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ABSTRACT 

 

 

This study engages with questions of quality, values and relationships in early childhood 

education and starts from the premise of infant-toddler centres and schools being places of 

culture, in dialogue with the surrounding cultural context. The study investigates the question of 

how infant-toddler centres and schools become places of culture and how they develop 

relationships with the surrounding culture. Quality is viewed as a process of “meaning-making” 

in mutual communities of learners, and pedagogical documentation is considered a tool for 

meaning making. Pedagogical documentation is a process of making learning visible; this thesis 

engages with the potential of documentation to make values visible and build learning 

communities in early childhood settings internationally. The context of the qualitative, 

ethnographic case study is the educational project of the city of Reggio Emilia, Italy.  

 

The research framework innovatively combines perspectives of several disciplines: Educational 

Connoisseurship and Criticism; Social Semiotics and Semiotics of the Built Environment/ 

Semiotics and 3D Space; and “Ways of Knowing, Being, and Doing”. In an effort to honour the 

voices of all participants in the Reggio Emilia educational project, participants in the study 

include educators, families, and children that were part of the learning communities of 

Arcobaleno Infant-toddler Centre and Pablo Neruda School at the time of the case study in 

2006. Data collection methods include: extended direct observation and participant observation 

which is recorded through observation notes and photographs; both focus-group and individual 

open-ended interviews with educators, children, and families; numerous informal conversations 

with educators, children and families; internal school documents; documentation such as wall 

panels, school publications, in-progress documentation folders in the classrooms, presentations 

to families, educator notes; physical artefacts such as children’s work; archives in schools and 

in the Centre for Documentation and Educational Research in Reggio Emilia. The case study is 

presented through themes which have emerged through data collection and analysis: 

“distillations of what has been encountered” which give sense and meaning to experience and 

organize that meaning for readers to gain a sense of the “pervasive qualities” of the case. 

Martin (2003) defines a thematic analysis as endeavouring “to uncover the perceptions, 

relationships, activities, strategies, and processes as these relate to the research questions” (p. 

213) . Rich description within an artistic approach to research is an identifying feature of the 

analysis and case study narrative. 

 

Themes emerging from the case study in Reggio Emilia are conceptualised as Interdependent 

Values and include: Rich Normality: The Extraordinary in the Ordinary; Narrative; Memory; 

Locality; Identity/Relationship; Transparency/Democracy; Language; Beauty/Aesthetics. The 

study engages with the question of the reciprocal dialogue between the educational project of 

Reggio Emilia and international contexts and develops ten theoretical propositions 

conceptualised as Connective Values: Encounter; Interdependency, Interconnectedness; 

Difference; Transformation; Intent; Research; Uncertainty; Complexity; and Possibility. The 
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study develops a substantive theory of Quality as Interaction between Local and Connective 

Values and thus contributes to current local and international debates around quality in early 

childhood settings and has significant implications for pedagogical policy, practice, research and 

theory internationally. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 



 - v -  

 

 
 

 

 
           TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 

 

  

 
 

 

 

NOTE TO READER        page: xv 

 

PREFACE Ripples in a World of The Possible    page: xviii 

 

CHAPTER 1 Introduction       page: 1 

 

• Quality in Early Childhood Education: Meaning Making  page: 2 

• The Reggio Emilia Educational Project    page: 4 

• Pedagogical Documentation in Reggio Emilia    page: 5 

• Community of Learners      page: 7 

• The Research Perspective      page: 9 

• Significance of the Study      page: 10 

• Research Questions       page: 12 

• Research Design       page: 13 

• Conclusion: Role of the Researcher     page: 14 

 

CHAPTER 2 Background and Context: Leaning on Knowledge  page: 17 

 

• Questioning Pedagogical Silences: Meaning Making   page: 18 

o Discourses on Quality      page: 18 

o Modernist Discourses      page: 20 

o Measuring ‘Quality’      page: 22 

o Postmodern Voices      page: 25 

o Meaning Making      page: 26 

 

• Reggio Emilia: An Educational Project    page: 28 

o Early Education in Italy: The Birth of an Educational Project. page: 28 



 - vi -  

o Reggio Emilia: The Evolution of an Educational Project.  page: 30 

 Participation.      page: 31 

 Rights.       page: 31 

 The image of the child.     page: 32 

 The theory of “The Hundred Languages”.  page: 33 

 Pedagogy of relationships and listening.   page: 33 

 Progettazione.      page: 34 

 The atelier.      page: 35 

 The environment.     page: 36 

o Reggio Emilia Today      page: 36 

o The O-6 Project: Nido Arcobaleno & Scuola Pablo Neruda  page: 38 

 The ‘boundaries of the case’.    page: 38 

 The 0-6 educational project.    page: 39 

 Nido Arcobaleno.     page: 39 

 Scuola Pablo Neruda.     page: 41 

 

• A School that Speaks: Pedagogical Documentation    page: 41 

 

• Reggio-Inspired: International Visibility and Acclaim   page: 43 

o International Encounters: Another Belonging   page: 43 

o Encounters with Australia: Reflections and Challenges  page: 46 

 

• Landscapes of Diversity and Rights: Utopia and The Glad Tomorrow page: 48 

o “For Those Who’ve Come Across the Seas We’ve Boundless Plains to Share” 

            page: 49 

o Identity in Australia      page: 52 

o “I Was Born in Australia”: Silencing the Universal   page: 53 

o “The Kind of People We are Going to Be”   page: 59 

 

• Conclusion        page: 62 

 

CHAPTER 3 Methods: Relatedness, Appreciation and Disclosure  page: 63 

 

• Research Framework       page: 64 

o Educational Connoisseurship and Criticism   page: 64 

o Social Semiotics      page: 67 

o Relatedness: Ways of Knowing, Being and Doing  page: 71 

 

• Research Design: Data Collection     page: 75 

o A Transactive Account: Structural Corroboration   page: 75 

o Pervasive Boundaries      page: 79 

o Site Access: Gaining it and Keeping it Through Relatedness page: 79 



 - vii -  

o Participants       page: 81 

o Relational Case Study      page: 82 

 

• Data Analysis: Values and Voices     page: 82 

o Spaces of Relatedness: Themes as Interdependent Values page: 83 

o Semiotics of Entering      page: 86 

o Member Validation: Maintaining Relatedness   page: 88 

o ‘The Relational Voice’: “Overpopulated with the Voices of Others” page: 90 

 

• Conclusion    page: 90 

 

PREFACE TO CHAPTER 4: Structure of the Case Study Chapter  page: 92 

 

• My gaze        page: 95 

 

CHAPTER 4 Reggio Emilia       page: 96 

 

• Introduction: Understanding their Understanding   page: 97 

 

• The Semiotics of Entering      page: 98 

o Nido Arcobaleno      page: 100 

 Crossing the threshold.     page: 100 

 Interpreting entering.     page: 103 

o Scuola Pablo Neruda      page: 110 

 Negotiating the boundaries.    page: 110 

 Interpreting transparency.    page: 115 

 

• The Interdependent Values     page: 119 

 

o Rich Normality: the Extraordinary in the Ordinary  page: 120 

 Expressing rich normality:    page: 121 

daily life in the Grandi classroom.   

 Interpreting rich normality:    page: 123 

glance as a prerequisite to meaningful documentation. 

 Inviting others to share a rich normality lens.  page: 125 

 The history of rich normality.   page: 128 

 Rich normality as a special right.   page: 130 

 

o Narrative  page: 131 

 The Last Paratrooper to Land:     page: 132 

   the right to learn in a community. 

 Stories, Drawings, and Signs: narrative in a panel. page: 139 



 - viii -  

 The Ghost-Horse: intimate connections.   page: 143 

 

o Memory       page: 146 

 Memory as transformation.    page: 146 

 Memory as a place for finding yourself.   page: 147 

 Memory as the social construction of knowledge.  page: 149 

 The daily journal as individual and shared memory. page: 151 

 Memory and locality.     Page: 158 

 

o Locality        page: 158 

 Locality as positioning oneself in time, history, and place. page: 159 

 The value of time: a brief sketch of a day.  page: 159 

 The value of time in the words of the protagonists. page: 160 

 A collective sense of locality:     page: 164 

   school as a place that belongs to children. 

 

o Identity/Relationship      page: 165 

 Hunting for words.     page: 166 

 Building belonging:      page: 168 

   the daily journal in the infant-toddler centre. 

 Co-responsibility: “quiet, quiet”, Matteo says.  page: 171 

 

o Transparency/ Democracy     page: 174 

 To see; to show; to understand.    page: 174 

 To stop for a moment.     page: 176 

 From far away and from close up.   page: 178 

 Creating a democratic forum:     page: 179 

   “what do we have it for if we don’t do anything with it”. 

 

o Language       page: 181 

 Every possible use of words.    page: 181 

 The hurdles of interpretation.    page: 183 

 The bilingual conundrum.    page: 184 

 Transformational dialogue.    page: 185 

 Effective dialogue in the present and the future.  page: 188 

 “The soul that’s inside somebody else”.   page: 189 

 “You are speaking his language”:    page: 192 

  special rights in relationships. 

 

o Beauty/ Aesthetics      page: 212 

 

• Conclusion       page: 219 



 - ix -  

 

CHAPTER 5 Theoretical Propositions: “The Boundary is a Smoke” page: 221 

 

• Introduction: What are Connective Values?    page: 222 

 

• Theoretical Propositions      page: 226 

o Encounter       page: 226 

o Interdependency      page: 228 

o Interconnectedness      page: 231 

o Difference       page: 235 

o Transformation       page: 237 

o Intent        page: 239 

o Research       page: 241 

o Uncertainty       page: 245 

o Complexity       page: 249 

o Possibility       page: 251 

 

• Conclusion        page: 254

  

CHAPTER 6 Discussion and Conclusion: The Meta-Pattern  page: 256 

 

• Substantive Theory: Quality as Interaction Between Values  page: 257 

o The Development of a Substantive Theory   page: 257 

o Quality as Interaction Between Values    page: 258 

 

• The ‘Research Interface’: ‘Coming Alongside’    page: 262 

 

• Conclusion: The Right to a World of the Possible   page: 265 

 

CODA          page: 269 

 

 

REFERENCES         page: 271 

 

 

APPENDIX 1  Sample Interview Questions: Preliminary   page: I 

APPENDIX 2  Introducing Participants (Educators)    page: III 

APPENDIX 3  Plan of Arcobaleno Infant-toddler Centre   page: XI 

APPENDIX 4  The Last Paratrooper to Land     page: XII 

 

 



 - x -  

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

 

 

Thank you 

 

 

To the children, the educators, the families, the citizens of Reggio Emilia – for inviting me to 

experience a world of the possible, for giving me the gift of another place to call home. 

