emilia approach, published in The 
Hundred Languages of Children: The Reggio 
Emilia Experience in Transformation, Loris 
Malaguzzi, founder of the Reggio Emilia ed-
ucational project, reflects on the relationship 
between the languages among children and 
adults:

[The atelier is] . . . a place where children’s 
different languages [could] be explored by 
them and studied by us in a favorable and 
calm atmosphere. We and they [could] ex-
periment with alternative modalities, tech-
niques, instruments, and materials, explore 
themes chosen by children or suggested by 

us . . . What was important was to help the 
children find their own styles of exchang-
ing with friends both one’s talents and one’s 
own discoveries.” (Gandini, 2012, p. 50)

Later in the interview, in response to Lella’s 
question regarding the power of graphic ex-
pression, Malaguzzi adds:

The use of graphic expression comes from 
the need to bring clarity. There is also the 
fact that the child intuitively becomes aware 
about what this new code can produce from 
now on. As they go from one symbolic lan-
guage to another, the children find that 
each transformation generates something 
new. . .  . Another reason that children like 
to pass through graphic representation is 
that they feel it as something that consoli-
dates solidarity of thought, of action, of per-
spectives of other children. I could say that 
graphic expression serves more as a tie that 
favors collaborative capacities, so that the 
game of learning among children allows for 
discoveries to continue, following one after 
another. (Gandini, 2012, pp. 66–67)

The editorial staff of Innovations is inspired 
and intrigued by the theory of the hundred 
languages of children that our Reggio col-
leagues have shared with us in the references 
cited above and in countless other publica-
tions. We share their belief in the role of cre-
ativity in learning and their view of children 
and adults as capable of collaborating together 
on constructing meaning and expressing their 
thinking through experiences with materials 
and media as languages. Therefore, we are in-
terested in manuscripts from North American 
educators from diverse contexts, communities, 
and cultures that support the topic “The Theo-
ry of the Hundred Languages: How Represen-
tation With Materials and Media Becomes a 
Language for Expression and Learning.” 

We are interested in the authors’ conceptual 
understanding of the Reggio Emilia approach 
and in-depth analysis of the learning and 
thought processes of the children and adults. 
How did the experience evolve? How were de-
cisions and choices made? What was the role 
of the children, the teachers, and the families? 
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Interested educators must submit a proposal 
for the manuscript they would like to submit 
to Judith Kaminsky [judy@reggioalliance.
org] by September 1, 2017. Those submitting 
will receive responses regarding approval by 
September 30, 2017. Proposals must include:
	 •	 a	 (1–2	 page)	 summary	 of	 the	 documen- 
  tation, research, and inquiry of teachers,  
  children, and families to be shared in the  
  manuscript;
	 •	 which	 aspects	 of	 the	 topic	 listed	 above	 
  will be featured in the manuscript;

	 •	 a	 summary	of	 the	 images	 (photographs	 
  and children’s representations) that will  
  support the manuscript;
	 •	 information	 about	 the	 authors	 and 
  school, university, or center and commu- 
  nity that is the context of the manuscript; 
  and
	 •	 a	statement	regarding	whether	the	manu- 
  script has been submitted or published  
  elsewhere.

Proposals for Manuscripts 

We would like the manuscripts to include the 
documentation of children’s use of materials 
and media to explore, develop, and represent 
theories and thinking along with the teachers’ 
interpretations and related projections. Our 
goal is to enable readers to think alongside the 
authors about the children’s use of media and 
to consider the role of materials and media 
as languages in the learning process. Manu-
scripts should include citations and references 
to published work by Reggio educators and 
others that support the authors’ ideas and are 
accompanied by a layer of interpretation by 
the authors.

We are interested in manuscripts that focus on 
some of the following aspects of this topic:
	 •	 How	do	children	represent	their	thinking	 
  through experiences with materials and  
  media? How do children move from  
  symbolic/graphic representation with  
  one material to representation with an- 
  other?
	 •	 How	 is	 it	 possible	 to	 transition	 from	 
  exploration of materials and media to  
  their use as languages for expression and  
  learning?

