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This is the first peer-reviewed issue of Innova-
tions in Early Education: The International 
Reggio Emilia Exchange in its 25-year history.  
The peer-reviewed issue, which will now be  
published annually, is meant to support col-
laboration among teachers by integrating  
reflection and analysis of shared research and 
inquiry of teachers, children, and families. The 
topic for this issue, “Building Collective Knowl-
edge in a Learning and Democratic Commu-
nity through the Processes of Documentation” 
was inspired by a presentation at the 2016  
NAREA Winter Conference by Francesca  
Manfredi, atelierista at the Loris Malaguzzi 
International Center Municipal Preschool and 
State Primary School, titled “Documentation as 
a Process of Building Knowledge in a Learning  
and Democratic Community.” This presenta-
tion was the foundation for an article published 
in the March 2017 issue of Innovations, volume 
24, number 1. In this article, Manfredi (2017) 
writes about how documentation contributes to 
the creation of a democratic community:

Documentation helps the teacher to be  
respectful of the children and to be able to 
construct learning contexts that are in the 
proximal zones of children. . . . Documenta-
tion is a sort of communicative  thread that 
runs throughout the school, a connecting 
structure that gives shape to a learning  
community. (p. 9)

Manfredi (2017) further elaborates on building 
knowledge through documentation in educa-
tional communities when she states:

  . . . documentation is . . . a social act and 
a democratic act, because it actually is 
searching for different points of view in an 
educational process that is ongoing and  
always reciprocal. (p. 12)

Continuing our observance of the 25th anni-
versary of the Innovations periodical, the first  
article in this issue is a “classic” article from 
the fall 2004 issue of Innovations, volume 
11, number 4 titled “The Role of Observation,  
Interpretation, and Documentation in Under-
standing Children’s Learning Processes” by 
Paola Cagliari, who is currently the director of  
Preschools and Infant-Toddler Centers –  
Istituzione of the Municipality of Reggio  

Emilia. Early in the article, Cagliari discusses  
the educator’s responsibility within the  
processes of observation, interpretation, and 
documentation: 

We must be respectful of the different pro-
cesses that the child uses to build his or her 
knowledge. These processes are often very 
different from the ones adults use. We have 
to look for strategies to understand and see 
these new processes in such a way as to sus-
tain them and not suffocate them with the 
preconceived transmission of ideas.

We are publishing three articles in this issue 
that have undergone the peer-review process 
developed by the Innovations editor, associate 
editor, and consulting editors. Accompany-
ing each article is a reflection from one of the 
consulting editors that we hope offers readers 
the opportunity to relate the content of the ar-
ticle to their own contexts. Our intention is to 
support the work of Reggio-inspired teachers 
in North America by thinking together through 
deeper and more complex analysis and reflec-
tion of our own work and that of our colleagues. 

The first peer-reviewed article in this issue, 
“Meeting in the Clearing: Reflections on  
Northern Identity and Mino-Bimaadziwin” by 
Ramona Shawana, Darlene Villeneuve, Emily  
Caruso Parnell, Jennifer Hearn, and Julie  
Kelly, educators with Rainbow District School 
Board in Sudbury, ON, is preceded by reflec-
tions from Jeanne Goldhaber, associate profes-
sor emerita at the University of Vermont in Bur-
lington, VT. Goldhaber’s reflections support the 
readers’ understanding of the role of documen-
tation in the authors’ exploration of the role of 
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Leaders” by Jamie Solomon, who was a lead 
teacher from 2009–2015 at Pacific Primary in 
San Francisco, CA, which is the context for her 
study of gender identity and fairness. In the 
course of this investigation, the children were 
offered opportunities to develop as citizens of 
their educational community and the commu-
nity at large. On the role of documentation in 
this investigation, Solomon writes “the vari-
ous forms of documentation proved the class’s 
commitment to our cause, giving visibility to 
the time, intention, and sincerity involved.” 
Following Solomon’s article are reflections by 
Eileen Hughes, a professor and program direc-
tor for the Early Childhood Teaching Program 
at Western Washington University in Belling-
ham, WA. Hughes believes that Solomon’s use 
of documentation supported the development 
of a democratic community in her classroom: 
“Through the process of comparing different 
perspectives, investigating community places,  
and having dialogue with the children, a  
democratic process was demonstrated for the  
children, who were able to learn how to co- 
construct through their active participation 
throughout the experiences.”

REFERENCE
Manfredi, F. (2017). Documentation as a  
 process of building knowledge in a  
 learning and democratic community.  
 Innovations in Early Education: The  
 International Reggio Emilia Exchange,  
 24(1), 8–13.

identity, history, and culture of the children and 
families of this northern Ontario community 
in their schools. Beginning with Shawana’s use 
of the circle, legends, and storytelling, Gold-
haber states, “the reader begins to recognize 
that many of the cultural practices the authors 
introduce into their classrooms . . . reflect the 
pedagogical documentation process they have 
invented.” Shawana shares her learning about 
the significant role that reflection and collabo-
ration play in the documentation process when 
she writes: “I think this is the power of documen-
tation, because the meaning we can draw from 
these experiences often comes later, through re-
flection and discussion with others.”

The next peer-reviewed article in this issue is 
“What Makes Something Beautiful?” by Sandy 
Johns, assistant director–Older Cluster at the 
Cyert Center for Early Education in Pittsburgh, 
PA, and Jennifer Kemp, assistant director at 
Cyert Center’s newly opened Penn Avenue site. 
This article documents the processes of the chil-
dren, educators, and families during a study of 
beauty and aesthetics. Johns and Kemp share 
the origins of the study, opportunities for chil-
dren and educators to reflect and dialogue 
about the documentation of their experiences, 
the negotiation between the children and the 
educators, the role of participation and com-
munication with children and families in this 
study, and the collaborative and creative work 
of the children in their ongoing investigation of 
beauty. Following this article are reflections by 
Gigi Schroeder Yu, an early childhood art re-
source teacher for Albuquerque Public Schools 
in Albuquerque, NM. Yu discusses documenta-
tion and the democratic process in Johns’ and 
Kemp’s article: 

Johns and Kemp emphasize documentation 
as a tool for constructing and reconstruct-
ing ideas among not only the teachers, but 
also the children and families. . . . Several 
examples throughout the article describe the 
teachers’ collaborative reflective process of 
observation, documentation, reflection, and 
planning that is consistent with the Reggio 
Emilia approach.

The final peer-reviewed article in this issue is 
titled “Understanding Children as Community 
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The Role of Observation, Interpretation, and 
Documentation in Understanding Children’s
Learning Processes
By Paola Cagliari

The theoretical background and the premises 
upon which we base the concepts of observa-
tion, interpretation, and documentation con-
tribute to the framework that these three ele-
ments form around our work in the municipal 
infant-toddler centers and preschools of Reg-
gio Emilia. Therefore, it is essential to consider 
these reference points in order to understand 
their meaning. What is the value of these con-
cepts to our educational experience? How do 
we generate projects that work within these ref-
erence points? We can begin to answer these 
questions by considering the role of the school 
today. We believe our schools to be places 
where the citizens of today can grow, where 
children can grow in knowledge and in their 
ability to form relationships, where they can 
grow into citizens who are aware and willing to 
participate in what is happening around them.

If we agree on this brief definition of a school, 
then we can go on to another question. Can 
a school produce participation on the part of 
adults and on the part of children? Can it pro-
duce people who are aware, positive, and ac-
tive? Is this possible through the transmission 
of knowledge, giving children information, and 
measuring their learning through standards 
and tests? Jerome Bruner says, “School is not a 
preparation for life; school is life. It is a special 
world for children and teachers together.” We 
have the idea of a school as a communicative 
system. In the same way as a city, the school is 
a system of communications and a place where 

culture is formed and elaborated. It is a place 
of learning and a place of participation. It is a 
place of protagonism where people take an ac-
tive role. It is a place where cooperative think-
ing and collaboration take on enormous value. 
School is a place where the quality of the learn-
ing is connected to the active participation of 
all of the members of its community. This type 
of participation requires tools and strategies 
that can produce communication and make 
that communication productive.

When we consider the tools and strategies for 
communication, we have to begin to make 
choices. The first choice concerns the school’s 
political and cultural role in society. It concerns 
the image we have of the human being, of the 
children, the teachers, and the families. Our re-
sponsibility is to bring that image into the wid-
er community, including the scientific commu-
nity at large. Very often, schools transmit what 
we consider to be a negative image of children. 
Often the image transmitted is of a person 
who does not know, who has not learned, and 
whose actions are not socially acceptable—an 
individual who must be instructed, guided, and 
contained. The adult generation feels a kind of 
fear about young children because children 
produce change. Children are creating the fu-
ture generation, and that future might seem 
uncertain and unknown to adults. That future 
can challenge accepted and established ideas. 
Thus, when we choose a different image of chil-
dren, we are making a political and a cultural 
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approach. This is an educational choice as 
well as an ethical one, which means that we, 
as adults, must be curious about this new in-
dividual. We must be respectful of the differ-
ent processes that the child uses to build his or 
her knowledge. These processes are often very 
different from the ones adults use. We have to 
look for strategies to understand and see these 
new processes in such a way as to sustain them 
and not suffocate them with the preconceived 
transmission of ideas.

Alongside the idea of the child, I would like 
to give you an idea of our image of the teach-
er. The teacher is not thought of as a person 
who applies methods that she has learned. 
The teacher is an author, together with others, 
of the pathways that lead to the building of 
knowledge. The teacher is a person who builds 
her knowledge at the same time she is learn-
ing to understand the processes through which 
the children build theirs. Through experiences 
with the children and other teachers, the teach-
er finds the strongest tool for building her own 
knowledge.

It is also essential to consider the role of the 
family. Parents have the right to be part of the 
process of the construction of knowledge that 
is taking place in the school. The school is a 
communicative system, and our documenta-
tion is a part of that communication. Through 
documentation, parents are able to find a way 
to give back a contribution to the school. The 

choice. That is why, within our educational 
project and our actions inside the school, we 
refer to competent children. For us, children 
are competent as active builders of their own 
knowledge. They are capable of making their 
own decisions based on their own interpretive 
criteria.

Children are not empty containers that can be 
filled with knowledge and abilities transmitted 
from the outside world. Children subjectively 
reinterpret what already exists by elaborating 
personal pathways toward knowledge. They 
will use everything at their disposal—the 
adults around them, books, their experiences, 
what they see in the world. Children are elab-
orators of their own knowledge and their own 
point of view of the world. These individuals 
declare their right and demand their right to 
be respected as able and competent. Children 
have the right to build their own personal ways 
of entering in contact with the world, their own 
personal ways of communicating and elabo-
rating their values. Children have the right to 
explain their own creativity and their own way 
of seeing the world. They are capable of relat-
ing to others and to the world from the moment 
they are born. They are individuals who can be 
capable of respecting and listening to others 
and who are continuously searching for ways 
of entering into contact with others.

It is from our image of the child that we feel 
the need to generate a different educational  

We must be respectful 
of the different  
processes that the 
child uses to build his 
or her knowledge. . . . 
We have to look  
for strategies to  
understand and see 
these new processes 
in such a way as to 
sustain them and not 
suffocate them with 
the preconceived 
transmission of ideas.  
–Paola Cagliari
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knowledge is important in this time, at this 
point in history? What future will the knowl-
edge that the child is building create? 

While considering these ideas about con-
structing knowledge, it is important to think 
about how the adult sees her role as the teacher 
with a group of children. What respectful role 
can a teacher adopt with a group of children 
in a school? How can the adult be respectful 
of the children while sustaining and co-partici-
pating in their processes of learning? How can 
the teacher be respectful of the child and the 
educational processes and, at the same time, 
encourage participation and communication 
with the child’s family, the community, and 
the city? In the infant-toddler centers and the 
preschools of Reggio, we decided on a strategy 
called the pedagogy of listening, which is car-
ried out through observation, interpretation, 
and documentation. These three elements 
work in very close relationship with each oth-
er, but for the sake of clarity, I would like to 
consider them individually.

Observation is a concept that is familiar to all 
of us who work in the educational field. As we 
all know, in order to observe, we have to create 
contexts in which observation can take place. 
Unfortunately, in the practice of observation, 
we quite often separate two types of experi-
ences that should be in very close relationship 
with each other. As teachers, we often see the 
children in their spontaneous natural context, 
but then decide to organize another activity to 
observe. In our educational experience, we try 
to integrate these two types of experiences so 
that the context of observation for the adult is 
a situation in which the children are learning 
and elaborating—a context in which the chil-
dren are actively building knowledge. In this 
way, the teacher becomes a participating ob-
server. The teacher is watching, listening, tak-
ing notes, or recording with whatever tools he 
or she has imagined would be the most useful. 
At the same time, in this context in which the 

parents will become active contributors to 
the school by bringing their own ideas to the 
school. They will construct their own process-
es of knowledge building together with the 
children and the teachers.

Another important issue regarding the values 
of observation, interpretation, and documenta-
tion is the idea of knowledge and how knowl-
edge can be constructed. What does science 
tell us about knowledge? It tells us that the 
building of knowledge is a subjective process 
within a social environment. It is not a process 
that can be standardized, although it is pos-
sible that people from similar backgrounds, 
similar cultures, or similar environments will 
share certain reference points. Science also 
tells us that a large part of this subjective pro-
cess of building knowledge is based on our life 
experiences. It is not a linear process that pro-
ceeds at an even pace; we often stop and start. 
Although it is not a linear process, each indi-
vidual maintains specific strategies on differ-
ent levels that work together. Our building of 
knowledge is not simply based on information. 
Our emotions and senses are intrinsically con-
nected and give each individual a special qual-
ity of knowledge building. Science also tells us 
that the more we reflect about our learning, the 
more we learn. The more we stop to think about 
the processes of building knowledge, the more 
knowledge we build. Unfortunately, this is a 
strategy that schools are not using very much. 
Reflecting on how knowledge is constructed 
in human beings leads to other fundamental 
questions: How do we see the relationship be-
tween learning and teachers? As an adult, is it 
my role to give the children information that is 
correct and has been proven? Or is it my role 
to understand in what way the children are 
building their knowledge? Or is it both of these 
things together? What is the relationship be-
tween the transmission of knowledge and the 
building of knowledge? What is the relation-
ship between the learning of an individual and 
the learning of a group of individuals? What 

As teachers, we often see the children in their spontaneous natural  
context, but then decide to organize another activity to observe.  
In our educational experience, we try to integrate these two types of  
experiences so that the context of observation for the adult is a situation 
in which the children are learning and elaborating—a context in which 
the children are actively building knowledge.  
–Paola Cagliari
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children are actively building knowledge, the 
teacher finds strategies that will consequently 
guide the activities onward.

Imagine four children working with clay, cre-
ating three-dimensional objects. The teacher 
and the children together have created this 
context; they have arrived at this point togeth-
er. The teacher has also made hypotheses to-
gether with her colleagues about what might 
emerge from this situation and this context. 
Before the experience, the teacher has thought 
about how she wants to document the context. 
She has decided what tools to use for observa-
tion. Will she use the digital camera to take 
photographs? Will she write notes as the chil-
dren are working? She may also decide on 
what she will try to focus her attention. For ex-
ample, she may decide to consider the dynam-
ics of the group, how they relate to each other, 
who is talking to whom, what the children are 
saying. She may decide to look at the relation-
ships between the four children, or she may 
decide to try to understand how they learn 
from each other. While observing, the teacher 
might see that a child who began working with 
the clay quite happily suddenly stops working. 
Maybe the child stops because he is trying to 
build a tall object like a tree and cannot make 
the clay stand up. At this point, the teacher has 
a choice about what to do about this child who 
has stopped. Perhaps seeing that one of the 
child’s companions in the group has found an 
interesting solution to the problem, the teach-
er might solicit an exchange between the two 
children. Or she might become the memory 
for the child by reminding him, “Do you re-
member when this happened before? The last 
time, we found a solution for the problem.” 
The teacher might decide to start a conver-
sation with the child and ask questions like 
“What was your idea about this object you are 
creating? What kind of shape did you want it 
to have? How tall did you want it to be? What 
do you think the problem is?” In this way, the 
teacher is co-participating in the child’s work 

by seeing the problems and working with the 
child to find strategies for overcoming them. 
The questions asked have to be thoughtful. 
It is important to reflect on the powerful tool 
of verbal communication. Through listening 
to what the children are saying as they work, 
the teacher may relaunch, or return to the 
children, words she heard the children using. 
She may re-propose to the children the words 
they are using during their processes, there-
by reinforcing them. The means of observa-
tion through participation are organized and 
structured as the experience evolves. This is 
not an exercise that has been created the night 
before for the purposes of observation. This is 
a situation that emerges through thoughtful 
and shared practice, when value is given to 
what is happening in the moment. 

This process of shared reflection and co-par-
ticipation is very important because quite of-
ten, we, as adults, tend to see what we have de-
cided to see. In fact, our observations usually 
confirm what we already thought. So the cru-
cial passage in observation involves a great 
deal of thinking beforehand and very careful 
listening. In every experience with children 
and in every process of knowledge building, 
many different roads and pathways can be 
taken. Many possibilities exist together; not 
all those possibilities are explored, but they 
could happen. Each child is capable of finding 
ways of building knowledge, of surprising us 
with the unexpected. Their pathways are not 
less correct or less interesting than the path-
ways we expected. The amount of conjecture 
before we work on a project with the children—
predicting what might happen, what could 
happen—opens up our minds to different pos-
sibilities and makes the chances of seeing dif-
ferent things more likely. If we are waiting for 
and expecting the correct response, the only 
thing we will see is if the response is correct 
or not. If, on the other hand, we concentrate 
our observation on seeing how a child deals 
with a situation or proceeds with an action in 

This process of  
shared reflection and 
co-participation is 
very important  
because quite often,  
we, as adults, tend to 
see what we have  
decided to see. In 
fact, our observations 
usually confirm what 
we already thought. 
–Paola Cagliari
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his or her own way, then we will have observed 
in a different way. The conjecture or projection 
that takes place before work begins is extreme-
ly important. Making hypotheses about what 
might happen obviously influences the types 
of contexts we create for the work of the chil-
dren. Imagining different situations allows us 
to create richer contexts. The space around a 
child, the materials a child finds, the tools a 
child can use, and the interaction that takes 
place between the child and the adult are not 
neutral factors. All of these factors can open up 
or inhibit the processes.

Another important consideration is the tools 
we use for documentation. Often, teachers 
look for schematically ordered forms and 
checklists, which give them a sense of security 
because then they know what they are looking 
for. Teachers work in a very complex field, and 
it is understandable that they look around for 
anchors in a sea of uncertainty. Within our 
educational experience, we try to challenge 
ourselves by organizing our observations with 
tools that are constructed by the teacher and by 
the group working together. Our observations 
are built on the knowledge that is constructed 
as the work proceeds. We use the children’s 
knowledge and abilities as they work to inform 
our observations and interpretations of their 
experiences. We believe that building person-
al strategies for observation is a very import-
ant part of the teachers’ professional develop-
ment. We believe that each teacher, with the 
collaboration of her colleagues, must decide on 
her own ways of observing and share her ideas 
with others in every situation. These strategies 
are generated by the dynamics of the situation 
and become a part of the situation.

