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2 Innovations in Early Education

Introduction
 

[The] environment [is] conceived as a participating actor in the  
educational relationship and not merely as an indifferent  
container of relationships. Intelligence, in fact, is not confined  
in the individual “mind” but is distributed among the people, the  
environments, and the materials. 
–Charter of Services of the Municipal Infant-toddler Centres and Preschools
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This issue of Innovations begins with an article  
titled “The Relationship between Documen-
tation and Design of the Environment in a  
Reggio-inspired School: Two Sides of a Coin” by 
Carol Anne Wien, professor emerita and senior  
scholar in the Faculty of Education at York Uni- 
versity in Toronto, ON; Shelley van Benschop, 
an atelierista at The Bishop Strachan School 
(BSS) in Toronto, ON; and Anna Papageorgiou, 
a kindergarten teacher at BSS. Early in the  
article, the authors write: 

This article explores how our understanding 
shifted, so that we now view documenting 
and design of the environment as comple-
mentary processes, and our responses to chil-
dren possess a stronger and more connected 
quality. We describe how this understanding 
developed over the course of a school year . . .  
during which Francesca Georgioni, a teach-
er at the Choreia Infant-Toddler Center of 
the Panta Rei Social Cooperative in Reggio 
Emilia, Italy, worked at The Bishop Strachan 
School in Toronto, ON as a pedagogista.

In the Charter of Services of the Municipal  
Infant-toddler Centres and Preschools, the  
section on the “Educational project” includes 
this statement: 

[The] environment [is] conceived as a partic-
ipating actor in the educational relationship 
and not merely as an indifferent container 
of relationships. Intelligence, in fact, is not  
confined in the individual “mind” but is 
distributed among the people, the environ-
ments, and the materials. (Istituzione of the 
Municipality of Reggio Emilia, 2017, p. 17)

In the section on the “Conditions for guarantee-
ing the quality of the educational relationship 
and of the experience of children and adults 
in the educational services,” documentation is  
described as:

. . . a way of being actively engaged in the 
day-to-day educational process. It is the 
activity of generating and collecting docu-
ments on the work carried out with the chil-
dren. The documents enable the teachers to 
design the educational action as it unfolds, 
differentiating the paths in relation to the 
different subjectivities involved and inter-
weaving the teaching and the individual and 
group learning, so that teaching and learn-
ing are complementary and interdependent. 
This makes it possible to overcome the idea 
of educational action as a consequence of 
activities predefined by the teacher based 
on a standard idea of knowledge that is the 
same for all. (Istituzione of the Municipality 
of Reggio Emilia, 2017, p. 45)

The “Perspectives on NAREA” column features  
“The 9th NAREA Winter Conference  – ‘Con-
structing a Culture of Shared Values for  
Children and Childhood: Honoring Diversity, 
Differences, and Democracy’” by Patty Randall,  
NAREA professional development and social  
media coordinator and director of educa-
tional practices at Peachtree Presbyterian  
Preschool in Atlanta, GA. On the first morning 
of the conference, Paola Cagliari, the director 
of the Preschools and Infant-Toddler Centers,  
Istituzione of the Municipality of Reggio  
Emilia, made connections between the focus 
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of the conference and the values of the Reggio 
Emilia approach: 

We believe that this kind of knowledge is a 
way for educators to honor diversity and dif-
ference. It is a way that we have of promoting 
democracy and of realizing democracy. . . .  
to give voice and to give value to every diver-
sity, to give voice and to give value to all the 
different ways that children express them-
selves and all the different ways that children 
build and construct their knowledge.

On the final day of the conference, Ivana  
Soncini, pedagogista responsible for children 
with special rights for the Municipality of  
Reggio Emilia Department of Education,  
offered this declaration about the dynamic  
nature of acquiring knowledge:

All children all over the world have theories 
about how the world is working around them. 
Another possibility [for acquiring knowl-
edge] is . . . to share my theories about what 
is happening in the world with other theories 
of people around me . . . to see the discrepan-
cies between those different theories. . . . the 
research . . .  that each one of us does indi-
vidually to re-equilibrate our knowledge only 
takes place when . . . what is already known 
within us encounters new knowledge.

The “Voices: Conversations from North Ameri-
ca and Beyond” column features reflections on 
the 9th NAREA Winter Conference from seven 
participants: Sarah Felstiner, curriculum di-
rector at Hilltop Children’s Center in Seattle, 
WA; Kimie Fukuda, pre-kindergarten teacher 
at Oregon Episcopal School in Portland, OR; 
three educators from Mentor Graphics Child 
Development Center in Wilsonville, OR: Nan 
Hanson, education coordinator, Amanda  
Jewart, classroom coordinator, and Dawn  
Kenney, infant-toddler coordinator; Julia 
Koumbassa, director, North Campus Children’s 
Center, University of Michigan, Ann Arbor, MI; 
and Heida Sigurdardottir, lead team teacher, 
Co-op Family Center, Eugene, OR.
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Carol Anne Wien is 
professor emerita and 
senior scholar in the 
Faculty of Education at 
York University in To-
ronto, ON. She is widely 
known for her work on 
emergent curriculum 
and pedagogical doc-
umentation, inspired 
by the Reggio Emilia 

approach, and is author of The Power of Emergent Curriculum and several other books; editor 
of Emergent Curriculum in the Primary Classroom: Interpreting the Reggio Emilia Approach 
in Schools; and co-author, with Karyn Callaghan and Jason Avery, of Documenting Children’s 
Meaning: Engaging in Design and Creativity with Children and Families. She has been a student  
of the Reggio Emilia approach since 1993, has attended four study tours, and served on the  
NAREA board as a representative from Canada. Shelley van Benschop is an atelierista at The 
Bishop Strachan School (BSS) in Toronto, ON, working with children and teachers from JK to Grade 
Six. She has been at BSS since 2004 and took a two-year leave to work and learn in the ateliers  
at the Early Learning Center Family of International Schools in Bangkok, Thailand. Shelley began 
her study of the Reggio Emilia approach in 2002 when she participated in her first internation-
al study tour in Reggio Emilia. She believes that the search for beauty and respect for aesthetic 
sensibilities are important aspects of school and life. Shelley considers creativity as a quality of 
thinking that belongs to everyone and is essential in education. Anna Papageorgiou has been a 
kindergarten teacher at BSS since 1998.  She was part of the original team of teachers inspired by 
the work in Reggio Emilia. This experience influenced her to deeply re-examine her own teaching. 
As a result, Anna continues to share her reflections with visiting teachers during professional de- 
velopment initiatives. She is passionate about making learning visible and values documentation  
as a way to support the image of the child. Anna also believes that documentation provides  
children, teachers, parents, and the community an opportunity to begin dialogue and provide  
ongoing learning..
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The Relationship between Documentation and 
Design of the Environment in a Reggio-inspired 
School: Two Sides of a Coin 
By Carol Anne Wien, Shelley van Benschop, and Anna Papageorgiou

Documentation and an environment designed 
to support rich experiences of learning and 
living together are intimately intertwined, like 
two sides of the same coin. That coin represents 
the adult responsibility of creating the condi-
tions that transform children’s experiences, so 
that the image of children as rich in potential 
and capability is fulfilled (Fraser, 2011; Rinaldi, 
2006; Wien, 2008, 2014). This article explores 
how our understanding shifted, so that we now 
view documenting and design of the environ-
ment as complementary processes, and our 
responses to children possess a stronger and 
more connected quality.

We describe how this understanding developed 
over the course of a school year (2008-2009) 
during which Francesca Giorgioni, a teach-
er at the Choreia Infant-Toddler Center of the 
Panta Rei Social Cooperative in Reggio Emilia, 
Italy, worked at The Bishop Strachan School 
in Toronto, ON as a pedagogista. During that 
year, Francesca worked with the Junior Kin-
dergarten (JK), Senior Kindergarten (SK), and 
Grade One educators who had spent six years 
reimagining their programs and classrooms in  
Reggio-inspired ways. This team of five teach-
ers and early childhood educators worked in a 
new Junior School of great physical beauty—
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Kindergarten classroom of 5- to 6-year-old 
girls, Shelley Van Benschop and Anna Pa-
pageorgiou. First, it is important to note that 
Francesca engaged in long, deeply intellectual 
discussions with the entire team of teachers, 
questioning all aspects of their work. Carol 
Anne Wien joined these discussions during 
the winter months when a strike at York Uni-
versity opened up her schedule. Francesca also 
insisted Shelley and Anna have time to talk to-
gether before class each day. Anna comment-
ed, “This open dialogue was very thoughtful. 
Those long days, just talking or interpreting 
or asking questions, were so valuable. I used 
to leave with my head feeling like it was going 
to explode, because we got to think.” Our first 
shift in understanding was that collaboration 
meant moving beyond collegiality to, as Shel-
ley put it, “a more open, dialogic dynamic in 
which we questioned our work and uncovered 
elements we had not made time for or that had 
been invisible to us.”

maple furniture and shelves, large windows 
into both the outdoors and hallways for airiness 
and transparency, and carefully organized and 
productive spaces for children’s learning and 
development. Yet Francesca’s work over this 
year of engagement transformed the educa-
tors’ ways of working and understanding relat-
ed to the environment. What was it she helped 
us see that we had not understood prior to her 
collaboration with us?

Documentation cannot occur without an en-
vironment designed to sustain children’s in-
teractions with materials and with each oth-
er. Teachers who complain that they have no 
time to document may not be able to engage 
in documenting because the environment 
has not been sufficiently designed to support 
children’s autonomous activity. If an environ-
ment cannot sustain children’s engagement in 
autonomous activity, that is, activity that they 
choose and remain engaged in because it is 
satisfying, educators cannot observe and doc-
ument these processes. How does an environ-
ment support children’s engagement in social, 
emotional, intellectual, and physical interac-
tions that satisfy and provide contexts for their 
learning and development?

We focus here on Francesca’s work over the 
fall term with the educators in the Senior  

How does an environment support children’s engagement  
in social, emotional, intellectual, and physical interactions 
that satisfy and provide contexts for their learning and  
development?   
–Carol Anne Wien, Shelley van Benschop, and Anna Papageorgiou

Redesign of the Environment

In this section, we discuss four difficulties with 
the environment that Francesca highlighted. 
These were: 1) not using children’s body move-
ments as a basis for decisions about classroom 
design, 2) overcrowded and ineffective spaces, 
3) inconsistency, and 4) lack of context for ma-
terials.

Anna described an occasion when the children 
were interested in exploring the school’s chap-
el. Anna and Shelley were curious about how 
the children would interact with the chapel and 
decided to take small groups to explore the 
space. They anticipated the children would be 

awed by the space, but the children’s response 
was to explore it with body movement. Anna’s 
group, for instance, lay down on the pews, com-
paring their length to the length of the pew. 
They made pathways for themselves, running 
up and down the aisles. Anna was concerned 
about their activity and noise level, quieting 
them, as she experienced “a torn feeling” be-
tween respect for the place and respect for the 
girls’ desire to explore. But Francesca and her 
colleague Francesca Bianca, a pedagogista 
from Reggio Emilia who was visiting, encour-
aged us to wonder how the exploration and 
documentation would change if we explored 
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included a central image of the area in the mid-
dle of the page. Radiating around it, smaller 
images showed various occasions of children 
using the space. When Carol Anne saw this 
collection of documentation, she was aston-
ished by both the quantity of documentation 
and its detail and precision. It seemed to offer 
to the process of documenting a level of gravi-
tas that previously had been unimaginable, 
especially to teachers who did not think they 
had time for it. 

When the study of movement became a prior-
ity, documentation became an essential tool 
of research on movement within the space, 
something to show us what we do not yet know 
or see. The implicit question for this research 
was, “What are the children’s relations to the 
space, as seen in how they move within it?” 
Documenting provided data for discussion, 
a foundation for deciding what to do. We will 
first outline the problems Francesca observed 
in the design of the environment and the 
changes that resulted and then note ways she 
helped us expand and deepen our documenta-
tion processes. 

As Shelley, Anna, and Francesca together 
studied the many images of the environment 
documented by Francesca, they could see lit-
tle-used areas and overcrowded areas. For ex-
ample, the block area was too small and spilled 
over into the drama area on one side and the 
teachers’ space on the other. There is simplic-
ity to the idea that an overused space that is 
small and crowded should be made larger to 
accommodate interest and body movement. 

the space with the children. If we played with 
the children, running through the space along 
with them, could we feel what the children 
were experiencing? The notion of developing 
empathy for children’s experiences by taking 
part in their activity was new to us and gave us 
a different way of thinking about how the chil-
dren use their bodies as a language of commu-
nication. Their comments served as a catalyst 
for Anna, who returned to the classroom and 
saw it with new eyes, noticing how many tables 
there were and how hard it was for the children 
to move around them and questioning why ta-
bles that were used only 20 minutes a day for 
journal writing occupied so much space.

Body movement as a foundation for design 
of the environment

While we were accustomed to considering the 
flow of traffic around the room, Francesca’s in-
sistence that we carefully observe the physical 
movements of children’s bodies as a language 
of expression was a novel idea for us. While 
we would readily agree that inviting children’s 
natural movement in classrooms is important 
and would all note our understanding that 
children learn through movement interactions 
with their world (Copple & Bredekamp, 2009), 
it was a new strategy to concentrate on move-
ment as a language of communication. This 
meant teachers had to learn to read the chil-
dren’s movements and to understand them. 
We learned that designing the environment to 
sustain the children’s interactions is built upon 
reading body language as communication. 