	 •	 What	 is	 the	 teacher’s	 role	 in	 supporting	 
  materials explorations and the use of  
  materials as languages? How can teach- 
  ers understand the meaning of the  
  children’s efforts to represent their  
  thinking? How can they decide the best  
  way to support the children’s abilities to  
  move forward in their thinking through  
  collaborative research? How do teachers  
  scaffold children’s ability to use represen- 
  tations as a means for reflecting and  
  reviewing?
	 •	 How	 do	 nonverbal	 languages	 support	 
  verbal language development?
	 •	 How	 are	 contexts	 created	 among	 adults	 
  and children that:  
   - are provocative and generative of rich  
     and diverse learning experiences?
   - give visibility through documentation  
     of the learning processes taking place  
      among children, educators, and fami- 
    lies?
   - view creativity as an essential aspect  
     of research and innovation?
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The peer-review process for the September 
2018 issue of Innovations will be based on 
that of the September 2017 issue. The Inno-
vations editors and consulting editors will be 
considering possible revisions to last year’s 

process in the coming months. Details of the 
September 2018 issue peer-review process will 
be published in the September 2017 issue of  
Innovations and posted on the NAREA website.

Peer-Review Process
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Guidelines and Requirements for Submitted Manuscripts

Those whose proposals are approved must 
submit their manuscript by December 31, 2017. 
When submitting a manuscript to Innovations, 
please follow the following formatting and 
submission guidelines:
	 •	 Write	in	an	informal,	conversational	style	 
  rather than in an academic style, charac- 
  teristic of university term papers.  
  Manuscripts written in active voice vs.  
  passive voice are preferred.
	 •	 Submit	unformatted,	double-spaced	man- 
  uscript in an electronic Word file in 
  12-point type. Typical manuscript length 
  is 3,000–4,000 words.
	 •	 Include	the	name	of	the	author(s)	as	well	 
  as title, affiliation, and history of interest 
  in the Reggio Emilia approach. In addi- 
  tion, each author is asked to submit a  

  thumbnail photograph (head and shoul- 
  ders, 1.25” wide x 1.5” high, 300 dpi in  
  original JPG or TIFF file).
	 •	 Support	 manuscript	 with	 photographs	 
  and drawings/representations. Photo- 
  graphs should be submitted in high-res- 
  olution images (8” x 10”, 100% @ 300 dpi  
  in original JPG or TIFF file). Drawings/ 
  representations should also be submitted  
  electronically in JPEG or TIFF files. Au- 
  thors must submit written permission for  
  all photographs from parents or legal 
  guardians. The NAREA Photographic 
  Release form is available upon request.
	 •	 Provide	 accurate	 and	 complete	 informa- 
  tion for references and resources format- 
  ted in APA style.



 
  

The Eighth NAREA Winter Conference –  
Cultivating the Strong Potential of All Children: 
Growing a Community Vision for Education
By Patty Randall 

Patty Randall is the NAREA professional development and social  
media coordinator and director of educational practices at Peachtree  
Presbyterian Preschool in Atlanta, GA.
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Before the Eighth NAREA Winter Conference 
began on March 9–11, 2017 in Durham, NC, 
the NAREA board co-wrote a “solidarity state-
ment,” which was meant to be a reflection on 
the current political landscape in North Caro-
lina. The statement gave visibility to NAREA’s 
commitment to diversity and was posted on 
the NAREA website and Facebook page and 
on the local host community’s exhibit website. 

The North American Reggio Emilia Alli-
ance “is a diverse community of advocates 
and educators actively promoting and de-
fending the rights of children, families, and 
teachers of all cultures through a collabo-
ration of colleagues inspired by the Reggio 
Emilia experience.” This experience is one 
that embodies inclusion and respect for di-
versity.

“The Wonder of Learning – The Hundred 
Languages of Children” exhibit, Reggio 
Emilia, Italy, has been hosted by communi-
ties across North America since 2008 and 
has been challenging us to reflect on our 
own culture. Plans to host the exhibit are 
often made years in advance. Presently, the 
exhibit is in North Carolina. A group of edu-
cators in North Carolina made the commit-
ment to be hosts before the state legislature 
made its controversial ruling that refuses to 
recognize gender diversity.