 

In particular, thanks to Elena Giacopini, Tiziana Filippini, Ivana Soncini, Antonia Ferrari, Mara 

Davoli, Francesca Forenzi, Silvia Campani, Giuliana Campani, Marina Castagnetti, Sandra 

Piccinini, and Gigliola Fusari – for making Reggio home, for welcoming me, teaching me, 

learning with me, researching with me, supporting me – for friendship, criticism, humour, 

inspiration, dedication, care – for being what they are with children. 

 

To the Creswick Foundation and The University of Western Australia – for their generous 

support of my study. 

 

To Anne Chapman - for unfaltering scholarly wisdom and outstanding support in supervision – 

for always knowing where to think further, look further, and write again. 

 

To Marnie O’Neill – for difficult criticism which eventually transformed the thesis. 

 

To Louise Cadwell – for making me dream of living in Reggio Emilia in the first place, for 

inspiration, camaraderie, wisdom, and gracious praise and support. 

 

To Jan Fletcher – for guidance in the beginning, for the gift of the poem by Yehuda Amichai. 

 

To inspired educators in Australia – for inviting me to share my stories, for listening and 

questioning, for challenging my thinking, for giving depth to my narratives, for their words of joy, 

emotion, inspiration and encouragement. 

 

To Janet Roberston – for inspiring stories and wonderful conversations, for being a friend, for 

reading the thesis with joy, for editing with care, and for dreaming about being in Reggio Emilia. 

 

To Jan Millikan – for inspiration to research, for believing in my worth as a public speaker, for 

funny stories and ongoing dialogue, for being a bridge between Reggio and Australia, for 

support, friendship and loyal advice, and for reading the thesis. 

 

To the children, families, and educators of Bold Park Community School in Western Australia – 

for welcoming me with generosity, sharing with openness, and offering another lens. 

 



 - xi -  

To Julie Finan and Sally Cameron, colleagues, friends, mentors – for believing in me, 

welcoming me, teaching me – for laughter, smiles and joy, for knowing I could go far and 

encouraging me to discover new places, new opportunities, new possibilities even when it 

meant saying goodbye. 

 

To the children I have known and learned with – for inspiration, love, and joy – for the image of 

the child that I hold dear. 

 

To my parents and my grandmother – for eventually accepting my life in Australia and for 

believing that I am the best person to ever have done anything, including a thesis.  

 

To Andrea – for help and inspiration - for believing in me and in us… for love like no other.  

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 - xii -  

 

This thesis is dedicated to: 

 

 

The children 

and the educators 

I encountered 

for the joy and privilege 

of walking alongside you 

 

 

My husband Andrea 

for walking alongside me 

believing  

supporting  

loving  

imagining 

 

 

 

 
“Piume” [Feathers]. Drawing by Martina, 3.2 years. Nido Arcobaleno, Reggio Emilia 

 
 

 

 



 - xiii -  

dedicated from… 

 

 
 

“Stefania”: Drawing by Alice, 3 years old, Nido Arcobaleno, Reggio Emilia 

 

 



 - xiv -  

STATEMENT OF CANDIDATE CONTRIBUTION 

 

 

 

 

 
 

The thesis is my own composition, all sources have been acknowledged and my contribution is 

clearly identified in the thesis. The thesis does not include any work that has been co-published 

with other authors. 

 

 

 

Signed, 

 

 

 

Stefania Giamminuti ………………………………………………………………………………….. 

 

Date   ………………………………………………………………………………….. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 



 - xv -  

NOTE TO READER 

 

Terms: History and Meaning 

 

Over many years, the 0-6 project of the city of Reggio Emilia has gained international 

notoriety. As will become evident through the analysis of my own encounter with the educational 

project of Reggio Emilia reported in this thesis, the process of translation from the Italian to the 

English (and consequently from Italian ways of thinking to Anglo-American and Australian ways 

of thinking) has resulted at times in a transformation of terms that were instead constructed 

throughout years of debate and in efforts to change the dominant mind-set. 

 

I wish to invite the reader to attend, at this time, to five terms in particular: 

 

Infant-Toddler Centre 

The term used in Reggio Emilia to identify centres that welcome children aged 3 

months to 3 years is ‘Nido’ which literally translates into ‘Nest’. This is a term commonly used 

throughout Italy to identify services for children up to 3 years of age. The English translation into 

‘Infant-Toddler Centre’ changes the wording however, in my opinion, maintains in some way the 

identity of the educational project and does not disassociate from the intended meaning of 

‘Nido’ as a place that warmly welcomes children under the age of 3. Therefore the term Infant-

Toddler Centre, which is commonly used and understood in the English-speaking world when 

referring to the experience of Reggio Emilia, will be maintained in this thesis. This study is 

premised on the assumption that there is no separation between education and care; to respect 

this view, the term ‘child care’ will not be used in this thesis. 

 

School 

The situation is however different for the commonly used term ‘Preschool’. In Reggio 

Emilia, the Italian term used to identify places that welcome children from 3 to 6 years of age is 

‘Scuola d’Infanzia’ which translates literally as ‘School of Childhood’. History and layers of 

meaning lie behind this choice of words; a deliberate choice made at a time when the educators 

in Reggio Emilia felt a strong responsibility to change the dominant mind-set. At the beginnings 

of their experience, and to this day in most parts of Italy outside the city of Reggio Emilia, places 

that welcome children aged 3 to 6 were/are called ‘Scuola Materna’ which translates literally as 

‘Motherly School’. The use of this term has significant implications for how such places are 

viewed: in this case as a substitute for the mother. Behind the use of this term lies a strong 

moral judgment which finds its roots in a particular historical time; the belief that children below 

‘schooling’ age are better left at home with their mothers, and if the conditions are such that 

they are compelled to spend their time in the care of others, then let it be the case that these 

places act as substitutes for absent mothers. The educators of Reggio Emilia, conscious of this 

social view, did not wish to perpetuate it. So they decided that, within their local experience, 

these places would be called ‘Scuole d’Infanzia’. In choosing this term they wished to make a 

strong statement that services for children belong to children, and that they are places of 
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culture, learning and research which welcome children, educators and families, not substitutes 

for the mother.  

 

At the time of the increasing notoriety of the Reggio Emilia educational project, 

particularly in the U.S.A., the term ‘Scuola d’Infanzia’ was translated into the familiar 

‘Preschool’, a term commonly used to define places for children up to the age of 6 in English-

speaking contexts. The use of the term ‘Preschool’ supports an image of these environments as 

places where children are prepared to attend ‘school’: the choice of this term is, as all 

educational choices are, political and cultural. This emphasis on ‘school readiness’ has 

significant implications for the experience of children, the expectations of families, the 

understanding of educators, the views of policy-makers, and generally the image of childhood 

that is perpetuated in the society. A place that is viewed as ‘preparing children for school’ places 

expectations on educators, children, and families, expectations which often result in debatable 

policy and practice choices such as: testing for young children’s ‘readiness’; ‘formal’ approaches 

to the teaching of literacy and numeracy in particular; the de-valuing of play as a context for 

learning; push-down approaches to curriculum for young children; pressures for children to 

conform to a stated ‘norm’; ‘traditional’ relationships of power in the classroom. Fundamentally, 

the use of the term preschool, and the expectations it generates, may result in this important 

moment in children’s lives being valued only for what it will prepare them to be, rather than for 

the important time that it is in their lives and the lives of their families, today and now. This is an 

expression of a culture of childhood that values the child not for what he/her is today, a citizen 

with rights, but for what he/she will become: the child becomes ‘an investment for the future’, a 

commodity for society to invest in, in order to increase economic productivity in the future.  

 

I do not wish to perpetuate this view, but rather I choose to honour the efforts of those 

educators in Reggio Emilia who many years ago, as a political and cultural choice, decided to 

change a term such as ‘scuola materna’ for the meaning it gave to the experience of all, and 

decided to use the term ‘Scuola d’Infanzia’ in an effort to change a dominant culture of 

childhood. I will, therefore, use the term ‘School of Childhood’, or its abbreviated version 

‘School’ (which is also often used in Reggio Emilia to refer to services for children aged 3 to 6) 

throughout this thesis to refer to environments that welcome children aged 3 to 6 years. When I 

wish to collectively refer to Infant-toddler Centres and Schools of Childhood, I will use the term 

‘School’. I acknowledge that no term is value-free and culturally unburdened. 

 

Educator/Teacher 

In Reggio Emilia, those adults who engage with children each day in the infant-toddler 

centre and school are called ‘Educatrici/ Educatori’, which translates in English as ‘Educators’.  

There is no distinction between the qualifications and recognition of those who engage with 

children in the infant-toddler centre and in the school. This tradition is very different to that of 

Australia and other international contexts such as the U.S.A., where there is a significant 

distinction exists between those who are ‘teachers’ and those who are ‘caregivers’, ‘child care 

workers’, or ‘carers’. In an effort to contest the separation that exists between care and 
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education, I will use either the term ‘teacher’ or ‘educator’ to refer to those engaging with 

children in both infant-toddler centre and school. While recognizing that the issues surrounding 

this dichotomy are historical and complex (amongst these are: qualifications and training, 

inappropriate pay and challenging working conditions, societal and cultural views on ‘care’) 

(OECD Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development, 2006) and acknowledging 

that sound, complex pedagogical understanding should be within the grasp of those entrusted 

with both the care and education of young children, I intend to contribute to advocating for a 

change in these perspectives and conditions by acknowledging the professionalism of all as 

teachers and educators of and with young children.  

