
Tributes to 
Lella Gandini

How I know Lella

•	 She was a graduate of our 
doctoral program in child de-
velopment at the University of 
Massachusetts.

•	 She was a co-editor with Car-
olyn Edwards and myself on 
three editions of The Hundred 
Languages of Children.

•	 She was my partner in making 
video documentaries on long-
term projects in the preprimary 
schools in Reggio Emilia.

•	 She was a co-presenter in work-
shops and at domestic and 
international conferences.

How I will remember Lella

•	 As the master liaison between 
teachers in Italy and the United 
States.  

•	 As our gentle guide as we nav-
igated the deeper meanings of 
our projects.

•	 But most of all, I will remem-
ber Lella with Lester, who calls 
her Gandini. The sweetness be-
tween these two was palpable 
and catching. At dinners with 
Marion and me, at their home 
on Washington Avenue and 
elsewhere, I am thankful to have 
been witness to and moved by 
their enduring love. May it live 
on… in all of our hearts. 

I was fortunate to meet Lella back in 1991 when she accepted my invitation to 
be a speaker for the grand opening of The Hundred Languages of Children 

exhibition in St. Louis at Webster University. This was a turning point for St. 
Louis early educators who were introduced to the Reggio Emilia Approach. 
Lella was the perfect spokesperson as she epitomized and communicated the 
essence of the Reggio philosophy while exuding warmth, energy, creativity, 
playfulness, and a desire to both share and learn from all of us. Over the next 
30 years, I continued to marvel at Lella’s ability to connect, to build relation-
ships of trust and respect, to demonstrate her great intellect, and to convey her 
deep knowledge of the Reggio Emilia Approach. These attributes were paired 
with a lovely and loving sense of humor. I will always cherish the opportuni-
ties I had to collaborate with her when she returned to St. Louis to consult and 
speak, when we co-presented at conferences, and later served together on the 
NAREA board for several years. I will miss her kindness, gracious presence, 
and insights into the learning processes of children and adults. She left an 
indelible mark on me as a person and professional, and I know she did the 
same for so many others. 
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Lella Gandini has been and will continue to be a strong presence in my life 
and in the lives of so many educators across North America and beyond, 

a guide and a friend. I have written and spoken about her in various contexts, 
and each time I recognize how different threads have been woven together 
throughout our relationship. She moved through the world with a kind of pres-
ence that stays with you long after an encounter. 

My very dog-eared, annotated, and bookmarked copy of the book The Hundred 
Languages of Children (2012), that Lella co-edited with George Forman and 
Carolyn Edwards and that includes several of her interviews, is a constant 
companion for me. I have viewed the video An Amusement Park for Birds so 
many times, cherishing Lella’s voice translating interviews and exchanges 
between children and educators at La Villetta preschool. In so many ways, she 
introduced us to Loris Malaguzzi, Carla Rinaldi, Vea Vecchi, Tiziana Filippini, 
Amelia Gambetti, Giovanni Piazza, and others—primary protagonists in the 
creation of the Reggio Emilia Approach.

I asked Lella once about her title. She said she made it up, at the request 
of Loris Malaguzzi: “Liaison for the dissemination of the Reggio Emilia 
Approach.” Such characteristically carefully chosen words. And such an enor-
mous responsibility! Lella didn’t just spread seeds, she played and continues 
to play a key role in interpreting the complex pedagogy of Reggio Emilia 
into our North American culture—not just translating words but also bridg-
ing cultures. She knew where the bumps would be and how to make them 
into generative nodes for learning without diminishing the essential richness 
and complexity. We co-presented at several conferences, and I saw the magic 
she generated. Lella’s compassion, her gentle support for educators who were 
trying to transform their thinking and their practice, and her insightful ques-
tions and comments were gifts that made us all want to keep trying, to do 
more and better. Educators seemed to sense that she saw their potential and 
recognized their desire to create richer educational contexts for children. But 
more importantly, she made us all want to be the educator she saw in us. She 
had a rare and wonderful gift for making people feel seen and heard, whether 
you met her as a friend, as a neighbor, as a colleague—someone who anchored 
people, sometimes with a deceptively simple question or suggestion and, at 
the same time, helped them to find confidence to take flight. Her influence 
where I live in Ontario extends beyond the level of the individual educator 
and whole schools to our provincial pedagogy for early years, and other prov-
inces and states have been similarly influenced.  