NAREA is aware that some organizations 
that had planned conferences and other 
similar events that were to take place in 
North Carolina have supported a call to 
boycott and cancelled their events as a way 
of making a statement of protest to the state 
government. We agree with the intention of 
the boycott and also realize that there are 
many ways to participate in advocating for 
social justice.

NAREA will continue with plans for the 
exhibit and related professional learning 
events as a way to show an alternative that 
respects rights and diversity. We have vet-
ted our venues to ensure they have policies 
in line with our values. The children, fam-
ilies, and educators in North Carolina de-
serve the opportunity to be inspired to con-
tinue to build a different kind of culture, as 
much as do those in the many other commu-
nities that have hosted the exhibit. Perhaps 
now more than ever, dedications to dialogue 
and vibrant evidence of what is possible are 
needed.

With this statement setting the stage, the con-
ference began! The beautiful Geneen Audito-
rium in the Fuqua School of Business at Duke 
University served as the venue for all three 
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Thank you for bearing 
everything you bear 
on your shoulders 
with dignity and  
courage and the  
optimism that lives 
in the hearts of every 
educator we have 
ever met. So, while 
we know we live in a 
society that finds it 
easy to overlook the 
contributions and  
value of early  
childhood education 
and those who  
have chosen it as 
a profession, when 
we are together, we 
should at least feel 
solidarity and the 
respect that we share 
for one another . . . 
–Barbara Acton and  
Margie Cooper

days, and the Sanford School of Public Policy 
provided space for breakout sessions on the 
last day. We were happy to welcome over 290 
participants from 29 U.S. states, one Canadian 
province, Ontario, and four countries, the Unit-
ed States, Canada, Mexico, and Italy. The par-
ticipants included a variety of educators; some 
were new to the Reggio approach and others 
had been studying the Reggio approach for a 
long time. This diverse group participated in 
an ongoing dialogue with unique perspectives 
over the course of the three days.

The two speakers from Reggio Emilia, Italy 
were both in the United States for the very first 
time. Elena Maccaferri, pedagogista, and Elis-
abetta Rasori, atelierista, joined interpreter 
Leslie Morrow each morning to give presenta-
tions and to encourage exchange between the 
participants. 

The program opened with NAREA co-chairs 
Barbara Acton and Margie Cooper, who  
welcomed participants by saying, 

We wanted to take the opportunity to thank 
you—really, really thank you for being here 

with us. Thank you for your choice of pro-
fessions. Thank you for bearing everything 
you bear on your shoulders with dignity and 
courage and the optimism that lives in the 
hearts of every educator we have ever met. 
So, while we know we live in a society that 
finds it easy to overlook the contributions 
and value of early childhood education and 
those who have chosen it as a profession, 
when we are together, we should at least feel 
solidarity and the respect that we share for 
one another—thank you, thank you, thank 
you. 

Barbara and Margie recognized the advoca-
cy of participants and expressed apprecia-
tion for their work with children, families, and  
colleagues and for being carriers of hope for 
the future. They explained the conference 
would be an opportunity to share in continued 
scholarship. 



45June 2017

Cesanne Berry, Marcia Brooks, Sara Orpha-
nides, Sharon Palsha, and Carmen Raynor of 
the Durham exhibit host committee continued 
the welcome by sharing a visitor’s guide cre-
ated by children from local Reggio-inspired 
schools. They shared images drawn by the 
children of downtown Durham and Duke Uni-
versity, along with the children’s commentary. 
It was a privilege to have the local children 
“join” us for the opening moments, combined 
with the voices of the children in Reggio, which 
accompanied us throughout the three days.

Greetings continued as Elena, Elisabetta, and 
Leslie were welcomed to the stage. The Reggio 
speakers began with a plenary session entitled 

“An Educational Community: The Educational 
Project of the Town of Reggio Emilia and the 
Culture of the Atelier,” which offered a histori-
cal foundation for the values of the educational 
project in Reggio Emilia. Elena shared, 

When we talk about declaring our image 
of the child, it is an image that is a social 
construction; it determines the choices and 
strategies that we make for the children and 
the places we choose to use for children. 
This idea has to be constantly renewed. It 
conditions the way we relate to them. It 
also conditions our ideas about learning 
and about school. It conditions the way we 
involve and engage families through par-
ticipation. There is a fairly common image 
everywhere of a child as vulnerable and in 
need of protection. We’ve tried to stick with 
the idea of citizens who can be protagonists 
of their experience. We try to build contexts 
that challenge children’s potentials. . . . We 
have to realize that competence is devel-
oped under certain conditions, meaning in 
relation to others. 