Interpretation is a logical extension of obser-
vation. We use our eyes to observe but also 
to interpret. The difference is that interpre-
tation, when visible, makes things explicit. It 
is important to adopt strategies so that your 
interpretation is not private or isolated, but 
is opened up to a group and becomes the in-
terpretation of a group of people, sharing the 
traces of observation and working together. 
Our first strategy is to work together whenev-
er possible in interpreting our observations. 
Our other strategy for interpretation is the 
collection of varied forms of documentation. 
Through documentation, you can make visible 

the actions that take place. The processes that 
occurred can be made visible so that points of 
view can be exchanged and the teacher’s inter-
pretation can be discussed by a wider group of 
people.

When the children enter into processes of 
building their own knowledge, they weave to-
gether many different aspects and dimensions 
to make one fabric with different strands. This 
is one of the qualities of knowledge building in 
children and in all human beings that must be 
respected and sustained. We, as adults, feel the 
need to describe things, to give words and cat-
egories to types of behavior and dimensions 
of knowledge. We must be able do this without 
separating the strands that the children have 
woven together. We must be able to see the 
connections and observe this interweaving. If 
we can separate the strands in order to see how 
they are connected but not so they become sep-
arate, this will help us to see the process that 
takes place in the group and to interpret the 
learning of the children.  If we separate those 
strands from their background complexity, we 
will simplify them too much. We must be able 
to see them individually so we can understand 
the complex way in which they work together.

We see documentation as, first and foremost, 
a tool for working. It is a process that gives us 
the opportunity to elaborate ideas using our 
words and images, placing them side by side 
with the thoughts, words, and images generat-
ed and elaborated by the children. Documen-
tation is a strategy that helps us to avoid us-
ing predefined lists and tests for checking—a 
strategy for constructing together with the 
children pathways into learning. When we feel 
it is time to share an experience of the children 
and teachers, it is useful to have a final prod-
uct—a book, a published project, a panel in the 
school—because through the creation of this 
documentation, through its existence, through 
seeing it and being reminded of the experi-
ence, each one of us is forced to relook at our-
selves, to rethink and re-understand what hap-
pened with the children. It is through the tool 
of documentation that the school strengthens 
its culture and makes that culture visible to 
others.

When the  
children enter into 
processes of building 
their own knowledge, 
they weave together 
many different  
aspects and  
dimensions to make 
one fabric with  
different strands. This 
is one of the qualities 
of knowledge building 
in children and in all 
human beings that 
must be respected 
and sustained.  
–Paola Cagliari
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REFLECTION on  
“Meeting in the Clearing: Reflections on  
Northern Identity and Mino-Bimaadziwin”
By Jeanne Goldhaber

Jeanne Goldhaber is an Innovations consulting editor and a NAREA 
board member. Goldhaber, an associate professor emerita, taught in the 
Early Childhood PreK-3 Teacher Preparation Program at the University of 
Vermont in Burlington, VT, for 25 years.

Do you remember the scene in the romantic 
comedy Jerry Maguire when Renee Zellwe-
ger tells Tom Cruise, “You had me at hello”? 
Well, that sentiment is similar to my response 
to the manuscript proposal that Ramona Sha-
wana, Darlene Villeneuve, Emily Caruso Par-
nell, Jennifer Hearn, and Julie Kelly submit-
ted for this issue of Innovations. The opening 
description of their historical, social-cultural, 
and topographic landscape “had me” from the 
outset: 

We are a small group of educators who work 
in the Rainbow District School Board, a 
northern Ontario public school board serv-
ing Sudbury, Espanola, and Manitoulin 
Island. These are the traditional territories 
of the Ojibwe, Odawa, and Potawatomi peo-
ples. In addition to the Anishnaabe cultures 
indigenous to this territory, there is also a 
strong Franco-Ontarian (French language) 
culture. This area is also home to immigrant 
cultures from around the world and families 
from a diversity of socio-economic circum-
stances. Sudbury is the site of the world’s 
largest regreening project, the landscape 
having been decimated by decades of forest-
ry and mining. The contrast between green 
trees and black rock, pristine lakes and in-
dustrial slag, and young forests growing 
from the ancient Cambrian Shield create a 
landscape that is fiercely beautiful. 

As someone who believes in the power of con-
text as it relates to not only one’s personal iden-
tity but also to the identity of a community and 
the programs it engenders, I found this descrip-
tion of the authors’ context compelling. (For an 
insightful discussion of the complex contextual 
interplay of values, beliefs, and quality in ear-
ly childhood education, see Beyond Quality in 
Early Childhood Education and Care: Postmod-
ern Perspectives by Gunilla Dahlberg, Peter 
Moss, and Alan Pence, 2002.) Given Shawana’s 
and her colleagues’ rich, detailed depiction, I 
wondered if they and I shared similar thoughts 
about the role that context plays in shaping a 
community’s identity, values, and institutions. 
I did not have to read very much further to 
learn that indeed they do. In introducing her 
story, Shawana credits her and her colleagues’ 
study of the Reggio approach as progressing 
“to a place where the values of the Reggio Emil-
ia approach have become [their] way of being.”

I believe this point is an important one and 
deserves elaboration. What do we know about 
Reggio Emilia? What is the story of this com-
munity that has succeeded in building and sus-
taining a municipal system of early care and 
education for over 50 years with a pedagogi-
cal approach that thousands from all over the 
world flock to observe firsthand? How does the 
story of the Reggio Emilia educational project 
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The facts recall and document the history 
of an educational, pacific, and culturally 
progressive experience, which had its start 
back in 1945, an experience that does us 
honor. The men and women of Villa Cella, 
along with the cooperatives and the demo-
cratic forces, were the first to have this in-
tuition following the inhuman violence of 
a war, which had just ended. In every brick 
of “the people’s preschool,” there was trust, 
awareness, willingness, and hope. They 
have come down to us, honored by the con-
sistency and continuity shown. (p. 29)

Similarly, the documentary Not Just Anyplace 
describes the socio-cultural context of the Reg-
gio experience from immediately following 
World War II to the early 2000s, highlighting 
the significant roles played by its social, reli-
gious, and governing institutions in the devel-
opment of both the infrastructure and peda-
gogical aspects of the Reggio approach. 

With their growing appreciation of the par-
ticularity of the context in which the schools 
of Reggio Emilia grew, Shawana and her col-
leagues developed a deeper appreciation of the 
central role that their own “northern Ontario 
context, culture, and identity” has played in 
their personal and professional experiences. 
Shawana writes, “I began thinking about how 
our culture is passed down from one person to 
another and how the residential school system 
contributed to the loss of our teachings, tradi-
tions, and language.” Her description of the 
Anishnaabe experience reminds me of a pas-
sage from Brick by Brick in which Barazzoni 
explains, 

What the people wanted was a school that 
immediately set out to free the children 
from an age-old subjection by the official 
schools, which had always awarded the  
privilege of birth and sooner or later ex-
pelled the students of humble origins, 
those who wore wooden clogs, who had a 
cloth book bag, who wore hand-me-down  

both reflect and shape its identity and values 
as a learning and teaching community?

We know that Reggio Emilia is located in Emil-
ia Romagna, a stunningly beautiful region of 
Italy that is referred to as the “breadbasket of 
Italy” and is famous for its culinary traditions. 
We know that since the mid-19th century, lo-
cal cooperatives have been formed to maxi-
mize productivity within local communities 
and that the organizational structure of the 
cooperative remains a strong and productive 
economic engine in this region. (For more in-
formation about the history of cooperatives in 
Emilia Romagna, visit https://thenextsystem.
org/learning-from-emilia-romagna.) 

We also know that the community of Reggio 
Emilia suffered the treacheries of the fascist 
movement and the sacrifices of the resistance 
before and during World War II. We have per-
sonal accounts of the very earliest days after 
the war when the first schools were built. In-
deed, Renzo Barazzoni, author of Brick by 
Brick: The History of the “XXV Aprile” People’s 
Nursery School of Villa Cella (2000), tells sto-
ries that underscore the idea that Reggio Emil-
ia’s municipal system of infant-toddler centers 
and preschools was born in a particular place 
at a particular time. Barazzoni describes the 
phenomena of the first school, built “brick by 
brick” by the farmers and laborers from the 
war-weary village of Villa Cella, illustrated by 
a makeshift assembly line captured in a pho-
tograph on the cover. An inscription proudly 
displayed on a wall of the built school paid 
homage to their hard work and commitment 
to their children and their children’s children: 
“Men and women working together, we built 
the walls of this school because we wanted a 
new and different place for our children” (May 
1945, from a testimonial).

Barazzoni summarizes the challenges and  
accomplishments described in their story:
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trousers, which had been shortened and  
patched. The students who only spoke the  
local dialect, who, even having learned to  
read and write, would be destined to the 
barns and the fields and the workshops 
where their fathers labored, who were as 
willing to work hard as they were uneducat-
ed. (p. 18)

Like the children and their parents of Villa 
Cella, the Anishnaabe children and their par-
ents struggled against the effects of pover-
ty and illiteracy and were subjugated by the 
dominant culture. In the stories told by this 
article’s authors and Barazzoni, the answer to 
these challenges involved drawing on the col-
lective power of their respective communities 
and looking to create a liberated pedagogy to 
promote a sense of value, curiosity, and inde-
pendent thinking in the next generation. 

This achievement, the creation of a liberated 
pedagogy that reflects the strengths, values, 
and “ways of being” of a particular commu-
nity, is especially evident in the authors’ reli-
ance on story to make meaning of their and 
the children’s experiences in their classrooms: 
“In all of our conversations, however, there 
have always been stories—stories about our 
experiences, stories about the children, and 
stories about the challenges we face in doing 
this work.”

We are invited to join the authors’ circle, to 
listen in on the conversation among Caruso 
Parnell, Villeneuve, Hearn, and Kelly as they 
reflect together on Shawana’s documentation 
of the children’s conversational and graph-
ic responses to the legend of Raven and the  
Anishnaabemowin language. Each author tells 
her story, resulting in a layered narrative that 
offers us multiple perspectives on the role of 
culture and identity in the experiences of chil-
dren, their families, and their teachers.  

As their stories unfold, the reader begins to 
recognize that many of the cultural practices 
the authors introduce into their classrooms 
(the circle, the use of storytelling, and the shar-
ing of legends) reflect the pedagogical docu-
mentation process they have invented. There 
is a holistic quality to the work that is shared 
in this article. Not only do the authors provide 
illustrations of how they embedded cultural 
ways of being into the daily life of their class-
rooms, but they also describe a documentation 
process that is similarly reflective of their cul-
tural heritage. And what strikes me as truly re-
markable is the fact that Shawana and her col-
leagues go one step beyond simply describing 
their pedagogical documentation process; this 
article is the very process they describe! 

Take, for example, Shawana’s story about the 
children’s response to a book she introduces, 
Raven: A Trickster Tale from the Pacific North-
west (McDermott, 1993). Shawana is curious 
about the children’s engagement and their in-
terest in the character of  Raven. She asks her-
self, “What was it about this story that spoke to 
the children?” Shawana begins to photograph 
the children’s efforts through multiple media 
to represent Raven, and after reviewing the 
images, she theorizes that perhaps the chil-
dren are attracted by the “bold colors and con-
trasting black . . . or . . . the geometric quality 
of the [book’s] illustrations.” Shawana seems 
not yet satisfied that she had enough data to 
support this theory, and so she decides to gath-
er a small group of children to reflect with her 
on “how Raven was speaking to them.” She 
records their remarks and invites the children 
to revisit and rearrange their words to create 
a poem. The children’s discussion and poem 
lead Shawana to a revised theory that the chil-
dren are trying to understand Raven’s identity 
and struggling with the idea that sometimes 
Raven appears to be good and at other times 

This achievement, the creation of a liberated pedagogy that reflects the 
strengths, values, and “ways of being” of a particular community is  
especially evident in the authors’ reliance on story to make meaning of 
their and the children’s experiences in their classrooms . . . 
–Jeanne Goldhaber
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bad. When Shawana shares her story and the 
children’s work with her teacher’s circle, she 
is gratified by their perspectives. An excerpt 
from their conversation is included so that 
we can follow the teachers’ discussion as they 
note the children’s use of black and contrast in 
their paintings and geometric shapes in their 
drawings. They also discuss the children’s 
comments about good and evil, considering 
them in relationship to comments that chil-
dren made in their classrooms. Following the 
excerpt, each teacher writes a response, using 
her “own professional experience, personal 
background, and ways of knowing to engage in 
this collective process” as they would in their 
regular meetings. 

Shawana credits this group process with help-
ing her frame the children’s questions as being 
not just about Raven’s identity, but also about 
their own: “Who am I in this place? What does 
it mean to be good? What does it mean to be 
bad? Can I be both? How do others see me, and 
is this the same way I see myself?” She con-
cludes, 

Given the time to reflect on the meaning 
of the story and the opportunity to discuss 
this meaning with their friends, the children 
come to deeper levels of understanding. I 
think this is the power of documentation, 
because the meaning we draw from these 
experiences often comes later, through re-
flection and discussion with others.

I would argue that this statement pertains to 
not only the children’s deepening understand-
ing of the complexity of the concept of identity, 
but also of Shawana’s and her colleagues’, and 
because of the structure of this article, our own 
as well. 

One of my favorite books published by Reggio 
Children is Shoe and Meter: Children and Mea-
surement (1997). It, too, is a multi-layered nar-
rative. It is a story of a group of children who 
essentially invent a system of measurement to 
give instructions to a carpenter to build a table 
for their classroom and of their teachers who 
alongside them ponder the ways in which the 
children work through mathematical concepts, 
such as the constancy and universality of 

measurement. This book is also an extraordi-
nary example of pedagogical documentation 
because its readers come away with both a re-
newed appreciation of children and teachers as 
co-constructors of knowledge and a sense that 
they, too, were involved in the meaning-mak-
ing process documented in the book.

Given the authors’ invitation to join them in 
their exploration of their Northern Ontario 
context, culture, and identity both inside and 
outside of their classrooms, I suggest that as 
readers, we assume a similar active and reflec-
tive stance. For example, as we read about the 
authors’ context, we might consider our own 
socio-cultural, historical, and topographic con-
text and the values and ways of being we as-
sociate with it. As we read each teacher’s story 
about her efforts to create environments and of-
fer experiences that give voice to the children’s 
and her own culture and identity, we might ask 
ourselves how we communicate our commu-
nity’s values and embed its ways of being in 
the daily life of our classrooms and schools. As 
we read the authors’ observations and study 
the children’s work, we might take the time to 
consider what insights we can bring to their 
discussions. And perhaps, most importantly, 
as we read each teacher’s story, we might re-
member the stories we have to tell, and—wait, 
don’t stop there—but go one step further and 
seek out a circle of colleagues who might help 
us find deeper meaning in the stories we share. 
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From left, Emily Caruso Parnell, Darlene Villeneuve, Jennifer Hearn,  
Ramona Shawana, and Julie Kelly

Meeting in the Clearing: Reflections on  
Northern Identity and Mino-Bimaadziwin
By Ramona Shawana, Darlene Villeneuve, Emily Caruso Parnell, Jennifer Hearn, and Julie Kelly 

Ramona Shawana is an  
Anishnaabe-Kwe from Wik-
wemikong First Nation. She 
has worked for many years 
as an Aboriginal early child-
hood educator in kindergar-
ten classrooms. Shawana’s 
work in the classroom is influ-
enced by the Reggio Emilia  
approach and focuses on  
Aboriginal culture and its tra-
ditions. She has brought an 
Aboriginal perspective to sev-

eral Ministry of Education funded Collaborative Inquiries. A TV Ontario video, Early Learning 
Class Based Upon Aboriginal Culture [https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fjZA4CVJc0M], was 
published in 2013 and highlights some of Shawana’s work with children and their families. On her 
own journey of self-discovery, she continues to learn what it means to create community and to 
value culture in the classroom.

Darlene Villeneuve has been teaching for 15 years, eight of those years in a kindergarten class-
room. Villeneuve teaches at Redwood Acres Public School, the elementary school that both she 
and her now-grown children attended. She is guided by the belief that children develop an under-
standing of themselves and the world around them through risk-taking and reflection, both within 
the classroom and the natural environment.  

Emily Caruso Parnell is the Rainbow District School Board’s arts education consultant, K–12. Pri-
or to assuming this role, she was a kindergarten classroom teacher working in French immersion 
schools and using a Reggio-inspired pedagogical philosophy. She has worked extensively with 
teachers both to develop their understanding of the hundred languages and to bring an arts lens to 
her own and their pedagogical documentation. Parnell’s professional background is in dance, and 
she continues to work as a dance teacher and choreographer in addition to her work in education. 
Parnell is also a freelance writer. 

Jennifer Hearn has served as the Rainbow District School Board’s kindergarten program consul-
tant for the past four years. In this role, she facilitates professional learning for kindergarten ed-
ucators, which includes documentation study sessions, classroom visits, professional workshops, 
and collegial inquiries into classroom practice. Prior to her work as a consultant, Hearn was a kin-
dergarten classroom teacher and worked extensively in early literacy development. She is inspired 
by the documentation from Reggio Emilia and continues to work through how those insights can be 
related to and transformed in the northern Ontario context. 

Julie Kelly has worked in education for 20 years, most of which have been in an early learning  
setting. She currently works in a French immersion kindergarten classroom at the Rainbow District 
School Board. Kelly’s study of the Reggio Emilia approach has deepened her relationships with 
materials and the children and families that she has worked alongside. Kelly believes that children 
should have a strong voice in creating their own learning and in continually advocating for their 
rights as citizens.
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We are a small group of educators who work in 
the Rainbow District School Board, a northern 
Ontario public school board serving Sudbury, 
Espanola, and Manitoulin Island. These are 
the traditional territories of the Ojibwe, Odawa, 
and Potawatomi peoples. In addition to the An-
ishnaabe cultures indigenous to this territory, 
there is also a strong Franco-Ontarian (French 
language) culture. This area is also home to  
immigrant cultures from around the world and 
families from a diversity of socio-economic cir-
cumstances. Sudbury is the site of the world’s 
largest regreening project, the landscape hav-
ing been decimated by decades of forestry and 
mining. The contrast between green trees and 
black rock, pristine lakes and industrial slag, 
and young forests growing from the ancient 
Cambrian Shield create a landscape that is 
fiercely beautiful. 

Our journey together as researchers began in 
2010 when the Ontario Ministry of Education 
launched a new Early Learning–Kindergarten 
curriculum along with full-day programs for 
4- and 5-year-olds. When we were called upon 
to lead this educational project, we looked to 
the preschools of Reggio Emilia for inspiration 
and met in study groups to read and learn more 
about the Reggio approach. Early in our prac-
tice, we developed the habit of documenting 
by taking photos and videos, recording chil-
dren’s thoughts and ideas as anecdotal notes, 
and sharing this material with the children 
and their parents as slideshows, blogs, and vi-
sual displays. Since our classroom practice was 
emergent, we used documentation to help plan 
inquiries with individual and small groups of 
children. We also used our documentation to 
determine our way forward professionally by 
meeting together in groups and reflecting on 
the meaning of what we had collected. Each par-
ticipant shared her documentation, and mem-
bers of the group then shared their insights. 
We have used protocols such as Project Zero’s 

Visible Thinking (http://www.pz.harvard.edu/
projects/visible-thinking) to problematize our 
work. We have also created formal documenta-
tion pieces such as posters and panels for pub-
lic viewing of our work. 