One of the major projects that year was a mas-
sive reorganization of the SK classroom. It was 
a beautiful, carefully organized environment 
when Francesca arrived, with many areas of 
interest for children’s engagement. In fact, for 
years, visitors to BSS had admired the JK, SK, 
and Grade One spaces. Francesca, however, 
had a different sense. She began by document-
ing children’s use of various areas of the SK 
classroom, gradually constructing a 26-page 
dossier. Each page highlighted a specific area, 
such as the light table or the block area, and 

We learned that designing the environment to sustain the children’s  
interactions is built upon reading body language as communication.
–Carol Anne Wien, Shelley van Benschop, and Anna Papageorgiou

The implicit question for this  
research was, “What are the  
children’s relations to the space,  
as seen in how they move  
within it?”
–Carol Anne Wien, Shelley van Benschop,  
and Anna Papageorgiou
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Many programs have elaborate rules for how 
many children may play in any one area to 
avoid jostling for scarce resources by the chil-
dren. How simple to consider the problem to 
be the environment rather than the children. 
Early childhood philosophies that are based in 
observation of children as their starting point 
(Montessori is another example, in addition to 
the Reggio Emilia approach) see the organi-
zation and preparation of the environment for 
children as the source of many program dif-
ficulties (Montessori, 1912/1964). Many of us 
have seen that “behavior problems” dissipate 
with changes to environmental design (Curtis 
& Carter, 2015; Wien, Coates, Keating, & Bige-
low, 2005; Wien, 2004). 

The teachers began observing their environ-
ment from the perspective of whether an area 
was sustaining the children’s activity and in 
what ways its design might obstruct or reduce 
interaction. In the block area, for example, 
in “a series of pictures, Francesca showed us 
how the children were trying to get through 
the space by cramming themselves into the 
block area, and it wasn’t working.” Through 
this analysis of the space, the teachers could 
see the block area was much too small, and the 
light table was “against a wall so nobody could 
move around it.”  Francesca reminded us that 

spaces “speak” to children; spaces “send mes-
sages,” and children want to stay in inviting, 
cared-for spaces. 

Shelley, Anna, and Francesca began to plan 
a reorganization of the layout of the room, 
observing and documenting movement and 
considering reorganization possibilities. The 
planning for the changes to be made to the 
whole environment occupied three months. 
The changes were made all at once in a single 
major reorganization and then “unveiled” to 
the children and colleagues in the school. Sel-
dom-used tables were removed from the class-
room to open up space. An intentional teach-
er space in the classroom was created with a 

Building Center October

Light Table October
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clear pathway to it. Francesca emphasized the 
need for teachers to have a beautiful, well-or-
ganized space for work. Anna said, “Ours had 
been a dumping ground for papers, unused 
materials, and resources.” The drama area was 
enlarged to encompass the former block area 
so that stories and plays could involve many 
participants. The block area moved from a 
back window area into the middle of the room, 
with three sides open, and the light table was 
moved from against the wall into the center 
of the classroom adjacent to the block area. 

This juxtaposition was based on the children’s 
movements. It allowed increased visibility for 
both activities and border crossing between 
the two areas so that further complex combi-
nations of material, ideas, and children were 
possible. It made more complex activity possi-
ble. In all cases, there was a sense of providing 
children a landscape to enter, a place to be im-
mersed in an activity. There were many other 
changes as well.

Materials require context and consistent  
organization

One change involved something Francesca 
called “inconsistency.” By that, we understood 
her to mean that some materials did not have 
an intended context for their use and seemed 
to occur haphazardly in the environment. For 
instance, Anna described how Francesca no-
ticed several places in the room where shells 
were placed, but they were not within a context 
that invited their use: “Where is their place so 
children can use them meaningfully in rela-
tionship to, for example, mathematics, nature, 
or art?” Another example occurred in the com-
puter center, where panels on nature adorned 
the walls; they did not reflect the activity of the 
center at all. In all instances, Francesca want-
ed to create a consistent context for materials. 
Carol Anne thinks of a context as a kind of 
landscape in which interaction might occur. 
Contexts are spaces that must be specifically 
designed for inviting and encouraging inter-
actions, or interactions are unlikely to happen; 
a shelf of materials is insufficient. The exhibit 
from Reggio Emilia, “The Wonder of Learn-
ing – The Hundred Languages of Children,” 
describes context as “an interaction that is 
capable of restructuring our knowledge” (The 
Enchantment of Writing, Between signs and 
writing, Communication contexts in daily life 
section).

Drama Area January

Building Center January

Contexts are spaces that must be 
specifically designed for inviting 
and encouraging interactions,  
or interactions are unlikely to  
happen . . .
–Carol Anne Wien, Shelley van Benschop,  
and Anna Papageorgiou
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Shelley and Anna also attended to Francesca’s 
comments, such as “Big girls, big materials.” 
They found they needed both more and fewer 
materials. As Anna said, “You can’t have just 
a little basket of rocks and shells, and that’s 
it; the children must be able to extend their 
use of and thinking about materials.” We see 
in this comment the Reggio notion that par-
ticipants in a setting must be able to expand 
their work, to “think bigger” with others. To 
do so requires not only a lot of materials, but 
also materials that are both meaningful to the 
context of interest and meaningfully orga-
nized. In one discussion about the block area,  
Francesca noticed that the children were 
greatly interested in height and asked Anna 
and Shelley, “Why don’t you have more ma-
terials that can help them with that?” Then 
when materials were added, they were given 
a strong organization, for example, by type 
(wood, metal, paper), by size, and by color, so 
there was a schema that the children could 
visually grasp. Anna shared that Francesca 
said, “If everything is organized, the children 
can be more autonomous.”

The use of time in the classroom shifted as 
well. Shelley and Anna had the children “run-
ning through the centers, changing every 
20-40 minutes, so they would experience ev-
erything.” Shelley commented, “If we want to 
enrich their autonomous pursuits, we need 
more materials and more time for explora-
tion, reflection, and possibility. Francesca also 
challenged us to use our class meeting times 
as ‘vehicles for reflection,’ so children could 
share their pursuits and understand possi-
bilities with the materials through study and  
dialogue regarding the documentation.”

In recent years, Reggio educators (Lanzi, 2011; 
Tedeschi, 2015) have used the phrase “dia-
logue as a space for transformation.” Carol 
Anne thinks dialogue is not simply two people 
talking; it is, rather, any interaction between 
two or more entities—a child and clay, a bee 
and a pollen-laden blossom, a parent reading 
to a child (Wien, Jacobs, & Brown, 2015). The 
possibility of change exists in the meeting be-
tween two entities and the meaning construct-
ed from the exchange by sentient beings. 
Consuelo Damasi (2015), the atelierista at An-
derson Preschool, said, “What is our idea of 
the meeting between a child and a material?”  
To construct a context is to provide a space for 

possible dialogue and possible transformation 
of learning. As an example, see the October 
image of the overhead projector, which sits 
by itself; the January image shows a space to  
enter and engage in dialogue with materials, 
the projector, and light.  

Light Center October

Light Center January
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The results of redesigning the environment

The results of the overall environmental 
changes were astonishing to Anna and Shel-
ley, for they found the children’s engagement 
in the new environment was sustained for 
months. A sense of border crossing among 
areas also occurred in various projects, such 
as the children’s interest in creating a restau-
rant. When they needed a menu, they went to 
the communication center to make one. When 
they set up a spa/salon in the building center, 
they borrowed rocks from the nature center to 
be coins and clothing from dramatic play and 
made signs and bills in the communication 

center. From these activities, we can see that 
the projects generated by the children are big-
ger than any single area for activity and that 
the notion of supporting children’s thinking so 
that thinking might expand becomes visible.

Through the work to refine their environment’s 
design and make the organization and presen-
tation of materials more fine-grained in rela-
tion to children’s activity, the notion of observ-
ing children’s physical movement in relation 
to design of the environment and altering the 
design as a response grew more solidly em-
bedded as a habit to continue in their daily life 
in the school. 

Changing our Notions about Documenting

We have been documenting for many years in 
different contexts and for different purposes, 
many of them Reggio-inspired. Children also 
document and take photos. Francesca showed 
us details of documentation that were new to 
us and aspects of documentation that expand-
ed our understanding. We will focus on several 
of these differences from which we learned. 

Documentation to illuminate uses of space

When the environment was undergoing reor-
ganization and preparation, Francesca asked 
how the children and community would know 
what happens in these centers, noting that 
the spaces lacked a strong visual communica-
tion. Shelley and Anna decided to make large  
panels to accompany each area of the environ-

ment with the title of the area, images of chil-
dren working there, and notes on the purpose 
of the area from the children’s perspective. 
These panels offered explanations to visitors, 
as well as to children and their parents, and 
“gave voice” to each area, showing the ratio-
nale for its inclusion in the space. Francesca 
saw these introductions to the environment as 
fundamental to the functioning of the room, 
and considerable time was given to preparing 
these introductory panels. While some attempt 
had been made previously by the teachers to 
convey the meaning of specific areas through 
documentation, these new panels were much 
larger, more visible in their placement, and 
more intentional in communicating the mean-
ing of an area to those who entered the room.

Nature Center Communication Panel



11March 2018

we use “those big bulldog clips and just layer 
it,” so you can flip through the daily traces and 
“not take anything down, so your whole year is 
visible within the classroom.” Francesca said, 
“Look at how the earlier documentation can be 
a reference for them, there for them to see.” 

In our mainstream culture of schooling, we 
often think of learning as occurring in a unit, 
such as a week or month or six-week period, 
but seldom is a project or investigation contin-
ued throughout the entire school year. This ex-
pansion in our thinking—to consider the flow 
across a school year—gives a whole new mean-
ing to the idea of learning. Our learning with 
the children is no longer cut up into fragment-
ed bits and considered “finished” at a certain 
time or checked off the list of expectations, but 
rather it is considered to be alive, continuous-
ly subject to revisiting and revision. Remind-
ed to “respect the time of the children,” Shel-
ley pointed out that the shift in our approach 
brought educators “closer to children with 
more joyful interactions.”

Documenting as a foundation for  
decision-making about emergent  
curriculum

Francesca noticed that Shelley and Anna were 
not studying the daily documentation as a way 
in which to find a pathway for proceeding the 
next day. This is a crucial function of docu-
mentation in carrying emergent curriculum 
forward. When daily documentation is not 
studied, teachers miss key information about 
the meaning children are constructing of their 
experience and the possibility of sharing it 
with the group. Francesca also felt that Shelley 
and Anna were not working together. Rather, 
as Anna put it, they would “divide [tasks] and 
conquer.” Francesca wanted them to spend 
time before school discussing the previous 
day’s documentation to develop the questions 
they would ask the children the next morning. 
She saw it as a valuable reflective time togeth-
er, not to be interrupted by others. Shelley and 
Anna tried this process and noticed that this 
reflective time with documentation enabled 
them to come closer to the children’s thoughts 
and understandings.

Documentation as following a process from 
beginning to end

There were two ways in which our notions of 
documentation were expanded over time by 
Francesca, one in relation to daily activity 
and one in relation to activity throughout the 
year. The first change was to our notions of the 
depth of observation that should be occurring 
during the day. Francesca saw the teachers 
multitasking to maintain the routine, rather 
than focusing on processes in which the chil-
dren were engaged. Anna watched Francesca 
Georgioni and Francesca Bianca observing 
and commented, “They’d capture a whole pro-
cess, using contact sheets of images to just talk 
about what they saw. That’s how we learned to 
spend more time following a process to the 
end.” Anna described an occasion when she 
left an experience that she was observing: “I 
had to put out snack, but Francesca wanted me 
to come back, to see the whole process, because 
the children weren’t finished.” Francesca ex-
plained to Anna that the time she missed was 
a valuable part of the experience and suggest-
ed that when one teacher is documenting, the 
other could be available to monitor daily rou-
tines. The awareness of the value of involve-
ment in every part of the children’s process 
caused a transformation for Anna—a shift in 
values in how time is used—from prioritizing 
maintenance tasks to prioritizing children’s 
processes. This example illustrates the value 
given to listening in Reggio-inspired work. We 
perceived the tension between listening and 
maintaining the schedule and decided to give 
a much higher priority to listening. To follow 
through with listening as a priority demon-
strates giving a different meaning to our work 
(Wien & Kirby-Smith, 2014). Thus, we learned 
that when we are observing, we should stay 
with children’s processes all the way through 
to the end to capture the whole experience.

The second notion concerned putting up and 
taking down documentation, which we are  
often asked about by visitors to the school. We 
often feel pressure to have new documentation 
up for parents to view when they visit. Frances-
ca told us, “You are not to take the documenta-
tion down. The children won’t remember if the 
traces of their memories are not there.” Fran-
cesca suggested to worry less about finished 
panels for outsiders to view and concern our-
selves more with documenting traces of chil-
dren’s learning on a daily basis. She suggested 

Thus, we learned that 
when we are observing, 
we should stay with 
children’s processes 
all the way through to 
the end to capture the 
whole experience.  
–Carol Anne Wien,  
Shelley van Benschop,  
and Anna Papageorgiou



Documentation as editing to “explode  
the moment” 

The idea that thoughtful documenting “ex-
plodes the moment” originates with Janette 
March, owner of several Reggio-inspired pro-
grams in Halifax, NS. She described how the 
editing of photos and text in order to elicit their 
essential meaning opens up what was cap-
tured with greater intensity and for wider in-
terpretation; such moments have an impact on 
our thinking. A group of eight teachers at BSS 
had a discussion about Francesca’s impact one 
year later and noted the difference between 
teachers beginning to document, those strug-
gling to do so, and those whose experience al-
lowed them to document more deeply. Susan 
Hislop noted that after several years, “you can 
document at a different level. You get deeper 
and deeper into it, and I think what adminis-
trators don’t realize is that it’s so much to take 
in when you start that it’s very difficult.” Carol 
Anne asked whether people reading documen-
tation can tell how difficult it is to choose the 
one photo that illustrates a thought process 
so well. Kerri Embrey commented that she 
showed documentation to Francesca, whose 
response was, “’Too many words, too many 
pictures.’ I wasn’t being selective enough.” 
Susan said, “Yes, that’s what Lella [Gandini] 
said to me: ‘Fewer pictures, fewer words. Pick 
tiny moments.’” Anna added, “Something to 
capture the process, a little story.” This synthe-
sizing and editing of material is necessary so 
that the reader can grasp the point that we are 
trying to make; to edit requires thinking about 
what the reader requires and what is too much 
and will obstruct their engagement. This is a 
professional skill that develops with consid-
erable practice, just as writing skills develop 
from persistent writing.