To illustrate, Elena and Elisabetta shared a vid-
eo from the daily life in the school with Simone 
and Tomaso, a child with special rights. After 
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the video, Elena asked for comments, sug-
gestions, or key words. A discussion followed 
about the proximal zone of development and 
the role of the teacher in “creating contexts 
that are not only physically immersive, but 
emotionally immersive where body and mind 
are together and the adult who comes with you 
is your biggest fan.” Later, Elisabetta shared a 
presentation entitled “The Culture and Identi-
ty of the Atelier,” which was grounded in the 
historical background of Reggio Emilia and 
continues to evolve in the schools and centers 
of the municipality.

“The opportunity to learn about Reggio in  
Italian was such a phenomenal experience! I 
was so honored to be a part of it all.” –Eighth 
NAREA Winter Conference participant 

The organization of the days followed a 
rhythm, beginning each morning with ple-
nary sessions offered by Elena and Elisabet-
ta, followed by interaction with the audience 
and lunch, and concluding with opportunities 
for discourse and exchange. Two afternoons 
were filled with breakout sessions and one af-
ternoon was comprised of school and exhibit 
tours. The afternoon sessions were designed 
with exchange in mind, a request from past 
NAREA conference participants. 

On the first afternoon, four sessions were  
offered, and participants could choose one. 
Session one was titled “Research as a Strategy 

for Professional Development for New Teach-
ers, Atelieristas, and Pedagogists.” It was of-
fered by Elena and Elisabetta and was filled 
to capacity. Session two was an opportunity 
for dialogue between conference participants 
connected to particular affinities and was fa-
cilitated by NAREA board members Jeanne 
Goldhaber and Jennifer Kesselring. A third 
session focused on the concept of communi-
ty vision. It included discussion supported 
by the Innovations article “Participation and 
Community.” NAREA board members Karyn 
Callaghan and Brenda Fyfe facilitated this ses-
sion. Session four encouraged discussion sup-
ported by the Innovations article “‘Investing in 
Early Childhood’ Research Project: A Conver-
sation with Claudia Giudici.” NAREA board 
members Barbara Acton and Susan Redmond 
facilitated this last session. 

“I am new to Reggio Emilia inspired teaching. 
I was pleased to get a rich introduction to the 
teaching style and to listen to the experts ex-
plain the process.” –Eighth NAREA Winter 
Conference participant

The second day was grounded in the quality 
of everyday contexts that “are intelligent and 
empathic with the ways children learn.” Ele-
na shared a video of a three-day professional 
development workshop for teachers connect-
ed to movement and dance. She said, “These 
are small examples of why it is important for 
teachers to have this experience and relation-
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ship that helps them inject more awareness in 
their progettazione, so they can go back to the 
schools and try to begin experiences with the 
children.” Elisabetta continued the thread by 
sharing the way educators look back at knowl-
edge developed previously in order to create 
new contexts for the current year: “It was a 
time involving lots of different experiences 
within the hundred languages.” After the pre-
sentations, Elena and Elisabetta encouraged 
the participants to ask questions and com-
ment on what they had encountered during the  
conference. The openness of the speakers and 
participants became characteristic of this con-
ference. It was an opportunity for professional 
growth, not only for the audience but for the 
speakers as well.