On a visit with Lella and Lester in their home, she showed me a framed letter 
written to her from Loris Malaguzzi upon the occasion of their trip together 
to Chicago where he received the Kohl International Teaching Award. With 
the generous consent of Lella’s family, we include a photo of that letter and 
its translation which was done by her husband Lester Little and sons Andrew 
and Ian. It reveals the tremendous respect and animated sense of humor that 
defined their relationship. We can only be grateful for that vibrant friendship 
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and collaboration that opened up the Reggio Emilia Approach to North America. We also have the gift of photos that 
were taken the evening this gift was presented to Lella. I was smiling through tears looking through the photos of 
Lella receiving this from her family. They capture her characteristic playfulness with the ribbon that was tied around 
the gift and her almost regal pose when she had it properly tied around her neck. Lella was absolutely present in 
every moment—she didn’t get through things to get on to other things; the unwrapping itself was an event. She knew 
how to have a life full of delight.

Everyone who was at the Celebration of Life for Lella in October carried their own stories, their own lovely version of 
Lella, shaped over years of conversations, shared work, and jokes and the big and small everyday ways she changed 
a life. There, and here, those stories form a tapestry far richer than any single narrative. Thanks to the countless 
moments of generosity and her abundant sharing of insight and wisdom, Lella is still here, still disseminating the 
Reggio Emilia Approach. She left us with the timeless gifts of her interviews and articles and the many publications 
that may not have made it out into the world without her influence. 

I cannot pretend I am without sadness. I miss Lella’s quiet intelligence and sense of humor. But my predominant feel-
ing is one of gratitude. Lella is part of me and part of us in a way that runs beneath the daily self. I think of her every 
time I need to be reminded that there is goodness in the world. The best way to honor Lella is to respect every child’s 
and educator’s right to a democratic, relationship-based, creative education and to be a perennial researcher, embrac-
ing uncertainty—and joy. She has passed an essence to us that we can continue to honor through more dissemina-
tion, even though it may not be with the same grace and wisdom. But we will keep trying. 

Lella opening Malaguzzi’s gif t
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Lella frequently worked with Chicago area early 
education programs, sometimes alongside 

Amelia Gambetti. She offered consultations and/or 
presentations while visiting the programs at least 
14 times from 1994 to 2016. Some of the programs 
with which she consulted or shared presentations 
were Chicago Commons Association, the Chicago 
Public Schools (CPS), Columbia College Chicago, 
Crossroads for Learning, Governors State Univer-
sity, and the Winnetka Public Schools. 

I remember years ago saying how Lella was a bridge—a bridge that connected 
the Reggio Emilia Approach with the varied U.S. approaches, the Italian culture 
with the U.S. culture, theory with practice, historical practices with current 
practices, children’s learning with adult learning, educators that served very 
different socio-economic communities learning with and from each other.

Lella valued the word with. She believed strongly in the importance of shar-
ing with each other so we could learn with and from each other. Additionally, 
she encouraged people to connect with each other while valuing each and 
every voice.

I recall at Lella’s celebration of life, one of her sons spoke of her unique ability 
to make do with what she had. While working at Chicago Commons, I realized 
the value of educators’ learning to organize, prepare, and share presentations 
of their learning with children. I said to Lella that this had become such a valu-
able learning experience, but there weren’t enough places to do presentations. 
She suggested that teachers present to each other. As a result, teachers began 
to present at our agency workshops, in-service sessions, and parent meetings. 
Thanks to Lella, we realized there were enough opportunities for educators to 
present within our own agency. 
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Lastly, I want to share a story of Lella’s allegiance. Chicago Commons had, 
for the first time, planned and prepared a 2 1/2 day conference to share our 
experiences with Reggio-influenced learning in our context. Lella, a couple of 
visiting educators, and I were talking after the short, initial evening session 
was done. These educators began criticizing the conference, making vari-
ous remarks about what was missing or what else should have been done. 
Suddenly, Lella said she was tired and was going to retire. When I saw her the 
next morning and asked about her sudden departure, she said she was so mad 
she had to leave when the visiting educators were criticizing the conference. 
She said this was just the beginning of the conference, and she wondered how 
these participants could go on like they did when there was so much more 
to see, experience, and reflect upon. This experience of Lella being clearly 
angry with these critics made me think about and appreciate her allegiance. 
Lella made you feel that she was on your side, no matter what! That is a strong 
motivational force. 