Documentation as a place to welcome  
emotion

The value, place, and treatment of emotion in 
our educational systems are difficult issues to 
consider in North American schools. Our dis-
cussion about it, in relation to Francesca’s ques-
tions to us, resulted in larger questions that led 
to even more questions. Through this article, 
we report on our discussion with a sense of 
confronting something problematic but with-
out really resolving issues related to emotion 
for ourselves. Someone noted, “Francesca was 
always speaking about emotion, asking, ‘Why 
don’t you document emotion? Why don’t you 
care about emotion? Why aren’t the feelings 
of children and how they resolve conflict doc-
umented?’” These were interesting and chal-
lenging questions that were unsettling for us. 
Didn’t we care about emotion? Wasn’t living 
together well incredibly important to us on a 
daily basis? Were we really setting emotion 
aside? 

But as we thought through this issue raised by 
Francesca, we could see patterns we had tak-
en for granted as normal in a school setting 
that also indicate our cultural preferences in 
education. Our general sense is that emotion 
(with the exception of motivation) is repressed 
in North American educational systems—not 
considered important or valuable. But what 
exactly is it that is repressed? Is it any strong 
or vibrant expression of emotion, whether pos-
itive or negative? Is it any negative emotion 
that is not supposed to darken our days? Is it 
any sign of conflict imperfectly raised? We all 
agreed on the importance of Francesca’s ques-
tion and the difficulty of containing the ques-
tion; it continued to lead to issues of cultural 
difference and expectation. Kerri, working 
with JK children (4-years old), said: 

There’s a lot of emotion in JK. They’re emo-
tional to begin with. We’ve got tears for the 
first few months, somebody crying every 
time they’re dropped off. Children have ac-
cidents, get upset. It’s not that there’s not 
emotion in the classroom; I don’t think we 
document it.  
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Kerri thought this was what Francesca was 
asking: Why isn’t emotion part of what is doc-
umented? We found this interpretation of her 
question interesting. Why indeed do we not 
document emotion? Or do we? On the whole, 
we recognized that emotion is present, and we 
deal with it, generally, on the sidelines or in a 
group circle, but it is neither included in what 
we select as valuable to document nor includ-
ed in thoughts about the design of the environ-
ment. Francesca argued that emotion is part 
of who we are and part of what we could val-
ue enough to document. Carol Anne wonders 
what we would alter if we thought about the re-
lationship between design of the environment 
and the emotions that space creates in us.

Shelley and Anna realized that they had previ-
ously considered documentation to be a form 
of assessment. Shelley said, “Our documenta-
tion read very much like a slightly poetic re-
port card, but we were missing the nuances of 
relationships, identities, and friendships. If the 
role of documenting is to give value, then what 
do we value?” Is adult-set curriculum the only 
thing teachers are expected to value? Reg-
gio-inspired education makes a strong argu-
ment for giving visibility to the complexities of 
children’s experiences and for keeping intact 
the inseparability of heart, mind, and hands 
at work. Others argue this as well: “Thought, 
emotion, play, and creativity as well as the 
creation of relationships are an integrated 
whole. When some aspects of this totality are 
broken apart, learning and development are 
diminished” (John-Steiner, Connery, & Mar-
janovic-Shane, 2010, p. 8). 

While psychologists and neuroscientists be-
lieve there are six basic emotions—happiness 
and sadness, fear and surprise, anger and dis-
gust—that are present in humans from birth, 

cultural preferences soon contribute to a mod-
ulating effect on emotions that produces social 
emotions, such as sympathy, pride, embarrass-
ment, admiration, guilt, and so forth (Dama-
sio, 2003). What is valued in a culture becomes 
highlighted and emphasized, and all the feel-
ings that arise around what a culture values 
become an aesthetic penumbra around its 
experiences. Has our society acted implicitly 
to stifle the expression of emotion in schools? 
We, as teachers, recognize the power of posi-
tive feeling (motivation) to fuel learning. We 
acknowledge the issue—Where is emotion?—
but have done no more than to confront it. 
The question that gains significance becomes: 
How do documenting and design of the envi-
ronment affect the tonal quality of a classroom 
and the range of emotion possible within it?

How do documenting and design of the environment affect the tonal 
quality of a classroom and the range of emotion possible within it?
–Carol Anne Wien, Shelley van Benschop, and Anna Papageorgiou
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Closing Thoughts

The consequence of refining understandings 
about documentation and design of the en-
vironment, through our work with Frances-
ca, was a shift in both values and confidence. 
Shelley noted:

Before, we wanted to “prove” that Reggio-in-
spired practice had value and “worked.” It 
can be challenging for families to under-
stand the shift from traditional school ex-
perience to that which is Reggio-inspired. 
Thus, our documentation often focused on 
discrete disciplines and highlighted aca-
demic elements. 

The teachers’ values shifted from “proving” 
to “researching”: “We shared our questions in 
the documenting; we made sure the subjective 
nature of our observations was clear; we wel-
comed the points of view of others.” We moved 
from “Now the children understand” to “We 
wonder, and is it possible they might better un-
derstand?”

In response to an invitation to reflect with 
us on her experience in Canada, Francesca  
responded: 

I still wonder if I managed to create auton-
omous working strategies for the teachers. 
I have no definite answers to that, because 
it is difficult to be on the other side, having 
carried out only one experience of this type. 
However, I do think I stirred in them a cu-
riosity in observing, listening, sharing, and 
being astonished, which is the basis of our 
work. And maybe one day, when I go back to 
visit, I will be able to find traces of our work 
together. (translated by Sandra Stella)

We think that if Francesca returned, she would 
see some of those traces and the fact that they 
rippled out beyond the walls of one classroom 
to others in the school and to educators in 
other institutions, such as Carol Anne, who 
believes there was transformational learning 
happening that had to be shared in a wider 
public domain. It was an experience for which 
we are all most grateful. Former Principal Jen-
nifer Armstrong and former Head of School 
Deryn Lavell made possible this dialogue 
between two entities—educators from Reggio 
Emilia and educators from The Bishop Stra-
chan School—so that this transformation could 
occur.

. . . I do think I stirred in them a curiosity in observing, listening, sharing, 
and being astonished, which is the basis of our work.
–Francesca Georgioni
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Perspectives on NAREA

The 9th NAREA Winter Conference –  
“Constructing a Culture of Shared Values for 
Children and Childhood: Honoring Diversity, 
Differences, and Democracy”
By Patty Randall

Some say Seattle has always been ahead of 
the curve. From human rights issues to the 
environment, the Seattle community supports 
progressive thinking. So it was fitting that  
Seattle served as the host city for the 9th  

NAREA Winter Conference entitled “Con-
structing a Culture of Shared Values for Chil-
dren and Childhood: Honoring Diversity, 
Differences, and Democracy.” Over 290 par-
ticipants from 26 U.S. states, three Canadian 

Patty Randall is the NAREA professional development and social media 
coordinator and the director of educational practices at Peachtree Presby-
terian Preschool in Atlanta, GA.
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From left, Margie Cooper and Barbara Acton Tom Drummond

provinces, and four countries convened in the 
Microsoft Auditorium of the award-winning 
Seattle Central Library to encounter the values 
and experiences of the municipal infant-tod-
dler centers and preschools of Reggio Emilia, 
Italy. It was powerful to see every seat in the 
auditorium filled with educators and advocates 
dedicated to advancing early education.

NAREA Board Co-Chairs Barbara Acton and 
Margie Cooper opened the conference with a 
warm welcome to participants and featured 
speakers. Paula Jones and Tom Drummond, 
representatives from the Washington Col-
lective, the local host community, greeted  
participants, and Tom oriented all of us with 
this thought, “It is our responsibility to make 
sure all voices are heard” (March 22, 2018).
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From left, Paola Cagliari, Jane McCall, and Ivana Soncini

The organization of the days followed a 
rhythm, beginning each morning with plenary 
sessions offered by the featured speakers from 
Reggio Emilia, Italy, Paola Cagliari and Ivana 
Soncini, interpreted by Jane McCall. The ple-
nary sessions included the titles, “Honoring 
Diversity, Differences, and Democracy: How to 
Know the Knowledge of Children and Adults,” 
“The Context as a Potential Space of Discov-
ery and Knowledge Building,” “Building a Cul-
ture of Shared Values for Children and Child-
hood: Participating in What?,” and “Learning 

in Groups and with Groups.” A strong thread 
connected to words within the conference title 
was woven through the sessions. Paola’s com-
ments helped us stay attached to the idea that, 
“[t]here is a plurality in the world, but there is 
also a plurality in children’s ways of seeing the 
world and, therefore, in children’s ways of rep-
resenting the world, and this is the democracy 
that we owe to children. This is the respect that 
we owe to children’s ways of seeing things” 
(March 23, 2018).

Paula Jones
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All children all over the world have theories about how the world is  
working around them. Another possibility [for acquiring knowledge] is . . .  
to share my theories about what is happening in the world with other 
theories of people around me, with the children, to see the discrepancies 
between those different theories. . . . the research . . .  that each one of us 
does individually to re-equilibrate our knowledge only takes place when  
. . . what is already known within us encounters new knowledge.  
–Ivana Soncini

Paola opened Thursday’s session by reframing 
the title, “The title that the organizers of this 
conference . . . offered to us is a particularly in-
teresting title . . . that requires some hard work . 
. . and is very broad . . . The idea of constructing 
a culture of shared values immediately brings 
to mind the idea and practice of participation. 
[For this morning’s presentation,] we have 
added a subtitle to “Honoring Diversity, Dif-
ferences, and Democracy,” part of the title [of 
the conference, which is]: “Knowing the Knowl-
edge of Children and Adults” . . . We believe 
that this kind of knowledge is a way for edu-
cators to honor diversity and difference. It is a 
way that we have of promoting democracy and 
of realizing democracy. . . . to give voice and 
to give value to every diversity, to give voice 
and to give value to all the different ways that 
children express themselves and all the dif-
ferent ways that children build and construct 
their knowledge” (March 22, 2018). As direc-
tor of the Preschools and Infant-Toddler Cen-
ters, Istituzione of the Municipality of Reggio 
Emilia, Paola set the framework for our time 
together, using a variety of means: exchange, 
videos, and presentations. Ivana, pedagogista 
responsible for children with special rights for 
the Municipality of Reggio Emilia Department 
of Education, shared clear and forthright pre-
sentations and videos that gave insight into 
working with possibilities, emphasizing the 
dynamic nature of acquiring knowledge: “All 
children all over the world have theories about 
how the world is working around them. Anoth-
er possibility [for acquiring knowledge] is . . . to 
share my theories about what is happening in 
the world with other theories of people around 
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me, with the children, to see the discrepan-
cies between those different theories. . . . the 
research . . . that each one of us does individu-
ally to re-equilibrate our knowledge only takes 
place when . . . what is already known within us 
encounters new knowledge. That is when each 
one of us begins this process of re-equilibrat-
ing what we thought we knew. It is that re-equil-
ibrating that creates a desire [and] a purpose 
within human beings to construct new theories 
about the world. When I say theories, I mean . . .  
to give meaning to things or to make sense of 
things. . . . the philosophers have said, ‘If we all 
think the same thing, then nobody is actually 
thinking’” (March 24, 2018). Keeping in mind 
the importance of sharing thoughts and hear-
ing from others, Paola and Ivana encouraged 
exchange each day by inviting participants to 
share their doubts, comments, and questions 
through written messages. The invitation em-
phasized the sense of responsibility Paola 
and Ivana felt to encounter the questions and 
weave their responses into their presentations 
and comments.

One unique feature of this conference was the 
frequency of spontaneous applause when par-
ticipants felt strongly about a statement made 
by the speakers. It was not unusual for applause 

to break out several times over the course of a 
session. It was apparent that the participants 
felt passionately about Paola’s and Ivana’s 
message. The conference took place during a 
unique time in the history of North America, 
as students and adults from across the country 
are seeking to be heard. The “March for our 
Lives” student-led demonstration took place on 
the final day of the conference and underscored 
the idea that, “[e]ach person, each one of us, 
whether we are an adult or a child, is a bearer . . .  
of diversity and a bearer . . . of difference, and 
each should be seen and should be recognized”  
(Cagliari, March 22, 2018).

Each person, each one of us, 
whether we are an adult or a child, 
is a bearer . . . of diversity and a 
bearer . . . of difference, and each 
should be seen and should be 
recognized.  
–Paola Cagliari 



 
  

After the morning plenary sessions, conference 
participants made their way to lunch in the city. 
It was a way to explore downtown Seattle and 
taste the local fare, while reflecting on all that 
they had encountered. 
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The afternoons were filled with a variety of 
breakout sessions, which included cultural 
tours of the Seattle Central Library and discus-
sions around the concepts of participation and 
democracy based on articles in Innovations 
in Early Education: The International Reggio 
Emilia Exchange and facilitated by NAREA 
board members. In addition, the host commu-
nity made it possible for the exhibit, “The Won-
der of Learning – The Hundred Languages of 
Children” to be open each afternoon. A short 
walk to One Convention Place led participants 
to encounters with the exhibit and with other 
colleagues. At the exhibit venue, participants 
found special pre-stamped postcards featuring 
the words: rights/diritti, voice/voca, and plea/
appello, along with an open invitation to use 
the postcards to give voice to their thinking 
about the rights of children. These encoun-
ters highlighted connections to a plurality of  
perspectives.
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Each one of us—each child, each adult—is asking to be looked at with an 
optimistic gaze, to be looked at with a gaze that gives value to us—a gaze 
which looks at and sees the resources and the potentials of each of us.  
–Paola Cagliari

Each afternoon session was designed with ex-
change in mind because as Paola reminded us, 
“The learning of each one makes the learning 
of all grow. It is possible to increase the possi-
bilities for learning in a context if within that 
context, there is a circulation. . . . By circulation, 
I mean listening that is responsive . . . and the 
possibility for change with all the people to-
gether.” Each day concluded with opportuni-
ties for discourse and thinking together. Sat-
urday afternoon was dedicated to visiting local 
schools. As participants boarded school buses 

bound for Hilltop Children’s Center, Our Be-
ginning, Epiphany Early Learning Preschool, 
and Pike Market Child Care and Preschool, 
Paola and Ivana made their way to the airport 
to return to Italy.