 

Educational Project 

The educators of Reggio Emilia refer to their experience as the ‘Reggio Emilia 

Educational Project’. This choice of terms reflects an engagement with the evolving nature of 

culture, society, and thus pedagogy. It indicates that the experience of the municipal infant-

toddler centres and schools of Reggio Emilia is not static, but changes continually in response 

to: changes in local and global societal and cultural conditions; evolving theory and questions 

on pedagogy; developments in research and understanding in early childhood education 

specifically, but, importantly, also in other areas of knowledge. In the literature in English, the 

educational project of Reggio Emilia is often referred to as the ‘Reggio Approach’: this term was 

coined in the 1990s when first the ideas from Reggio began to influence the views and practices 

of educators in the United States: the term ‘approach’ was used in opposition to ‘method’ (which 

is more common when referring to Montessori or Steiner educational philosophies), in an effort 

to ensure that the principles of Reggio Emilia were not applied without regard to cultural and 

contextual conditions. It was hoped that the term ‘approach’ would discourage efforts at 

imitation but instead invite reflection on culturally relevant ways of engaging with the philosophy. 

It is my opinion that the term ‘educational project’, used by the Reggio Emilia educators 

themselves, more appropriately responds to this concern and more appropriately reflects the 

nature of the experience. Therefore, I will use the term ‘educational project’ throughout this 

thesis, in preference to ‘approach’. 

 

Pedagogy 

The term ‘pedagogy’ is used in this thesis to more accurately reflect the complex 

interrelationship and reciprocity that exists between teaching and learning, and encompasses 

aspects of philosophy, values, ethics, and beliefs which are inextricably part of the engagement 

of adults and children. Dahlberg, Moss and Pence (2007, p. 41) view pedagogy as “listening to 

thought… a radical form of dialogue with the Other”; they cite Readings (1996, cited in Dahlberg 

et al., 2007, p. 59), who insists that “pedagogy is a relation, a network of obligation… (in which) 

the condition of pedagogical practice is an infinite attention to the other”. The dialogic and 

relational nature of teaching and learning and the importance of listening are acknowledged 

within this definition of pedagogy; the frequent use of the term ‘pedagogy’ in this thesis aims to 

highlight this complexity.  
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PREFACE 

 

Ripples in a World of The Possible 

 

A child’s world should be the world of the possible. 

Loris Malaguzzi  (1998) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
“Palline” [Little Balls]. Drawing by Gaia, 3.2 years. Nido Arcobaleno, Reggio Emilia 
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A stone tossed into a pond generates concentric ripples that spread out on the 

surface of the water, engaging in their movement, at different distances, with 

different effects, the water lilies and reeds, the paper boat and the buoys of 

the fishermen. These lonely objects, lost in their own peace or their own sleep, 

are awakened to life, as it were, and are compelled to react and to enter into 

relationship with one another. Other invisible vibrations spread into the depths, 

in all directions, as the stone falls and brushes the algae, scaring the fish, 

continually creating new molecular movements. When it finally touches the 

bottom it stirs up the mud and bumps into objects that were resting there 

forgotten, some of which are dislodged, others buried once again in the sand. 

Countless events, or micro-events, succeed one another in a brief stretch of 

time. Perhaps not even possessing the time or desire would it be possible to 

register them all without omissions. Similarly a word, tossed by chance into 

the mind, produces ripples on the surface and in the depths. It provokes an 

infinite series of chain reactions, engaging in its fall sounds and images, 

analogies and memories, meanings and dreams, in a movement that affects 

experience and memory, the imagination and the unconscious, and that is 

complicated by the fact that the mind itself does not passively observe the 

representation, but intervenes in it continually to accept or reject, to connect 

and to censor, to construct and to destroy. 

(Rodari, 1973, p. 5) [my own translation] 

 

 I interpret Gianni Rodari’s words, drawn from his seminal work ‘The Grammar of 

Fantasy’ (1973) as a powerful metaphor of the process of qualitative, interpretive research. 

Gianni Rodari, Italian author of books for children and adults, educator and philosopher, had a 

strong connection with the educators in the city of Reggio Emilia, Italy. He dedicated ‘The 

Grammar of Fantasy’ to the city of Reggio Emilia and in the preface to this book he remembers 

the week from 6 to 10 March, 1972, during which he met with educators from the municipal 

infant-toddler centres and schools of childhood to engage in what were termed “Encounters with 

Fantasy”, as one of the most beautiful weeks in his life. He recalls that he was offered the 

opportunity to “reason at length and systematically... not only around the function of imagination 

and the techniques to stimulate imagination, but around the way of communicating those 

techniques to others, to transform them into a tool for literacy education for children (and not 

only children)” (Rodari, 1973, pp. 13-14).  

 

 Rodari’s reflection on the “stone in the pond” offers me a way of making sense of my 

experience, encounters, observations, and interpretations during these years of research, which 

culminate (but do not end) in the development and message of this thesis. I see his reflection as 

a metaphor for the complexity in my research; research as a process of connecting fragments 

which begins from tossing the stone and “generates concentric ripples”. The connections are 

infinite, the relationships diverse and rich. My story – the experience of living and researching in 

the municipal infant-toddler centres and schools of Reggio Emilia, Italy, observing and analysing 
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processes of pedagogical documentation and instances of community-building and relationship-

forming – was lived and is told through a process of “connoisseurship” (Eisner, 1991) and 

“indwelling” (Eisner, 1981). Each fragment of the story is a “stone”, which “provokes an infinite 

series of chain reactions, engaging in its fall sounds and images, analogies and memories, 

meanings and dreams, in a movement that affects experience and memory, the imagination and 

the unconscious, and that is complicated by the fact that the mind itself does not passively 

observe the representation, but intervenes in it continually to accept or reject, to connect and to 

censor, to construct and to destroy”. My mind in fact did not passively observe but instead “I tell 

the story that I am moved to tell” (Peshkin, 1985, cited in Eisner, 1991); a story made of the 

words and worlds I listened to and recorded in Italy, the experiences and encounters I observed 

and recorded, and the images I captured.  

 

 The overall aim of the present study is to contribute to the knowledge on the potential of 

pedagogical documentation - a tool that has developed in the context of the Reggio Emilia 

educational project and that continues to evolve as the project and its protagonists evolve – to: 

improve the quality of pedagogy in the early years; enhance the experience and advocate for 

the rights of children, families and educators; and increase the visibility of early years 

environments internationally, for the benefit of children and childhood as well as educators and 

families. The theoretical propositions developed through “connoisseurship and criticism” 

(Eisner, 1991), a qualitative process of data collection and analysis, aim to contribute to 

international efforts to create a new culture of childhood. I propose that pedagogical 

documentation be viewed as a ‘cultural form of knowing’. As a ‘cultural form of knowing’ it is a 

reflective and shared process of meaning making and research that occurs in dialogue with the 

surrounding culture and which: sustains quality; creates awareness of culture and context; 

supports democratic debate; contributes to the development of shared values; and, 

fundamentally, supports the creation of “worlds of the possible” for children and adults. 
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CHAPTER 1 

 

Introduction 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

“Sentimenti del nascere” [Feelings on birth] 

Drawing by Filippo, 4 years old, Scuola Pablo Neruda, Reggio Emilia 
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 In this introductory chapter I set the scene for the study. The first section, which focuses 

on views on ‘quality’ in early childhood education and care, frames the study and the 

educational project of Reggio Emilia within the wider context of early childhood pedagogy today. 

‘Quality’ is a term that is widely used, and diversely understood, in the field of early childhood 

education and care; this study engages with quality as “meaning making” (Dahlberg, Moss, & 

Pence, 2007) and links quality with pedagogical documentation in communities of learners. The 

second section of this chapter focuses specifically on the educational project of Reggio Emilia; 

the third section briefly introduces pedagogical documentation in the experience of the 

municipal infant-toddler centres and schools of Reggio Emilia. The fourth section engages with 

the theoretical perspectives and practices inherent in an image of schools as “communities of 

learners”. I then outline the study’s perspective and significance, I introduce the research 

questions, and I give some background to the research design. I conclude the chapter with a 

reflection on how my own personal experience, perspective, background, and awareness 

influenced my appreciation and understanding of the context of the study and therefore my 

observations, interpretations and evaluations. I skim the surface of the history, background, and 

context for the study in this chapter; I will address these in greater detail in Chapter 2. 

 

 This study will contribute to the knowledge on how schools develop culture and become 

communities of learners through pedagogical documentation, and on how the wider cultural 

context situates this development. The overall aim of the present study is to contribute to the 

knowledge on the potential of pedagogical documentation - a tool that has developed in the 

context of the Reggio Emilia educational project and that continues to evolve as the project and 

its protagonists evolve – to: improve the quality of pedagogy in the early years; enhance the 

experience and advocate for the rights of children, families and educators; and increase the 

visibility of early years environments internationally, for the benefit of children and childhood as 

well as educators and families. Ultimately, the study aims to contribute to creating “a new 

culture of childhood”. 

 

Quality in Early Childhood Education: Meaning Making  

 

The age of quality is upon us.  

(Dahlberg et al., 2007, p. 87) 

 

This thesis, by focusing on the experience of children aged 0-6, their families, their 

educators, and the ‘places’ that welcome them, necessarily engages with questions of quality. 