In all of our conversations, however, there have 
always been stories—stories about our expe-
riences, stories about the children, and stories 
about the challenges we face in doing this work. 
These stories often guide our experiences as 
teacher researchers and have helped us devel-
op a deeper understanding of what learning is, 
what we and the children are learning, and how 
to make thinking visible, challenge each other’s 
thinking, and consider opposing points of view. 
These stories prompt deeper reflection into 
who we are, individually and collectively, and 
how our thinking is shaped by our experiences 
of living in the north. For this article, we have 
chosen to use our stories to illustrate how doc-
umentation holds a space for us to make mean-
ing of our storied lives and our encounters with 
children. 

We invite you, the reader, to join us in this re-
flective process as we grapple with questions 
related to the role that our northern Ontario 
context, culture, and identity plays in shaping 
our early childhood environments and our own 

Our Context

In all of our conversations, however, there have always been 
stories—stories about our experiences, stories about the  
children, and stories about the challenges we face in doing  
this work. These stories often guide our experiences as  
teacher researchers and have helped us develop a deeper 
understanding of what learning is, what we and the children 
are learning, and how to make thinking visible, challenge each 
other’s thinking, and consider opposing points of view.  
–Ramona Shawana, Darlene Villeneuve, Emily Caruso Parnell, Jennifer Hearn, and 
Julie Kelly
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her point of view—values that reflect our north-
ern Ontario experience. In keeping with our 
pedagogical documentation process, Ramona 
starts by telling her story, her journey as an An-
ishnaabek educator, and the reason she began 
telling legends to the children in her classroom. 
Her story serves as a backdrop to her discus-
sion of the children’s response to Anishnaabe 
language, culture, and teachings through the 
telling of the Raven legend. We have included 
a transcript of our actual responses to the story 
when she shared it with us during a study group 
meeting in November 2016 to illustrate the 
wide-ranging yet interrelated reflections that 
our stories often generate. In order to deepen 
our individual responses and to make explicit 
our own connections and stories, we each wrote 
in response to her story for this article, follow-
ing a process proposed by Reason and Hawkins 
(1988). We met again to share each of our writ-
ten responses in December 2016 and to make 
decisions about what we would include in this 
article. In essence, we used our storied respons-
es to create the dialogue that follows. At several 
points throughout the paper, Ramona reflects 
on what she learned from our storied reflec-
tions, highlighting what resonates for her and 
the themes that emerge from our discussions.

and the children’s thinking. This investigation 
began in 2012. Over the past five years, we 
have reported on various aspects of our work 
in presentations and poster format, particular-
ly as it related to the role of place and culture 
in our classrooms. This article is our first effort 
to share what we see as the interconnected  
relationship between the role of culture and 
our pedagogical documentation process, our 
classroom practices, and our own personal and  
professional identities.

We have organized this article to represent our 
pedagogical documentation process. We have 
made Ramona Shawana’s perspective central to 
our narrative, because of the values inherent in 

Ramona Shawana Introduces Herself and Tells Her Story

Aanii, my name is Ramona Shawana, and I am 
from Wikwemikong First Nation. How do we 
know where we are? How do we know that fam-
ilies and children are valued in our schools? 
These two questions (posed by Carol Anne 
Wien in “Emergent Curriculum,” a course she 
offered in October 2014) have helped me ex-
plore and understand the values that are foun-
dational to the Reggio approach. When I real-
ized that the perspective of the educators of 
Reggio Emilia was embedded in their culture 
and way of being, I began to think about how 
we want our values to be reflected in the school 
and in our classrooms. 

As Anishnaabe people, our identity is connect-
ed to our roots. Knowing where we are from and 

understanding this connection are important 
when getting to know an Anishnaabe person. 
(Visit www.ojibwe.org for more information on 
Anishnaabe culture, tradition, and history.) I 
began thinking about the families of Princess 
Anne Public School, who, like me, had moved 
away from their home communities and were 
trying to figure out what it meant to live in an 
urban community. In our home communities, 
we are immersed in our culture, our way of be-
ing. Traditions and customs are passed down 
from generation to generation. When you move 
or relocate, there is the potential that you will 
change who you are. You are in a new place, 
and you have to decide: Who am I going to be 
here? Your first inclination may be to assimi-
late and to become another person.



17September 2017

our way of being—a holistic approach to healthy 
living. The concept of Mino-Bimaadziwin mo-
tivated me to bring some important cultural 
components into the classroom: the talking cir-
cle, the sharing of legends and storytelling, and 
the Anishnaabemowin (Ojibwe) language.

These elements define who we are as Anish-
naabe people and how we were meant to live. 
The circle represents important principles for 
us as Anishnaabe. The circle invites collabo-
ration and creates collective knowledge; this is 
how our culture is taught. The circle symbolizes 
equality; everyone has a voice and an opinion 
that is respected, and the circle is where you 
learn to listen. Energy is created in the circle 
through respect and listening that makes the 
experience of the circle very powerful. The 
sharing of legends and storytelling in our cul-
ture was a means of passing down our history, 
traditions, and language. Through the stories, 
we learn life lessons about love, greed, and self-
ishness. Sharing these stories preserves our 

Wien’s questions prompted me to think about 
what families see when they walk into our 
school. I wanted to create a welcoming place 
at the entry of our school that communicated 
that our Anishnaabe culture was valued. The 
question “How do we know where we are?” took 
me beyond cultural tokenism, of displaying a 
dream catcher or a medicine wheel, toward cre-
ating something authentic and meaningful.  

These questions helped me understand that we 
need to have a strong connection to identity 
and place and, for me, that meant connecting 
to who I was as an Anishnaabe person in the 
classroom and paying close attention to my re-
lationships with the children and their families.

I began thinking about how our culture is 
passed down from one person to another and 
how the residential school system contribut-
ed to the loss of our teachings, traditions, and 
language. (Visit http://www.cbc.ca/news/can-
ada/a-history-of-residential-schools-in-cana-
da-1.702280 for a history of residential schools 
in Canada.) In terms of their reverence for child-
hood and children, there are commonalities 
between the culture of Reggio Emilia and our 
Anishnaabe culture. In the Reggio Emilia ed-
ucational project, it is believed that “[c]hildren 
possess extraordinary potentials for learning 
and change, as well as extensive affective, rela-
tional, sensory, and intellectual resources that 
manifest in an ongoing exchange with the cul-
tural and social context” (Istituzione of the Mu-
nicipality of Reggio Emilia, 2010, p. 10). In my 
Anishnaabe (Ojibwe, Odawa) culture, children 
are a gift given to us from the Creator. It is our 
job to care for them and guide them. I began to 
realize that I had a very important role to play 
in the classroom. I needed to be a person who 
could pass on our history, our cultural practic-
es, and our traditions to the children.

I began to think about living life in a good way—
Mino-Bimaadziwin—that honors our traditional 
way of living and the interconnectedness with 
all our relations. (“All of our relations” is a com-
mon phrase used among Anishinaabe people 
that refers to a complex understanding of in-
terconnectedness.) Living life in a good way 
creates harmony. We are connected to animals 
and plant life, and this sense of connectivity is 

I began to think about living life in a good way— 
Mino-Bimaadziwin—that honors our traditional way of  
living and the interconnectedness with all our relations. . . .  
[This] concept . . . motivated me to bring some important 
cultural components into the classroom: the talking  
circle, the sharing of legends and storytelling, and the  
Anishnaabemowin (Ojibwe) language.  
–Ramona Shawana
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Odjig’s legends feature a great deal of text, 
and the illustrations are neither prominent nor 
colorful, but the children were interested and 
paid close attention to each story as it was told. 
They were excited when they came to school in 
the morning, curious about what was going to 
happen next in the legend. The children creat-
ed meaning based on what they had heard. As 
children arrived at school, they engaged in con-
versations about Nanabush and agreed: “That 
Nanabush is a tricky guy.” 

Each afternoon, the Ojibwe language teach-
er came into the classroom, and together we 
brought the legends to the children. The lan-
guage was introduced through the animals be-
cause the children had a real interest in them, 
particularly Mkwa (bear) and Migizi (eagle). 
When we were in the forest, the children looked 
for the animals and called them by their Ojibwe 
names. The children could often be heard re-
minding children from other classrooms: “You 
shouldn’t break the sticks or damage the plants. 
That hurts them.” 

Sometimes Carol, one of our community’s el-
ders, came to our circle with the Ojibwe teacher. 
Carol was very excited, perhaps even more than 
the children, because she loved listening to the 
legends. A fluent speaker of Anishnaabemow-
in, she helped with the meanings of words by 
breaking them down so the children would un-
derstand more deeply their meaning. We talked 
about the differences in dialect (by community) 
and the roots of words.

culture. Anishnaabemowin (Ojibwe) is our orig-
inal way of speaking, the way we communicate 
with our relations. Our language is a gift that 
was given to us, and without a conscious effort 
to sustain it, the language will be lost. It is vital 
for the survival of our people.  

These elements—the circle, the sharing of leg-
ends, storytelling, and the Anishnaabemowin 
language—are not experienced separately, but 
together contribute to the creation of experienc-
es that shaped our identity. Traditionally, our 
ancestors were inside during the winter, so that 
was the time for telling stories, beginning with 
the first snowfall and ending at the first signs 
of spring. The legends are meant to be told, and 
listeners create their own meaning. 

Over time, these elements became integrated 
into our classroom’s daily life. Children were 
given the permission to be honest, and what 
they said was valued. The circle was where we 
were able to create knowledge together. It was 
our way of being in our own space. The prac-
tice of sharing legends in the classroom came 
about during the process of thinking about 
how our culture is transmitted. Legends were 
told over the course of several days, giving the 
children time to process. There was no rush to 
complete the story. In the first year, I shared 
Nanabush legends because of their connection 
to my home in Wikwemikong. I grew up hear-
ing these legends. Daphne Odjig  (1971) is the 
author and illustrator of the series of Nanabush 
legends. Unlike traditional children’s literature, 

Ramona Shares the Children’s Responses to the Raven Legend 

In our second year of sharing legends, I noticed 
that the children responded differently to Ra-
ven: A Trickster Tale from the Pacific Northwest 
by Gerald McDermott (1993). The children of-
ten asked me to share this legend, and Raven 
appeared everywhere in the classroom: at the 
light table, the art centers, the writing center. 

Raven was recreated in so many different ways! 
What was it about this story that spoke to the 
children? Raven is a story of contrast, as most 
legends are. Raven moves from dark to light, 

from night to day, from bad to good. The boys, 
in particular, were drawn to Raven. For exam-
ple, Mattix worked on a Plasticine illustration 
for days. 

I was curious about why Raven was such a 
compelling character to the children. I began 
to take photos of the children’s work.  As I ex-
amined their representations, I wondered if 
the bold colors and contrasting black attracted 
them or if perhaps it was the geometric quality 
of the illustrations. 
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I invited a small group of children to reflect 
with me on how Raven was speaking to them. I 
used a picture that one of the children had cre-
ated of Raven to spark a small group discussion 
and to think about what words came to mind 
when they thought of Raven. They recalled a lot 
about the story. They began talking about his 
shape-shifting abilities, such as a pine needle 
that becomes a baby and then shape-shifts. 
One child said, “He’s our hero.” Another child 
commented, “He saved the world.” A third re-
marked, “He transforms.” The children asked, 
“Is he evil, is he a hero, or could he be both?” 
One child suggested, “He is smart; birds in real 
life can’t change . . . we imagine (that means we 
use our imagination) he’s a changer.”

Using a process I learned through a “Voices of 
the Land” workshop, I wrote down key words as  
the children talked. (Visit https://www.youtube. 
com/watch?v=NEPxgAjnfFM to learn more 
about “Voices of the Land.”) Then the children 
and I cut out the words into strips of paper and 
arranged the words on the floor so that we could 
decide as a group which words we wanted to 
use and how we would arrange them to create 
this poem:

Our Hero
He transforms, we imagine
It is dark, thought it was a storm
He’s a bird
He’s a pine needle
He’s also a human
Birds in real life can’t change
He’s a changer
Is he real?
Is he evil?
He found the sun
He saved the world
He helped humans
Humans feed him fish
Miigwech!

Earlier, I had thought that the boys liked Raven 
because he came in so many forms. Through 
the process of creating the poem, I considered 
the possibility that the children were trying to 
figure him out: Is he evil? Is he smart? I was 
surprised that they saw Raven as a superhero. 
I think they liked his bravery (“He saved the 
world. He transforms. He is smart.”) and were 
intrigued because he had a little bit of evil 
and some mischief in him. They seemed to be  
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don’t usually offer them these high contrasts. 
We don’t often provide dark. They, however, 
from the time they are babies, find it appealing, 
are attracted to it.”
Ramona: “I was wondering about the contrast 
of the story, the dark to the light, the night to the 
day. We also see contrast in the poem—this idea 
of good and evil.”
Darlene: “Perhaps the children are attracted to 
this idea of contrast and thinking about them-
selves. They can be good, and they can be evil. 
The children may be trying to find their place. 
Where do they fit?”
Jennifer: “Children conduct surveys, asking 
each other: ‘Are you good or bad?’”
Julie: “When the children draw faces—an angry 
face—they critique whether it is angry enough.” 
Ramona: “Recently, the children overheard an 
adult comment to another, ‘You are as bad as 
the kids.’ The children were questioning her 
about why she thought they were bad. ‘We are 
not bad!’ they said.”
Darlene: “In their play, they will agree that they 
needed a bad guy, but no one wants to be that 
guy—‘Not me!’”
Ramona: “This is the impact of legends; they 
are life lessons. This is the way we were as  
people.”

trying to figure him out—how can he be both 
good and evil at the same time? I was fascinat-
ed by the complexity of the children’s reflec-
tions and their thinking about these seemingly 
contradictory ideas. 

I shared the Raven art and poem with my col-
leagues to hear their perspectives. Here is an 
excerpt from our discussions about Raven and 
my documentation:
Jennifer: “The layering is amazing in the Plas-
ticine piece.”
Julie: “I am interested in the fact that they chose 
geometric shapes to make him, as opposed to 
other materials.”
Emily: “Looking at the book cover of the Raven 
legend, it is very geometric, layered on. It does 
look like it was done with pieces.”
Ramona: “In another legend about Mkwa (bear), 
the background is black, and he is completely 
white. As he goes on his vision quest, his body 
starts to fill in.”  
Julie: “The black is very bold. We read the same 
story in my class. The children were enthralled 
with x-ray, and they connected this to looking 
inside. They were intrigued with the black be-
ing so bold.”
Emily: “It is an interesting aesthetic—black—we 
don’t think of this as a color for children. We 

Ramona Responds to Our Discussion and Our Reflections

When I shared the Raven work with my col-
leagues, they reflected on the children’s use 
of color and geometric shapes. They, too, saw 
the contrast of the children’s representations of  
Raven and the poem and in the legend itself. 
In the children’s process of meaning making, 
they made connections to their own experienc-
es and perhaps to themselves and their own hu-
manity, understanding that no one is entirely 
good or entirely evil. This confirmed some of 
what I was thinking, but also highlighted that 
the children were thinking more deeply about 
identity. My colleagues linked this idea of the 
contrast of good and evil to the children’s quest 

to define these terms in the context of school. 
Perhaps the children appear to be seeking to 
answer the question I posed earlier: Who am I 
in this place? What does it mean to be good? 
What does it mean to be bad? Can I be both? 
How do others see me, and is this the same 
way I see myself? Raven and Nanabush exhibit 
these qualities of good and evil; do they exist 
in us all? 

Through the legends, we come to understand, 
and we are drawn closer to our own humani-
ty. Given the time to reflect on the meaning of 
the story and the opportunity to discuss this 

Given the time to 
reflect on the meaning 
of the story and the 
opportunity to discuss 
this meaning with 
their friends, the  
children come to 
deeper levels of  
understanding. I think 
this is the power of 
documentation,  
because the meaning 
we can draw from 
these experiences 
often comes later, 
through reflection  
and discussion with 
others.  
–Ramona Shawana



21September 2017

In this section of the article, we respond to  
Ramona’s experience and sharing, in the way 
that we often do to each other’s storytelling 
when we meet as a group. We each use our 
own professional experiences, personal back-
ground, and ways of knowing to engage in this 
collective process. 

Relationship with nature  
(Darlene Villeneuve)

I heard Ramona say that immersion in a culture 
is a way of being. Making the forest an exten-
sion of our learning environment means that 
we immerse ourselves in a relationship with 
nature. One day, the kindergarten children 
communicated their yearning to move beyond 
the fence into the forest adjacent to our school. 
This was the day that I began to hear the story 
that the photos were telling of the pure joy that 
the children were experiencing there. 

When we first began to visit the forest, the chil-
dren saw it as a big playground. Their move-
ments were fast and loud. They connected to 
the places that allowed them to run and chase 
each other and where they could act out their 
stories.  

In time, the children began to slow down, ob-
serve, explore, and question. Each year, as we 
ventured deeper into the unknown spaces of 
the forest, each new group of children named 
their favorite places: the Trampoline Forest, the 
Climbing Tree Place, the Sandbowl. Over time, 
the children formed relationships with the 
trees, the ground, the moss, and the animals. 
The children began to step more gently, allow-
ing them to get down low to notice the little de-
tails. They came to see the flora as a work of art. 

comes later, through reflection and discussion 
with others.

meaning with their friends, the children come 
to deeper levels of understanding. I think this is 
the power of documentation, because the mean-
ing we can draw from these experiences often 

We Respond to What Ramona Has Shared
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I believe that the children came to realize, as 
Ramona said, that there is life here. They began 
to recognize the interconnectedness between 
humans and the natural world. The children be-
gan to think about the impact that we have on 
the life within the forest, and they questioned 
our place in the space. When we visited the 
Sandbowl, the children were surprised to find 
tadpoles in the water. One child questioned 
whether this could be our place anymore. She 
worried that the tadpoles would soon turn to 
frogs, and since they needed a safe place to 
transform, our presence might interfere with 
them.  

They listened in a different way to the message 
that the forest was sharing with them. When 
a classmate who was new to our class broke a 
branch from a tree, a new friend cautioned her 
to stop, explaining: 

The trees make the music for the people and 
the bears and the raccoons and the fox that 
ran through and left his fur. The wind blows 
and whistles through the trees, and the birds 
that sit in the trees sing. When the wind 
blows, the branches move and the leaves and 
the branches make the songs. If you hurt the 
trees, they won’t sing anymore.