It is with gratitude that we thank our col-
leagues from Reggio Emilia, Italy, Paola Ca-
gliari and Ivana Soncini. It was a pleasure to 
work with the Washington Collective, and we 
are sincerely grateful for their contributions to 
the 9th NAREA Winter Conference. We extend 
our appreciation to the children, families, and 
educators in the schools we visited for all they 
did to shape the conference. We are inspired 
by all the educators, from a variety of contexts, 
who value and respect the rights of all chil-
dren and who participated with us during the  
conference.

Our hope is that the time spent at Seattle Cen-
tral Library, participating in the ongoing study 
of the Reggio Emilia educational project and 
reflecting upon the responsibility of educators, 
will serve to support everyone who attended 
and that each participant will continue to look 
“with an optimistic gaze,” as Paola suggested:

Each one of us—each child, each adult—is 
asking to be looked at with an optimistic 
gaze, to be looked at with a gaze that gives 
value to us—a gaze that looks at and sees the 
resources and the potentials of each of us. 
(March 22, 2018) 

We believe the words of the participants in 
their conference survey responses reflect our 
collective thoughts:
“Paola and Ivana delivered an intelligent, in-
spired, and thought-provoking conference ex-
perience. The stories with video that were pre-
sented spoke volumes about their respect for 
the rights of children.”

Paola and Ivana delivered an  
intelligent, inspired, and thought- 
provoking conference experience. 
The stories with video that were 
presented spoke volumes about 
their respect for the rights of  
children. 
–9th NAREA Winter Conference participant
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“The presentations from the Italian educators 
were terrific and developed day-by-day with a 
good mix of philosophy articulation and con-
crete stories. I loved hearing more about teach-
er thinking and process at this conference than 
I had experienced at other NAREA events. Top-
ics were important, relevant, and challenging.”
“Overall, I found the content very engaging. I 
appreciated the amount of deep thought given 
to the ideas about education and the connec-
tions with democracy and inclusion.”
“As a relative newcomer, I was able to signifi-
cantly deepen my understanding and appreci-
ation for the principles of the Reggio approach! 
It was a privilege to be there, and I am excited 
to learn more.”
“I  think that the perspective that Ivana gave 
concerning children with special rights and 
children with behavior issues really spoke to a 
lot of the participants. Teachers are faced with 
a more diverse group of young learners, and 
the insights that Ivana shared from the Reggio 
school context was something I had not heard 
before from them. It would be nice to have more 
of this dialogue.”

Overall, I found the content very 
engaging. I appreciated the amount 
of deep thought given to the  
ideas about education and the  
connections with democracy and 
inclusion. 
–9th NAREA Winter Conference participant
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Overall, I learned a tremendous amount from Ivana and Paola, coming all 
the way from Reggio with their wealth of knowledge and experience in 
children’s development and brain science. I really appreciate the way that 
they both think and approach children, childhood, and humanity coming 
from a Reggio framework.  
–9th NAREA Winter Conference participant

“I was so happy to learn from all of you—every-
one who spoke and moderated inspired me and 
touched me with their sincerity. I have wanted 
to learn more about Reggio since I came into 
this field, and my cup is filled up and overflow-
ing from this one conference. Paola and Ivana 
and their wonderful translator, Jane, were so 
clear in presenting ideas through their precise 
words and the very helpful videos. So glad to 
receive their collective wisdom. Thank you.”

“Overall, I learned a tremendous amount from 
Ivana and Paola, coming all the way from  
Reggio with their wealth of knowledge and ex-
perience in children’s development and brain 
science. I really appreciate the way that they 
both think and approach children, childhood, 
and humanity coming from a Reggio frame-
work. The opportunity to be in the room lis-
tening to them both talk about their ideology 
as well as being able to share a glance into the 
lives and stories of the children of Reggio was 
invaluable.”
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Tribute to Ellen Hall

By Jennifer Kesselring and Brenda Fyfe

Jennifer Kesselring is a NAREA board member 
and a preschool division head at Riverfield Coun-
try Day School in Tulsa, OK. Brenda Fyfe is a 
NAREA board member and former dean of the 
School of Education at Webster University in St. 
Louis, MO.

We have the great privilege of honoring our dear friend and colleague, Ellen Hall, who lost her  
courageous battle with cancer on March 7. Ellen was a passionate and determined educator  
and mentor to many, lived her life fully committed to the unqualified rights of children, and em-
bodied an unwavering determination to advocate for and to create high quality early childhood 
education in the United States and around the world. She was the founder and executive director 
of Boulder Journey School in Boulder, CO. 

Ellen was deeply inspired and compelled by the work of the educational 
experience in Reggio Emilia and dedicated her career to a strong and on-
going dialogue with the Reggio Emilia approach. Her voice and actions, 
alongside others with the same commitment and passion, made a signif-
icant contribution to the founding of the North American Reggio Emilia 
Alliance. Upon its establishment in 2002, Ellen assumed the role of co-
chair and worked tirelessly alongside other founding board members to 
bring the dream of NAREA to life. Ellen stayed fully immersed in the 
work of NAREA over many years, and Boulder Journey School was the 
first context to host “The Wonder of Learning,” the newest North Amer-
ican version of “The Hundred Languages of Children” exhibit, in 2008. 

There, the exhibit was used as an innovative educational and political platform for advocacy and 
awareness of the highest quality educational and life experiences for children and families in the 
state of Colorado and beyond.

Ellen was inspired by the hope and respect that the Reggio Emilia approach offered children, fam-
ilies, and educators, and through her work, countless people have been inspired and encouraged 
to be change makers in their own communities. She was a champion for children’s rights. She 
fought for this cause around the world, but also, within each daily moment at her school, eventual-
ly publishing her thoughts, along with stories from the school, in the book titled Seen and Heard: 
Children’s Rights in Early Childhood Education. 

Ellen’s vision, her resolve, her far-reaching influence, the eloquence with which she spoke and 
wrote, and her deep respect for children will never be forgotten. We will honor her memory by 
committing ourselves to continuing this work that brought her so much joy.



Sarah Felstiner
Sarah Felstiner is the curriculum director at Hilltop Children’s Center in 
Seattle, WA, where she has worked for over 20 years as a classroom edu-
cator and administrator. During that time, Sarah has supported Hilltop’s 
transformation from a traditional neighborhood daycare to an interna-
tionally recognized school of inquiry and professional development. Sarah 
participated in a study tour of the schools in Reggio Emilia in May of 1993. 
In the 25 years since that transformative visit, she has continued to explore 
the implications of the experience of the Reggio Emilia preschools and 
infant-toddler centers for her own program and for the American context. 
In particular, Sarah has focused on possibilities for supporting children’s 
authorship of their own curriculum and on opportunities for engaging fam-
ilies in studying their children’s learning.

Voices: Conversations from North America  
and Beyond

Reflections on the 9th NAREA Winter  
Conference – “Constructing a Culture of 
Shared Values for Children and Childhood: 
Honoring Diversity, Differences, and  
Democracy”

Though I have been exploring ideas from the 
municipal preschools and infant-toddler cen-
ters of Reggio Emilia for a long time, I stepped 
into the conference hall with a mix of anticipa-
tion and curiosity. The title of the conference, 
“Constructing a Culture of Shared Values for 
Children and Childhood: Honoring Diversi-
ty, Differences, and Democracy,” was rather 
dense, and I was interested in uncovering what 
it might mean. In his opening remarks on the 
first day, Tom Drummond, a representative of 
the Washington Collective, host of “The Won-
der of Learning – The Hundred Languages of 
Children” exhibit and the 9th NAREA Winter 
Conference, declared, “We are together in an 
aspiration for democracy” (March 22, 2018). 
This helped set the tone for the conference. 
Then, in the first minutes of the opening ses-
sion, the presenters, Paola Cagliari and Ivana 
Soncini, introduced the premises for the week’s 
presentations, which had equally provocative  
subtitles: “Knowing the Knowledge of Chil-
dren and Adults,” “Participating in What?,” and 

“Learning in a Group and with a Group.” I knew 
then that we were in for three intensive days of 
complexity, thoughtfulness, and storytelling. 

Paola Cagliari began by unpacking the no-
tion of participation, which she described as 
“both a strategy for working and a value of 
working.” Paola asserted how essential it is for  
educators “to give value to every diversity” 
and “the fact of schools democratically wel-
coming all children is a premise, but it isn’t 
sufficient. It is not enough for activating. . . 
processes of valuing difference and of work-
ing with knowledge in democratic ways. We 
have to ask ourselves: Do schools really, tru-
ly promote this process of participation, this 
process of constructing knowledge?” She also 
shared this quote from pedagogista Elena  
Maccaferri: “Participation means children are 
the active participants in their own learning 
processes and that children are citizens right 
from the beginning” (March 22, 2018).
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Also on the first day, Ivana Soncini began to ex-
amine the notion of context, declaring the im-
portance of “shifting our gaze from individuals 
onto the context they are living in and experi-
encing before judging the person.” She went on 
to highlight the hypotheses of the adults as a 
living part of the learning context, which can 
be “organized . . . [to] encourage and solicit this 
. . . exercising of strategies.” She described the 
way in which context can be aspirational, “a 
space of the possible” (March 22, 2018). This 
idea of context was woven through the confer-
ence, generally referring to a learning context, 
which includes the setting, people, and beliefs 
of each classroom and school community, as 
well as the social and political history and cli-
mate in which those learning contexts exist.

Through the videos and stories that Paola and 
Ivana shared, we saw the sincerity with which 
each child’s experience is considered, chal-
lenged, and celebrated. Paola called out the 
“singularity of [each] human being . . . each 
unique in their way of thinking and of doing.” 
She later described context as “a space of po-
tentials and a space in which differences and 
diversities are expressed.” I agree with and  

aspire to this view of each “human becoming” 
(as Paola so beautifully put it) as unique and 
full of possibility (March 22, 2018). And I am 
actively trying to complicate my own under-
standing of the social contexts operating in our 
country, which can erase that uniqueness and 
interrupt that sense of possibility.

Many children encounter a world that does not 
honor their uniqueness, but instead pre-judges 
them based on their gender, ability, skin color, 
and other attributes. Children’s and families’ 
experiences are impacted by both institutional 
and implicit biases, both inside and outside of 
school settings. Through the three days of the 
conference, I felt a curiosity about how to un-
derstand “context” in a way that includes these 
very real forces acting on each of us and on all 
of us.

In the eye-opening and heart-warming stories 
that Paola and Ivana shared, I heard a thread 
of describing diversity in terms of both mul-
tiplicity and individuality. Here in the United 
States, I believe that our context is strongly in-
fluenced by enculturated biases and construct-
ed systems that limit multiplicity and individ-
uality, because people are grouped by their 
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I agree with and aspire to this view of each “human becoming” (as Paola 
so beautifully put it) as unique and full of possibility. . . . And I am actively 
trying to complicate my own understanding of the social contexts  
operating in our country, which can erase that uniqueness and interrupt 
that sense of possibility.   
–Sarah Felstiner



where the children are interested in observing 
each other—creating contexts where reciprocal 
or mutual observation is very interesting, very 
stimulating . . . Communication is channeling 
everything that is happening in the group, 
where judgment is suspended . . . “ (March 24, 
2018). For me, this resonated directly with the 
goals of anti-bias education.

By the end of the third day, with all these con-
cepts swirling in my head, I began seeking a 
way to consolidate the notions of diversity, indi-
viduality, and group—of context, participation, 
and democracy. Though nobody who knows 
me would list “math” as one of the languages I 
use most fluently, for some reason what popped 
into my head was a simple mathematical for-
mula, a pared-down way to hang on to the big 
ideas of the conference:

Context + Participation = Democracy

If we attend to the context (both the learning 
contexts we help construct and the societal 
contexts we inhabit), and we seek avenues and 
opportunities for full participation by children, 
families, and educators, then we have laid the 
groundwork for democracy. While certainly a 
gross over-simplification of the three days of 
thinking we did together, for me, this formula 
felt particularly poignant, because as we sat in 
the closing hours of the conference, a remark-
able thing was happening outside the building.

The last day of the conference fell on March 
24, a day when students in Seattle (and many 
other places around the country and the world) 
took to the streets to advocate for their right 
to safe schools and safe lives. These children 
were naming the conditions of their context 
and actively participating in seeking change. 
The capacity and bravery of these children 
gives me hope for our democracy. Elena Mac-
caferri’s declaration that “children are citizens 
right from the beginning” was affirmed in the 
presentations of the Reggio educators and by 
the students declaring their rights.
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characteristics and then stifled or privileged 
by those biases. I believe that in order to live 
up to Malaguzzi’s vision that “all children have 
the right to live in utopias” (Soncini, March 22, 
2018), we must confront these systemic oppres-
sions, including those related to our youngest 
citizens. Part of working toward diversity and 
democracy is to make those systems transpar-
ent and to engage children in considering the 
impact of those systems on their own lives and 
the lives of others. The goals of anti-bias educa-
tion challenge us to support children in appre-
ciating their own identities and the identities 
of those unlike themselves. In an anti-bias ap-
proach, we acknowledge children’s natural ca-
pacity to notice unfairness and disequilibrium 
and to take action toward equity.