In the field of early childhood (generally defined as ages birth to eight years, but for the purpose 

of this study focused on the years birth to six), the discourses around quality and evaluation 

create heated debate. These discourses inform, shape, and manage: the contexts of care and 

education; the relationships amongst stakeholders; the study of curriculum; the development of 

policy and the arrangement of provision; the languages of pedagogy; and the world of practice 

(Cheeseman, 2007; Dahlberg, Moss, & Pence, 1999; Dahlberg et al., 2007; Department of 

Education Employment and Workplace Relations, 2008; Mooney et al., 2003; Moss & Pence, 
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1994; OECD (Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development), 2006; Siraj-

Blatchford, Taggart, Sylva, Sammons, & Melhuish, 2008; Sylva, Melhuish, Sammons, Siraj-

Blatchford, & Taggart, 2004a; Victorian Curriculum and Assessment Authority, 2008; 

Woodhead, 1999). The field of early childhood is also characterised by a groundswell of voices 

concerned with ethics and social justice, arguing for the rights of children and marginalised 

communities to be respected and for their voices to be heard in matters that concern them 

(Cheeseman, 2007; Dahlberg & Moss, 2005; Fleet, Patterson, & Robertson, 2006; Giugni, 

2003; Langsted, 1994; Lubitz & Crofts, 2007; MacNaughton, 2001, 2005; MacNaughton & 

Davis, 2001; Martin, 2008; Moss & Petrie, 2002; Penn, 2005; Rinaldi, 2006).  

 

Issues of quality, children’s rights, and social justice are relevant to this thesis, which 

concerns itself with the study of the process of pedagogical documentation as a tool that 

enables “meaning making” (Dahlberg et al., 1999, 2007): an approach to the evaluation of early 

childhood pedagogy which goes “beyond quality” and locates itself within the postmodern 

discourses on early childhood education. Meaning making presupposes a reconceptualisation 

of quality as a subjective, relative and value-based concept, which is continually constructed 

and deconstructed in cultural contexts and in dialogue and thus lends itself to multiple 

perspectives and multiple interpretations (Dahlberg et al., 1999, 2007; Moss & Pence, 1994; 

Woodhead, 1999).  

 

 The concept of quality has been for several years at the forefront of policy and practice 

in early childhood: modernist and developmental discourses have shaped the dominant view of 

quality as a universal, objective, measurable, and knowable entity, resulting in measures of 

quality being defined by ‘experts’ (generally developmental psychologists) and applied 

internationally irrespective of culture and context (Dahlberg et al., 2007; Woodhead, 1999). This 

approach has led to the development of several scales for the measurement of quality (e.g. 

Harms & Clifford, 1980; Harms, Clifford, & Cryer, 1998) which have been used, to varying 

degrees of success, in evaluating environments for young children worldwide; this assumption 

of universality has been challenged by those who consider culture and context to be 

inseparable from understandings of quality and approaches to evaluation (Dahlberg et al., 2007; 

Moss & Pence, 1994; Woodhead, 1999). The discourse of modernity continues to be the 

dominant discourse in the early childhood field, while voices increasingly argue for a 

reconceptualisation and definition of quality as a relative and value-laden concept, and for an 

approach to the evaluation of quality that acknowledges the contributions of a diversity of 

‘experts’ and recognizes complexity, provisionality, uncertainty, and multiplicity of perspectives 

(Dahlberg et al., 1999, 2007; Moss & Pence, 1994; Woodhead, 1999).  

 

This thesis does not propose to offer an instrument for the measurement of quality, but 

rather it offers itself as a context for an understanding of quality as inseparable from a 

conceptualisation of pedagogy as a process of construction of values and cultural meaning 

making through pedagogical documentation. In fact, the cultural perspective within which this 

study is framed does not endorse a view of quality as an objective measure.  
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Quality in early childhood services is a relative concept. As such, quality in 

early childhood services is a constructed concept, subjective in nature and 

based on values, beliefs and interest rather than an objective and universal 

reality (Pence & Moss, 1994, p. 172). 

 

This thesis considers pedagogical documentation as a tool for evaluation, but rather 

than taking the point of view of the generally accepted definition of evaluation as “the 

correspondence between goals and outcomes”, which then brings “the classic problem [of] how 

goals and outcomes are made comparable” (Dahlberg & Asen, 1994, p. 159), this thesis 

explores evaluation in the sense given by Carla Rinaldi (2006) of “giving value”. The meaning of 

evaluation that is endorsed in this thesis is expressed with clarity by the community of 

educators, policy makers, and citizens of Reggio Emilia: 

 

Evaluation, as an action aiming to continuously attribute meaning and value, 

is a process that structures the educational experience. [Evaluation] is 

understood and proposed as an opportunity to know and to negotiate the 

meanings and intents of the educational project and is configured as a public 

and dialogic endeavour of interpretation.  

(Scuole e Nidi D'Infanzia Istituzione del Comune di Reggio Emilia, 2009, p. 

14) 

 

The Reggio Emilia Educational Project 

 

A school should be, first and foremost, a context of multiple listening. 

(Rinaldi, 2006, p. 67) 

 

The ‘Reggio Emilia 0-6 Educational Project’ is rooted in socio-cultural and constructivist 

theories of child development, in the progressive pedagogical theories of John Dewey and 

others, and in the cultural context of a small northern Italian city with a strong history of 

participatory democracy and civic community (Putnam, 1993, cited in Edwards, Gandini, & 

Forman, 1998c). The Reggio Emilia “pedagogy of relationships and listening” (Rinaldi, 2001a) is 

based on an image of the young child as a social being from birth: a competent, intelligent child 

who learns in relationship with others. This image of childhood sustains an innovative pedagogy 

focused on enhancing the competencies and respecting the rights of young children, as 

opposed to a pedagogy focused on meeting their needs (Malaguzzi, 1994). The pedagogy has 

developed over decades of collaborative research on teaching and learning processes with 

young children, carried out by Professor Loris Malaguzzi, the founder and mentor, and by 

educators, 'pedagogiste' (pedagogical coordinators) and 'atelieriste’ (art studio teachers) in the 

Municipal infant-toddler centres and schools of childhood, with the ongoing support and 

participation of the citizens of Reggio Emilia. In recent years, the educators of the municipal 

infant-toddler centres and schools of Reggio Emilia have collaborated on several wider research 
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studies, including the ‘Making Learning Visible' project carried out in association with the 

Harvard Project Zero research team, and coordinated by Professor Howard Gardner (Giudici, 

Rinaldi, & Krechevsky, 2001). 

 

The Reggio Emilia educational project presents unique challenges to educators 

throughout the world. In fact, the educators in Reggio Emilia have long maintained that their 

project is intimately connected to their own cultural context and is continuously evolving: 

therefore, they suggest that others might be inspired to reflect on their own cultural context and 

develop their own ‘educational projects’ in dialogue with their culture, rather than striving for 

imitation. The greatest strength and challenge of the Reggio Emilia educational project thus lies 

in the encouragement it offers to educators and scholars to deconstruct culturally-constructed 

assumptions on the nature of childhood and of pedagogy in the early years, in order to reflect 

on and transform their own practices and beliefs: this can be considered an invitation to 

meaning making. As Mardell (2001, p. 281) suggests: “encountering powerful ideas and 

educational practices with a spirit of self-reflection can help to identify and understand what lies 

beneath our classroom practices”. The present study aims to extend the invitation to meaning 

making to an international audience, and thus to contribute to this “spirit of self-reflection” by 

sharing stories of educational contexts in dialogue with themselves and with the local culture. 

 

One of the most significant tools for the “cultural diffusion” (Edwards, Gandini, &  

Forman, 1998a) of the Reggio Emilia Educational Project has been the travelling exhibition ‘The 

Hundred Languages of Children’. Since its first version shown in Reggio Emilia in 1980, the 

exhibit has visited many cities throughout Europe and North America, as well as Japan, Hong 

Kong, South America, Israel, and Australia, and continues to travel the world with showings 

planned in the future for Turkey, Singapore, Thailand, New Zealand, and South Africa (Reggio 

Children, 1996a). The ‘Hundred Languages of Children’ exhibit is a unique example of what the 

Reggio educators call pedagogical documentation (Edwards, Gandini, & Forman, 1998b) and 

was created collaboratively by Reggio Emilia educators with the main aims of informing both 

public and professional audiences of their “educational story” (Edwards et al., 1998b) and of 

contesting “prophetic pedagogies”: 

 

This exhibit opposes any prophetic pedagogy which knows everything before 

it happens, which teaches children that every day is the same, that there are 

no surprises, and teaches adults that all they have to do is repeat that which 

they were not able to learn (Malaguzzi, n.d., cited in Reggio Children, n.d.-c). 

 

Pedagogical Documentation in Reggio Emilia 

 

I believe that documentation is a substantial part of the goal that has always 

characterized our experience: the search for meaning – to find the meaning 

of school, or rather, to construct the meaning of school, as a place that plays 
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an active role in the children's search for meaning and our own search for 

meaning (and shared meanings) (Rinaldi, 2001a, p. 79). 

 

Pedagogical documentation as practiced in the Reggio Emilia municipal infant-toddler 

centres and schools is: “visible listening” (Rinaldi, 2001a, p. 83); a “construction of traces” 

(Rinaldi, 2001a, p. 83); a “social construction and an interpretation” (Dahlberg, 1999b, p. 32). It 

“offers a research orientation, creates cultural artefacts, and serves as a collective memory” 

(Krechevsky, 2001, p. 259). As this study will observe, documentation is a pedagogical, social, 

and cultural tool for building relationships and sustaining meaning making. As will become 

evident through the stories told in this thesis, documentation is both a process – a way of being 

together with children – and a ‘visible product’, which is far from final but instead is intended to 

spark further dialogue and debate on pedagogical and cultural issues, welcoming dissent and 

multiple interpretations. Documentation in its ‘visible product’ form may include: educators’ 

notes; aesthetically stunning wall panels detailing learning processes; published books with the 

children's work and voices (Davoli & Ferri, 2000; Reggio Children 1995a, 1995b, 1995c, 1996a, 

1996b, 1997, 2000a, 2002); videos and presentations; and exhibits open to the wider public. As 

Forman and Fyfe (1998, p. 241) suggest, “the intent of documentation is to explain, not merely 

to display”. Documentation, which has explanation and interpretation as its means and purpose, 

makes the process of children’s learning visible to all in the community. As a pedagogical and 

cultural tool, it can be used by educators: to plan further learning on the basis of the learning 

they have observed and recorded; to evaluate and assess children’s learning, understanding, 

interests, and knowledge; to share with the children to reflect on and remember their learning, 

as a tool for “metacognition” (Bruner, 1996b); to share with families and the community, valuing 

them as participants in the life of the school; to develop theory and propose pedagogical 

questions; to advocate for children and invite democratic exchange of values, perspectives, and 

beliefs; to transform the culture of childhood; to evaluate their pedagogy. The Harvard Project 

Zero and Reggio Emilia research team found that “through systematic documentation of 

children's learning, teachers and children create the artefacts that become a school's culture” 

(Krechevsky & Mardell, 2001, pp. 293-294). The present study aims to shed light on how the 

school’s culture is developed through documentation in Reggio Emilia, and to propose how this 

might occur in other cultural contexts internationally. In fact, as Robertson (1999, p. 48) argues 

“documentation … should also suit the culture in which it is situated”.  