Chicago area children, educators, and parents and families have been fortu-
nate to have been supported by, inspired by, and motivated to learn from and 
with Lella Gandini. 
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[1]  Karen and Lella with Eva Tarini and 
Lynn White, Winnetka Public Schools

[2]  Lella with Dan Scheinfeld, Er ik son 
Institute, Lester Lit tle, Lella’s hus-
band/Smith College, and Jane Cecil , 
Chicago Commons 

[ 3]  Lella and Vanessa Rich, Chicago 
Depar tment of Human Ser vices, at  
The Wonder of Learning  exhibition 

[4]  Lella and Karen preparing slides  
for presentation

[ 5]  Lella and Karen at Chicago  
Commons in-ser vice
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Several years ago, I accompanied Lella to a large urban preschool. She was 
to give a workshop there, and I had a small part, too—probably something 

about my collaboration teaching with Amelia Gambetti at the University of 
Massachusetts Lab Preschool.

Before the workshop, the director took us on a tour of the school which ended 
at circle time. The director introduced Lella to the children by saying, “Boys 
and girls, I’d like you to meet Dr. Gandini. She is the liaison for the dissemina-
tion of information for the schools of Reggio Emilia, Italy to North America.” 
Of course, the children just stared blankly at what was, to them, a long string 
of meaningless words. But Lella looked right at each of them and said some-
thing brilliant. She said, “Hello, boys and girls. I am a grandmother.” 

At the end, when the children stood to go to their next activity, three or four 
of them walked directly to Lella. One little boy said, “Will you tie my shoe?” 
Another little girl held onto Lella’s sweater and sucked her thumb, and others 
seemed to just want to be near her.

I think you understand where I’m going with this. Lella had many gifts but was 
especially gifted at making and fostering meaningful connections, whether it 
was with 4-year-old children from the inner city or dignitaries at a confer-
ence. And for her, this wasn’t an intellectual exercise. She truly believed in the 
potential of every person to connect, to learn, and to offer something mean-
ingful and valuable.

I genuinely miss being in the light of her incredibly special attention, but 
I also remember that she wasn’t sentimental in any of this. If she were here 
today, I believe she would declare, “Coraggio!” (Courage!) and would chal-
lenge me and us all, quite directly, to carry on being that light for children and 
for each other.  
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Lella at Rock y Hill Greenway

Two stories from my work with Lella begin to capture the essence of Lella’s 
way of working and speak to the heart of the Reggio Emilia Approach. 

I met Lella in the 3-year-old classroom at Fort Hill (the lab school at Smith 
College in Northampton, Massachusetts), where I was a visual arts teacher 
and Lella was doing research for her master’s degree. 

Lella and I decided to explore natural materials with the 3-year-old children. 
Along with the children, we collected materials from the grounds and the trees 
around the school. It was the first exploration we were going to do together. 
The next day, I was laying out twigs, tree bark, seed pods, and leaves on a low 
table. Lella came into the room, observed for a few moments, and then came 
up and whispered in my ear, “Don’t say anything.” 

Her words made me realize how much I talk! I found that by stepping back, I 
was better able to pay close attention to what the children were doing. I was 
able to listen to the children’s precise words and to photograph the children’s 
arrangements and rearrangements, which, in turn, enabled me to reflect on 
and document the children’s work.

Many years later, Lella and I began work on Beautiful Stuff! Learning with 
Found Materials (1999). Families in the 4-year-old classroom had collected 
discarded materials and brought their small bags of treasures to the class-
room. The children spent time exploring, sorting, and telling stories with the 
materials. It seemed like a perfect time for puppet-making. I created struc-
tures from mat board strips and popsicle sticks which I thought the children 
could build upon to create a puppet. But something told me that Lella would 
not like what I was doing. So, I called Lella and described what I was about 
to do. After a long pause, she said, “Don’t you trust the children to figure out 
their own ways to begin?” 

Even 40 years later, Lella’s words still resonate with me! I am filled with grat-
itude for all that I learned alongside Lella and for the laughter, delight, and 
beauty that we shared. 
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Lella with children, teachers, and Rita Harr is at For t Hill , 1998
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