I heard Ramona say that immersion in a culture is a way of being.  
Making the forest an extension of our learning environment means that 
we immerse ourselves in a relationship with nature. . . . I believe that the 
children came to realize, as Ramona said, that there is life here. They 
began to recognize the interconnectedness between humans and the 
natural world.  
–Darlene Villeneuve



23September 2017

Bringing photographs and transcripts of their 
observations, reflections, and theories back 
to the children offered them an opportunity 
to co-construct knowledge about the delicate 
balance of nature. They recognized that the 
space is shared. The children were developing 
empathy for living things, respect for the envi-
ronment, and an understanding of their own 
impact on the natural world through these ex-
periences. 

The arts create a space for dialogue  
(Emily Caruso Parnell)

One of the things that occurred to me as I lis-
tened to Ramona is the way that legends are 
treated with reverence in her culture. In West-
ern culture, we often reserve this sense of rev-
erence for art, but we rarely dedicate significant 
time to it in our schools. Ramona talked about 
repetition and attention, interpretation and re-
interpretation as inherent in her oral tradition. 
It reminded me of the way dance repertoire is 
taught, passed from dancer to dancer, across 
generations. 

Ramona identified a similar process at work 
with her children. In one of our conversations, 
she stated, “Because of legends and storytell-
ing and the teachings the children received, 
they learned to respect plant and animal life.” 
At one point during this discussion, Darlene 
described the way the kindergarten children 
expressed their respect for nature: “They’ll 
bend right down and look at a piece of moss like 
it’s a piece of art.”

Art is often the vehicle for expression of culture, 
and the act of including artists in school can be 
a choice to include culture or even to preserve 
or revitalize culture. As I revisited this conver-
sation between Ramona and Darlene, I am re-
minded of what Vea Vecchi (2012) wrote about 
the decision to invite artists to work in the  
ateliers in the municipal infant-toddler centers 
and preschools of Reggio Emilia: 

It was a choice that was revolutionary then 
and now because it changed a conformist 
way of thinking about education, of look-
ing at knowledge and learning. This choice  
created a dialogue between social construc-

tivist pedagogy and the poetic languages of 
the atelier.  This decision was actually quite 
subversive. In a very short time after the 
original institution of the atelier, the culture 
of the atelier began to infuse throughout the 
entire school. (p. 4)

As I listened to Ramona, I wondered how this 
dialogue has become our way of being together 
as a group. We began the process of investigat-
ing the Reggio Emilia approach by replicating 
superficial elements within the environment 
that we believed were representative of a Reg-
gio-inspired pedagogy. Fortunately, we have 
progressed to a place where the values of the 
Reggio Emilia approach have become our way 
of being. We now document as a habit of mind. 
I find myself mentally documenting so often in 
the classroom that typing my observations lat-
er on is nearly effortless.  

Like the children in Darlene’s class who get 
down close to the ground to examine moss, we 
bend down and “look” at children with respect 
and curiosity. We have brought those artists’ 
eyes into our classroom practice—an act that 
has transformed us. I have come to see teach-
ing as an extension of my artistic practice and 
to understand that the repetition, revisiting, 

Ramona talked about repetition 
and attention, interpretation and 
reinterpretation as inherent in her 
oral tradition. It reminded me of 
the way dance repertoire is taught, 
passed from dancer to dancer, 
across generations. . . . I have come 
to see teaching as an extension  
of my artistic practice and to  
understand that the repetition,  
revisiting, and reinterpretation of 
the documentation process bring 
the same reverence to my teaching 
as they did and do to my dancing.  
–Emily Caruso Parnell
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no formal teachings about respect and the way 
to listen during those sharing circles. Instead, 
there was a “way of knowing” infused into the 
spirit of the class. It seemed that each person in 
the community felt valued for their special gifts 
and their contributions.  

As Ramona told legends, I witnessed a different 
and deeper emotional connection between the 
storyteller, the story, and the listeners. The chil-
dren’s interest and engagement were apparent 
in their facial expressions and body language. 
There was something intangible and indescrib-
able in the atmosphere of the room—the feel-
ing that I was part of something important. I 
knew that moment would change me forever. 
Just as the elders pass down their teachings,

 culture, and language through stories, Ramona 
offered her own teachings through the legends 
she shared. She allowed time to be immersed 
within the legend over the course of days—time 
to get to know the characters and reflect on the 
meaning of the teachings for the children in an 
unhurried process.  

The children connected to the characters and 
began to represent what the characters meant 

and reinterpretation of the documentation pro-
cess bring the same reverence to my teaching 
as they did and do to my dancing. To quote one 
of the educators from Reggio Emilia at the 2016 
NAREA Summer Conference in Toronto, 

 . . . learning is the result of an individual or 
subjective construction that is accomplished 
in a context of relationships. . . . It is . . . knowl-
edge that is constructed by the subject or 
the individual by means of continuous on-
going circularity between his or her descrip-
tions of the world and the actual world itself.  
(Cagliari, 2016)

There is a greater purpose beyond the story 
(Jennifer Hearn) 

As a visitor in Ramona’s class, I observed and 
noted firsthand the value that was placed on 
relationships and connectedness. There was 
a sense of belonging among members of that 
educational community, and I felt valued as a 
visitor in their space. Children and adults alike 
greeted me, “Aanii Aniishnaa?” (Hi. How are 
you?) and invited me to join the circle to start 
their day. Time is taken to hear how each per-
son feels, and all voices are honored. There were 

I have come to  
understand the  
holistic approach  
to learning, an  
Anishinaabe  
worldview, and the 
tension that  
continues to exist 
between that  
perspective and  
a school culture  
that privileges  
cognition—a colonial 
viewpoint. When we 
share legends with 
children, we are  
offering them an 
opportunity to engage 
with language, culture, 
and teachings that 
also acknowledge the 
emotional, physical, 
and spiritual aspects 
of their being.  
– Jennifer Hearn
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is sometimes little space available to honor 
their home language and culture. I am left won-
dering: What gets lost?

Ramona sees language as a gift that is vital for 
the survival of her people, whereas, the goal of 
French immersion is to promote bilingualism in  
Canada. Over time, I have become aware that 
gaining a new language and culture often comes 
at a cost to your home language. Regarding the 
shrinking number of languages being spoken 
around the world, Tom Colls (2009) quotes  
prominent French linguist Claude Hagege:

What we lose is essentially an enormous 
cultural heritage, the way of expressing the 
relationship with nature, with the world, be-
tween themselves in the framework of their 
families, their kin people. . . . It’s also the way 
they express their humor, their love, their life. 

Colls continues, “For linguists like Claude 
Hagege, languages are not simply a collection 
of words. They are living, breathing organisms 
holding the connections and associations that 
define a culture.”

Through documentation, I have come to ap-
preciate children’s use of their knowledge of 
language and culture as a platform for learning 
a new language. For example, I have observed 
that children new to Canada speak to each oth-
er in their own language, using a strategy that 
perhaps helps them feel comfortable and, there-
fore, more willing to experiment with learning 
a new language. 

to them: Raven is brave; he transforms; he is a 
superhero who can save the world. Beyond sim-
ply making their own personal connections to 
the story, the children appeared to be in a re-
lationship with the characters and ideas in the 
legend. They identified with the human traits 
that are embodied by Raven. They strove to un-
derstand the complexity of Raven as they real-
ized that Raven presents himself to the world in 
different forms.

There is comfort and closeness in the story-
telling; a relationship exists between the story 
and the listeners. To be part of storytelling is 
to listen and create meaning for oneself. As 
I listened, I felt myself going within, a sort of 
introspection to know myself more within the 
context of the teachings. We need to know who 
we are so that we can make connections to our 
family and community. There is a greater pur-
pose beyond the story.

As I listened to Ramona tell her own story, I 
thought about this introspective journey. I have 
come to understand the holistic approach to 
learning, an Anishinaabe worldview, and the 
tension that continues to exist between that 
perspective and a school culture that privileg-
es cognition—a colonial viewpoint. When we 
share legends with children, we are offering 
them an opportunity to engage with language, 
culture, and teachings that also acknowledge 
the emotional, physical, and spiritual aspects of 
their being. As children respond to the legends, 
they are sharing what they know in their hearts 
and minds.  

Honoring a child’s culture  (Julie Kelly)

Ramona is asking us to think about the ques-
tion: Where does my culture fit? I wonder 
whether the children are all asking that same 
question. I wonder about the impact assimila-
tion has on culture. How do we honor a child’s 
culture in school contexts in which one culture 
is prominent? Reflecting on Ramona’s story 
makes me think about our culture of school in 
the French immersion program in the district. 
In an effort to immerse children in French as 
they acquire a second (or third) language, there 

Ramona is asking us to think about 
the question: Where does my 
culture fit? I wonder whether the 
children are all asking that same 
question. I wonder about the  
impact assimilation has on culture. 
How do we honor a child’s culture 
in school contexts in which one 
culture is prominent? 
–Julie Kelly
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In response to my growing awareness of the 
relationship between culture and language, I 
decided to invite families into the classroom to 
share their cultures, heritage, and traditions—a 
platform for language learning that I thought 
would be deeper and more meaningful. Read-
ing the documentation of the family visits on 
our blog encouraged more parents and grand-
parents to come into the classroom to share 
their life stories, cultures, and languages. 

One particular event stands out to me because 
of the mother’s connection to the French lan-
guage. Diane Diep is Vietnamese, and her child 
Tiana was in our classroom for two years. Diane 
was truly excited to share some of the history of 
the Vietnamese people as well as the Vietnam-
ese language and its connection to the French 
language, even though this was the result of the 
French colonization of Vietnam. Following her 
experience in the classroom, Diane reflected:

The students were introduced to my way of 
life, language, and culture and how French is 
an integral part of the Vietnamese culture. . 
. . There was so much learning happening as 
the children gathered around, curious with 
questions and delighted at the responses.   

I believe in the value of relationships and their 
ability to counter the tendency toward assimi-
lation through schooling. A deeper relationship 
with the child and his or her family can only 
contribute to more inclusion, more knowledge, 
and more insight and enable us to value chil-
dren for who they are and where they come 
from. Children come to us with many different 
language experiences that can broaden and 
deepen second language learning. I have found 
that their families want to share who they are 
and where they come from.

Ramona made an important point when she 
told us that when we encounter a new culture, 
we have a choice to make about who we are 
going to be within this new cultural context. 
In my French immersion classroom, I strive to 
create a place where the children feel that their 
language, culture, and identity are valued and 
live in the documentation that I share with the 
children and their parents. The children are the 
caretakers of their heritage and culture. What 
could be more important than to honor this 
connection?
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Final Thoughts: Documentation as a Learning Space (Ramona Shawana)

Certainly, we think that the teacher, by means 
of the documentation, can learn how to teach, 
so teachers and children can research to-
gether in order to decide 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 distributed intelligence of all those in-
volved. (Nicolosi, 2017, p. 8)

Through this process of telling stories, we have 
created a story of our learning that reminds me 
of the design of my grandmother’s basket. Just 
as the splints are made by pounding strips of 
wood taken from the black ash tree in order to 
loosen the layers of wood, we peel away the lay-
ers of meaning of culture and its place in the 
classroom. These pieces are then woven to-
gether, in my grandmother’s case, to create a 
beautiful basket, and in ours, to build our sto-
ry. Through our pedagogical documentation 
process, we created the Anishnaabe concept of 
a circle for ourselves. There is no hierarchy in 
this circle; each storyteller and story is heard. 
According to our elders and knowledge keep-
ers, this is how the culture is passed down. It 
is all about learning at a much deeper level: re-
spect, reciprocity, and how to live life in a good 
way—Mino-Bimaadziwin.

Having listened to each of our stories, I am left 
with the question: How do you know who you 
are? The answer brings us back to reflecting 
on the relationship between one’s identity and 
one’s own culture. The words of Carla Rinaldi 
(1998) resonate with us: “It is our belief that all 
knowledge emerges in the process of self and 
social construction” (p. 115). I wonder: Have 
we created this cultural space for children in 
our education systems, or are we expecting 
children to conform to a school culture that is 
imposed, one that does not value who children 
are—their family and their heritage—when they 
come to school? 

Filippo Chieli (2016) describes the place of 
documentation in his atelier in Reggio Emilia 
when he writes, “Documentation [is] our sec-
ond skin, because it is part of our identity” (p. 
7). For us, documentation creates this space to 
reflect on our own construction of self within 
the context of culture and place. Documenta-
tion has become a part of our identity (who we 
are) and part of our culture (how we function as 
a group). It is a way for us to know ourselves as 
well as to know one another. Being in relation-
ship and developing an interdependence with 
others strengthens our identities as it deepens 
our learning. This relational interdependence, 
Mino-Bimaadziwin, speaks to the process that 
we experienced in the creation of our story. The 
success that we have experienced in moving 
our practices and our thinking forward is a re-
sult of this communal documentation process.

For us, documentation creates  
this space to reflect on our own 
construction of self within the  
context of culture and place.
–Ramona Shawana
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Experiences of sharing significant moments and engaging in pedagogical  
discussions about our documentation are the ways we find solidarity and 
a space in which we can question, consider, and consciously choose how 
we will respond. It is there that we can engage in reflective practices that 
align with our ever-deepening understanding of the culture of childhood 
and the intersecting cultures in which we live and work. 
–Ramona Shawana, Darlene Villeneuve, Emily Caruso Parnell, Jennifer Hearn, and Julie Kelly

A Northern Identity (Ramona Shawana, Darlene Villenuve, Emily Caurso Parnell,  
Jennifer Hearn, and Julie Kelly)

Through documentation processes such as 
those that we have described in this article, 
we have awakened to our Northern identities 
and how the land, languages, culture, and art 
shape our way of being. We have developed a 
deeper consciousness of our teaching place in 
the North and its possibilities. Experiences of 
sharing significant moments and engaging in 
pedagogical discussions about our documenta-
tion are the ways we find solidarity and a space 
in which we can question, consider, and con-
sciously choose how we will respond. It is there 
that we can engage in reflective practices that 
align with our ever-deepening understanding 
of the culture of childhood and the intersecting 
cultures in which we live and work. 

We close with the words of Carla Rinaldi 
(2001)—words that articulate the complex in-
tellectual and relational aesthetic of learning 
together:

The task of those who educate is not only to 
allow the differences to be expressed, but to 
make it possible for them to be negotiated 
and nurtured through exchanging and com-
paring ideas. In this way, not only does the 
individual child learn how to learn, but [also] 
the group becomes conscious of itself as a 
“teaching place.” (p. 4). 

For while we are all traveling different paths 
through the forest, we converge in the clearing 
when we come together to share our thinking.

NOTE: The authors would like to extend their sincere thanks to Dr. Sharon Speir for her ongoing 
mentorship, inspiration, and encouragement. 
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The Context for a Study on Beauty

The Cyert Center for Early Education is a year-
round early care and education program at 
Carnegie Mellon University. The center has 
been inspired by the fundamental principles 
of the municipal infant-toddler centers and 
preschools of Reggio Emilia since 1993 and 
continues to be involved in the serious study 
of the approach.

This story took place during the 2013–2014 
school year with the 3- and 4-year-olds in the 
Preschool 1 classroom. The work was support-
ed by Jennifer Kemp, educational coordinator; 
Bob Hiteshew and Nicole Smith, early child-
hood educators; Suzanne Grove and Barbara 
Moser, studio educators; and Sandy Johns,  
assistant director–Older Cluster.

The Cyert Center for Early Education serves 
approximately 120 children in six classrooms, 
ranging in age from infancy through kinder-
garten. Each classroom has one teacher who 

is designated as the educational coordinator,  
offering leadership to the team members,  
referred to as early childhood educators, and 
responsible for the organizational systems 
for that room. The environment and organi-
zation of the school are designed to support a 
social constructivist style of working for both 
children and adults. The building has several 
shared spaces that are used by age groups on 
a rotating schedule, including a piazza with ar-
eas for dramatic play, movement, and building; 
a space for sensory explorations; and a studio. 
Each classroom also has its own mini-studio, 
allowing for easy access to a variety of age- 
appropriate materials on a daily basis.

One of the pillars that helps to sustain work at 
the school is the time set aside for daily edu-
cator meetings. Some of these meetings have 
representation from each of the age groups, 
such as the Dialogue Groups that meet 
once each month and provide a platform for  
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educators to share and discuss their work with 
one another. Each teaching team also partici-
pates in a one-hour weekly planning meeting 
that determines the trajectory of the curricu-
lar work for that classroom. In addition, each 
classroom facilitates a minimum of four an-
nual parent meetings, during which educators 
and parents have the opportunity to reflect 
on the work of the children together, helping 

to solidify the importance of the partnerships. 
The impact of these opportunities for solicit-
ing multiple points of view strongly influences 
the direction of investigations and encourages 
meaningful, intellectual exchange between 
parents, educators, and children that can be 
seen throughout the following story.
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The Origins of the Study

In December, shortly before the winter break, 
several of the 3- and 4-year-old children in Pre-
school 1 were busy drawing in their mini-stu-
dio. After one child asked for a piece of tape 
to connect two pieces of paper and create a 
larger canvas for her work, others echoed this 
request, and a crowd began to gather. As the 
morning progressed, Jennifer found herself 
constantly doling out small pieces of tape. A 
few days later, she shared the story at a team 
planning meeting, commenting on the chil-
dren’s excitement and wondering why they 
found the tape so appealing. Was it the ease 
with which it could attach things versus the ef-
fort required to use glue? Was it the novelty of 
the experience? Was it exciting because of its 
perception as an adult “tool” that was typical-
ly kept out of reach? It was decided that when 
the children returned to school in January, the 
teachers would add a roll of tape, glue sticks, 
and several different types of paper to the ma-
terials that were accessible to the children for 
independent use. This would allow for more 
autonomy and provide interesting fine motor 
challenges and could be an exciting surprise 
for the children to discover when they returned 
after winter break.

On that first day back to school in January, 
while the teachers conversed with parents, 
eager to compare notes about the time away, a 
small group of children worked at a table in the 
mini-studio, reconnecting after the long break. 
They noticed the new additions to the space, 
including the tape, and one child offered the 

idea of using the tape to display their work. 
Delighting in this newfound freedom, the chil-
dren tore off one piece of tape after another, 
hanging their drawings, and completely cov-
ering a nearby door, referring to their work as 
“beautiful stickers.” 

Joyfully beckoning others over to see this work, 
the children presented the educators with a  
dilemma. While their initial impulse was to 
react to what they viewed as a “tape-covered 
mess of papers” that the children had created, 
Jennifer realized that there was an intensity 
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and purpose to the children’s work that had 
to be supported. She quietly spoke to her two 
team members, sharing that she wanted to  
observe and document the children in order to 
have time to understand their intention. What 
was their underlying reason for hanging the 
work? Was this an exploration of materials, or 
was there a deeper intent behind this choice? 
Had the teachers clarified for themselves or 
for the children the possible ways that the tape 
could be used? While focusing on the effort to 
create an element of surprise, had the school’s 
typical, systematic introduction to a new mate-
rial been forgotten?