 

Swedish educator Gunilla Dahlberg (cited in Mardell, 2001, p. 281) suggests, “Reggio 

[serves] as a mirror in which we see ourselves and our traditions in a more conscious way”. This 

implies that provocations from Reggio Emilia can support the reflections of educators and 

others with interest in children by allowing them to “determine if [they] are living up to [their] 

rhetoric” (Mardell, 2001, p. 281). Educators internationally are therefore finding ways to de-

construct culturally constructed assumptions on the nature of childhood and pedagogy, and 

often encounter challenges in interpreting the Reggio Emilia pedagogy within their own 

distinctive cultural contexts. Millikan (2003), for example, shares the reflection of a group of 

Australian educators discussing the role of documentation in their contexts: “Participants in the 



 - 7 - 

discussion group said they had found that the pedagogical documentation in the Reggio Emilia 

context was difficult to explain to others. This is largely because the purpose of observation and 

documentation for many educators in Australian preschools is to contribute to the 

developmental records of individual children” (p. 102). This challenge may reflect a cultural 

difference in the approach to documentation: an individualistic, developmental perspective 

(Australia) versus a collectivist perspective (Reggio Emilia), though it can be assumed that 

change in these perspectives is gradually occurring in many contexts in Australia and 

elsewhere. The theoretical propositions emerging from the present study aim to support this 

international reflective process: the question of what it means to be ‘Reggio inspired’ in 

international contexts motivated, informed, and framed the study. 

 

Community of Learners 

 

School is a place of culture - that is, a place where a personal and collective 

culture is developed that influences the social, political, and values context 

and, in turn, is influenced by this context in a relationship of deep and 

authentic reciprocity (Rinaldi, 2001b). 

 

 My research was born of the connection between Carla Rinaldi’s words and the image 

of a school as a ‘community of learners’. I sought to observe whether and how schools develop 

culture through documentation, and how the wider cultural context situates this development. In 

order to achieve this twofold aim, I considered the extent to which documentation contributes to 

creating a community of learners. The interpretation and construction of schools as 

communities of learners is derived from a “culturalist” (Bruner, 1996b) perspective on teaching 

and learning, which in turn derives from Lev Vygotsky’s (1962) sociocultural theory of child 

development. This interpretation and construction occurs in the context of a “pedagogy of 

mutuality”; a pedagogy which recognizes children as “thinkers” and defines learning as the 

“development of intersubjective exchange” (Bruner, 1996b). In fact, in a community of learners, 

or, as Bruner (1996b) suggests, a “mutual community”, adults and children enjoy “shared and 

interested participation in joint endeavours” (Rogoff, Goodman Turkanis, & Bartlett, 2001, p. 8). 

An educational environment may be interpreted as a community of learners when adults and 

children engage in “intersubjectivity”: intersubjectivity is defined as a process and attitude 

through which “humans come to know each other’s minds” (Bruner, 1996b, p. 12). In a 

community of learners: 

 

Both children and adults engage in learning activities in a collaborative way, 

with varying but co-ordinated responsibilities to foster children’s learning … 

this perspective eliminates the dichotomy of adult-controlled learning versus 

children-controlled learning: it substitutes a quite different arrangement in 

which children and adults are partners rather than adversaries (Rogoff et al., 

2001, p. 7).  
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Within this perspective, relationships are recognized as essential to learning, and 

participation facilitates learning. The concept of ‘community of learners’ is closely linked to the 

concept of “community of practice”: as Lave and Wenger (1991, p. 98) theorise, membership in 

a community of practice implies “participation in an activity system about which participants 

share understandings concerning what they are doing and what that means in their lives and for 

their communities”. Similarly, “developing a community of learners requires the participation of 

the people involved in inventing and adapting customs and traditions, who learn from their 

efforts to develop the principles and practices for themselves” (Rogoff et al., 2001, p. 10). 

Therefore, participation in a community of learners necessitates “intersubjectivity” (sharing 

understanding) between adults and children. Furthermore, Rogoff’s statement suggests that, in 

order to construct a community of learners, it is essential to premise a view of quality as value-

laden and dialogic and to define quality as meaning making. In fact, defining quality through 

meaning making is about participation to invent and adapt customs and traditions, and learning 

from efforts to develop principles and practices. In this thesis I propose to discuss whether and 

how documentation supports the development of such shared understanding, and how 

documentation can become a tool to “possess things in common”, a tool to develop 

relationships and construct communities of learners through ongoing meaning making. Rogoff 

(2003, p. 80) cites John Dewey (1916, p. 5): “There is more than a verbal tie between the words 

common, community, and communication. [People] live in a community in virtue of the things 

which they have in common; and communication is the way in which they come to possess 

things in common”. I suggest that documentation as a “form of communication” (Edwards et al., 

1998b) may provide a tool for participants in schools to “possess things in common” and thus to 

build relationships and co-construct a community of learners.  

 

Membership in a community of practice (and, therefore, in a community of learners) 

necessitates participation (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Rogoff, 2003; Rogoff et al., 2001); a crucial 

resource for increasing participation is “transparency” (Lave & Wenger, 1991, p. 91). As Lave 

and Wenger (1991, p. 105) theorise, “the notion of transparency … is a way of organizing 

activities that makes their meaning visible”. Loris Malaguzzi (1998) speaks of a “transparent 

school” and the Harvard Project Zero and Reggio Children research team (Giudici et al., 2001) 

suggest that documentation makes learning visible. Therefore documentation may be perceived 

as “transparency”, a crucial resource for increasing participation in a community of learners. In 

addition, Bruner (1996b, p. 23) theorises that “externalisation” (the creation of collective 

“oeuvres”) helps “make a community”, and therefore contributes to the “interactional tenet” of 

education – the establishment of communities of mutual learners. There is a strong relationship 

between the concept of “transparency” and the concept of “externalisation”: from the 

perspective of externalisation, documentation may be perceived as a “collective oeuvre” and 

may be seen to contribute to “making a community” in schools. The present study proposes to 

observe this relationship between the process of pedagogical documentation and the process of 

“making a community”. 
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Rinaldi (2001a, p. 84) suggests: “while each fragment [of documentation] is imbued with 

the subjectivity of the documenter, it is offered to the interpretive subjectivity of others in order to 

be known or re-known, created and recreated, also as a collective knowledge building event”. 

This implies that the role of all participants in the community is important in making sense of 

documentation. Consistently with this view, Goodman Turkanis (2001, p. 91) suggests: “in a 

community of learners, everyone has a part to play in supporting the learning process”. I share 

this perspective in my research approach by observing, describing, and interpreting how all 

participants - educators, children, and families - make sense of documentation and engage in 

meaning making. Rankin (1992, p. 39) comments: “Establishing a sense of we is an important 

part of any project in Reggio”. I propose to observe how documentation contributes to creating a 

“sense of we”. 

 

The Research Perspective 

 

I acknowledge the fundamental role of culture in shaping experience, relationships, and 

quality; therefore I share a “situated” perspective of pedagogy. This means that I recognize that 

schools both create their own culture (“situate themselves”) and are “situated” by their context. 

Bruner (1996b) argues for the “situatedness” of learning. Similarly, Lave and Wenger (1991, p. 

97) suggest that “a learning curriculum is essentially situated”. The concepts of “situatedness” 

and “community of learners” belong to the discourse of Vygotsky’s (1962) sociocultural theory of 

development. The sociocultural perspective “locates learning in co-participation in cultural 

practices” (Cobb, 1999, p. 137) and considers “context as that which weaves together” (Cole, 

1996, cited in Dahlberg et al., 2007, p. 104) rather than as a separate variable influencing lives 

in communities. I take a similar perspective in this study by considering documentation as a tool 

for locating learning in co-participation in cultural practices, and I acknowledge the complexities 

of the “context”: context is viewed in this study as that which weaves together people, places, 

objects, and experiences. I take what can be termed a “culturalist perspective”: a view which 

acknowledges that “learning and thinking are always situated in a cultural setting and always 

dependent upon the utilization of cultural resources” (Bruner, 1996b, p. 4). Bruner (1996b, p. 

11) argues:  

 

Culturalism takes as its first premise that education is not an island, but part of 

the continent of culture. It asks first what function education serves in the 

culture and what role it plays in the lives of those who operate within it.  

 

Throughout this study I asked myself what function education serves in the culture, and 

what role it plays in the lives of those – educators, children, families – who participate within it. 

The image of school endorsed in this study is that of “a forum in civil society”: 

 

The early childhood institution viewed as a forum in civil society is a place for 

children to live their childhoods. It is a permanent feature of the community 

offering many opportunities and possibilities, not always knowable from the 
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start, not an intervention of fixed duration, known purposes and 

predetermined outcomes (Dahlberg et al., 2007, p. 75). 

 

Places for children are thus viewed in this study as “places where the question of being 

together is posed” (Dahlberg et al., 2007). The study engages with the question of whether and 

how documentation can be used as a tool to explore the question of being together. 

 

Significance of the Study 

 

We travel to learn about other places, other people, other ways of doing 

things. But of course in the end, the ultimate reason – and the ultimate 

reward – for travel is to learn more about oneself (Gardner, 2001, p. 339). 