Fortunately, this obligation to engage children 
in beginning to understand and confront bias 
dovetails well with our goals for children’s so-
cial learning. As Ivana described on the third 
day of the conference, learning in groups and 
with groups naturally brings children into a 
space of encountering and considering mul-
tiple perspectives. She said, “[E]ach single 
human being works in a process of constant 
re-equilibration of our knowledge, and there’s 
a constant reforming of that equilibrium, a 
re-equilibration, only if we encounter people 
who think something different than the way we 
think.” She described a productive “socio-cog-
nitive conflict” that I believe is precisely what 
anti-bias education is built upon. She went on to 
say, “[A]dults are capable of creating contexts 

I believe that in order to live up to 
Malaguzzi’s vision that “all children 
have the right to live in utopias,” . . . 
we must confront these systemic 
oppressions, including those  
related to our youngest citizens. 
Part of working toward diversity 
and democracy is to make those 
systems transparent and to engage 
children in considering the impact 
of those systems on their own lives 
and the lives of others.   
–Sarah Felstiner



Kimie Fukuda
After 13 years at Opal School of the Portland Children’s Museum in Port-
land, OR, which hosted “The Wonder of Learning – The Hundred Languag-
es of Children” exhibit in 2012, Kimie Fukuda is now a pre-kindergarten 
teacher in her first year at Oregon Episcopal School, where her colleagues 
from preK-5th grade are examining the “big rocks” that ground the work 
while collaboratively considering the anchors that move their work from 
purpose to process. Kimie remembers the disorientation and awe of her 
first encounters with the work in the municipal infant-toddler centers and 
preschools of Reggio Emilia in 1993. The images and ideas turned her 
assumptions about education upside down, creating a crevasse between 
what she assumed her role to be in working with young children and work 

that honors children’s competencies and rights to education as citizens.  

Gems in the Pocket

Loris Malaguzzi claimed that children who 
attended the municipal infant-toddler centers 
and preschools of Reggio Emilia carry “gems 
in their pockets” (Malaguzzi, 1993) that serve 
as touchstones over their lifetime. These trea-
sures offer a dynamic lens through which  
to look upon the world and find continual 
meaning.  

The first gems in my own pocket were those 
gathered as a young child through the support 
of my mother, whose empathetic conveyance 
that every person is valuable and has some-
thing integral to contribute was made clearly 
visible through what she offered her children. 

Her support was expressed in the languages 
of the arts and the natural world to which she 
provided ample access, gifts that allowed her 
to reclaim parts of her own childhood, lost 
when she was punished for her dyslexia and 
left-handedness throughout her life in school. 
How is it that she became an art teacher and at 
82 years old, still assists in a small Reggio-in-
spired preschool in Tokyo today? I think it has 
to do with the people, things, and ideas that 
help us to reclaim lost parts of ourselves, a gift 
that reflection offers.

There is much to be learned by reflecting on the 
gems that we carry in our pockets. If, through 
collective reflection, we can shine a light on 
what is needed to give children the ability to 
claim their rights to education that reflects their 
intelligence, competence, and capacities as 
thinkers and learners, perhaps we can help each 
other reclaim these essential gifts for living. 

The Gift of a Geode

In considering the subject of reflection for this 
year’s NAREA Winter Conference, “Construct-
ing a Culture of Shared Values for Children 
and Childhood:  Honoring Diversity, Differ-
ences, and Democracy,” I chose the following 
gems given to us by Paola Cagliari and Ivana  
Soncini: 
	 •	 Considering	our	gaze	upon	children	and	 
  adults in this work;
	 •	 The	lens	of	participation;
	 •	 Group	learning;
	 •	 Making	use	of	problems;
	 •	 Multiplicity;	and	
	 •	 The	 hundred	 languages	 as	 a	 tool	 for	 
  transferring ideas and dialogue.  
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value to us—a gaze that looks at and sees 
the resources within each one of us. There 
are two meanings to this idea of knowing 
knowledge. The first of the meanings is to 
know more about each child, each child with 
their differences, how each learns and con-
structs their learning. The second meaning 
of knowing knowledge is knowing more and 
being more aware as adults of the gaze we 
have. That means knowing more about the 
beliefs and the expectations of our adult 
gaze toward children (March 22, 2018).

Not only do these ideas cause me to consider 
the role of inquiry in moving through conflict, 
but it also raises a new question: How might 
the experiences I offer give value to these ideas 
in a way that is lived and understood as essen-
tial considerations for each participant in this 
work?

The Lens of Participation 

Seattle educator and advocate Tom Drummond 
brought into focus the idea of  participation, 
which a democracy is reliant upon, in his open-
ing remarks: “We host [“The Wonder of Learn-
ing – The Hundred Languages of Children”] 
exhibit because of people who cannot be heard 
as well as those who are invited to dive into the 
work—the voices and wisdom of people know-
ing when things are better . . . I invite you to see 
how social change happens” (March 22, 2018).

These words evoked emotions and recollec-
tions that sent me on a journey in time, reveal-
ing both limits to my full participation as a 
teacher of young children and possibilities for 
challenging these limitations. I was mostly sat-
isfied in my early years with the prescriptive na-
ture of my schoolwork, yet sensed subtle levels 
of inhospitableness that occurs when participa-
tion is valued only in as far as we can contrib-
ute to these predetermined outcomes. I believe 
I became somewhat passive and complacent as 
a result. I thought of my contributions as “good 
enough” while resigned to the idea that deci-
sions were for “experts” or for those who simply 
held more power. This view of my past leads me 
to look forward, eager to explore a new path in 
which I can no longer rest upon my hesitation, 
with the following questions as my guide:
	 •	 How	has	my	own	belief	in	what	is/is	not	 
  possible influenced/limited the degree  
  to which I have invited others to partici- 
  pate in this work?  
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Like the gift of a geode, which reveals a hidden 
landscape, these ideas have provided me with 
a fresh view for honoring diversity, differences, 
and democracy in our work. 

These subjects are not easy to write about, as I 
am still working to construct and imagine how 
they might transfer into our daily lives with 
children and families. Sharing a reflection gen-
erates unease, because its meaning is static to 
the writer only as far as his or her next review of 
it. I choose to share regardless, because I have 
been shaped by my experiences to understand 
that we need one another: our questions, notic-
ings, wonderings, stories, and connections and 
the capacity of these contributions to further 
our research. Just as our efforts as educators 
are founded on the idea that children do not 
learn in isolation, I wonder: How might we be-
come stronger and wiser through collectively 
lending our voice?

Considering Our Gaze

Ivana’s and Paola’s presentations reflect the 
ideas of philosopher Michael Foucault, who 
invites us to consider the implications of a sin-
gular gaze upon its subject in its potential to 
exclude or invite power and privilege. I believe 
that a rigid and narrow definition of things, chil-
dren, curriculum, institutions, and responsibil-
ities of teachers contributes to the polarization 
we experience in so much of the world today. 
I wonder about the many voices and diverse 
kinds of learners that are shut out by this po-
larization, particularly those who are culturally 
marginalized. How can I ensure, for the sake of 
their democratic rights, that I seek to see things 
from a “side-on” gaze, a need that increases, as 
Ivana pointed out, with the complexity of the 
subject (March 22, 2018)? She reminded us that 
it is in looking at things from a slightly side-on 
view that we are able not only to honor the chil-
dren in their full and diverse ways of learning, 
but also to free ourselves from the unnecessary 
frustration and difficulty that comes from the 
challenging aspects of our work.

Furthering this idea of examining our gaze, 
Paola stated:  

Each person, each one of us, whether adult 
or child, is a bearer or bringer of diversity 
and a bearer or bringer of difference, and 
each should be seen and should be recog-
nized. Each one of us, each child, each adult, 
is asking to be looked at with an optimistic 
gaze, to be looked at with a gaze that gives 



	 •	 What	 does	 it	 mean	 to	 participate	 and	 
  create conditions for all voices to join this  
  project of learning from children and  
  about children?  
	 •	 How	might	I	reclaim	the	idea	of	my	own	 
  participation as a key to advocating for  
  the changes I hope to see in the world? 

Adult/child participation

Preparing school experiences for children to 
progress along in a linear fashion with prede-
termined ideas about their development would 
mean that, as Ivana chided, “obviously, we 
would have to discard a lot of children” (March 
24, 2018). These words reference the incongru-
ence between what we ask children to do and 
what they can do. Further explained is the idea 
that if the gap is too big or too small, it disen-
gages the motivation of the learner. When this 
happens, Ivana continued, it is important that 
the adults take responsibility to know chil-
dren’s knowledge and adapt this gap to create 
a zone of hope, which becomes a zone of mo-
tivation within zones of play, so “then we will 
begin . . . to see those proximal zones of [devel-
opment]” (March 22, 2018).

I am intrigued by this language that suggests a 
process of widening our lens of assessment. Dr. 
Ross Green simply states, “Children do well, if 
they can.” Paola clarified this point when she 
remarked that there is no evaluation of the 
child that does not implicate the adult’s gaze: 
“I cannot say that a child has not achieved an 
objective, if I, as the teacher, have not worked 
sufficiently on providing the conditions and 
the contexts for them to be able to achieve it” 
(March 24, 2018).

I wonder how this concept connects with my 
own practice related to an idea based in neu-
roscience that we explored together at Opal 
School—that the optimal state for learning is 

one where there is high challenge but low risk. 
If the challenge is too high and the risk too 
high, little learning is possible. If the risk is too 
low and the challenge too low, little learning 
happens. This becomes another argument for 
observing children closely and uncovering the 
assumptions we are making about them and 
their approaches to learning and motivation 
or the lack thereof. As Ivana said, “[C]hildren 
don’t take particular pleasure in being treated 
as little children, being infantilized . . . [when  
we make]  things simple for them. Children  
enjoy hard work” (March 23, 2018). This relates 
to the notion of the optimistic gaze, asking a 
question that is not new but closely related: 
How do we design experiences to closely re-
flect the potential that each one of us brings? 

Parent participation

The question of reflecting on the potential of 
parent participation and the ways we invite 
families into our work was passionately dis-
cussed during the conference. The dialogue 
caused me to consider the expression of re-
spect for parental participation, combined 
with the wisdom of Loris Malaguzzi, who of-
fered this call to action: “We need to make a 
big impression on parents, amaze them, con-
vince them that what we are doing is some-
thing extremely important for their children 
and for them” (Malaguzzi, 1994). If we truly 
believe that parent participation enriches our 
work, what ways can we imagine for motivat-
ing and bringing parents into the daily life of 
the school? If parents are not participating, this 
too implicates our strategies and assumptions. 
How might our invitations reflect the diversity 
of the parents’ perspectives on what it means to 
be invited and participate? In what ways might 
we inspire and invite parents to construct and 
understand the value of this work not only for 
their child, but for all children? 

31March 2018

These words reference the incongruence between what we ask children  
to do and what they can do. Further explained is the idea that if the gap  
is too big or too small, it disengages the motivation of the learner.  
When this happens, Ivana continued, it is important that the adults  
take responsibility to know children’s knowledge and adapt this gap to 
create a zone of hope, which becomes a zone of motivation within  
zones of play, so “then we will begin . . . to see those proximal zones of 
[development]”. . .    
–Kimie Fukuda



Group Learning

As human beings or human “becomings,” as 
suggested by Paola (March 22, 2018), we form 
connections and a sense of belonging with a 
group to the extent that we feel we have some-
thing to contribute that matters. In schools, 
however, children are often placed in group 
settings, dynamics, and contexts that make 
this difficult to achieve. The images from Reg-
gio Emilia of children learning in small groups 
engaged in mutually supportive exchange 
give visibility to the groups’ intentional de-
sign for “the good of the individual [becoming] 
the common good” (Soncini, March 24, 2018). 
These groups, made up of carefully select-
ed individuals with a context designed for all 
participants to critically support knowledge, 
inspires within me reflection on the potential 
of small group work. Knowing that in Reggio, 
they have two adults and often 26 children in 
their classrooms and still find ways, materials, 
and beautiful contexts to make this work, I am 
motivated to continue to consider how to create 
these ideal groupings and how to advocate for 
making this kind of work happen. How else, af-
ter all, will our desire and value live on in our 
future if we are not giving children the refer-
ence points to be integral to the construction of 
ideas through a process of dynamic exchange 
in school?    

Making Use of Problems

Paola gave an example of “problematizing” 
learning contexts, which are designed to  
motivate empathetic engagement, giving 
children in groups opportunities to practice 
and create meaning and skills for democratic  
exchange. These include the understanding of 
the value of lending their voice, empathetically 
generating multiple new perspectives, socially 
constructing solutions to a problem, and hon-
oring diverse ways to show that every contribu-
tion is important. I am inspired and provoked 
by the language that children must “breathe 
in and feel on their skin” (Soncini, March 24, 
2018) in reference to understanding the rules 
for caring for and respecting others in their 
community. It is only then that they can begin 
to adjust behavior and work to live within these 
expectations.     

The investment in teaching others to ride a 
bike through collectively researching methods 
and sharing theories is one such experience in 

Paola’s stories. The context becomes a “zone of 
hope,” (Soncini, March 22, 2018) by allowing 
children to bring their full attention to a task 
through playful exploration as “they begin to 
mobilize all the resources that they have . . . to 
get their thinking moving around the problem” 
(Soncini, March 23, 2018). Teachers call out to 
children eager to research the problem as they 
scatter across the playground, running along-
side those brave enough to mount the bicycle, 
to try to find out what is most useful. A child 
discovers the concept that balance is a critical 
key for riding. The teacher throws another met-
aphorical ball, asking the children where else 
they might explore that idea, as children scatter 
into trees, across logs, teetering upon objects, 
sharing new theories about balance and advice 
with one another. Children consult with one 
another, sharing the excitement of discoveries 
and collecting questions about mastering their 
respective feats. Paola concludes her story by 
explaining that the cold concept of balance is 
“warmed up” (March 24, 2018) by the children’s 
joyful engagement as they construct an under-
standing through kinesthetic and intellectual 
collaborative development of solutions that are 
enriched by their collective knowledge.