The children’s intention became clearer as they 
began to pass out tickets to their “art gallery.” 
The children and educators regularly visit the 
Carnegie Museum of Art, which is only blocks 

away from the Cyert Center, as a resource for 
investigation and community connections, so 
the children were familiar with the idea of an 
art gallery, but until now, they had rarely used 
the word “art” in relationship to their own work 
at school. The fact that the children had taken 
the initiative to name this collection of draw-
ings an art gallery showed a sense of the emo-
tional investment they had in this experience 
and the empowerment it had awakened within 
them. There was much to consider in this mo-
ment, and although the classroom was amid a 
busy transition, Jennifer quickly wrote a few 
notes and captured a series of spontaneous 
images with the intention of revisiting and re-
flecting upon this at the weekly team planning 
meeting.

Opportunities for Reflection and Dialogue on the Documentation

Team planning meetings afford educators an 
opportunity to offer documentation regarding 
the work of the children. The time is dedicated 
to reflecting on this work, and observations, 
questions, and the words of the children are 
shared to fully explore and consider connec-
tions. At this particular meeting, most of the 
hour was spent sharing the story of the chil-
dren’s response to the addition of the tape and 
discussing the possible next steps with Sandy 
Johns, Barbara Moser, and Suzanne Grove. 
The conversation focused on thinking about 
how to respond to the experience in a way 
that would support the children’s endeavor 
while creating a respectful venue that would 
highlight their growing comfort with graphic  
materials.

Since the choice had been made to observe 
the creation of the children’s art gallery  
without intervening, the educators allowed 
themselves the time to reflect together and 
gain a better understanding about the chil-
dren’s motivation. After much discussion, 
it was decided that the next step would be 
to have a meeting between Barbara and the  

creators of the art gallery. Hoping to learn 
more through their conversation, Barbara, who 
had not been present in the classroom on the 
day the tape was introduced, began by revisit-
ing with the children the series of images tak-
en from the spontaneous experience. This is a 
common practice in the school; revisiting the 
prior work often begins each experience in an 
investigation. With an array of these images 
before them, Barbara asked the children to tell 
her about what had happened: 
Henry: “We wanted a decoration. We want to 
see it [the mini-studio] be beautiful.”
Sofia: “I want the other kids to see it, because I 
want them to think it’s beautiful.”
Aya: “I think the moms will be happy if they 
see it.”
Sofia: “We can keep it up for all of time for a 
school decoration because we want the class-
room to be beautiful.”
Barbara: “Do you think we could write a mes-
sage to the other children in Preschool 1 about 
the art?”

Team planning  
meetings afford  
educators an  
opportunity to offer  
documentation  
regarding the work of 
the children. The time  
is dedicated to  
reflecting on this work, 
and observations,  
questions, and the 
words of the children 
are shared to fully 
explore and consider 
connections.
–Sandy Johns and  
Jennifer Kemp
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Henry: “Then the other children can help with 
it.”
Barbara: “What could the message say?”
Sofia: “I love you. Can you help make the 
mini-studio beautiful?”

This conversation seemed to reveal an aware-
ness of the aesthetic dimension in a way that 
was reminiscent of Vea Vecchi’s (2010) words 
in Art and Creativity in Reggio Emilia. “It [the 
aesthetic dimension] is an attitude of care 
and attention for the things we do, a desire 
for meaning; it is curiosity and wonder; it is 
the opposite of indifference and carelessness, 
of conformity, of absence of participation and 
feeling” (p. 5). The children had expressed 
their desire to take responsibility for the beau-
tification of their environment. Their intention 
to create something beautiful and enduring 
that they could care for in collaboration with 
the other children in the class was almost pal-
pable. The educators wondered how to recon-
cile the children’s desire to continue hanging 
their spontaneous drawings with the school’s 
typical practice of creating carefully organized 
documentation panels to share work, while 
also considering the limited amount of space 
in the mini-studio. 

Some of the questions that the educators gen-
erated echoed the thoughts of Margie Cooper 
(2009) in “Is Beauty a Way of Knowing?,” par-
ticularly her concept of creating the “least re-
strictive environment” as opposed to allowing 
an “anything goes” chaotic space (p. 3). Vea 
Vecchi’s (2009) views about the importance of 
care and attention and how each decision that 
educators make is intertwined with the learn-
ing process were also considered. The desire 
to find a balance between supporting the chil-
dren’s aesthetic freedom while honoring the 
educator’s understandings about the impact 
of aesthetics on the quality of an experience 
was constantly in the forefront. Would it be 
conducive to thoughtful, deliberate explora-
tions to enter a disorganized space? Having 
a well-cared-for space creates a striking and 
provocative atmosphere, but there is also an 
educational value that is much more difficult 
to articulate. 

The desire to find a 
balance between  
supporting the  
children’s aesthetic 
freedom while  
honoring the  
educator’s  
understandings  
about the impact of 
aesthetics on the  
quality of an  
experience was  
constantly in the  
forefront.
–Sandy Johns and  
Jennifer Kemp



Dear Friends,
We want you to make things for the art book. 
We want the pages to be filled by everyone, 
by all of us. And the classmates to become 
great artist display makers. All beautiful 
things can go in. We make it beautiful. Talk 
to the teacher about your art. It should be 
very beautiful. 
We really love you,
Sofia, Perrin, Henry, and Aya

As the children worked to motivate their com-
munity of artists, the educators reflected on 
their enthusiasm. The teachers also discussed 
how this experience had helped them to real-
ize that the aesthetic potential for the mini-stu-
dio had not been fully developed. In fact, a se-
ries of conversations and initiatives to elevate 
the functionality of this space and better meet 
the needs of both educators and children had 
already begun. The spontaneous creation of 
the art gallery opened new possibilities for 
consideration. In response to the provocation 
the children presented, it would be exciting to 
partner with them, as well as their families, to 
create a mini-studio that could fully promote 
the children’s endeavors. Just as important-
ly, it would be a response that recognized the 
children’s desire to make this space warm,  
welcoming, and beautiful.
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A Proposal from the Teachers and the Children’s Response

With all this in mind, the teaching team ul-
timately proposed that a classroom art book 
could be made to gather the spontaneous 
work made by the children for the children. 
This book would support the children’s desire 
to create something beautiful without over-
whelming the limited amount of available 
space in the mini-studio. The momentum for 
creating would continue uninterrupted while 
also allowing educators, parents, and children 
more time to consider the potential for devel-
oping a deep and collaborative understanding 
of “beauty.”

The children could add their creations to 
the art book, housed in a binder within the 
mini-studio, along with their reflections about 
the work they had included and what about 
their work was beautiful to them. This idea 
was shared with Aya, Henry, Perrin, and Sofia, 
and after some discussion, they volunteered to 
help formulate a message to their peers. The 
next morning, they brought the letter to the 
circle as the children gathered for their daily 
meeting time.



The value of partnering with the children and 
their families is fundamental to the develop-
ment of ongoing investigations and project 
work. For meaningful partnerships to develop 
and grow, there must be effective means for 
communication. Every day, documentation is 
shared via email to give parents a window into 
the work taking place within the classroom. 
This communication affords educators and 
parents a space to share insights and reflect 
together in a timely manner through more 
informal exchanges. Exchanging anecdotal 
stories at drop-off and pick-up times, trading 
informative emails and even quick phone calls 
to ask a question or celebrate a recent develop-
ment—the constant exchange of information 
sets a strong foundation and the opportunity 
for further collaboration. 

Furthermore, class parent meetings are held 
quarterly to sustain the intellectual partner-
ships formed between educators and parents. 
An upcoming meeting provided the perfect 
opportunity to contemplate the children’s 
work and provide an avenue for further dia-
logue about this exploration. While the chil-
dren were not physically present, their voices 
were well represented via a slideshow of imag-
es, accompanied by the dialogue transcribed 
from their conversations. Understanding that 
this meeting presented the first opportunity to 
exchange information as a group, the educa-
tors opened the meeting by recounting events 
from the very beginning. As the story unfold-
ed and the photo of the tape-covered door was 
shown on the monitor, the parents laughed. 
Parents interjected, sharing experiences from 
home, including one about a chalk mural on 
the bedroom wall and another about a child’s 
insistence that a bedspread in a store was an 
object of beauty, while the parent thought it 
was quite gaudy. As the teaching team went 
on to illustrate the progression of events and 
share their wonderings from the planning 
meeting, many parents were nodding in agree-
ment and voiced relief that others were having  
similar differences of opinion with their  
children.  

Throughout the discussion that followed, the 
parents continued to reflect upon this work 
as they contributed insights that their chil-
dren had been sharing at home. The dialogue 
opened up doorways for deeper consideration 
for the perspectives shared by the children. 
Making a connection between the document-
ed conversations and shared observations 
with their life at home was fundamental in so-
lidifying a foundation for the continued work 
of the children. 

There was a clear sense of collaboration as 
parents and educators realized that while they 
were pleased with the children’s feeling of 
ownership for the classroom, the possibilities 
of looking more closely at the children’s con-
cepts about beauty were even more intrigu-
ing. The question “What makes something 
beautiful?” afforded many different avenues 
for exploration. This could be a chance to re-
inforce the idea that multiple perspectives are 
accepted and encouraged, a value that con-
tributes to the well-being of the classroom, as 
well as a milestone of the preschool years. Like 
Simona Bonilauri’s perspective about creating 
an environment to support “variation and the 
possibility of choice” (Vecchi, 2010, p. 60), the 
teachers wanted to support the children in cre-
ating a space that they would find aesthetically 
pleasing. 

Offering a provocation to further draw par-
ents into the investigation with their children 
seemed like a logical next step. Each child dec-
orated a collection bag that was distributed  
to his or her parent(s), and the group brain-
stormed possible approaches to talking 
about beauty at home that would encourage 
thoughtful gathering of “artifacts” that met 
their child’s interpretation. As the bags were 
returned, the children shared the treasures at 
morning meeting, and as the collection grew, 
opportunities for conversation, dramatic play, 
counting and sorting were among the ideas 
envisioned. 
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The value of partnering 
with the children and 
their families is  
fundamental to the 
development of  
ongoing investigations 
and project work.  
For meaningful  
partnerships to develop 
and grow, there must 
be effective means for 
communication.  
–Sandy Johns and  
Jennifer Kemp

The Role of Participation of and Communication with Children and Families
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Meanwhile, the children’s persistent enthusi-
asm for this work propelled the investigation 
forward. During planning time, the educators 
began to experiment with recording the meet-
ing notes in a “webbing” style, visually map-
ping out potential connections between ideas 
extracted from the wealth of documentation 
detailing the children’s thoughts, ideas, and 

wonderings. While moving through this pro-
cess, the teachers realized that the children 
seemed pleased with the art book, but they 
still had a strong desire to collaboratively pro-
duce something beautiful that could be more 
of a focal point in their mini-studio, and it was 
important to support this. 

Further Opportunities for the Children to Collaboratively Create Something Beautiful

At the Cyert Center, an overhead projector is 
present in every classroom, and this group of 
children had been experimenting with its af-
fordances since their days in the infant room. 
They had recently been using it to scaffold fine 
motor development, tracing the projections 
onto easel paper. Might it be interesting to of-
fer the provocation of using the overhead pro-
jector for creating a large, collaborative piece 
that could serve as this kind of focal point? The 
next day, the children arrived to discover that 
the overhead projector had been moved to a 
table in the center of the room and was accom-
panied by a collection of new materials. Perrin 
and Sofia responded to this provocation with 
delight and created a design using the trans-
lucent, geometric shapes. Their projections on 
the shadow screen attracted much attention 

from those nearby, and the two children were 
eager to share their work, prompting others 
to offer their help. With educator support to 
negotiate turn taking, the tasks of tracing the 
projected shapes, painting them, and adding 



small, colorful pieces of paper were offered as 
choices to the other members of the class. This 
process ebbed and flowed over the course of 
weeks, in concert with many other classroom 
endeavors, and seemed to create a sense of 
group purpose and shared experience. When 
every area of the design had been filled with 
color and the collage was hung in the mini-stu-
dio, a group of children and teachers gathered 
around it, complimenting one another on the 
work and declaring that it was “beautiful.”
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Throughout this time, beautiful artifacts from 
home began pouring in. The families were 
enthusiastic and engaged and arrived each 
morning with items and stories about conver-
sations they had participated in at home. As 
the children and teachers took a closer look 
at these artifacts together, the children con-
tinued to offer their thoughts on the notion of 
beauty. What is beautiful? What is not beauti-
ful? Through these conversations, things were 
determined to be beautiful based on a determi-
nation of aesthetics that included form, color, 
shape, and utility.
Nicholas: “I like that this opens [eyeglass 
case]. And that you can wash things with this 
[sponge] and that you can measure with this 
[ruler].”
Nicole: “Then, why is it beautiful to you?”

is beautiful because it has chalk on it. And this 
flower is beautiful because its petals are beau-
tiful.”
Sofia: “I like the watch because it has silver 
and black and can tell time.”

These kinds of conversations seemed to flow 
easily as the children interacted with the arti-
facts from home, and it was apparent that they 
could articulate their opinions. The educators 
began to imagine that a series of collages,  
created using these treasures, could help repre-
sent the various emerging ideas about beauty. 
Wanting to honor the work that launched this 
investigation, the door where this work started 
was chosen to serve as the canvas where the 
children’s developing understandings about 
beauty would be visible and encourage chil-
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Nicholas: “Because it’s black, and black and 
blue are my favorite colors. The ruler’s num-
bers are black, too.”
Nora: “I thought this trophy guy was beautiful 
because his hat was beautiful. I think this rock 

dren, parents, and educators to wonder togeth-
er. This door had been the “spark” that put into 
motion the ongoing work to beautify this space 
and was a powerful reminder of the children’s 
voices. The educators introduced the idea of 



creating a collaborative collage with the chil-
dren, a work that would be mounted in the art 
gallery space, and the children responded with 
an eager anticipation and immediately began 
discussing the possibilities.

The next order of business was to find a new 
home for the original “gallery.” The children’s 
earlier conversation, from which the idea of 
the art book developed, afforded several via-
ble ideas, including photographing the gal-
lery. Nicole helped Aya, Perrin, Sofia, and 
Henry to take a photo and then taught them 
to use a photo editing program to manipulate 
the picture. Experimenting with the many op-
tions this program offered, the children used 
filters to play with color and contrast to alter 
the original photo. The choice to introduce 
the children to this computer technology was 
made because of its potential for evoking an 
emotional response while viewing the various 
colors and hues and the virtual transformation 
of the gallery. Would this process alter their 
perceptions of beauty?

The four children returned to the mini-studio 
to consider their creation together. How could 
they preserve the work that was currently dis-
played and make room for the new collages?
Aya: “Well, we were working together.”
Sofia: (pointing to the top of the art gallery) 
“You could put it up there because we don’t 
want our pictures to get all covered.”
Aya: “We have to not knock down Henry’s art.”
Perrin: “Maybe if we take a picture, then take 
another picture, then change the color and 
print two pictures. We can show them to the 
other group, and we can hang them over there 
and make our mini-studio more beautiful.”
Henry: “We can put them in the art book.”
Sofia: (looking at the altered images) “Guys! 
Look at this one! Some is blue, and some is not. 
I want that one! It’s blue and orange. My favor-
ite colors.”
Perrin: “I like that. It’s so beautiful.”
Henry: “The blue and red are my favorite  
colors.”

Aya: “I feel happy because Sofia, Henry, Per-
rin, and Aya like it.”

This process of altering images really interest-
ed the children, and at the next meeting time, 
they brought the printouts from the previous 
day to help illustrate this technique to their 
classmates. Everyone wanted to try it, so it was 
decided that small groups would meet to use 
the donated materials to create the additional 
collages, which would then be photographed, 
altered, and highlighted on a new panel for 
the mini-studio door.  Perhaps working close-
ly with these new materials would uncover a 
deeper understanding of the children’s sense 
of beauty. Sifting through the many artifacts 
from home, the children could barely contain 
their excitement about selecting the items that 
spoke “beauty” to them, and this prompted a 
great deal of dialogue. 
Aran: “There is sooooooo much.”
Bob: “So we have all of this stuff here. We have 
been talking a lot about beautiful stuff lately. 
Does anyone know how to tell if something is 
beautiful?”
Doga: “You know it because it is!” 
Danny: “Because it is, and we like it.”
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Bob: “You like what, Danny? What is beautiful 
to you?”
Danny: “Colors are beautiful like red.”
Aran: “Flowers are beautiful, too.” 
Danny: “Look, this circle thing is beautiful. I 
like these things.”
Doga: “No. It’s not. It is scary.”
Danny: “It’s not scary. This has cool things on 
it.”
Doga: “No. I don’t like it.”

Bob: “Can scary things be beautiful things 
also?”
Danny: “No.”
Bob: “Aran, what do you think? Can scary 
things be beautiful?”
Aran: “No, because they are super, super scary. 
See, this star is scary; it is not beautiful.”
Danny: “But I like it; it’s magical. Somebody 
loved it and brought it.”
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The Children’s Continued Investigations of Beauty

Many of the children’s initial comments re-
volved around color and hue, and as the chil-
dren investigated further, they uncovered 
the idea that what might be beautiful to one 
person could be unappealing, even scary, to 
another. Other small groups made interest-
ing discoveries through their explorations 
and concurrent conversations. For example, 
Perrin approached Jennifer, rubbing together 
two seashells that she had found while sorting 
through the artifacts. “Listen!” she said. Tilting 
her head to better hear the sounds Perrin was 
producing, Jennifer confirmed that she could 

hear soft sounds. Intrigued, Julian moved 
closer and commented, “It sounds beautiful.” 
Aran and Julian started to explore the many 
sounds they could produce through various 
combinations of seashells.
Aran: (tapping two shells together) “It sounds 
like a clock.”
Jennifer: “We have been talking a lot about 
beautiful things. Can sounds be beautiful?”
Perrin: “Yes. I like quiet music—soft music.”

In response to Perrin’s statement, Aran tapped 
two shells together. “See? It is quiet. It is music.” 
He increased the rate and force with which he 
tapped until the noise he was producing was 
quite pronounced and loud. “Too loud!” Perrin 
covered her ears. Aran adjusted his tapping to 
quiet it again, watching Perrin carefully, as if 
curious about what level of sound Perrin found 
to be pleasing and when it became unpleasant 
or not “beautiful” to her ears. 

It had become increasingly clear that the class 
was invested in the exploration of the idea of 
beauty as a multi-sensory concept. Gabe was 
quick to associate the idea of beauty with the 
scent of flowers. Alex found a scary object to 
be beautiful, even though he did not under-
stand why. Aya initially did not perceive a 
champagne cork to be a beautiful thing, but 
after she considered the sound it made, she 
realized that she did indeed associate “happy” 
feelings with it and declared it was something 
she liked.  