“I’ve attended several NAREA conferences. 
It’s always special to have the opportunity 
to listen to the Italian educators. This time, it 
seemed to me that the educators were more 
forthcoming in offering answers to questions, 
in addition to discussing in an open-ended 
way.” –Eighth NAREA Winter Conference par-
ticipant

“I walked away with a wonderful understand-
ing of letting children guide and drive their 
learning. I also realized the importance of 
documenting the learning process. I enjoyed 
learning from the two main speakers.” –Eighth 
NAREA Winter Conference participant

After a lovely lunch under the blooming cher-
ry blossoms on Duke University’s campus, 
participants boarded buses to begin school 

tours. Carolina Friends School, Lakewood Av-
enue Children’s School, Our PlayHouse Pre-
school Durham, and Children First Preschool 
all opened their doors to welcome participants. 
Once again, we witnessed an attitude of shar-
ing and solidarity among educators. We  en-
countered schools at varying points in their 
journey, willing to expose their work, and to 
welcome the participation of visitors, and for 
that, all the participants were very grateful.
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It’s not a model that can be replicated, and it’s not simply a list of  
initiatives proposed to the parents and the community. It’s a dynamic 
process; therefore, it takes its shape from each particular school and the 
families of each particular school . . . Each school chooses its own way  
of carrying out participation.   
–Elena Maccaferri

“I enjoyed seeing the schools. I felt like ev-
eryone was so kind, helpful, and eager to of-
fer guidance. I look forward to learning more 
and hopefully bringing the inspiration into my 
classroom.” –Eighth NAREA Winter Confer-
ence participant

“I enjoyed being connected to other educators  
and felt hopeful about finding out about  
Reggio-inspired public schools in surround- 
ing states. I toured the Lakewood Avenue 
School and The Durham Early School. It’s 
always helpful and interesting to see how 
other schools do things and work creatively 
with their restrictions or challenges.” –Eighth  
NAREA Winter Conference participant

In addition to school visits on the second day, 
participants had the opportunity to encounter 
the exhibit, “The Wonder of Learning – The 
Hundred Languages of Children.” The exhib-
it was located in Northgate Mall in two store-
fronts, one next to a beloved carousal. The 
exhibit was open throughout the conference, 
offering ample time for multiple encounters.

The local host committee offered two cultural 
events in the evenings. On Thursday evening, 
the Scrap Exchange opened its doors to partic-
ipants, offering a chance to explore and shop 
in this creative reuse center. Approximately 
40 conference attendees explored the center, 
whose mission is to promote creativity, envi-
ronmental awareness, and community. To add 
to the festivities, a local barbeque food truck 
was onsite, serving up local fare. After the 
conference day on Friday, The Little School of 
Hillsborough held a reception and school tour, 
which included a specially prepared menu cre-
ated by local chefs. Over 120 educators joined 

the faculty of The Little School for an evening 
of beautiful food, fellowship, and exchange. 

In addition to the evening events, The Nasher 
Museum of Art at Duke University and the Sar-
ah P. Duke Gardens were open for self-guided 
tours on Saturday and were free to educators 
with a NAREA Winter Conference badge. 
Groups of educators, who were attending the 
conference together, used these cultural op-
portunities to build collegiality and continue 
the day’s conversation.

“The schools were amazing! I especially en-
joyed The Little School evening reception. 
The school looks like they have a good sense 
of community and practice what is best for the 
children.” –Eighth NAREA Winter Conference 
participant

The final day of the conference opened with a 
session entitled “Participation as a Common 
Good for a Permanent Educational Culture.” 
Picking up aspects from the previous days—
the culture of the atelier, aesthetic dimension, 
progettazione, and the role of the teacher— 
Elena and Elisabetta shared examples  
connected to the fundamental value of partici-
pation. Elena said,

It’s not a model that can be replicated, and 
it’s not simply a list of initiatives proposed 
to the parents and the community. It’s a dy-
namic process; therefore, it takes its shape 
from each particular school and the fami-
lies of each particular school . . . Each school 
chooses its own way of carrying out partic-
ipation.
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The session concluded with a discussion be-
tween the speakers and participants during 
which Elena shared, 

Malaguzzi used to talk about how stories 
run along a very delicate silk thread. We 
are confronting a difficult period, but we 
are helped by the tenacity of teachers who, 
through their hard work, continue to guar-
antee the quality of service.

Her words seemed profoundly meaningful as 
the collective group of tenacious educators 
prepared to return to their respective contexts.