This story helped me to see opportunities in 
our settings with children for such work. Such 
an opportunity presented itself the day after I 
returned to school following the conference—
not five minutes after drop-off in a conflict over 
a small plastic toy in one corner of the class-
room. It became evident as one child protested 
the snatching of a toy from his hand, an object 
brought into the classroom after its discovery 
in the schoolyard, that there are micro-oppor-
tunities that arise every day. These moments 
invite perspectives to come together around 
the most common problems of navigating con-
flicting points of view. 

While engaging the support of others, asking, 
“What do you think? How do you feel?,” the 
children connect to the feeling of losing some-
thing, wanting something that others have, 
or being angry and sad to have someone take 
something away. As they begin to share ideas 
that reflect their varied points of view, they 
need our optimism. By engaging with empathy 
through the questions we ask, they will arrive 
at an answer that considers the diverse per-
spectives of others. I recognize that although 
children can be coerced, bribed, threatened, 
or handed a solution, if we want children to 
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As human beings or 
human “becomings,” 
as suggested by 
Paola, . . . we form  
connections and a 
sense of belonging 
with a group to the 
extent that we feel  
we have something  
to contribute that 
matters. 
–Kimie Fukuda



see themselves as agents of change with opti-
mistic reference points and to know that their 
collective ideas hold possibilities for solutions, 
we must ask how we can make time for them to 
practice this in their daily lives. What potential 
contexts exist in our daily lives that we have 
yet to give value to? What are the elements in 
the design of these contexts that intrinsically 
motivate children to research and exchange 
ideas to pursue possibilities for helping others?

Multiplicity

While I have seen elements of multiplicity re-
flected in the works by educators from Reggio 
Emilia in the past, I wanted to further under-
stand the value of this element in relationship 
to the topic of the conference. Paola gave us a 
window into the countless ways multiplicity 
can be experienced, represented, and under-
stood. She recounted the investigation of a 
dynamic subject that allows for multiple entry 
points of research and multiple expressions 
through the arts as Reggio educators ask the 
children to consider: “What is a piazza?” She 
began by stating, “[P]oints of view on the world 
are plural, so it’s very important for us, as edu-
cators, to keep that in mind and to communi-
cate it, to convey that we think that to the par-
ents of the children. There is a plurality in the 
world, but there is also a plurality in children’s 
ways of seeing the world and, therefore, in chil-
dren’s ways of representing the world, and this 
is the democracy that we owe to children. This 
is the respect that we owe to children’s ways of 
seeing things” (March 23, 2018). Through this 
lens, I listened to the myriad of expressions of 
the piazza with renewed appreciation for the 
capacities children have for expressing multi-
plicity, while considering how I might give new 
value to it in my work.

One day, my teaching partner, Carole Burton, 
observed children’s delight in the idea of a 
rose as “pokey” and beautiful, as they imag-
ined it in movement and song. She followed 
up with the story of trimming her roses and 
getting scratched while enjoying their beauty. 
She posed a question to the 4- and 5-year-olds, 
“Have you ever experienced something that 
felt sad and happy at the same time?” Although 
this idea connected to the children’s interest in 
paradox and the emotions study in which they 
were engaged, they were not used to reflecting 
on paradoxical thinking as a group. Yet the 
challenge, paired with their interest, caused 

excited responses: “We got a box this morning 
with a toy inside, and we thought we had time 
to open it, but we ran out of time, but my sister 
said we could do it after school.” Another child 
added, “Spiders—their feet make me feel happy, 
but their bite is scary.” A third child said, “On 
the boat, since it’s a fun time on the boat, but 
we don’t get to do it very much, and you might 
fall off the boat and drown!” I felt renewed ap-
preciation for the opportunity to learn from my 
partner as I listened to her make use of every 
chance (both in formal project planning and 
impromptu conversation) for the children to 
offer their diverse perspectives for circulation 
and construction of ideas through reflection. 
As an artist and a teacher, she is helping me 
to appreciate and research the critical role that 
studio languages provide for this exchange. 
How can we make use of the wisdom that Paola 
shared in relationship to the role of materials 
in her comment, “[A] way that we have of pro-
moting democracy and of realizing democra-
cy [is] to give voice and to give value to every 
diversity, to give voice and to give value to all 
the different ways that children express them-
selves and all the different ways that children 
build and construct their knowledge”? (March 
22, 2018)

Revisiting the Hundred Languages

I have spent much of my time as a teacher  
researching the role of materials in mak-
ing children’s learning visible, drawing out 
children’s learning strategies and ideas, and  
developing a greater understanding of the af-
fordances of materials for children to express 
and explore their thinking. This research leads 
me to new struggles and questions, as reflected 
in Paola’s statement: “[A] generative individual 
is the result of a creative dance between differ-
ent languages. . . . pathological individuals are 
a result of a coup d’état in which one language 
is brought in to suppress all the others. This 
is a way of interrupting the conflict and coor-
dination that exists between a multiplicity of  
languages” (March 22, 2018). I realize that 
while I have considered these ideas in the con-
text of writing and storytelling, I must keep 
asking how I might understand the full poten-
tial that lies within translating ideas between 
languages.  
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Paola gave an  
example of  
“problematizing”  
learning contexts, 
which are designed to 
motivate empathetic 
engagement, giving 
children in groups  
opportunities to  
practice and create 
meaning of skills for 
democratic exchange.   
–Kimie Fukuda



Sharing our Voice

The environmental and political conditions of 
today have led us to a point where change is not 
an option but a necessity. The gems that Paola 
and Ivana have offered help me to see more 
clearly than before that an optimistic  gaze 
upon children and the educational systems that 
reflect an image of their competence as citizens 
from birth is the crucial key for the survival of 
our species. As I return to my own setting, I re-
alize I must always consider what contributes 
to and what limits our democratic right to par-
ticipation. Considering the boxes that we have 
put children and education in for so long, we 
may feel that we have to see dramatic changes 
in order to believe that things can be different. 
But I believe that change begins by shifting our 
lens and lending our voice through sharing our 
stories and inviting the building of new ideas 
by the constructive circulation of these ideas. 
If the introduction of new variables is a cause 
for reorganization, what new perspectives do 
we want to add to this story? Tom Drummond 
invited us to “listen for how social change hap-
pens” (March 22, 2018). Paola declared: 

We think that the knowledge that we are 
discussing is not objective knowledge. It 
is knowledge that is a result of a process of 
construction . . . a result of a collective so-
cial building process in which knowing and 
making learning available becomes a single 
process. Therefore, the only effective way of 
learning is to participate in such a process. 
The primary part of democracy is giving val-
ue to diversity and difference, and this is the 
task of schools from the day that the child is 
born.” (March 22, 2018)

How might this reflection become an invitation 
for you to add your much-needed voice?   

REFERENCES
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Another aspect that I hope to understand in 
greater depth is that the hundred languages of-
fer the opportunity to develop the idea that the 
work does not stop at the end of a single child’s 
experience with a material—the creation of an 
image, exploration of a material, expression of 
a theory, an idea. What can I learn by challeng-
ing myself to see how working with materials 
is a door to exchange and dialogue? How can 
the hundred languages support the circulation 
and construction of ideas to allow for change 
and exchange between all participants in this 
work together?

I used to believe that, as teachers, we can only 
do so much while trusting that children would 
evolve into active, caring, contributing com-
munity members as a result of their life expe-
rience, including the influence of the school 
and community. As I begin to consider all the 
possible interruptions to this process, I do not 
know how confident I am in this idea. The world 
is changing at a rapid pace, which makes me 
fearful that the digital interruptions, standard-
ization of education, and fewer opportunities 
to live in empathetic relationship with one an-
other will lead to further distancing ourselves 
from the motivation to consider complexity 
and connection in our communities. The only 
way for me to create a zone of hope is to chal-
lenge myself to take action.

In the opening remarks, NAREA Co-Chair 
Barbara Acton stated that this conference 
“tells a story” we become a part of through our 
participation. Participation is a subject at the 
center and core of every educational system 
and of the individuals interacting within them. 
This participation, be it by children or adults, is  
reflected in a constellation of images and ideas 
as varied as the contexts in which they are  
derived. Reflecting on our personal journeys of 
participation as students, teachers, administra-
tors, parents, and people connected with these 
systems is essential if we hope to confront  
issues of power and privilege within them.   
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The gems that Paola and Ivana have offered help me to see more clearly 
than before that an optimistic gaze upon children and the educational 
systems that reflect an image of their competence as citizens from birth is 
the crucial key for the survival of our species.  
–Kimie Fukuda
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Nan Hanson has been working with infants and toddlers and their fami-
lies for 30 years. In 2006, Nan joined Mentor Graphics Child Development 
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Graphics CDC. Nan presented work from their infant-toddler program with 
Lella Gandini at an Opal School Summer Symposium and has participat-
ed in three NAREA conferences: in Boulder in 2008, Portland in 2012, and 
Seattle this year.   

	 •	 Do	we,	as	a	school,	have	a	collective	un- 
  derstanding of the natural learning strat- 
  egies of infants, and how might we give  
  visibility to it, both for parents and new  
  teachers? What is the teacher’s role in  
  activating infants’ natural learning  
  strategies?
	 •	 What	 competencies	 do	 we	 expect	 our	 
  infant curriculum to strengthen? What  
  contexts must be created for those objec- 
  tives to be realized?

I am hoping that I can integrate my own think-
ing about children’s learning in a way that 
might support me in offering some concrete 
points of access to this very complex work of 
developing teachers.

I was intrigued by the translation of Malaguzzi’s 
quotation as “nothing without pleasure” (Son-
cini, March 23, 2018). The idea of “nothing 
without joy,” as it has most often been trans-
lated in English, was always a bit puzzling to 
me because, for me, joy has the connotation of 
something all-encompassing that just happens 
to you, that is exultant and exuberant, and that 
is often fleeting. The idea of pleasure in the 
pursuit of something, of working hard, of being 
deeply engaged is so much more compelling 
and, in a way, realizable. By that, I mean that 
as an educator, I can more easily believe that I 
am capable of and responsible for creating con-
texts that are pleasurable for children and their 
families and for teachers than contexts that are 
joyful. The idea that teachers can create con-
texts in which we are “capable of being a means 
through which what the children are learning 
can be amplified” and invite them “to be busy 
with their thinking . . . forming hypotheses, ex-
perimenting with those ideas . . . having uncer-
tainty, and making mistakes” (Soncini, March 
23, 2018) is message that I will carry with me.

In my role as education coordinator at  
Mentor Graphics CDC, my work is often fo-
cused on professional development and the 
annual dance of integrating new and develop-
ing teachers to our team. It is through this lens 
that I have been reflecting on the conference. 
I have been thinking a lot about two topics of 
Paola Cagliari’s and Ivana Soncini’s presenta-
tions and how they might relate to the role of 
the teacher:
	 •	 The	core	understandings	of	the	strategies	 
  children use to learn 
	 •	 The	concept	of	“learning	contexts”

What might it mean to view a project as a “jour-
ney of desire”? How do we, as teachers, create 
“situations of motivation and play, [so that we 
begin] . . . to see those proximal zones [of devel-
opment]”? (Soncini, March 22, 2018)

Despite many years of studying, working with 
inspiration from Reggio Emilia, and participat-
ing in two other NAREA conferences, I had a 
really powerful experience of integration in 
my own thinking during and after the 2018 
NAREA Winter Conference, which I am just 
beginning to unpack. I was particularly struck 
by the clarity of video as a tool for profession-
al development. It was so powerful at demon-
strating the skill of the teachers in activating 
children’s natural learning strategies. I felt that 
through the window of video, I had a new view 
into the simultaneous complexity and simplici-
ty of the work. I came away from the conference 
thinking that a fundamental understanding of 
the ways that children learn could function as 
a platform for strengthening the capacities of 
new teachers.  

Much of my work at Mentor Graphics CDC lies 
in mentoring teachers of infants, so I find my-
self asking:
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Despite many  
years of studying, 
working with  
inspiration from 
Reggio Emilia, and 
participating in  
two other NAREA 
conferences, I had 
a really powerful 
experience of  
integration in my 
own thinking during 
and after the 2018 
NAREA Winter  
Conference, which  
I am just beginning 
to unpack. I was 
particularly struck 
by the clarity of 
video as a tool for 
professional  
development.   
–Nan Hanson



Winter Conference feeling overwhelmed and 
confused about how to engage in constructive, 
respectful, and honorable work with each child 
and family, as well as with the entire group of 
children, while living and teaching within this 
dynamic context. I have often felt disheart-
ened, exhausted, and incapable of being able 
to carry out my or our school’s values and be-
liefs around how children learn and construct 
knowledge. I feel that I have dishonored the 
identities of children with special rights by 
working tirelessly to fit them into the frame-
work of our program, rather than looking at 
them with a gaze of wholeness and as unified 
beings.  

As I listened to Paola and Ivana share the per-
spectives of the Reggio Emilia educators, their 
message strongly affected me as they dug deep 
into the core beliefs and pedagogy of working 
with children with special rights. As I listened 
to them, my heart and brain were filled up and 
challenged in a way that I believe is necessary 
in order to move my teaching and learning 
with children forward. As I prepared to re-enter 
the classroom after a weekend of inspiration, I 
asked myself:
	 •	 With	what	gaze	do	 I	 look	 at	 each	 child?	 
  What could democracy look like if I  
  changed my gaze?
	 •	 How	am	I	honoring	and	promoting	differ- 
  ence and diversity?
	 •	 What	 opportunities	 am	 I	 creating	 for	 
  children to leave traces of themselves?  
  Why am I not feeling able to create con- 
  texts in which children can leave traces?  
  How could I better take the traces of each  
  child and give voice to them?