It had become  
increasingly clear that 
the class was invested 
in the exploration of 
the idea of beauty as a 
multi-sensory concept.
–Sandy Johns and  
Jennifer Kemp



The materials in the collection bags provided 
many of the opportunities envisioned in the 
initial planning meeting. They were being 
used as manipulative materials for sorting and  
counting games, to symbolically represent 
objects in their pretend scenarios, to create  
collages and designs, and in many other ways.  
There were other avenues that were not  
predictable, such as trips to the botanical  
gardens that provided an exciting place to ex-
plore beautiful smells or the creation of “sound  
bottles” to capture beautiful sounds.  
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While pursuing their interest in composing 
collages, an interactive experience was pre-
sented—the opportunity to create magnetic 
collage pieces that could be used for more fluid 
collage work. Mini-magnetic canvases, which 
were referred to as “empty magnets,” would 
serve as the base for the children’s work. Aside 
from assistance with glue bottles and such, the 
only guidance from the teachers was that the 
children work to make the collages beautiful. 
The door of the mini-studio once again be-
came the focal point. Having relocated the col-
laborative collages, two large metallic sheets 
had been affixed to the door so that the mini 
magnets could be arranged and rearranged, 
providing for an ever-changing collage can-
vas.  

A clipboard was designated as the central 
place to collect the information being shared 
about beauty. The snippets of dialogue that 
were recorded as the children created and in-
teracted with their collages fueled many plan-
ning sessions. Nicholas explained his arrange-
ment: 

I love it because I like it because there’s 
all sorts of things that I could love all the 
time, and it’s so beautiful because I like all 
the things and the stones and the little stuff. 
It’s beautiful because I like all the colors in 
there. That’s why I like it. I picked this mag-
net because it wasn’t beautiful yet. That’s 
why I made it beautiful. 

Intrigued, Jennifer asked, “So you took some-
thing not beautiful and made it beautiful?” 
“Yeah,” Nicholas replied, “It was not beautiful, 
but I made it beautiful.”

Adults sometimes struggle to define beauty, 
finding it difficult to articulate value for an aes-
thetic dimension. Yet 4-year old Sofia seemed 
quite confident as she introduced the notion 
that information can be beautiful: 

So that bead is treasure, and that little thing 
there are things for people to get better like 
medicine. And the seashell is on a beach, 
and the blue things are the water, and the 
button is a treasure. It is beautiful because 
I just added a lot of information. The infor-
mation is beautiful. When you think about 
a lot of stuff, and you put it in your collage, 
it’s beautiful. 

Sofia’s ability to articulate this caused the ed-
ucators to pause. Her ideas were somewhat 
reminiscent of Claudia Giudici’s poetic words: 
“ . . . children seek beauty through many lan-
guages that are empathic with each other, not 
separate and sequential; [this is] how they seek 
an aesthetics of expression of their ideas and 
thoughts” (Vecchi, 2010, p. 57).
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When attempting to answer a question as elu-
sive as “What makes something beautiful?,” we 
did not expect there to be a unified response. 
Rather, the hope was that our support of each 
person’s search for the answer would be done 
with a thoughtfulness that promoted many 
of the considerations that Vea Vecchi (2010) 
wrote about when she defined aesthetics as a 
“promoter of relationships, connections, sen-
sibility, liberty, and expressiveness, and its 
closeness to ethics appears natural” (p. 14). 

This journey to uncover differing perceptions  
about beauty explored many different path-
ways. Along the way, shared experiences and 
open dialogue were continually utilized as 
ways to support children’s ability to negotiate 
their different perspectives. The educators’ 
commitment to working in relationship with 
the children and fostering an atmosphere of 
shared ownership was considered in almost 
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every curricular decision. Most important-
ly, this collaborative quest to define beauty 
seemed to promote an atmosphere of trust in 
the room, when children openly shared their 
opinions, struggles, and fears, as well as their 
joy and successes.

Closing Thoughts
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Along the way,  
shared experiences 
and open dialogue 
were continually  
utilized as ways to 
support children’s 
ability to negotiate 
their different  
perspectives.
– Sandy Johns and  
Jennifer Kemp
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Danny: “Colors are beautiful like red.”

Aran: “Flowers are beautiful, too.”

Sofia: “Information is beautiful.”

These quotes represent children’s diverse and 
intriguing responses to the question, “What 
makes something beautiful?” This article fo-
cuses on the Cyert Center for Early Education’s 
investigation of the complex philosophical 
issues of beauty and aesthetics from the per-
spectives of the children and adults. Authors 
Sandy Johns and Jennifer Kemp, the staff, the 
children, and the families generously offer to 
us the opportunity to learn through their expe-
riences. Is beauty found only in the “eye of the 
beholder”? How do you know when something 
is beautiful? Do children and adults share the 
same definitions regarding beauty? These 
questions and many others guide the adults 
and children through a study of the concept of 
beauty. 

This article offers early childhood educators a 
window into what it means to be inspired by 
the principles of the Reggio Emilia approach 
from the perspective of the adults and children 
at the Cyert Center. The aesthetics of learning 
or seeking out beauty is a central thread in the 
Reggio Emilia educational philosophy (Vecchi, 
2010). For many educators, the rich and beauti-
ful environments of the schools, the materials 

offered to children on a daily basis to contem-
plate, and the atelier are the first elements fo-
cused on during their study of the Reggio ap-
proach. However, focusing solely on the visual 
aesthetics can lead to a misinterpretation of the 
experience of the Reggio Emilia educational 
project. Educators end up admiring the product 
without understanding the process.

In this article, Johns and Kemp give us an 
opportunity to develop a deeper understand-
ing of the process that precedes the product. 
Throughout the article, the authors commu-
nicate their intentions to build a deeper un-
derstanding of children’s notions of beauty 
through the processes of observation, docu-
mentation, reflection, and intentional planning. 
Through this experience, they were confronted 
with their own notions of beauty and its role 
in the classroom. Johns and Kemp share how 
they attempted to develop negotiated learning 
practices as they investigated the concept of 
beauty as educators alongside the children. To-
gether, they discovered that beauty can mean 
more than what something looks like.



The Spark

The provocation to study what makes some-
thing beautiful came from the children. The 
project began with the children’s use of tape 
to transform a door in the mini-studio. We 
learn that the mini-studio is a place within the 
classroom where children are offered “many 
languages” to explore and communicate. The 
mini-studio is, in essence, the focal point for 
the study of beauty where the values of chil-
dren and adults are exchanged and explored. 

The teachers paid close attention to the chil-
dren as they very diligently pulled and tore 
pieces of tape in an effort to transform the space 
by taping their art work onto a door. In many 
classrooms, the experience may have ended 
here. However, rather than intrude on the chil-
dren’s process, the teachers asked themselves 
questions to help identify the children’s intent. 
What was the children’s original interest? Was 
it in the properties of the tape? Was it their in-
terest to see their work as art work on a wall, 
similar to an art museum? Were they interest-
ed in transforming the space? Why did putting 
up the “art gallery” (as the children called it) 
give them such pleasure? The teachers saw the 
children’s interest in transforming the space as 
an opportunity to study further the “aesthetic 
potential for the mini-studio.”

In an effort to clarify the children’s intentions, 
the teachers shared photographs of the ini-
tial art gallery with the children. Henry said, 
“We wanted a decoration. We want to see it 
[the mini-studio] be beautiful.” Sofia stated, 
“We can keep it up for all of time, for a school 
decoration because we want the classroom to 
be beautiful.” The children’s use of the word 
“beautiful” created a spark with the teach-
ers, and they began to wonder what beautiful 
meant to the children. 

Ellen Dissanayake (2000), an aesthetics edu-
cator, refers to aesthetics as a sensibility that 
defines how people intentionally show what 
they value, appreciate, and care about. As the 
teachers at the Cyert Center took time to con-
sider the children’s responses, they also took 
the time to reflect on their own aesthetic views 
of the environment. The authors describe the 
teachers’ considerations: “The desire to find 
a balance between supporting the children’s 
aesthetic freedom while honoring the educa-
tor’s understandings about the impact of aes-
thetics on the quality of an experience was 
constantly in the forefront.” The teachers and 
the children expressed different values in re-
gard to what makes something beautiful. This 
challenge, to negotiate what makes something 
beautiful, is the foundation of this study.  

45September 2017

Johns and Kemp emphasize documentation as a tool for constructing 
and reconstructing ideas among not only the teachers, but also the  
children and families. Much can be learned about the value of obtaining 
a group understanding of the concept of beauty.  
–Gigi Schroeder Yu
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Documentation and Democratic Processes

Manfredi (2016) invites us to consider the  
important role documentation plays in the  
development of ongoing dynamic learning 
processes between adults and children: 

We see documentation as an essential tool. 
Documentation is one of the fundamental 
characteristics of what we call our style of 
curriculum. Documentation is transversal 
to all learning. We consider learning as a 
continuing, ongoing process—an equilib-
rium reconciling balance and imbalance. 
Within this process, the individual theories 
are nurtured by the theories of the others. 
(p. 8) 

Johns and Kemp emphasize documentation 
as a tool for constructing and reconstructing 
ideas among not only the teachers, but also the 
children and families. Much can be learned 
about the value of obtaining a group under-
standing of the concept of beauty. Several 
examples throughout the article describe the 
teachers’ collaborative reflective process of ob-
servation, documentation, reflection, and plan-
ning that is consistent with the Reggio Emilia 
approach. For example, daily and weekly times 
are set aside for teachers to share, study, and re-
flect on documentation and plan for next steps 
in the classroom. The unique perspectives of 
pedagogical leaders and the studio educators 
are included in their collaborative reflection 
and planning process. This collaborative pro-
cess reflects what Reggio Emilia educators be-
lieve to be the most effective and long-lasting 
means to increased professionalism because it 
allows teachers to become researchers (Filip-
pini, 1998). Within this collaborative style of 
working, teachers supported each other, com-
ing up with new ideas and discussing when 

and how to offer new materials, all leading to-
ward the design of learning experiences that 
are respectful of the children’s ideas and inter-
ests.

The authors describe the value of involving 
parents in the documentation process. The 
teachers shared the “tape on the door experi-
ence” through photographs and the dialogue 
of the children. The parents shared, in a similar 
way as the teachers, differing understandings 
of beauty with their children that they expe-
rienced at home. The teachers then prompted 
the parents to collect “artifacts” of beauty with 
the children from outside of school. This op-
portunity was used as “a tool for participation 
of the families in the children’s research—a 
tool that fostered and increased the enthusi-
asm and the solidarity between children and 
adults” (Manfredi, p. 12–13).

Johns and Kemp give insight into the teach-
ers’ process for interpreting and reinterpreting 
documentation with the children. In this expe-
rience, documentation “is an integral part of 
the learning and teaching process of the chil-
dren and teachers” (Rinaldi, 2004, p. 1). The 
teachers were very intentional about creating 
group provocations for the children. The chil-
dren’s ideas about beauty were collected and 
revisited in an “art book,” a collaborative ex-
perience was designed with an overhead pro-
jector, and children gathered in small groups 
to observe and discuss “beautiful” objects 
collected from home. These opportunities en-
gaged children in a democratic process as they 
worked together to demonstrate their notions 
of beauty through the process of comparing 
their different perspectives.  

Negotiating Aesthetic Views

In an educational project, listening is a dif-
ficult but indispensable practice that must 
be learned.  Aesthetic tension, with its em-
pathy, searching for relations and “con-
necting structures,” together with its grace,  

humor, provocations, and non-determinism,  
supports the process of listening. (Vecchi, 
2010, p. 13)
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Vea Vecchi describes the inclusion of aesthet-
ics in educational projects as not only a con-
sideration of visual elements, but also as a 
search for connections among differing points 
of view. We learned from the Cyert Center chil-
dren through their conversations, their agree-
ing, and disagreeing that beauty can be:
	 •	 transformation;	
	 •	 a	shared	and	collaborative	opportunity;	
	 •	 a	choice	of	color;	
	 •	 function;	
	 •	 unique	characteristics;	
	 •	 shapes;	
	 •	 evocative	of	feelings—scary,	magical,	love, 
   or deep connections to an object or  
  experience; 
	 •	 sound;	
	 •	 personal	choice;	and
	 •	 information.

One of the initial intentions for the Cyert 
Center educators was to investigate how the 
children’s interest in transforming the space 
of the mini-studio could be an opportunity to 
study further the “aesthetic potential for the 
mini-studio.” The authors described all of the 
essential elements necessary to create dem-
ocratic processes for listening, sharing, and 
creating together with children. However, we 
are left wondering: What if the teachers chal-
lenged themselves to really let go of their own 
ideas and listened to and considered the chil-
dren’s ideas about beauty as a way to transform 
the studio? This process of slowing down and 
deeply listening to children’s perspectives 
and ideas and integrating them within deci-
sion-making is one of the most challenging 
aspects of the Reggio Emilia approach. 

Yet, Johns and Kemp provide all of us with a 
valuable opportunity to learn through their 
processes and challenges. As they challenge 
themselves, we learn that when we consider 
aesthetics as central within our pedagogical 
approaches, it can be is seen as an activator of 
learning and a tool for listening for both adults 
and children (Vecchi, 2010). In an era of stan-

dardization of early childhood assessments, 
curriculum, and classroom materials and de-
sign, aesthetics is rarely considered. The Reg-
gio educators ask us to consider the important 
role aesthetics can play in our educational set-
tings.

The question we should be asking is to 
what extent and in what ways the process-
es of learning and teaching could change 
if school culture welcomed the poetic lan-
guages and an aesthetic dimension as im-
portant elements for building knowledge. 
(Vecchi, 2010, p. 16)

This article offers us the challenge to consid-
er how unraveling and uncovering the varied 
aesthetic perspectives of both adults and chil-
dren can be a way to interact that involves pay-
ing attention, contemplating, and listening as 
we make thoughtful choices together.
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This article offers  
us the challenge  
to consider how  
unraveling and  
uncovering the  
varied aesthetic 
perspectives of both 
adults and children 
can be a way to 
interact that involves 
paying attention, 
contemplating, and 
listening as we make 
thoughtful choices 
together.
– Gigi Schroeder Yu
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Connection to the Reggio Emilia Philosophy

When I began learning about the Reggio Emil-
ia approach in San Francisco in 2007, I felt an 
immediate connection to the values elaborat-
ed by the Reggio educators. I was moved by 
their intellectual and emotional writings on 
behalf of education. It felt as if my passion for 
working with young children had been validat-
ed and my work had been elevated to a place of 
critical importance. Moreover, my study of the 
Reggio Emilia approach offered me an oppor-
tunity to reflect on my role, my practice, and 
my relationships with children and families by 
using an introspective lens. Simultaneously, I 
was challenged to consider the greater implica-
tions and responsibility of working with young 
children. I eagerly sought more opportunities 
to study the pedagogy through participation 
in professional development initiatives, work 
at a Reggio-inspired center, and my master’s 
program at San Francisco State University. 

My understanding of the Reggio Emilia ap-
proach has evolved over a long period of time, 
as I have continued to revisit the ideas and 
co-construct meaning with other educators. 
Last spring, while in Italy, I visited the Loris 
Malaguzzi International Center, where I en-
countered several exhibitions that reinforced 
the compelling nature of this inquiry-based 
approach to learning. Since resettling in Mich-

igan, I have joined a Reggio-inspired commu-
nity of educators. I continue to think of my 
relationship to the Reggio Emilia approach as 
lasting—a learning process that has influenced 
my thinking and my being and will keep de-
veloping over time.    

 . . . in human affairs and generally, love is 
not enough. The more magic gift is not love, 
but respect for others as ends in themselves, 
as actual and potential artisans of their own 
learnings and doings, of their own lives, and 
thus uniquely contributing, in turn, to their 
learnings and doings. Respect for the young 
is not a passive, hands-off attitude. It invites 
our own offering of resources. It moves us 
toward the furtherance of their lives and 
thus, even, at times, toward remonstrance 
or intervention. (Hawkins, 2012, p. 79)

“Oh, no! The girls are coming! Let’s go!” The 
group of boys quickly exited down the steps of 
our classroom loft as a few girls ascended the 
staircase, singing the words to “Let it Go” from 
the Disney movie Frozen. The boys covered 
their ears as the girls raised their singing voic-
es. Both the boys and the girls seemed to enjoy 
this interaction, the energy quickly building, 
as it so commonly does in young children’s 
dramas. 

Understanding Children as Community Leaders
By Jamie Solomon
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Each year in my classroom of 4-year-olds, I 
watched as young children worked to make 
sense of gender roles and tried to determine 
where they and their peers fit within our cul-
ture’s gender binary. I listened as the children 
made frank statements about gender rules (i.e., 
“Boys can’t have long hair.”), and I closely ob-
served as the children also sent subtle—often 
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Later on, outside, I watched as a couple of girls 
pretended to spray a group of boys with “pink 
power” and a different gathering of girls prac-
ticed the lyrics to Alicia Keys’ song “Girl on 
Fire.” At times, I simply observed the children’s 
play. Yet, I believe that many moments neces-
sitate a teacher’s response. So I asked the chil-
dren questions about exclusion: “Is it okay to 
act like a whole group of people is bad?” I also 
encouraged them to talk about stereotypes: “I 
notice many boys are acting like they don’t like 
that song. But I know some boys who do.” 

I recalled Vivian Paley’s reflections on gen-
dered play. She notes that such play could 
easily be left uninterrupted, because boys and 
girls generally adopt different roles from each 
other, engage in different kinds of dramas, 

and happily segregate themselves from one 
another (Paley, 2014). I find motivation in the 
active stance Paley instead chooses to assume 
in order to confront a “widening gap” between 
boys and girls (Paley, 2014, p. 16). I found the 
interactional style, which has become a pro-
nounced pattern in my classroom at this point, 
to be problematic. In this play, I sensed under-
lying messages about exclusion and discrimi-
nation, gender bias and expectations. 

A week or more of chasing games ensued, with 
boys and girls on separate teams, and I felt a 
responsibility to become involved with more 
intentionality. I believed that our curriculum 
must address the interactions that I was in-
creasingly observing.

The School: Pacific Primary 

The project I would like to share took place 
during the 2014–2015 school year at Pacific 
Primary, an early childhood school founded 
in San Francisco, CA, in 1974. The school has 
always been committed to serving a diverse 
family community and offering a progres-
sive approach to education. Although more 
nuanced in reality, the school’s curriculum is 
generally described as “emergent.” There is an 
emphasis on building children’s conflict-res-
olution skills and peer relationships, the cre-
ative arts and open-ended play opportunities, 
and on developing a supportive and connected 

school community. Serving working families, 
the program offers full-time care, year-round, 
except for seasonal and holiday breaks. In 
2008, the school expanded, opening a second 
site across the street. 

At the time of this story, I was working as the 
lead teacher in a classroom of 21 four-year-old 
children, alongside two other classroom teach-
ers. This was my sixth and final year working 
at the school before I moved back to Michigan, 
where I grew up.  

Addressing the Classroom Social Environment 

non-verbal—messages to one another based on 
their knowledge of what it means to be a girl 
versus a boy. Of course, a horde of factors in-
fluences children’s understanding of gender, 
including the direct and indirect, the blatant 
and subliminal. No matter what the cause, 
this particular year, the gender elephant in my 
classroom seemed bigger than ever.  
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As I ventured into a dialogue with the children, 
I reflected on a set of aspirations I had previ-
ously identified for my work in early childhood 
education:  
	 •	 Nurture	 flexible	 thinking	 across	 all	 
  situations.
	 •	 Find	 opportunities	 for	 children	 to	 step	 
  outside their comfort zones in activities,  
  peer relationships, and personal  
  challenges.
	 •	 Foster	advocacy	skills	(Solomon,	2016).