“The ‘Documentation of Progettazione’ pre-
sentation on Friday morning and the ‘Partic-
ipation for a Common Good’ presentation on 
Saturday by Elena Maccaferri and Elisabetta 
Rasori were superb. The buzzword ‘innovative’ 
describes their research and theory building. 
I am inspired by the ideas and explorative re-
search by Elena and the follow up by Elisabetta 
with reflections on outcomes and results. Their 
two perspectives as pedagogista and atelieri-
sta were complementary—like an expansive 
conversation.” –Eighth NAREA Winter Con-
ference participant

It was with genuine delight and gratefulness 
that our colleagues from Reggio Emilia, Italy, 
Elena Maccaferri and Elisabetta Rasori, were 
welcomed to the Winter Conference. We are 
thankful for interpreter Leslie Morrow’s untir-
ing efforts during the conference. We offer our 
deep appreciation to the educators and fami-
lies from Carolina Friends School, Lakewood 
Avenue Children’s School, Our PlayHouse 
Preschool Durham, Children First Preschool, 
and The Little School of Hillsborough for all 

they did to prepare for and host the confer-
ence. It is our hope that the time spent to-
gether at Duke University—participating in 
scholarly research of the Reggio Emilia edu-
cational project, and promoting and defending 
the rights of children, families, and teachers of 
all cultures—will serve as support for everyone 
who attended. The positive experience of the 
conference reflects the last line in the NAREA 
solidarity statement, “Perhaps now more than 
ever, dedications to dialogue and vibrant evi-
dence of what is possible are needed.”

“The ‘Documentation of  
Progettazione’ presentation on  
Friday morning and the  
‘Participation for a Common  
Good’ presentation on Saturday 
by Elena Maccaferri and Elisabetta 
Rasori were superb. The buzzword 
“innovative” describes their  
research and theory building.  
I am inspired by the ideas and 
explorative research by Elena and 
the follow up by Elisabetta with 
reflections on outcomes and  
results. Their two perspectives  
as pedagogista and atelierista 
were complementary—like an  
expansive conversation.” 

–Eighth NAREA Winter Conference participant
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Visit the NAREA website for a comprehensive 
listing of resources related to the Reggio  
Emilia educational philosophy. 

Organizations
NAREA
North American Reggio Emilia Alliance
reggioalliance.org 

Reggio Children
info@reggiochildren.it
www.reggiochildren.it 

“The Wonder of Learning –  
The Hundred Languages of Children” 
Exhibit

For more information, contact:  
Angela Ferrario, Reggio Children liaison in 
the U.S. for study groups 
aferrario@comcast.net

March 11-16, 2018: Canadian Study Group
Contact: Ontario Reggio Association
www.ontarioreggioassociation.ca

Resources

North American Study Groups  
in Reggio Emilia, Italy

Bibliography

Reggio Children Publications
Resources published by Reggio Children  
are available: 
In the U.S. from Learning Materials  
Workshop
802-862-8399
info@learningmaterialswork.com 
www.learningmaterialswork.com 

In Canada from Parentbooks
416-537-8334
orders@parentbooks.ca
www.parentbooks.ca 

Contact: Reggio Children 
www.reggiochildren.it

International Professional  
Development Initiatives in Reggio 
Emilia, Italy

June 15–August 27, 2017 
Ann Arbor, MI
Hosted by the University of Michigan  
Children’s Centers and the University of  
Michigan-Dearborn College of Health,  
Education, and Human Services, the exhibit 
will be located at the University of Michigan 
Stamps School of Art and Design and  
James and Anne Duderstadt Center and  
accompanied by a series of professional  
development initiatives. 
Contact: Jennie McAlpine or Seong Hong  
wonderoflearning@umich.edu
wonderoflearning.umich.edu

January–May 2018 
Seattle, WA
Hosted by WA Collective for Children as  
Citizens, the exhibit will be accompanied by a 
series of professional development initiatives. 
Contact: Paula Jones 
paula@ourbeginning.com

June–November 2018 
Boston, MA
Hosted by the Boston Area Reggio  
Inspired Collaborative, the exhibit will  
be accompanied by a series of professional 
development initiatives. 
Contact: Kelly Pellagrini 
kelly@charlestownnursery.org

January–May 2019 
Madison, WI
Hosted by the Preschool of the Arts, 4-C, 
WECA, Madison Public Library, The Overture 
Center for the Arts, Madison Children’s  
Museum, One City Early Learning Center,  
and Little Explorers, the exhibit will be  
accompanied by a series of professional  
development initiatives. 
Contact: Paul Brahce 
pbrahce@preschoolofthearts.com

Visit www.thewonderoflearning.com and  
reggioalliance.org for more information 
about the exhibit.