Amanda Jewart
Amanda Jewart is a classroom coordinator  of 2-4 year olds at Mentor 
Graphics Child Development Center (CDC) in Wilsonville, OR. Amanda 
has been teaching at Mentor Graphics CDC for over 10 years and has im-
mersed herself in the philosophies of Reggio Emilia, social constructivism, 
and RIE (Resources for Infant Educarers). She is committed to interpreting 
the values of these philosophies within her context in a way that furthers 
her thinking and work with children and families. Amanda strives to con-
nect children with the natural environment and has a passion for research-
ing with children and revealing more about how their brains and bodies 
learn, grow, and express ideas through the exploration and play with ma-
terials and one another.  

36 Innovations in Early Education

In reflecting back to what I learned during 
the 2018 NAREA Winter Conference and re-
lating it to my own educational and teaching 
processes, I found that there was so much that 
both Paola Cagliari and Ivana Soncini shared 
that was relevant, challenging, and pushed my 
thinking forward. I would like to focus on two 
aspects of their presentations.

Paola said, “[E]ach child, each adult is asking 
to be looked at with an optimistic gaze . . . a 
gaze which looks at and sees . . . the potentials 
of each of us.” She also spoke about the need 
for educators to know more: “ . . . being more 
aware, as adults, about the gaze that we have . . 
. that we know more about the beliefs [and] ex-
pectations that [we] gaze [at] the children with” 
(March 22, 2018).    

Ivana asked, “In what way do we honor [chil-
dren]?” She spoke about how we know children 
and their knowledge and stated, “Welcoming 
children with special rights into our schools 
all those years ago was a way of measuring 
ourselves, of measuring our own mental con-
structs.” She also said that Loris Malaguzzi had 
“an intuition that having a desire to welcome 
children with special rights was something 
that would give enormous gains to everyone’s 
formative experience” (March 22, 2018).

Over the past several years at Mentor Graph-
ics Child Development Center, we have ex-
perienced higher enrollment of children with 
special rights. Specifically, in the classroom in 
which I have worked during the past few years, 
there have been more children with autism, 
anxiety, sensory processing disorder, and other 
special rights that have created a different ed-
ucational context. I came to the 2018 NAREA 



	 •	 What	could	reintegration	look	like	in	our	 
  context?  
	 •	 What	 ways	 of	 thinking	 can	 I	 change	 in	 
  order to begin creating spaces of hope and  
  motivation for all children?
	 •	 What	 mental	 constructs	 have	 I	 built	 
  around working with children with spe- 
  cial rights?
	 •	 How	 could	 I	 shift	 my	 perspective	 and	 
  expectations to honor and give value to 
  all the different ways children construct  
  and express knowledge?
	 •	 What	role	do	I	have	in	creating	a	commu- 
  nity of democracy where all human  
  beings are seen as whole?

My thoughts have definitely been challenged 
by the research and stories shared during the 
NAREA Winter Conference, and I plan to put 
these provocations into my pocket and begin 
to refer to them regularly. I also will dedicate 
energy toward creating a more dynamic con-
text in which I demand from myself an opti-
mistic gaze on every human being with whom 
I work—child, parent, and teacher. I believe that 
gaining the awareness and the ability to pause 
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and evaluate the “why” behind my own think-
ing is the first step toward positive change 
in my knowledge building about children’s 
learning and my own teaching. I am left with 
so many lessons from this experience that I 
wonder how to best support other educators in 
our school who did not participate in the con-
ference in understanding these new challenges 
of thought and pedagogy.  

As I listened to Paola and Ivana share the perspectives of the Reggio  
Emilia educators, their message strongly affected me as they dug  
deep into the core beliefs and pedagogy of working with children with 
special rights. As I listened to them, my heart and brain were filled up  
and challenged in a way that I believe is necessary in order to move my 
teaching and learning with children forward.  
–Amanda Jewart



situation may have played out differently in 
many schools across the United States. Specifi-
cally, I reflect on the child who walked her bike 
to the top of the hill, seemingly thinking about 
riding it down. Her teachers were calm and 
engaged; they did not stop her from exploring 
this idea fully. I wonder what she saw when she 
met the eyes of her teachers that day. I would 
imagine there was love, trust, and possibility in 
the gazes reflecting back at her. In the same sit-
uation, I hope that I would have taken a breath 
and made space for her ideas at the top of that 
hill, but I am afraid I would have communicat-
ed fear and doubt in my gaze, regardless of my 
actions.  

During this same morning, Ivana offered a cau-
tionary statement, “When the teachers and the 
family begin to agree on this negative vision 
of the child, that child is finished.” For me, this 
statement related to an earlier idea she shared 
with us, “[A]dults [must] learn to manage 
their fears [about] what the children express” 
(March 24, 2018). Are we so afraid of what  
children might do or may not be able to do, 
that we cannot see the child before us and can 
no longer celebrate all that they have accom-
plished? Paola’s concluding remarks reminded 
us that “our meetings with parents are about 
the beauty and loveliness of growing up as a 
child and the enormous hard work it takes chil-
dren to grow” (March 24, 2018).

Dawn Kenney
Dawn Kenney began working at Mentor Graphics Child Development 
Center in Wilsonville, OR in 1999 and is currently the infant-toddler coor-
dinator. Dawn’s primary focus over those years has been partnering with 
children and families in the birth to three program. She also served as the 
all-center studio coordinator for two years. Dawn began her study of the 
schools in Reggio Emilia in 2001 and has visited Reggio-inspired schools 
such as Hilltop Children’s Center and those in the St. Louis Reggio Collab-
orative. She participated in her first study tour in Reggio Emilia in 2006 
and also traveled to Reggio Emilia in 2012 to study the work of the Remida 
Center. 
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Leaving the 2018 NAREA Winter Conference, 
I drove south toward Portland, OR. During 
the three-hour drive, I had the rare chance to 
be alone and reflect on my days at the confer-
ence. One thought kept returning to my mind, 
“What is my gaze when I look at children?” The 
concept of our gaze on children was a strong 
thread woven through our days together in 
Seattle. Both Paola Cagliari and Ivana Soncini 
spoke frequently about adults having a gaze 
toward children that conveys to children our 
image of them and communicates the power 
and the possibilities that the children possess. 

In the United States, it is easy to become over-
whelmed by the context and expectations of 
benchmarks, developmental milestones, teach-
er-to-child ratios, and strict safety regulations. 
We allow these to turn our gaze away from the 
child, to stop us from seeing them as whole. 
And when the child looks to us, they are met 
with a gaze full of worry and doubt, frustration 
and disappointment. Our gaze may be project-
ing fear of what the child cannot do rather than 
an optimistic gaze that is full of confidence. 

Reflecting on the video shared on the third 
day of the conference, which followed a group 
of 5-year-old children facing the transition of 
learning to ride bikes without training wheels, 
I cannot help but think about how this same  

The concept of our gaze on children was a strong thread woven through 
our days together in Seattle. Both Paola Cagliari and Ivana Soncini spoke 
frequently about adults having a gaze toward children that conveys  
to children our image of them and communicates the power and the  
possibilities that the children possess.  
–Dawn Kenney
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Nineteen years ago, as a new parent, I received 
some advice that I follow to this day. I was told 
that in moments of reuniting with my child, 
I should always be careful to greet them first 
with a look of love and welcoming. At the time, 
this seemed silly; of course, I would always look 
at my child with love and welcoming! As a par-
ent who now has three nearly grown children, 
I have heard these words in my head many 
times over the years. While the temptation at 
times may be to frown or communicate worry, 
I understand now that in these moments, my 
children are looking to me, meeting my gaze to 
discern if I have faith in them, if I believe they 
are capable, and whether I confirm that they are 
safe and loved no matter what. 

Through this lens of parenthood, I begin to 
make connections and develop a new under-
standing of my own question: What is my gaze 
when I look at children? As a parent and teach-
er, the power of my gaze to convey a strong im-
age of the child resonates deeply. I do not want 
any child to be “finished”! I want all children 
who meet my gaze to feel my confidence in 
them as complete, whole, and worthy. In trying 
to articulate this perspective, I look to a ques-
tion that Paola asked repeatedly on our first 
day together when talking about partnerships 
with parents and children: “When we discuss 
participation in children’s learning processes, 
exactly what is it that we ask them to partici-
pate in?” This question seems simple at first, 
related to what we are literally asking them in 
the moment. In the end, perhaps, participation 
has nothing to do with those things. I believe 
we are asking them to participate in something 
much greater. We are asking them to partici-
pate in a revolution of hope and possibility, to 
create the utopia that Malaguzzi spoke of years 
ago (Soncini, March 22, 2018).

I want all children who meet my 
gaze to feel my confidence in them 
as complete, whole, and worthy.  
–Dawn Kenney



Julia Koumbassa
Julia Koumbassa is currently the director of the North Campus Children’s 
Center at the University of Michigan in Ann Arbor, MI. Julia has been work-
ing in the field of early childhood education for 20 years and has served as 
an infant educarer, preschool and kindergarten teacher, and college fac-
ulty member. She has been serving in leadership roles in early childhood 
programs since 2004, with a passion for professional development and 
guiding positive change. 
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About five years ago, I left the Seattle area to 
take a position with the University of Michi-
gan Children’s Centers. Seattle is home to a 
thriving early childhood community, rooted in 
serving families with diverse needs and educa-
tional approaches infused with a commitment 
to social justice. It is also home to a robust net-
work of educators inspired by the schools of 
Reggio Emilia. I did not quite realize what a gift 
it was to work as an early childhood profession-
al in this community until I left. So, it felt quite 
serendipitous to be returning to Seattle for the 
first time since my departure to attend the 2018 
NAREA Winter Conference. 

The Seattle Public Library was a magnificent 
and most fitting venue for the conference, ac-
curately reflecting the vibrant, quirky, and cul-
turally diverse vibe of its city. The location also 
offered an ease of exploring some of Seattle’s 
most popular destinations, like the Pike Place 
Market. And, of course, there were many op-
tions for fueling ourselves with coffee—lots and 
lots of coffee.  

Unsurprisingly, the most memorable part of the 
conference experience was the presentations 
from the Reggio educators, Paola Cagliari and 
Ivana Soncini. The completely full notebook 
that I left with serves as pretty good evidence 
of my captivation with their every word. Each 
sentence that flowed from their mouths was 
like its own Rumi poem, simultaneously pos-
sessing beauty and profound meaning—which, 
interestingly, is how I might also describe my 
interpretation of the spirit of the schools of  
Reggio Emilia. 

Paola began the conference by expanding on 
the conference focus, “Constructing a Culture 
of Shared Values for Children and Childhood: 
Honoring Diversity, Differences, and Democ-
racy,” with a discussion of the idea of partici-
pation. She explained that participation is both 
a strategy and a value. It is a way of being as 
teachers and also a way of being for parents. 
By the end of our three days together, I was left 
with several questions around participation 
that I would like to continue to wonder about 
and explore in my own context. Some of those 
questions include: What are the processes that 
can activate participation? What exactly are 
we asking children, parents, and teachers to 
participate in? Does our school really promote 
a process of participation and construction of 
knowledge?

The discussion of participation led to the idea 
of “knowing the knowledge of children and 
adults,” which is an idea that was not only un-
derlined and starred in my notebook, but has 
continued to permeate my thoughts since I 
left. Paola explained that teachers must strive 
to know more about how each child learns and 
constructs their learning, while also being 
more aware of the “gaze” that we have (March 
22, 2018). My interpretation of the idea of the 
teacher’s (or adult’s) gaze, a term I heard a lot 
at both this conference and the 2017 NAREA 
Summer Conference in Michigan, is being 
aware of the beliefs, expectations, and biases 
we hold that may impact how we see the child. 
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I think that really considering our gaze as edu-
cators is so important, especially when we are 
committed to serving diverse children with 
diverse needs in ways that really allow us to 
see them and honor them for who they are. In 
Paola’s and Ivana’s presentations, discussing 
the gaze of teachers and parents was an im-
portant precursor to a discussion on serving 
children with special rights. At one point, Ivana 
said, “When the teachers and the family begin 
to agree on this negative vision of the child, 
that child is finished” (March 24, 2018). This 
statement really resonated with me because it 
communicated how impactful the adults’ im-
age of the child can be on children’s growth and 
development. We know this inherently as edu-
cators, but I think that we can also lose sight of 
this when we are deeply involved (and perhaps 
exhausted or frustrated) in working through a 
child’s or family’s challenges. I am grateful for 
this reminder. 

This past year, our school has seen the highest 
percentage of children with special rights and 
children needing more individual emotional 
support than I have seen in my 20-year career. 
As I work to support the teachers, the children, 
and the families of my school, the discussions 
on serving children with special rights in the 
schools of Reggio Emilia were of great interest 
and relevance to me. Again, I felt this sense of 
serendipity as Paola and Ivana shared their sto-
ries, as they were so closely related to what we 
have been experiencing in our own school.  

The videos that Paola and Ivana shared com-
municated well the ways in which children 
with special rights are supported and engaged 

in the schools of Reggio Emilia. One video 
that stood out for me was one in which a child 
with autism had a fear of open spaces, in this 
case, the school’s piazza. The teachers led the 
other children in the class in developing ideas 
for how to help her overcome her fear and in-
cluded the children in the realization of those 
supports. Seeing how the children in the school 
not only supported her, but were also invested 
in her progress, was an emotional experience 
for me. Since my departure from the confer-
ence, I have been thinking a lot about how we 
can do a better job of engaging the children in 
our school in not only supporting one another, 
but also in being truly invested in everyone’s 
accomplishments. 

This was my third NAREA conference and 
each and every time, I am left with more won-
derings, more inspiration, and more devotion 
to this profoundly important work that we do 
with young children and their families. I have 
been grateful for the opportunity to partici-
pate in and learn from the experiences of the 
schools of Reggio Emilia and am keenly aware 
of its tremendous impact on my work. 