With these goals in mind, I decided to bring 
in some children’s literature to help broach the 
ideas of segregation, stereotyping, and dis-
crimination. Although these topics are com-
plicated, I knew the children in my class were 
more than capable of discussing the impor-
tance of fairness, kindness, and individuality.

Starting with the Dr. Seuss book The Sneetches, 
we read about the unjust act of using peoples’ 
identities to segregate and determine access to 
privilege. In this story, the Sneetches (fantas-
tical Dr. Seuss characters), who have stars on 
their bellies, automatically inherit a more elite 
status in society compared to their “plain-bel-
ly” counterparts. The plain-belly Sneetches are 
marginalized. For example, they are forbidden 
to attend the parties of the star-belly Sneetch-
es, and they are treated as second-class citi-
zens. Hence, the story easily gives way to a dis-
cussion on fairness. The children immediately 
made connections to their own experiences. 
“Like if boys play with only boys and girls play 

with only girls, then that’s not fair,” Dusty re-
lated. This discussion became the first of many 
that we had with the children about divisive-
ness, discrimination, and fairness.

Weeks later, we focused on a different book 
to revisit and build upon our learning. Two by 
Kathryn Otari is a story about a group of even 
numbers that separate from their odd number 
friends, creating divisions that keep the dif-
ferent types of numbers from interacting with 
one another. Again, the story ignited an en-
ergetic discussion among the children about 
inclusion, exclusion, and internalized feelings. 
To deepen our understanding of the story’s 
content, we engaged the children beyond read-
ing and verbal discussion, exploring different 
interpretative mediums—first acting the story 
out with puppets and then with the children 
assuming acting roles. 

Throughout this time, my co-teachers and I 
partnered boys and girls together for activi-
ties, using these two stories as inspiration. In 
a weekly newsletter to the children’s families, 
I explained the ideas motivating our curricu-
lum, writing, “When girls and boys play sep-
arately, they miss out on many benefits that 
result from working with different kinds of 
people: learning new interactional skills, nov-
el vocabulary, solutions to different kinds of 
problems, and more (Gosselin, 2007).” Little 
did I know that in the weeks to come, our cur-
riculum would take an unexpected turn and 
chart an exciting new course. 

To deepen our understanding of the story’s content, we engaged the  
children beyond reading and verbal discussion, exploring different  
interpretative mediums—first acting the story out with puppets and then 
with the children assuming acting roles.  
–Jamie Solomon
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Co-constructing an Understanding of Fairness 

Civility, then, means the ability to get to-
gether; it doesn’t mean to be polite. You 
don’t have to be always polite when you get 
together, but you do have to congregate, you 
do want to exchange things, you do want to 
form common ideas. (Hawkins, 2012, p. 77)

After weeks of stories, discussions, and activi-
ties to integrate the children, one child, Leelah, 
came to school with a different but related con-

cern. Her mother, Nadia—also a teacher at our 
school—had transcribed a conversation that 
she and Leelah had the night before, while out 
to dinner at a restaurant. Leelah needed to use 
the bathroom, and she and Nadia went togeth-
er to the women’s restroom. Leelah paused as 
she entered, looking up at the female bathroom 
sign, staring at an image that she had probably 
seen over a hundred times in her life. 
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What would make this more fair?

Aiden: “Maybe it can be a family bathroom.”
Kaleb: “My family bathroom [at home] doesn’t 
have [pictures].”
Clea: “How ‘bout it’s a bathroom for girls and 
boys?” 
Cade: “Sometimes when I’m with my mom and 
sister, I use the girls’ bathroom. It’s okay.”
Beatrice: “How ‘bout you can share the bath-
room?”
Leelah: “It’ll be more fair if it was just boys 
wearing dresses.”
Ryan: “[I saw the sign] going to the airport.”
Kaleb: “Because the boss doesn’t want to 
change anything.”
Sophia: “It’s fair if you have bathrooms for sis-
ters.”

“That’s not fair!” Leelah proclaimed. 
“What’s not fair?” Nadia questioned. 
“That has a dress, but you don’t wear dresses,” 
Leelah responded. 

Leelah went on to compare the female picto-
gram to the male one. Finally, she concluded 
that the image of the female was not repre-
sentative of her mom and thus was an unfair 
depiction. When asked what she wanted to do 
about it, Leelah decided, “I’m gonna talk to my 
friends about it at circle time.”

With the transcription of their conversation 
in hand, I raised Leelah’s concern to the whole 
class at circle time. I was taken aback by how 
enthusiastically the children jumped into the 
conversation, discussing where they have  
seen the signs and why they are problematic. 
“Because Nadia doesn’t even wear dresses,” 
Clea reiterated.
“Because boys can wear dresses and girls can 
have short hair,” Margot reasoned.

Emmy confirmed Margot’s statement, men-
tioning that a female friend of hers has very 
short hair. The next day, we revisited the dis-
cussion, asking the children what might make 
this issue fairer. With Ann Pelo and Fran Da-
vidson’s book That’s Not Fair! A Teacher’s 
Guide to Activism with Young Children lighting 
the way, we had a series of discussions with the 
children over the course of several days. We 
recorded the children’s ideas on paper so that 
we could refer back to them again and again. 
Several of the children who had been leading 
or engaged in the divided play interactions  
just the other day now expressed strong  
convictions about fairness.
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What should we tell “the boss”?
Clea: “We should tell them these rules are not 
fair.” 
Wheeler: “Tell the boss and our parents to 
change the rule. The boss does a lot of stuff.”
Warren: “Everybody should tell the boss that’s 
not fair—even the strangers, even the kids next 
door [at our second site]. We should go on a 
field trip there across the street. We could yell 
so loud they can hear us!”
Kaleb: “Should we ask the boss, ‘Can we try 
this?’”

The children’s thoughts were expressed with 
an emotional intensity that many adults might 
find unsettling, not to mention the contentious 
nature of our subject matter. Rinaldi (2006) dis-
cusses how children naturally learn through 
their emotions, yet adults are often caught 
off guard and try to avoid responding during 
these seemingly uncomfortable interactions. 
After a few years focused on anti-bias educa-
tion and self-reflection, I eagerly embraced 
these situations. I understood that my commit-
ment to anti-bias work must be reflected in the 
actions that I take in the classroom. 

Who should we tell about this problem?
Cade: “The person who owns the restaurant.” 
Dusty: “Tell someone who knows about all the 
potties.”
Robby: “We can Skype President Obama.” 
Kaleb: “Maybe we can talk to the boss and our 
parents.”
Beatrice: “Maybe we can FaceTime with them.” 
Violet: “George Washington—[we should] write  
his office.”
Jack: “The boss, just the boss.”

I understood that  
my commitment to  
anti-bias work must  
be reflected in the  
actions that I take in  
the classroom. 
–Jamie Solomon
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Our Study Expands

Although Leelah’s concern initially brought 
the children’s attention to the female picto-
gram and its stereotypic form, her peers start-
ed additional threads within those first discus-
sion sessions, taking issue with the separation 

of people by gender or sex. Thus, we decided 
to examine restroom signs from around the 
world, comparing them to those in our com-
munity that we see while we are out on weekly 
field trips. One day, Beatrice pointed out the 
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bold line that can be found on coed signs be-
tween the female image and the male image. 
She held up her hand, sideways, aligning it 
with the line and described the feature as “sep-
arating.” I had never given much thought to 
the line itself until Beatrice pointed it out. Her 
peers gave her idea their attention, all looking 
up for a long moment, then promptly voicing 
their agreement: “Yup.” “That’s right.”      

The children remarked that the adult bath-
room at our school has a coed, yet “separating” 
sign—with stereotypical images—posted on the 
door. As a class, we decided that we had issues 
with this sign. We offered the children repeat-
ed opportunities to design their own bathroom 
signs, which provided time for smaller group 
discussion and deliberation. Kiara described 
her thoughts after her first sign design, say-
ing, “It’s okay if you can share the bathrooms. 
Some girls can go in the boys’ bathroom, and 
some boys can go in the girls’ bathroom.” The 
children reviewed their early designs after dis-
cussions and then made modifications as they 
proceeded to design newer versions.

Our project quickly expanded to include the 
study of stereotypes, in addition to gender 
divisions, all within the broader context of 
fairness and advocacy. Although the children 
were already actively discussing and disputing 
stereotypes (i.e., “Not all girls have long hair”), 
they did not yet have a word to label this kind 
of thinking. For that reason, I decided to intro-
duce them to the word “stereotype” one day 
at circle time. I began by asking them to list 
some “girl things.” As soon as I started writing 
down each child’s idea—for instance, “sparkly 
things”—one or more children promptly coun-
tered the stereotypic idea with a real-world ex-
ample, saying things such as, “Teacher Tommy 
wears sparkly earrings.” The same pattern oc-
curred when I asked the children to list “boy 
things.” In effect, we noted that we could not 
really call anything a “girl thing” or a “boy 
thing.” I explained that when we limit people 
to certain experiences or make assumptions 
about them based on how they look or seem, 
we are using stereotypical thinking. We went 
on to discuss why stereotypes are a problem. 
Over the next week or two, we started gather-
ing examples from the children’s family mem-
bers that disprove prevalent stereotypes.     

A Wall for Our Voices  

Public happiness exists when citizens take 
part responsibly for public good and public 
life . . . everyone is highly motivated by a 
desire of being seen, heard, considered, ap-
proved, and respected by the people around 
him and known by him. –John Adams (Del-
rio, 2012, p. 83)

As we collected the children’s dictations, work 
samples, and photos of them involved in this 
project, we began displaying the records on 
a central wall in our classroom. The display 
provided us with material to review, digest, 
and process. During lunchtime, the children 
referred to this visible wall, returning to past 
discussions and ideas as we formed more cur-
rent interpretations together. They reviewed 

the stories we had displayed—contributed by 
their family members who have shared their 
personal experiences that countered conven-
tional gender rules. On the wall hung a pho-
to of Sunny’s dad wearing a pink baseball cap 
and a story about Sophia’s mom, Cristina—an 
engineer who was flummoxed by her compa-
ny’s suggestion to set up a pink porta potty on 
the construction site where she was the only 
female working. The children contemplated 
gender stereotypes as they reviewed these 
stories and debriefed. I heard them process-
ing the information and revising preconceived 
convictions about, for example, what kind of 
people should like the color pink. Such conver-
sations helped the teachers and children keep 
track of their thinking as it evolved. In effect, 
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documentation scaffolded the children’s think-
ing and promoted a constructivist approach to 
learning (Rinaldi, 2006). Our documentation 
wall was dynamic, changing and growing as 
we added to it, thereby illuminating the pro-
cesses inherent in rich learning experiences.

Sharing this documentation in a prominent 
place in the classroom caught the attention of 
those who regularly spend time in our room, 
as well as those who drop in periodically, and 
served as a source of pride for the children. It 
encouraged other teachers and family mem-
bers to strike up conversations with us about 
the project, often providing a different perspec-
tive to consider or a new idea for furthering our 
inquiry. Subsequently, it fostered greater in-
vestment in our study (Curtis & Carter, 2008). 
Documentation, then, is an act of advocacy in 
itself. It gives voice to our youngest thinkers  
who routinely offer up inspiring thoughts.  

Documentation asks adults to consider chil-
dren’s ideas, take them seriously, and include 
them in the wider intellectual discourse.

Professor of education and author Geneva Gay 
(2010) identifies one of an educator’s roles as 
that of a “cultural mediator.” Within this role, 
the teacher draws children into a dialogue, 
through which they analyze their culture, think 
critically about peoples’ experiences, and tease 
out the biased constructs from lived realities. 
The aim of this work, Gay (2010) says, is to  
“ . . . create communities where empowerment 
replaces powerlessness and oppression” (p. 
45). Documentation extends the opportunities  
that such a cultural mediator might provide. 
It helps continue to push the dialogue along, 
deepen the learning, and empower those 
whose thinking it illuminates.   

Documentation,  
then, is an act of  
advocacy in itself. 
It gives voice to our 
youngest thinkers 
who routinely offer 
up inspiring thoughts. 
Documentation asks 
adults to consider 
children’s ideas, take 
them seriously, and 
include them in the 
wider intellectual  
discourse.
–Jamie Solomon

Using Documentation in an Appeal to Democracy

“Ethical liability toward children means that 
you recognize their dignity as citizens, as 
bearers of rights related to the city.” (Delrio, 
2012, p. 83).

At Pacific Primary, Martin Luther King, Jr.’s 
work for peace is referenced throughout each 
year and honored with an annual parade, fo-
cused discussions, and children’s literature on 
historical leaders. The children in my class-
room this year were well versed in King’s mis-
sion and stories of other civil rights activists, 
such as Rosa Parks. Looking to emphasize the 
importance of the work that the children were 
currently engaged in, we drew connections to 
the Civil Rights Movement. We used the word 
“advocate” to describe the work of civil rights 
leaders, including the children’s work as an 
example of advocacy. We talked about how ad-
vocacy involves pursuing changes for a more 
just world. 
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Throughout this time, I regularly reflected on 
the documentation with my teaching team, 
with the children, and by myself. Doing so 
helped inform my decision-making and guide 
the direction of our work. We teachers must be 
flexible in our teaching, ready to improvise or 
change course, depending on what we learn 
about the children’s process from studying 
the documentation. Reviewing the children’s 
responses to the posed question “Who should 
we tell about this problem?,” I recognized their 
desire to confront an authority figure on this 
matter. Thus, I asked a few parents who worked 
for the city of San Francisco for any relevant 
connections. I was referred to two parents who 
worked for the Department of Public Works, 
which is responsible for public signage around 
the city. These two parents, who served as 
deputy director and project manager, invited 
us to San Francisco’s City Hall for a meeting. 
With plenty of parent volunteers and the dic-
tations from our class discussions in hand, we 
marched up the steps of City Hall one morn-
ing, made our way to a conference room, and 
sat down for our scheduled meeting. The dep-
uty director and project manager shared their 
plans for renovating a playground nearby our 
school, Alamo Square Park, which included 
updates to the bathroom. They remarked that 

now is the right time to hear our thoughts on 
bathroom signage. After they shared their de-
sign plans with us, and we shared our concerns 
about the images found on generic bathroom 
signs with them, we left. Although nothing de-
finitive or concrete resulted from this meeting, 
we undoubtedly came away with the powerful 
experience of being heard.         

By this point, the children agreed that the adult 
bathroom signs at both school sites (ours and 
the one across the street) must change. The 
children continued to create bathroom sign 
designs that featured pictograms of people. I 
asked the families to help us expand our study 
by researching bathroom signs with their child 
while out in the community, taking photos or 
field drawings of what they saw, and asking 
their child to share their thoughts on the signs. 
One day, Emmy came to school with a drawing 
and a dictation. Her dictation read: 

No. The boy picture not fair. Girl picture is 
not fair. Nadia doesn’t wear dresses. The 
sign says boys wear pants and girls wear 
dresses. The sign should look different. The 
girl should wear pants and the boy should 
wear a dress. Just a picture of a toilet would 
be fair.
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I brought Emmy’s work to circle time and, with 
unanimous support, the group decided that 
her sign solved our problem. The next day, 
we began looking online with the children 
for a new sign—one that featured a toilet—to 
replace the current signs at our school. Once 
we found a new sign on mydoorsign.com, we 
talked about the need to call for a meeting with 
the “boss” of our school. A few days later, with 
Emmy’s drawing and dictation, the children’s 
recorded thoughts, and a printed image of the 
toilet sign we had chosen in hand, we earnestly 
held a meeting with the directors to share our  

democratic ideas with them. The children were 
beyond delighted to hear that the directors 
supported their desire to change the signs, and 
their excitement doubled when our new signs 
arrived via mail.        

Ostensibly, the various forms of documentation 
proved the class’s commitment to our cause, 
giving visibility to the time, intention, and  
sincerity involved. The documentation helped 
us to communicate our ideas, illustrate our 
thought processes, and demand an audience. 

Ostensibly, the various forms of documentation proved the class’s  
commitment to our cause, giving visibility to the time, intention, and  
sincerity involved. The documentation helped us to communicate our 
ideas, illustrate our thought processes, and demand an audience.  
–Jamie Solomon

Children as Active Citizens

In substance, the child is defined by our way 
of looking at and seeing him. But since we 
see what we know, the image of the child is 
what we know and accept about children. 
This image will determine our way of relat-
ing with children, our way of forming our 
expectations for them, and the world that we 
are able to build for them. (Rinaldi, 2006, p. 
91) 

In the recorded dictations from our discus-
sions, the children expressed a seriousness 
about this work from the start. Their appeal to 
authority figures—such as President Obama, 
George Washington, and some elusive “boss” 
figure—conveyed an understanding of power 
and rule-making in our society. Yet, their en-
ergy and drive showed a strong determination 
to participate in effecting change themselves. 
During one of our early circle time discussions, 
Warren stood up midway through, sharing a 
passionate idea: “Everybody should tell the 
boss that’s not fair—even strangers, even the 
kids next door [at our second site]. We should 

go on a field trip there. We could yell so loud 
they can hear us!” Warren appeared charged 
by his boldness, his face flushed and smiling 
as he sat back down. 

Now, with a couple of very powerful experi-
ences under their collective belts, the children 
tenaciously pushed forward, acting upon War-
ren’s earlier call for spreading their influence. 
We had already replaced the adult bathroom 
signs posted at our site. The logical next step 
was making the same change at the site across 
the street. Many of the children thus composed 
a heartfelt letter to the executive director.

A small group of children later accompanied 
me to deliver the letter. When we arrived, Exec-
utive Director Belann Giarretto—a social activ-
ist herself—seized upon the moment as a learn-
ing opportunity for the children at that site as 
well. Out on the yard, she requested a pause 
from playing, calling the children to gather 
and listen to our letter. Projecting her voice, 
she read the children’s words aloud with the 
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clout and conviction of a leader. Following the 
reading, Belann led us upstairs to the school’s 
adult bathrooms to replace the old signs with 
the new ones that we had purchased. 

Families at both sites noticed the change in the 
bathroom signage, and a few stopped by our 
classroom to see the details of our project, as 
illustrated by our documentation. Toward the 
end of the year, a parent interviewed me about 
the story, which was featured in the school’s 
annual newsletter. Once again, I referenced 
our documentation to show evidence of the 
children’s competence in serving as active cit-
izens in our society.