Message from 
Reggio Children

The office of Reggio Children is 
pleased that there is so much  
interest in North America about our 
infant centers, preprimary schools, 
and educational philosophy.  
We note with pride the resources 
published and professional  
development initiatives organized 
about the Reggio Emilia approach 
to education. We caution  
interested educators that some 
resources and initiatives related  
to the Reggio Emilia approach  
have not accurately reflected our  
experiences and philosophy.  
In order to ensure accurate  
representation of ideas concerning 
Reggio, we urge publishers and  
producers of resources as well  
as organizers of initiatives  
concerning the Reggio Emilia 
approach to coordinate their  
plans with Reggio Children,  
s.r.l., via Bligny 1/a, 42100  
Reggio Emilia, Italy,  
info@reggiochildren.it,  
www.reggiochildren.it



Visit reggioalliance.org for  
regularly updated initiative 
calendars
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Discount for NAREA members at  
all initiatives listed

NAREA-Related  
Professional Development

NAREA Tour of Schools 
Atlanta, GA
November 14, 2017
Speakers: Educator from Reggio Emilia and 
Project Infinity educators
Contact: Project Infinity
inspiredpractices.org

NAREA Pre-Conference Session, NAEYC 
Annual Conference - The Educational  
Experience and Citizenship: Living and 
Learning in a Democracy as Articulated by 
Dewey, Lived by the Citizens of Reggio  
Emilia, and Interpreted in the American 
Context 
Atlanta, GA
November 15, 2017
Speakers: Educator from Reggio Emilia, 
NAREA board members, and Project Infinity 
educators
Contact: NAREA
reggioalliance.org

NAREA Jobs Site
Searching for Reggio-inspired employment? Searching 
for Reggio-inspired candidates? See the NAREA Jobs 
Site section of our website to post or apply for positions. 
Reggio-inspired educators are in demand, and NAREA 
strives to connect employers with employees through 
this service. Please help us spread the word in your 
community.

Call for Cover Photographs
If you have photographs from your educational  
community that represent the values inherent in the 
Reggio Emilia philosophy, and you would like to see one 
of them published on the cover of Innovations, please 
submit jpg or tiff files of high-resolution photographs 
(300 dpi @ 8” x 10”) to Judith Allen Kaminsky,  
judy@reggioalliance.org

 
 Call for Submissions

NAREA invites you to send submissions to two relatively 
new features in Innovations. “The Story of Us” is  
envisioned as a regular feature that will introduce  
readers to the many and varied stories of Reggio- 
inspired schools in North America. “Mangiare in  
Bellezza” (Eating Beautifully) will focus on beautiful 
foods, recipes, and environments in your schools.  
We invite you to send submissions for these new  
features and share the story and beauty of your work 
with young children. Contact Patty Randall for  
submission guidelines, patty@reggioalliance.org

Peer-Reviewed Issues
See Innovations Peer-Reviewed page of NAREA website 
for details. For further information, contact Judith Allen 
Kaminsky, judy@reggioalliance.org

Interested in Hosting NAREA Initiative?
To find out more information about hosting a NAREA 
Brick by Brick or Alternative Narratives initiative in  
your community, contact Patty Randall,  
prandall@reggioalliance.org



c/o Inspired Practices 
in Early Education, Inc.
1131 Canton Street
Roswell, GA 30075

770-552-0179
770-552-0767 (fax)
narea@reggioalliance.org
reggioalliance.org

Infants and children in all places in the world cannot 
continue to have rights only on paper; the right to have 
good parents, good housing, good food, good schools, 
good teachers, and good government is what they ask  
for and what is urgently needed. If we adults will keep in 
mind that the children are always the holders of new 
possibilities and perspectives—and not only in the field of 
learning and of knowledge—perhaps we will not carelessly 
dissipate, with guilty nonchalance, the good that they, 
along with we, possess.
– Loris Malaguzzi , Innovations, v.1, no. 1, Fall 1992
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