At one point, Ivana 
said, “When the  
teachers and the  
family begin to agree 
on this negative  
vision of the child,  
that child is finished.”  
. . . This statement  
really resonated  
with me because  
it communicated  
how impactful the 
adults’ image of  
the child can be on  
children’s growth  
and development.   
–Julia Koumbassa
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We at the Co-op Family Center were intro-
duced to the Reggio Emilia philosophy about 
20 years ago. We embraced the philosophy 
partly because we could identify with the his-
tory of the schools in Reggio. Our school was 
founded in 1979 by students who needed care 
for their children while they pursued their ed-
ucation at the University of Oregon. Now, we 
are a center with six classrooms, serving chil-
dren aged 8 weeks through pre-kindergarten, 
and we also have an after-school program for 
children in kindergarten through fifth grade. 
Throughout our history, parents have been ac-
tive participants in our school. 

When we, as teachers at the Co-op, are given 
the opportunity to participate in a conference, 
especially a NAREA conference, we eagerly 
accept. Being able to hear firsthand from the 
educators in Reggio Emilia is an honor, and we 
always leave inspired to do better in our work 
with children. We usually send a few teachers 
together, and the opportunity for reflecting 
together and connecting what we learn to our 
own context is always invaluable. This time 
around was especially exciting to us because 
of the focus of the conference. I felt very fortu-
nate to be able to experience this professional 
development initiative with my colleagues Kim 
Frank and Anna Gistelli and will be forever 
thankful for the engaging discussions we had 
and the collective knowledge we gained as a 
result of this conference. 

The issues of democracy and diversity are 
close to my heart. The teachers at the Co-op 
recently started exploring the idea of teacher 
research and focusing our documentation on a 
certain topic each year. Last year, the teaching 

team in each room looked at children’s learn-
ing through the lens of perspectives. The in-
tent of the focus on perspectives was to learn 
more about how we, as teachers, can support 
children in sharing and accepting each other’s 
viewpoints. After participating in this confer-
ence, I realize now that our question was re-
ally about how we, as teachers, can facilitate 
democratic learning, finding collective knowl-
edge through respectful sharing of ideas. We 
started our yearlong conversation by reading 
an article by Ada Cigala, Arianna Mori, and 
Francesca Fangareggi (2015), “Learning Oth-
ers’ Point of View: Perspective Taking and Pro-
social Behaviour in Preschoolers.” This article 
emphasizes how important it is for children to 
practice looking at things from different an-
gles, sharing and hearing each other’s points of 
view. The authors also suggest that practicing 
looking at physical things such as block struc-
tures or three-dimensional art from different 
angles can help children accept each other’s  
different perspectives. 

Last year’s focus on perspectives in the context 
of prosocial learning made this year’s NAREA 
winter conference especially interesting to me. 
Ivana Soncini’s invitation to look at complex is-
sues from the “side on” captivated me from the 
start, and in reflecting on our time together at 
the conference, I have related this concept to 
everything we learned. I believe that this side-
on view has fundamentally changed the way I 
understand the Reggio Emilia philosophy, es-
pecially the concept of the hundred languages. 
We might think that looking at things from 
the side on is the same as looking deeper into 
things, but I believe it is more than that. I be-
lieve that it means looking at things from a dif-
ferent view completely. 

Heida Sigurdardottir
Heida Sigurdardottir began her work as an early educator at the Co-op 
Family Center in Eugene, OR as a university student-parent in her chil-
dren’s classrooms in 1991. Heida worked as a student teacher in 1999 and 
soon after, became a lead team teacher, working mostly with infants and 
toddlers. Educators at the Co-op Family Center began studying the Reggio 
Emilia philosophy in the late 1990s.
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Work with infants is not often included in ear-
ly childhood education conferences, and those 
of us who work with infants generally have to 
adjust or transfer our learning to our context. 
When reflecting on the 2018 NAREA Winter 
Conference, I am thankful about the inclusion 
of a video story of young infants learning to-
gether on a climbing structure and the differ-
ent ways that they approached climbing on it. 
The short discussion after this video supported 
an evolution in my thinking related to the hun-
dred languages of children. My image of the 
hundred languages was of different media such 
as clay, paint, markers, etc. that we introduce to 
children from an early age so that they can use 
their knowledge of these languages to express 
themselves a bit later in life. The conversation 
after the video considered the children’s dif-
ferent ways of knowing within the languages 
of moving and reminded me that infants’ and 
toddlers’ negotiations with space represent one 
of their primary languages. We, as infant-tod-
dler teachers, continually redesign our environ-
ments to support this ever-evolving language. 

In his poem, “No way. The hundred is there.,” 
Loris Malaguzzi (1996) talks about “a hundred 
ways of knowing.” A “straight-on” view of that 
concept might interpret this to mean that each 
child has a hundred ways of knowing and many 
languages to express their thinking. This is 
the view I have always had. I understood that 
each child also expresses herself or himself dif-
ferently than any other child. I thought of the 
hundred languages as a means for expression, 
but not necessarily for dialogue. The video 
about the infants and the climber helped me 
develop that side-on view of the hundred lan-
guages that clearly shows not just one child’s 
hundred ways of knowing, but also a hundred 

different children’s ways of knowing. As the 
Reggio educators discussed during our days 
together, there is no learning without diverse 
ways of thinking. If we view the concept that 
Malaguzzi writes about in his poem from the 
side on, we might see the hundred languages 
as a major tool for democracy.

A second video shown at the conference rep-
resents another strong example of the hundred 
languages as a tool for democracy. This video 
showed a group of children playing togeth-
er within the context of “shop.” The teacher’s 
provocation was to choose two things and pay 
for them together. During this video, we saw 
three of the children come up with three differ-
ent ways to explain to a younger child how she 
could pay “6” for the two items she bought in 
the store. We saw, within the language of math, 
three different ways of knowing. Not only did 
the teacher see the different thinking of each 
child, but more importantly the children were 
able to see each other’s different ways of think-
ing. Each child in the group came away having 
learned something. Even the youngest child, 
who stayed silent and might be considered by 
some as too young for the conversation, came 
away with knowledge that she could apply lat-
er in a different context. There was not an “ex-
pert” in this group, but rather a gathering of 
collective knowledge. It is the right of children 
to learn in a democratic way—to have their own 
voices and ideas heard without judgment and 
to learn to listen and respectfully engage with 
others’ different ways of knowing. It is the right 
of children to participate in true democracy. 



Collective knowledge was a thread throughout 
the conference—the idea that in order for chil-
dren to learn democratically in a group, there 
had to be diversity within the group. Without 
diverse thinking, no learning will take place. 
That means that children with special rights 
as well as children who we might assume are 
too young for the work should be included in 
meaningful work with the group. It is then our 
responsibility as adults in the situation to bring 
forward thoughtful and intentional provoca-
tions and questions to the group to ensure that 
everyone’s zone of proximal development is 
challenged in some way.

For many years, I have been interested in how 
the Reggio educators work with children with 
special rights. It was one of my burning ques-
tions when I visited Reggio Emilia a few years 
ago. I learned that children with special rights 
are given priority in enrollment in the munici-
pal infant-toddler centers and preschools. The 
goal is inclusion of all children within the ed-
ucational community. Historically, children 
who society considered to have “special needs” 
were put in institutions. Ivana told us that this 
happened in Italy; I know from personal expe-
rience that this was the case in Iceland; and we 
know that this was also true in the United States 
and throughout the world at one time. Advo-
cates suggested that people with special needs 
or rights should be integrated into schools and 
into society. However, due to a straight-on view 
of the complex issue of special rights, we often 
see that these children are, in a way, still in 
“boxes.” When we look at children with special 
rights straight on, we have a straight-on view 
about how to support them. We might, for ex-
ample, offer the same rigid solution to two or 
more children who have similar diagnoses. 
When we look at this complex issue from the 
side on, we see a child—a child with the same 
rights as every other child. We, as the adults in 
that child’s life, might need more creative ways 
to honor their rights. Rather than being limit-
ed, as Loris Malaguzzi wrote, by the “wall of  

conformity, of inertia” (Malaguzzi, 1987, p. 16), 
we have to look beyond the wall at all the pos-
sibilities the child has and all the possibilities 
we have to support them. It was very inspiring 
to see the way that the values of the Reggio 
Emilia approach influenced teachers working 
with children with special rights during Ivana’s 
presentations.

Ivana shared that another strategy developed 
in Reggio Emilia when working with children 
with special rights is to change the context in 
terms of the number of teachers in the room. 
By adding a teacher for the class as a whole, 
rather than a support teacher for the child with 
special rights, the context for learning for all 
the children is changed. That is what is possi-
ble in the municipal early childhood system in 
Reggio Emilia. In Eugene, OR, we have to look 
side-on at the issue of structural support in our 
context—look beyond the wall of the impossible 
and toward possibilities. At the Co-op, for ex-
ample, parents work in our classrooms, and we 
have a relationship with a nearby high school 
child development program. We can ask more 
students at a nearby community college to do 
their practicum with us. We can invite the res-
idents at a nearby retirement home to spend 
time with us, which might not only enrich our 
lives but perhaps theirs as well. How can we 
use these valuable community resources and 
relationships to support the contexts we want 
to create for all of the children, including those 
with special rights? 

Putting supportive structures aside, one of 
the first things we, as adults, have to rethink is 
how we view children with special rights and 
how we share aspects of their day with par-
ents. Some of us fall into the trap of focusing 
on the negative at the end of the day, when we 
are tired and wish things had gone different-
ly. Ivana reminded us about the reality that 
“[w]hen the teachers and the family begin to 
agree on this negative vision of the child, that 
child is finished” (March 24, 2018). Her words  
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Collective knowledge was a thread throughout the conference—the idea 
that in order for children to learn democratically in a group, there had to 
be diversity within the group. Without diverse thinking, no learning will 
take place. That means that children with special rights as well as children 
who we might assume are too young for the work should be included in 
meaningful work with the group.  
–Heida Sigurdardotir



represented a truth that resonated strongly 
with me. We have to change how we talk about 
and treat children with special rights. I know 
that in our hearts, we want to do what is best for 
all children, but because the work is sometimes 
difficult, this may not be evident. Ivana remind-
ed us how easy it is to say that we welcome chil-
dren with special rights, but we must mean that 
from the bottoms of our hearts, and it has to be 
visible. We have to look at all children as a part 
of the diversity that makes democratic learning 
possible. 

We have the power, through our own image of 
children, to change others’ images of children 
with special rights, as well as the children’s 
images of themselves. This is especially im-
portant for teachers and others who work with 
children with special rights, as these children 
are more than likely met with a different im-
age elsewhere in the community. Ivana shared  
what neuroscientists say about desire—that de-
sire can be as important as the desirable action 
itself. Having a strong image of oneself leaves 
room for desire and hope, and citizens with de-
sire and hope are more likely to be active con-
tributors in their community. 

I have believed for some time that the values 
and principles of the Reggio Emilia approach, 
due to their very nature, support children with 
special rights. We, as Reggio-inspired teachers, 
must continue to grow in our understanding 
of the Reggio Emilia philosophy in order for 
it to be the foundation for our work with all of 
the children and families in our classroom. We 
must develop partnerships with our parents, 
strive to understand the hundred languages 
as a synonym for diversity, and be willing to 
“leap over the wall” (Malaguzzi, 1987, p. 16) and  
research possibilities.

When we honor children with special rights as 
members of our community who are entitled 
to the same rights of others, we realize that we 
have to create a context for learning that works 

for all children. When we add wheelchair ramps 
to our spaces, we do that to honor the right of 
everyone to move around and access every 
part of the school. We remember that children 
with special rights have zones of proximal 
development just like any other child, and we 
offer provocations accordingly. We work to dis-
cover the multiple languages each child learns 
through and uses to express herself or himself. 
This is not to say that creating an appropriate 
context for children with special rights is easy. 
It is challenging, but by taking a side-on view, 
it is possible. Children with special rights are a 
part of the diverse classroom community, and 
they are a part of the democratic learning we 
want to happen there. When we look at children 
with special rights as a part of our learning 
community, we are moving beyond their right 
to inclusion to that of equal participation. 
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Ivana shared what  
neuroscientists say 
about desire—that 
desire can be as  
important as the 
desirable action itself. 
Having a strong  
image of oneself 
leaves room for desire 
and hope, and citizens 
with desire and hope 
are more likely to be 
active contributors in 
their community.   
–Heida Sigurdardotir
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Visit the NAREA website for a comprehensive 
listing of resources related to the Reggio  
Emilia educational philosophy. 

Organizations
NAREA
North American Reggio Emilia Alliance
www.reggioalliance.org 

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

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

Contact: Angela Ferrario, Reggio Children 
liaison in the U.S. for study groups
aferrario@comcast.net

Resources

North American Study Groups  
in Reggio Emilia, Italy

Bibliography

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

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

Contact: Reggio Children 
www.reggiochildren.it

International Professional  
Development Initiatives in Reggio 
Emilia, Italy

June 20–November 30, 2018 
Boston, MA
Hosted by the Boston Area Reggio Inspired 
Network, the exhibit will be located at  
Wheelock College and 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, Madison 
Public Library, and Overture Center for the 
Arts, the exhibit will be accompanied by a 
series of professional development initiatives. 
Contact: Ann Gadzikowski 
agadzikowski@preschoolofthearts.com

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

Peer-Reviewed Issues

See the Innovations Peer-Review Process page  
for the summary of the peer-review process  
for the September 2018 issue. For further 
information, contact Judith Allen Kaminsky,  
judy@reggioalliance.org

Message from 
Reggio Children

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



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

NAREA-Related Professional Development

2018 NAREA Alternative Narratives Series 
June 2, 2018: Albuquerque, NM
June 5, 2018: Phoenix, AZ
June 7, 2018: Santa Monica, CA
Speakers: Peter Moss and an educator from 
Reggio Emilia
Contact: NAREA 
www.reggioalliance.org

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 format 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 (thresa@reggioalliance.org or 770-552-0179).

The 14th NAREA Summer Conference –
Crossing Cultures, Contexts, and  
Communities 
Boston, MA
June 28-30, 2018
Speakers: Educators from Reggio Emilia, Italy
Contact: NAREA 
www.reggioalliance.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

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
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