When I shared this story with others, they 
wanted to know what happened next. Al-
though we (the teachers, especially) talked 
about spreading change throughout the public 
restrooms in our local community, the chil-
dren seemed satisfied with their work on this 
matter for the time being. In fact, Ryan quickly 
turned his peers’ attention to a new focus: the 
litter around our school and neighborhood. A 
short-term project emerged during which the 
children made signs to publicize their message 
about taking care of the community. And, as a 
class, they completed a neighborhood clean-up 
effort. Although this school year ended in 2015, 
and the children have moved on to other class-
rooms, many seemed continually empowered 
by our advocacy work together. Just recently, I 
received an email from Wheeler’s dad:  

Jamie! Great to hear from you. . . . Not sure 
if you remember how the project [on gender 
and fairness] led to Wheeler writing a letter 
(with our help) to the mayor of San Fran-

cisco, asking that all the crosswalks in the 
city be painted rainbow colors like the ones 
in the Castro.  Your work on the bathroom 
topic inspired him to think about how he 
could suggest changes in other areas. –Jon, 
Wheeler’s father

I had not anticipated that our work together 
would lead the children to so readily deter-
mine other issues of concern for them. Because 
of my prior interest in gender studies, I was 
more focused on how this project would help 
widen the children’s understanding of gender 
and demonstrate the problems with stereo-
typical thinking. Yet, it became clear that the 
children took away much more than I had ini-
tially expected. Undoubtedly, our documen-
tation greatly extended the significance and 
influence of the bathroom signs project. Mak-
ing the children’s work visible and encourag-
ing their reflection upon it helped solidify an 
understanding of themselves as competent 
and their ideas as legitimate. If Leelah could 
successfully shed light on gender biases, why 
should Wheeler and Ryan not draw attention 
to other issues?        
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As I enter into this kind of work with children, 
I always reflect on my role. I am a person with 
emotions, convictions, and values that I expect 
to share with the children in my classroom. My 
role extends far beyond that of an objective ob-
server and deeply contrasts with that of a tech-
nician implementing a prescribed anti-bias 
curriculum. A critical quality of my teaching 
role involves a relationship of reciprocity with 
the children—back-and-forth exchanges as we 
construct knowledge together. Thus, I offer the 
children my perspective as one of many, in-
cluding theirs, that deserves consideration. As 
I begin discussions with children, I hold Lou-
ise Boyd Cadwell’s (2003) words close:

We want to know what the children think, 
feel, and wonder. We believe that the chil-
dren will have things to tell each other and 
us that we have never heard before. We are 
always listening for a surprise and the birth 
of a new idea. This practice supports a . . . 
searching together for new meaning. To-
gether, we become a community of seekers. 
(p. 25)      

Having an authentic relationship with chil-
dren creates a space conducive for deep and 
meaningful learning together (Curtis & Carter, 
2008). Feeling confident in my relationships 
with the children, I work toward creating a 
“community of seekers” in my classroom. 

Furthermore, I am always looking to find bal-
ance in my teaching role, often feeling conflict-
ed between a progressive approach to teaching 
that, in its simplest interpretation, offers the 
children freedom of play and expression with-
out too much teacher interruption and that of 
a critical feminist who challenges expressions 
of bias. Here, again, documentation effectively 
assists me in determining what direction our 
project should take and, consequently, my role 
in taking it there. Reflecting on the classroom 
documentation reminds me to plan my teach-
ing according to what the children are looking 
to learn versus what I want to teach (Rinaldi, 
2006).

My Role as Teacher, Collaborator, Human Being 

A critical quality of my teaching role involves a relationship of reciprocity 
with the children—back-and-forth exchanges as we construct knowledge 
together. Thus, I offer the children my perspective as one of many,  
including theirs, that deserves consideration.
–Jamie Solomon
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Final Thoughts

As I revisited this project and analyzed the 
documentation, I realized the complexity of 
the children’s thinking and learning process. 
This process can best be understood as a non-
linear continuum during which time the chil-
dren played around with ideas, moved back 
and forth as they made sense of concepts, 
and worked to represent their thinking as it 
evolved. During the project, several children 
suggested switching the clothing depicted 
on the signs’ female and male images—for in-
stance, saying, “ . . . the girls should have shirts 
and pants, and boys should wear dresses”—in 
order to make things more fair. Of course, this 
idea would not resolve the issue of fairness or 
accurate representation. Misinterpreting the 
concept of fairness could lead to equally haz-
ardous solutions. Thus, such moments posed a 
dilemma for me as the teacher. Should I hold 
off, allow time for their ideas to take shape 
and for the children to co-construct knowl-
edge without constant adult input? Or should 
I challenge their developing ideas, push them 
to consider multiple perspectives at once, and 
think more critically as they form their views? 
On this particular matter, I chose the former 
approach. However, it would have been inter-
esting to revisit this idea with the children af-
ter the project came to an end to see how their 
thinking had developed.          

Reflecting on this project helped me under-
stand the scope of its impact. Although I am 
pleased that the particular focus on bathroom 

signage encouraged the children to think 
about gender stereotypes and social divisions, 
I think the greater value lies in the broader 
implications. The children came away from 
this project enabled, understanding their per-
spective as respectable, their efforts as worth-
while, and their role in society as that of active 
citizens. Similarly, I believe this project in-
fluenced how the families at our school view 
young children. Although families undoubt-
edly recognize their children’s strengths and 
skills, this project demanded a deeper consid-
eration of children’s capacity for engaging in 
real and complex work—work that is typically 
reserved for the adults in society.      

Young children are capable of participating 
in such work, and it is our responsibility to 
support their engagement in social justice 
matters. In a society with powerful, prevailing 
stereotypes—which are repeatedly reinforced 
through our relationships, our traditions, our 
language, and the media—children tend to 
adopt biased notions, just like those before 
them. Yet when a trusted adult poses questions 
that challenge the status quo, young children 
respond by demonstrating their innate facility 
to advocate for fairness and justice. In a society 
that, in many ways, discourages thinking and 
caring about injustice (Goss, 2012), young chil-
dren readily pursue their ideas with fearless-
ness and fervor, hearts worn proudly on their 
sleeves.     

The children came away from this project enabled, understanding their 
perspective as respectable, their efforts as worthwhile, and their role 
in society as that of active citizens. . . . Although families undoubtedly 
recognize their children’s strengths and skills, this project demanded a 
deeper consideration of children’s capacity for engaging in real and  
complex work—work that is typically reserved for the adults in society.  
–Jamie Solomon
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NOTE: After a year of construction, Alamo Square Park reopened in May 2017. Although the 
main focus of the renovation was ecological efficiency, I was most excited to see the changes  
made to the public restroom. The new bathroom signs are uniquely inclusive, reading “all  
gender restroom.” When we met with the project managers at City Hall back in 2014, this 
sign was not included in the plans that were shared with us. Thus, I am left to believe that the  
children’s visit to City Hall played at least a small role in the city’s choice of signage. 

REFERENCES
Cadwell, L. B. (2003). Bringing learning to life: The Reggio approach to early childhood  
 education. New York, NY: Teachers College Press. 
Curtis, D., & Carter, M. (2008). Learning together with young children: A curriculum framework  
 for reflective teachers. St. Paul, MN: Redleaf Press.
Delrio, G. (2012). Our responsibility toward young children and toward their community. In  
 C. Edwards, L. Gandini, & G. Forman (Eds.), The hundred languages of children: The Reggio  
 Emilia experience in transformation (3rd ed., pp. 81–88). Santa Barbara, CA: Praeger. 
Gay, G. (2010). Culturally responsive teaching: Theory, research, and practice (2nd ed.). New  
 York, NY: Teachers College Press.
Goss, E. (2012). If I were president: Teaching social justice in the primary classroom. In  
 G. Perry, B. Henderson, & D.R. Meier (Eds.), Our inquiry, our practice: Undertaking,  
 supporting, and learning from early childhood teacher research(ers) (pp. 77–92). Washington,  
 DC: National Association for the Education of Young Children.
Gosselin, C. (2007). Philosophy and the role of teacher reflections on constructing gender.  
 Educational Foundations, 27(3–4), 39–57. 
Hawkins, D. (2012). Malaguzzi’s story, other stories, and respect for children. In C. Edwards,  
 L. Gandini, & G. Forman (Eds.), The hundred languages of children: The Reggio Emilia  
 experience in transformation (3rd ed., pp. 73–80). Santa Barbara, CA: Praeger. 
Paley, V. G. (2014). Boys & girls: Superheroes in the doll corner. Chicago, IL: The University of  
 Chicago Press.
Pelo, A., & Davidson, F. (2000). That’s not fair!: A teacher’s guide to activism with young children.  
 Saint Paul, MN: Redleaf Press.
Rinaldi, C. (2006). In dialogue with Reggio Emilia: Listening, researching, and learning. New  
 York, NY: Routledge.
Solomon, J. (2016). Gender identity and expression in the early childhood classroom: Influences 
  on development within sociocultural contexts. Young Children, 71(3), 61–72.



63September 2017

REFLECTION on  
“Understanding Children as Community  
Leaders” 
By Eileen Hughes

Eileen Hughes is an Innovations consulting editor and a professor and 
program director for the Early Childhood Teaching Program at Western 
Washington University in Bellingham, WA, where she has worked for the 
past 11 years. Prior to that, she directed the Early Childhood Education 
Program at the University of Alaska Anchorage (UAA) from 1993–2006 
and is now a retired professor emerita from UAA.

Using a social justice lens, Jamie Solomon 
found opportunities in her preschool class-
room to focus on issues of equity and gender. 
She accepted the challenge to critically reflect 
on socially constructed images and to engage 
with children to examine what is perceived as 
“normality.” Pelo (2006) notes that teachers 
can act as agents for social change:

We understand teachers as facilitators of 
children’s passionate pursuits and as guides 
and mentors for children’s learning, creating 
a context in which children can take up the 
issues that matter to them, including issues 
related to unfairness and equity. (p. 175)

Pelo and Davidson (2006) view this important 
activist role as a natural outgrowth of children’s 
awareness of “what’s fair and what’s not fair.” 
When the children in Solomon’s classroom 
questioned the use of single-user bathroom 
signs by gender, she recognized the chance to 
explore an aspect of social justice and encour-
aged the children to take an advocacy role to 
voice their stance in their school environment 
and then in a broader community setting. The 
story of Solomon and the children provides an 
example for how the meaning of fairness and 
taking action can occur in a preschool class-
room that is pertinent to the current social and 
political climate in our society. This article of-

fers early childhood educators an example for 
how to acknowledge the rights of children as 
part of a democratic environment in their quest 
for understanding and to find a place in rela-
tionship to their community.

Solomon’s intentional teaching ignited the 
children’s thinking after she observed what 
she perceives to be underlying messages of 
exclusion, discrimination, and gender bias in 
children’s play over a few weeks.  She invit-
ed the children to “step outside their comfort 
zones” to broach the issues of stereotyping 
and discrimination through the examination 
of themes in children’s literature. The dialogue 
that followed the read-alouds provoked the 
children to reflect on their understanding of 
the complicated topic. She continued the pro-
cess to deepen the children’s understanding 
through puppet play and role-playing to sup-
port the children in co-constructing an under-
standing of fairness. As a teacher researcher, 
she listened for occasions to offer her class the 
ideas of individual children that relate to the 
difficult issues around fairness. 

Soloman offered all the children the opportu-
nity to share perspectives and to make visible 
their ideas through the creation of a central wall 
display. The collection of contributions from 
families, excerpts of class dialogue, children’s 

This article offers 
early childhood  
educators an  
example for how to 
acknowledge the 
rights of children as 
part of a democratic 
environment in  
their quest for  
understanding and 
to find a place in 
relationship to their 
community.
– Eileen Hughes



representation of signs, and photographs com-
prised a display that was available to “review, 
digest, and process” and to “foster greater in-
vestment” in the children’s study. The display 
served as a reference for the children, staff, and 
families, who reviewed the stories and person-
al experiences related to conventional gender 
norms and the children’s developing theories. 
The ongoing postings of artifacts, transcript 
excerpts, and observations served to illumi-
nate the dynamic nature of the learning, to 
spark further questions and interest, and to 
maintain the ongoing inquiry of the topic. 

Consistent with underlying principles of the 
Reggio Emilia approach, Solomon used docu-
mentation as a pedagogical tool to help inform 
her understanding of the children’s thinking, 
to help her further negotiate curriculum plan-
ning (Fyfe & Forman, 2012), and to move the 
study forward. Using a cycle of inquiry—lis-
tening, observing, interpreting, reflection, and 
planning—the teacher and children examined 
their data, formed theories, and co-construct-
ed knowledge (Gandini & Goldhaber, 2001). 
Through the process of comparing different 
perspectives, investigating community plac-
es, and having dialogue with the children, 
a democratic process was demonstrated for 
the children, who were able to learn how to 
co-construct through their active participa-
tion throughout the experiences. The children 
strengthened their dispositions for noticing 
injustice and thinking critically. Both teacher 
and children contributed to the construction of 
collective knowledge that involved the teach-
er’s identified theoretical lens, perspectives, 
and personal goals alongside the children’s 
experiences and developing theories. The chil-
dren were presented with a dilemma related to 
exclusion and gender bias and were invited to 

confront the challenge, engage in perspective 
taking, and develop an action plan. Through 
these actions, Solomon acknowledged the right 
of the children to be a part of a democratic en-
vironment and to offer them the opportunity to 
assume responsibility for their learning.  

Solomon readily welcomed the inclusion of 
families into the curriculum when she in-
formed the families of the children’s ideas 
through a newsletter, shared family members’ 
observations with the children, and displayed 
observations on the central wall of the class-
room. Solomon connected with parents in her 
class who worked in departments in City Hall 
and provided a venue for the children to voice 
their concerns and ideas for creating generic 
bathroom signs within the broader communi-
ty. Through this process, Solomon fostered the 
children’s demonstration of their abilities as 
active, competent citizens in their community 
who can advocate for change and understand-
ing.

While Solomon is conscious of using families 
as active participants in the investigation de-
scribed in the article, there is little reference 
to working with other teachers in a co-inquiry 
approach. It is, at times, difficult for teachers 
in the current structure of child care and pre-
school programs in the United States to collab-
orate with other colleagues in an ongoing way 
to ask questions of each other, exchange per-
spectives, and study children’s actions, words, 
and representations. However, in these rich 
exchanges with colleagues, teachers can distill 
from observations and the study of documen-
tation multiple hypotheses, questions, and per-
spectives that can serve to better inform the 
provocations that are offered to the children 
(Abramson, 2008). It can be a challenge to 
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Both teacher and children contributed to the construction of collective 
knowledge that involved the teacher’s identified theoretical lens,  
perspectives, and personal goals alongside the children’s experiences 
and developing theories.   
–Eileen Hughes
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create shared understandings among a group 
of colleagues within a school that is focused 
on pedagogical documentation. How might  
Solomon’s work as a teacher researcher moti-
vate us in early childhood education to form 
structures in our schools that pose questions 
we have in our individual classrooms as prov-
ocations for building collective knowledge 
as co-inquirers across an entire school? The  
educators of Reggio Emilia have inspired us  
in the United States to continue to face this  
aspect of our child care system that does  
not inherently support co-inquiry in collab-
oration with our colleagues. An approach for 
professional development that is aligned with 
structures within the schools, using class-
rooms as places for teacher research that is a  
shared process with colleagues across the 
school, is a desired goal.

Jamie Solomon’s article is a valuable contri-
bution to a growing body of teacher research 
that proposes how teachers and children can 
examine their thinking related to inclusive 
perspectives and how to develop curriculum 
to support children’s dispositions as advocates 
within their immediate environments and in 
the broader society.
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Visit the NAREA website for a comprehensive 
listing of resources related to the Reggio  
Emilia educational philosophy. 

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 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

November 4–11, 2017: U.S. Study Group
March 24–29, 2018: U.S. Students and  
Professors Study Group 
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 

November 12–17, 2017: International  
Study Group
Contact: Reggio Children 
www.reggiochildren.it

International Professional  
Development Initiatives in Reggio 
Emilia, Italy

January–May 2018 
Seattle, WA
Hosted by WA Collective, the exhibit will  
be located in One Convention Place and  
accompanied by a series of professional  
development initiatives. 
Contact: Paula Jones 
info@childrenascitizens.org

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.

Peer-Reviewed Issues

See Innovations Peer-Reviewed page of NAREA  
website for the call for proposals for the  
September 2018 issue. The summary of the 
peer-review process for the September 2018 issue 
will be published in the December 2017 issue and 
posted on the NAREA website in December. For 
further information, contact Judith Allen Kaminsky, 
judy@reggioalliance.org



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

NAREA-Related Professional Development

Midwest NAREA Brick by Brick Series - 
The Hundred Languages of Children:  
The Vocabulary, Grammar, and Potential of 
Materials as Strategies for Learning 
Dearborn, MI
October 14, 2017
Speakers: Karyn Callaghan and Kathy Cope
Contact: NAREA, reggioalliance.org or  
Judith Kaminsky, judy@reggioalliance.org

Midwest NAREA Brick by Brick Series - The  
Environment: Inquiry and Documentation  
of Children, Teachers, and Families 
Omaha, NE
October 21, 2017
Speaker: Jennifer Kesselring
Contact: NAREA, reggioalliance.org,  
lauren@reggioalliance.org

Northeast NAREA Brick by Brick Series - 
Relationships in Teaching and Learning 
Cumberland, ME
October 21, 2017
Speaker: Lella Gandini
Contact: NAREA, reggioalliance.org,  
lauren@reggioalliance.org or  
Laura Friedman, lfriedman@maine.rr.com

Northeast NAREA Brick by Brick Series - 
Wondering and Learning Together 
Boston, MA
November 4, 2017
Contact: NAREA, reggioalliance.org,  
lauren@reggioalliance.org

NAREA Tour of Schools 
Atlanta, GA
November 14, 2017
Speakers: Marina Castagnetti, NAREA board 
members, and Project Infinity educators
Contact: NAREA, reggioalliance.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: Marina Castagnetti, NAREA board 
members, and Project Infinity educators
Contact: NAEYC, www.naeyc.org

In celebration of the 25th anniversary of Innovations, NAREA launched several new 
resources. The inaugural volume of the Echoes Series, Environment, Spaces, Relations, 
highlights voices from Reggio Emilia, Italy and North America. We anticipate this will be a 
valuable resource for educators as they continue to design spaces in schools viewed as 
places of life and relationships. Cost: $35 + S/H

A series of 25 postcards designed with quotes from each 
year of Innovations was a favorite at the 2017 NAREA 
Summer Conference. The front of the postcards highlight, 
in English and Italian, a key word from each quote. The for-
mat is perfect for writing welcome notes to parents, thank 
you notes to a community sponsor, or communications to 
legislators. Bulk pricing available upon request.

Through the combined efforts of the Preschools and Infant-Toddler Centers, Istituzione of 
the Municipality of Reggio Emilia; Reggio Children; and NAREA, we bring you a resource 
from Reggio Emilia, the English translation of the Charter of Services of the Municipal 
Infant-toddler Centres and Preschools. Included are descriptions of how a school day is 
organized, the culture of the atelier, the way the kitchens work, and the priority access for 
children with special rights, among other aspects of the educational project.  
Cost: $15 + S/H

If you are interested in purchasing these new resources, please contact the NAREA office 
(lauren@reggioalliance.org or 770-552-0179).

New NAREA Resources Available!



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

Innovations  
In Early Education:  
The International Reggio 
Emilia Exchange