 

As previously mentioned, the ultimate purpose for the present study is to learn more 

about the potential of documentation to both improve the quality and experience of early 

education and increase the visibility of early years environments internationally, for the benefit 

of children and childhood, as well as educators and families. Carla Rinaldi (2005, July) purports 

that becoming a community of learners is “the best hope for the future”. This study proposes to 

extend the knowledge on documentation shared by the Reggio Children and Project Zero 

‘Making Learning Visible’ research (Giudici et al., 2001) by: viewing documentation as a social 

and cultural tool as well as a pedagogical tool; focusing on quality as meaning making; 

recasting some of its insights in the Italian cultural context; bringing to the fore a strong focus on 

the infant-toddler centre experience; and, finally, developing propositions that have relevance 

internationally. The study aims to address the increasing interest in and fill a gap in the 

knowledge of the interpretations of the Reggio Emilia educational project and pedagogical 

documentation internationally. The study also aims to fill a gap in the study of quality as 

meaning making; as Chapter 2 outlines, this is a relatively unexplored landscape. 

 

A review of the literature conducted at the beginning of the study revealed a rich 

number of articles and books discussing ‘Reggio-inspired’ contexts in the United States and 

Europe (predominantly in Sweden) and a significant gap in the Australian literature (it is worth 

noting that the literature review was conducted mainly in English and to a smaller extent in 

Italian). Notable exceptions in the Australian literature were: Millikan (2001b, 2003); Baxter 

(2001); Grieshaber and Hatch (2003); the proceedings from the ‘Unpacking Conferences’ held 

at the Macquarie University Institute of Early Childhood (Fleet & Robertson, 1996, 1997, 1998, 

1999, 2000, 2001, 2002, 2003); a number of conference proceedings (Doig, 1996, May; Doig & 

Larkins, 1997, July; Melville Jones, 2000, December; Sayers, Bell, Maloney, & Ridgway, 2003, 

July); and a small number of articles by educators reflecting on Reggio provocations within their 

own school contexts (Janover, 2000; Szymanski, 2004; Trotter & Capp, 2001). Only a few of 

these focus on documentation (Grieshaber & Hatch, 2003; Sayers et al., 2003, July). In 2007 a 

further review of the Australian literature revealed a small though steady increase in the 

literature, testifying to increasing interest in the educational project (Daws, 2005; Fleer et al., 
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2006; Edwards, 2003, cited in Fleer, Tonyan, Mantilla, & Rivalland, 2009; Fleet & Robertson, 

2004; Matthews, 2004; Ridgway & Surman, 2004; Rossmanith, 2005; Szymanski, 2006). This is 

mirrored in a steady increase in the international literature in English. A notable recent 

publication (Fleet et al., 2006), a joint effort between educators and academics in Australia, New 

Zealand, and the United States, focuses on pedagogical documentation. It is also worth noting 

that, within the Australian literature, the focus is significantly on the east coast of Australia: I was 

able to find only one source by a West Australian author, and this was a conference paper 

presented in Melbourne (Melville Jones, 2000, December).  

 

In considering the contribution of the present study to the above literature, it is 

significant to note that only four research projects were conducted which include long-term 

observations in Reggio Emilia schools by researchers outside the school community (Cadwell, 

1996; Hoyeulos, 2004; Rabitti, 1991; Rankin, 1996): most of these date to at least 10 years ago, 

and none of these include observations in infant-toddler centres. The Italian/bilingual literature 

from Reggio Emilia, generally published by Reggio Children, reports educational projects and 

research conducted in the Italian schools from the point of view of the Reggio educators (who 

are generally the authors and editors). The literature in English mainly reports educational 

projects and research conducted in the U.S.A. and Australian ‘Reggio Inspired’ schools. Some 

edited books in English collect contributions from both Reggio Emilia educators – in the form of 

interviews - and US educators (Edwards et al., 1998c; Gandini, Hill, Cadwell, & Schwall, 2005). 

The literature is reviewed in detail in Chapter 2, to follow. 

 

The present study proposes to contribute more widely to knowledge in the area by 

relating processes of documentation to the co-construction of communities of learners situated 

in cultural context, and by contributing to the relatively unexplored landscape of 

reconceptualisation of quality as meaning making. As Elena Giacopini (pedagogista in Reggio 

Emilia) suggested to me in November 2007, the present study adds a social and cultural 

dimension to the understanding of documentation as a pedagogical tool. A review of the 

literature has failed to reveal any studies with this particular approach. The results of the study, 

owing to its cultural focus, will be of interest to the international community of educators and 

researchers in the sociocultural and ethnographic traditions in education and care, pedagogy, 

and developmental psychology. The study will also be of interest to scholars of qualitative 

research methodology. In fact, as Chapter 3 details, the research framework innovatively 

combines perspectives of several different disciplines: Connoisseurship and Criticism (Eisner, 

1976, 1991, 2005); Social Semiotics (Chandler, 2002; Hodge & Kress, 1988; Van Leeuwen, 

2005); Semiotics of the Built Environment/ Semiotics and 3D Space (Jones, 2008; Preziosi, 

1979; Ravelli, 2008; Stenglin, 2008; Unsworth, 2008b; Van Leeuwen, 2008); Ways of Knowing, 

Being and Doing (Martin, 2003, 2008) and the ‘relational’ nature of the case study sites in 

Reggio Emilia provides a unique methodological approach to the study of multiple cases. The 

‘relational’ results of this study locate it within a cultural paradigm that values local knowledge, 

social justice and equity, and acknowledges that pedagogy is both a local and a global affair. 

The implications of the study, though local, are far-reaching: a study that highlights relationships 
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provides opportunity for reflection to those who are located far from or nearby Italy: it is intended 

that, by dwelling on the relationship, readers may find opportunities to understand their own 

contexts and communities. The implications of this will be internationally pragmatically useful for 

educators, and informative for school administrators and policy makers wishing to understand 

how the Reggio Emilia philosophy relates to local understandings of pedagogy and local 

educational policies. For the educational community in Reggio Emilia, the study offers a further 

opportunity to extend the reflections on the power of documentation and creates a “place of 

encounter” (Rinaldi, 2005, July) which intends to support understanding of the cultural 

implications of the educational project as it continues to inspire educators throughout the world. 

 

Research Questions 

 

The research questions emerged out of the encounter between the image of the infant-

toddler centre and school as a “places of culture” (Rinaldi, 2001b) and the image of the school 

as a “community of learners” (Bruner, 1996b). The questions reflect the overall aim of the study 

- to learn more about the potential of documentation to both improve the quality and experience 

of early education and increase the visibility of early years environments internationally, for the 

benefit of children and childhood, as well as educators and families. The questions also reflect a 

culturalist perspective, which recognizes that “education is not an island, but part of the 

continent of culture” (Bruner, 1996b, p. 11) and understands that schools both create their own 

culture (‘situate themselves’) and are ‘situated’ by their context. The questions were developed 

in an effort to create understanding of how “a sense of we” is developed. Thus the experiences 

and voices of all participants in an educational project - children, educators and families - are 

considered to be fundamental contributions to the research.  

 

Two specific interrelated research questions were subdivided into further questions 

designed to guide the data collection process and analysis. The related nature of the specific 

research questions was inspired by Rinaldi’s (2001b) suggestion that “school is a place of 

culture”: a place where culture is created, and at the same time a place influenced by the 

surrounding culture.  

 

Research Question 1: 

1) How does pedagogical documentation contribute to constructing communities of learners 

situated in a cultural context? 

i) How do children/ educators/ families in Reggio Emilia experience and interpret 

documentation? 

ii) How do children's/ educators'/ families' interpretations of documentation contribute 

to situating learning processes in a cultural context? 

iii) To what extent do these experiences and interpretations contribute to constructing 

situated communities of learners? 

iv) What are the implications for international contexts? 

 



 - 13 - 

Research Question 2: 

2) How does the surrounding culture and context influence processes and interpretations of 

documentation? 

i) How is the local cultural context visible in the life of the school? 

ii) How does the school influence the local cultural context and the image of 

childhood? 

iii) What are the implications for international contexts? 

 

Research Design 

 

In keeping with the culturalist research perspective, I chose a naturalistic, ethnographic 

approach to data collection: the observation of daily processes (which have not been 

transformed or manipulated) in social and cultural context for an extended period of time (Pole 

& Morrison, 2003; Van Maanen, 1988; Woods, 1996). A naturalistic, ethnographic approach 

enables the observation of life as it is lived over time: this is essential to this study’s aim of 

understanding of how communities are created and how culture is developed. I chose a 

qualitative and interpretive methodological framework to guide the research process and writing 

(Boyatzis, 1998; Eisner, 1981; Ely, Vinz, Downing, & Anzul, 1991; Ely, Vinz, Downing, & Anzul, 

1997; Hatch, 1995; Miles & Huberman, 1994, 2002; Patton, 2002; Silverman, 2005). A 

qualitative, interpretive framework enables a search for meaning in the daily life that is lived; this 

is an essential aim of the present study, which conceives of culture as the understanding that is 

shared and the meaning that is created between participants in a community. The interpretive 

framework also enables my own search for meaning, an essential focus of the data analysis. I 

considered the most appropriate strategy of investigation to be the case study (Bassey, 1999; 

Gillham, 2000; Merriam, 1998; Stake, 1995; Yin, 2003): the case study is essentially a ‘lens’ 

through which the researcher can focus on and define the relationships, events, processes, etc. 

that occur within a ‘space’ and ‘place’ that is identified as significant to the research. Within this 

cultural ethnographic tradition of qualitative research, I aimed to interpret holistically the activity 

of others with regard to their shared meaning systems and goals (Punch, 1998; Rogoff, 2003), 

in order to understand how culture is created and communities constructed. In the present 

thesis I thus reveal the ‘voices’ of all participants (Eisner, 1991) and I “illuminate” (Eisner, 1991) 

meanings and interpretations through an analysis of emerging themes - “distillations of what has 

been encountered” (Eisner, 1991, p. 104).  

 

I chose “Educational Connoisseurship and Criticism” (Eisner, 1976, 1991; Moroye, 

2005; Uhrmacher, 1992) as an appropriate methodological framework for data collection and 

analysis. Eisner (1976, p. 141) writes: “if connoisseurship is the art of appreciation, criticism is 

the art of disclosure” and “its success as criticism is measured by the brightness of its 

illumination. The task of the critic is to help us to see”. I consider to “illuminate” and thus to “help 

to see” as fundamental aims of the present thesis, and I consider that the success of my study 

can be measured by “the brightness of its illumination”. I therefore took what can be termed an 

“artistic approach to qualitative research” (Eisner, 1981), where data collection and analysis 
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consist in a recursive process of “indwelling”: “to empathize... to imaginatively participate in the 

experience of another” (Eisner, 1981, p. 6). The methodological framework of this study is a 

unique combination of: Connoisseurship and Criticism: Social Semiotics; Semiotics of the Built 

Environment/Semiotics and 3D Space; and Ways of Knowing, Being, and Doing. Social 

Semiotics (Chandler, 2002; Hodge & Kress, 1988; Van Leeuwen, 2005) and Semiotics of the 

Built Environment/ Semiotics and 3D Space (Jones, 2008; Preziosi, 1979; Ravelli, 2008; 

Stenglin, 2008; Unsworth, 2008b; Van Leeuwen, 2008) offers a conceptual framework for the 

analysis of meaning, particularly in entering and experiencing spaces and places. “Ways of 

Knowing, Being, and Doing” (Martin, 2003, 2008) offers a framework for engaging in respectful, 

caring, and enduring cross-cultural research relationships. “Relatedness” (Martin, 2008) is the 

ontological framework of the study. The research framework and design is outlined in detail in 

Chapter 3.  

 

The study was based on the assumption that culture is not an independent variable 

emerging from the analysis, but rather a medium in the experience of the participants, which 

revealed the “situatedeness” (Bruner, 1996b) of their activity. I aimed therefore not to overlook 

the “mediating effect of culture” (Cole, 1998). In fact, as Cole argues, cultural and cross-cultural 

studies overlook the mediating effect of culture when “interpretations [are] not grounded in an 

analysis of culturally organized activities” (Cole, 1998, p. 45). To avoid this pitfall, I endeavoured 

to “indwell” in the cultural experience of others – children, educators and families in Reggio 

Emilia - and to interpret documentation as a “culturally grounded activity”. Participants in the 

study are the children, educators and families of Arcobaleno Infant-toddler Centre and Neruda 

school in Reggio Emilia, and other educators who play a role in the Reggio Emilia educational 

project. Data collection methods include: naturalistic observation; audio-recordings of naturally 

occurring events; photographs of naturally occurring events; naturally occurring conversations 

with adults and children; semi-structured focus-group interviews with children and adults; 

examples of documentation; documentation archives; and the researcher's reflexive journal. 

The experiences and voices of children, educators, and families are ‘made visible’ in the 

present study through description, interpretation, and evaluation (Eisner, 1976, 1991). The data 

is analysed through a complex process of interpretation of meaning and uncovering of themes 

within the ontological premise of relatedness. 

 

Conclusion: Role of the Researcher 

 

You never come in an isolated way; you always come with pieces of the 

world attached to you (Malaguzzi, 1994, p. 53). 

 

Reflexivity, to acknowledge that “the knower is part of the matrix of what is known” 

(Dubois, 1983, cited in  Tindall, 1994, p. 151), is a fundamental part of qualitative research. In 

particular, from a sociocultural perspective, the process of reflexivity is an acknowledgement by 

the researcher that “all findings are constructions, personal views of reality, open to change and 

reconstruction” (Tindall, 1994, p. 151) – Rodari’s “ripples” (Preface). Therefore, in an effort to 
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make explicit how my understandings were formed, and what “pieces of the world” I brought 

attached to me, a reflexive research journal formed a part of the data collected for this study.  

 

Reflexivity challenges us to claim our shortcomings, misunderstandings, 

oversights and mistakes, to reclaim our lives and make strong changes to our 

current realities. Being reflexive ensures we do not compromise our identity 

whilst undertaking research (Martin, 2003, p. 212). 

 

I tried to be aware that I bring multiple and diverse “pieces of the world attached to me”, 

which affected my observations, interpretations and reflections throughout the study. To begin 

with, my background: I was born in the Piemonte region of northern Italy and grew up in Rome, 

bilingual in English (my American mother) and Italian (my father). I began my teaching 

experience in the early childhood centre of an International School in Rome, where I was 

inspired to reflect on my role as an educator in relationship with young children, colleagues, and 

families of diverse cultural backgrounds. I shared with my colleagues: a view of children as rich 

in potential; a view of working with children as rich in possibilities; and the challenge of teaching 

in a language – English – which was most often not the children’s mother tongue. I grew in my 

understanding, as a young educator, under the mentorship of inspiring colleagues (and friends) 

who always believed I could grow further and seek further possibilities. I thank them for this. I 

brought that belief and attitude with me when I left them to move to Australia. As an educator, 

my interests lie in observing and supporting the power of very young children to develop 

relationships, to construct hypotheses, and to engage in complex learning. I have a sincere 

enjoyment of sharing their learning, and a view of myself as a learner and researcher, both 

within and outside the school.  

 

In 2003 I came to Australia with my Italian husband, an architect who inspires me to 

look for meaning in built spaces and places. I have felt at home in Western Australia since we 

first arrived; however, I continue to marvel at the encounter between different cultures and ways 

of seeing as I go about everyday life and learn to live in a new context. In my first year in 

Australia, I taught Italian to 3-12 year-old children at a Montessori School in Perth. I was here 

further challenged and inspired to research, observe and interpret innovative pedagogies. I am 

a dual Italian-American citizen by birth and have recently acquired Australian citizenship – I truly 

feel that I am a citizen of the world, gifted with an awareness of the way both culture and 

context have shaped (and continue to shape) my own personal experience and sense of place 

and belonging. This personal awareness allowed me, throughout my study, to engage in an 

understanding of the way cultural contexts and assumptions structure schools, relationships, 

and sense of place and belonging. Most importantly, I was able to relate to all participants in my 

study in their home language; to listen, to initiate and sustain conversations in Italian with young 

children, educators, families, and policy makers in Reggio Emilia. My personal experience as 

bilingual, my understanding of how language is linked to culture and my awareness of the 

cultures which formed a part of my study, supported my reflections on the role of language in 

shaping experience, thought, understanding, and relationships. My feeling of belonging to 
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multiple cultures sustained the international outlook of this study, and inspired its international 

relevance. My aim was to find ways of knowing and understanding that were global while being 

local – just as I am global and local – and to give opportunities to others to find ways of 

understanding place and belonging – just as I try to understand place and belonging. 

 

These understandings remain, however, my own constructions offered to others to be 

further interpreted. As Rodari suggests, my mind did not “passively observe the representation” 

and therefore I offer in this thesis not a picture of reality, but an interpretation of the lived 

experience of teaching and learning in cultural context – I offer not one truth but many truths, or 

rather many possibilities. As Rinaldi (2005, July) states: “Observing is not simply perceiving 

reality, but it is constructing reality”. My act of observing was never a solitary act: “Observing is 

not simply an individual action, but it is a relationship” (Rinaldi, 2005, July). The apparent 

subjectivity of my interpretations, inherent in the methodological framework and sociocultural 

perspective adopted, should not be considered a limit but rather a strength of this study, for the 

interpretations have been shared in context with others: with the participants of my study; with 

my supervisors and with those who have generously read drafts of the thesis; with many 

educators and scholars who over the past few years have come to listen to my stories at 

conferences and workshops, enriching my understandings and giving depth to my 

interpretations; and finally with the readers of this thesis. I have aimed to “come out from [my] 

subjectivity as a limit [to] offer [my] subjectivity as a forum, as a place of encounter” (Rinaldi, 

2005, July). Ethnography within the innovative research framework proposed in this study (see 

Chapter 3), based on the ontological premise of relatedness, offers this possibility: it can create 

places of encounter which do not offer a truth, but instead an opportunity for reflection, for “the 

place of encounter is the doubt, it’s not the truth” (Rinaldi, 2005, July). If I have raised more 

doubts, questions, and opportunities for reflection than offered truths, if the “illumination” of my 

study is far-reaching, I have succeeded in offering my “pieces of the world” as a place of 

encounter, and it is my hope that this offering will continue to generate “concentric ripples” 

(Rodari, 1973). 
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CHAPTER 2 

 

Background and Context: Leaning on Knowledge 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

Trees by unknown artists (approximately 5 years old), Scuola Pablo Neruda, Reggio Emilia 
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Experiences lean on experiences, stories lean on stories, cultures on 

cultures, words on words, and knowledge leans on knowledge. 

 (Yolen, 1981, cited in Latham, 1996) 

 

This chapter, composed of five linked sections, traces the historical, cultural, and 

contextual background for the study as it sets the scene for the case study and theoretical 

propositions to follow. The first section provides a concise overview of early childhood 

pedagogy in international contexts today, focusing on historic and current discourses of quality. 

The second section focuses more specifically on the context of the study, the Reggio Emilia 

educational project; it opens with the history of early education in Italy, then traces the culture of 

childhood developed in Reggio Emilia from the post-war years to the present, and concludes 

with an overview of the Reggio Emilia case study contexts. The third section relates to the 

specific topic of the study – pedagogical documentation – and outlines how the value of 

creating a “transparent school” in Reggio Emilia led to increasing international interest. The 

fourth section gives an overview of the ‘Reggio-inspired’ international context. Finally, the fifth 

section reconnects to the first section by exploring issues of rights, diversity, and social justice 

in early childhood pedagogy, with particular reference to the voices of children and educators in 

Reggio-inspired contexts in Australia. Conceptual, contextual, and empirical literature relevant 

to the study is reviewed in each section.  

 

Questioning Pedagogical Silences: Meaning Making  

 

The age of quality is upon us. 

(Dahlberg et al., 2007, p. 87) 

 

Discourses on Quality 

 

There exists no unburdened definition of quality, nor is an understanding of quality 

value-free. The discourses of quality and ‘best-practice’ abound in the early childhood literature 

today. The view of quality endorsed and explored in this thesis aligns closely with that proposed 

by Gunilla Dahlberg, Peter Moss, and Alan Pence (Dahlberg et al., 1999, 2007; Moss & Pence, 

1994); it also closely aligns with the “participatory approach to evaluation” which is most 

common to Nordic European countries and Reggio Emilia itself (Mooney et al., 2003). In the 

preface to the second edition of Beyond Quality in Early Childhood Education and Care 

(Dahlberg et al., 2007, p. ix) the authors suggest:  

 

The language of quality is not only a technology of normalisation, 

establishing norms against which performance should be assessed, so 

shaping policy and practice. It is also a technology of distance, claiming to be 

able to compare performance anywhere in the world, irrespective of context. 

And it is a technology of regulation, providing a powerful tool for management 
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to govern at a distance through the setting and measurement of norms of 

performance.  

 

Thus the authors argue that definitions and studies of quality have often been 

underpinned by economic rationalism and modernist views on truth, and approaches to 

measuring quality have often been perceived as universal systems to be applied irrespective of 

culture and context. They caution against this view and propose instead that the discourse of 

quality be underpinned by a “language of meaning making” which:  

 

Welcomes contextuality, values, subjectivity, uncertainty, and provisionality … 

[and] opens up to evaluation as a democratic process of interpretation, a 

process that involves making practice visible and thus subject to reflection, 

dialogue and argumentation, leading to a judgement of value, contextualised 

and provisional because it is always subject to contestation (Dahlberg et al., 

2007, p. ix).  

 

This view more closely aligns with the perspective taken in this study, where the values 

of “contextuality, provisionality, subjectivity, and uncertainty” are recognised as a fundamental 

aspect of cultural pedagogies and underlie the process of pedagogical documentation. In fact, 

the authors themselves identify pedagogical documentation as a fundamental tool for the 

language of meaning making and they outline the significant difference between documentation 

and the tools that are often used to measure quality: “if the tools of quality involve a process of 

measurement to determine conformity to specification, pedagogical documentation is a process 

of research that leads to and values provisional and contestable conclusions” (Dahlberg et al., 

2007, p. ix). 

 

The discourse surrounding a concern with quality is powerful and difficult to resist: 

recent findings concerning the dire state of most services for young children in the United 

States, where the typical quality was found to be “substandard” and the context to be “merely 

custodial” in most cases (Kagan et al., 1996, cited in Dahlberg et al., 2007), together with 

growing understanding of the importance of early learning, rightly led to a societal outcry and to 

policy initiatives focused on improvement, with quality being considered a high priority. The 

concern quickly spread from the United States, and searches for universal quality followed, with 

‘quality’ being viewed as the panacea and the goal of early childhood education. Quality thus 

appears in most policy initiatives, including in Australia where the most recent government 

initiative in the field of early childhood (0-5 years) is entitled The National Quality Framework for 

Early Education and Care (Department of Education Employment and Workplace Relations, 

2008). This is a powerful discourse: ethically, it would be hard for most to resist the argument 

that there is always room for improvement when we talk about the care and education of our 

children, and that we must be concerned with the quality of their experience. The argument that 

this ‘quality’ should be objectively guaranteed is also powerful and difficult to resist: in fact, as 

Rinaldi (Preface, Dahlberg et al., 2007, p. xxiii) suggests, “many can [..] think that if we have no 
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objectively guaranteed quality, how can we avoid sliding into a kind of superficial generalness, a 

resigned acceptance? Or worse – how can we avoid thinking that everything we do is 

somewhat ‘good’”? Indeed, what Dahlberg et al. (2007) term “unqualified anything goes 

relativism” begs reflection on issues of ethics and respect for the rights of young children, 

particularly when relativism is perceived as bringing about a loss of order and morality.  

 

These are powerful arguments, however they reveal that what is indeed problematic is 

not the argument for doing best for children, but rather the concept of quality itself, or how it is 

perceived, conceptualised, and thus evaluated. In fact, as Dahlberg et al. (2007, p. 4) suggest, 

“for the most part it is taken for granted that there is some thing – objective, real, knowable – 

called quality”.  Thus studies concerned with quality (which began in the 1980s and gained 

further momentum in the 1990s) did not often problematise the concept itself, but rather 

considered the relationship between specific features of early childhood services (such as 

child/adult ratios, staff qualifications, activities of children, behaviour of adults and children in 

interaction) which could be measured and evaluated as indicators of quality, and outcomes 

which were often entrenched in the discourses of developmental psychology and economic 

rationalism (Dahlberg et al., 2007). The dualistic opposition of truth to absolute relativism also 

derives from the discourses of modernity; the concept of relativism in fact nurtures itself on the 

assumption that a truth exists, while “from a postmodern perspective there are no foundations, 

no universal laws and codes, no external position of certainty” (Dahlberg et al., 2007, p. 117). 

The discourse of postmodernity reconceptualizes relativism as “partial, locatable, critical 

knowledges” (Lather, 1991, cited in Dahlberg et al., 2007, p. 117), rejects dualistic notions, and 

privileges the discourse of difference, context, position, and perspective; therefore agency, 

possibility, responsibility, and decision-making take the place of conformity. The present study 

proposes to “problematise” the concept of quality by focusing the lens on documentation as a 

tool for meaning making which privileges discourses of “difference, context, position, and 

perspective”. 

 

Modernist Discourses 

 

Those movements and studies underpinned by a modernist discourse of quality as an 

objective and true measure can be traced to the post-war years, when American and European 

companies recognised quality as “one of the most important factors of success in global 

markets” (Dickson, 1995, cited in Dahlberg et al., 2007, p. 89).  Increasingly, “customer 

satisfaction” (Moss, 1994) came to be viewed as a reliable indicator of quality, quality assurance 

mechanisms were put in place, and the discourse of quality spread from the private to the public 

sector (Dahlberg et al., 2007). Dahlberg et al. (2007) identify several influences which have 

afforded the discourse of quality the dominant position it holds today: the project of modernity; 

enlightenment thinking; logical positivism; the expansion of global market economies; growing 

global competition; democratic yearnings towards “impartial and transparent methods to replace 

personal judgements”; the need to maintain control in an increasingly decentralised 

marketplace; and the need for busy consumers to be reassured about their choices. 
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Overwhelmed by information and choices, pressed for time and lacking a 

presumed expertise, unable to rely on traditional sources of authority or to 

trust the self-interested claims of producers, it is unsurprising if, to help us 

make sense of the world and to make decisions, we come to rely increasingly 

on expert systems of technical accomplishment or professional expertise that 

organise large areas of material and social environments and which remove 

social relations from the immediacies of context and provide guarantees of 

expectations across distanciated time-space (Dahlberg et al., 2007, pp. 91-

92). 

 

Measures of quality are one feature of those expert systems, and increasingly these 

dynamics are relevant to the early childhood field, where educators and families “overwhelmed 

by information and choices, pressed for time” rely on “experts” to define, measure, and evaluate 

quality so that they can feel more comfortable in their choices: driven by a “search for certainty”, 

a “trust in authority”, and a belief in objectivity and “increasingly overloaded”, “we seek 

reassurance rather than understanding, we want the guarantee of expert assessment instead of 

the uncertainty of making our own judgements” (Dahlberg et al., 2007, p. 92). As Dahlberg et al. 

(2007) suggest, we want to believe that the use of the word quality “means that something can 

be trusted, that it is really good” (p. 92). When what is at stake is the well-being, care, and 

learning of their own children, most parents would want to be able to believe that the early 

childhood service can be trusted, that it is “really good”. Within the modernist paradigm, the 

process through which criteria are developed to define this “goodness” is constructed as a 

value-free, technical endeavour, the province of experts applying disciplinary knowledge and 

practical experience, and thus quality becomes a “decontextualised concept” (Dahlberg et al., 

2007).  

 

The discourse of developmental psychology, which remains the dominant discourse in 

the field of early childhood education, is often similarly a modernist discourse: “assessments of 

children’s development and of quality both end up producing abstract maps which simplify and 

normalise, saying how children or institutions should be, while distracting our attention from 

finding out how they really are” (Dahlberg et al., 2007, p. 100).  Developmental psychologists 

have played a significant role in the definition of criteria for the measurement of quality, and in 

the evaluation of quality, resulting in a modernist paradigm prevailing in the early childhood field 

for many years (Dahlberg et al., 2007; Woodhead, 1999). The influence of the Developmentally 

Appropriate Practice (DAP) document (Bredekamp, 1987) of the National Association for the 

Education of Young Children (NAEYC), which was developed “in part as a response to pressure 

within the US public elementary school system for downward extension of school achievement 

expectations into the early years” (Woodhead, 1999, p. 117) and which was informed primarily 

by developmental theory, has also resulted in an assumption of universality which for many 

years resonated strongly with early childhood educators internationally. DAP has since been 

challenged for its deficit views and decontextualised assumptions which resulted in insensitivity 
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to cultural diversity and “discredited judgements about deprived environments and the need for 

compensation” (Mallory & New, 1994, cited in Woodhead, 1999, p. 118). What is missing in this 

modernist discourse is the problematisation of the concept of quality itself, and the recognition 

of the process of selecting criteria for the measurement of quality as a value-laden construction, 

a dialogic process: thus simplification and conformity are privileged, and complexity, 

provisionality, and contextuality are viewed as problematic and undesirable.  

 

Measuring ‘Quality’ 

 

In the early childhood field, the concern with quality feeds on what I will call, borrowing 

a term from Sandra Cheeseman (2007) but adapting it for my own purposes, “pedagogical 

silences”: a reluctance to make the voices of all young children, educators, and families, visible, 

heard, relevant, and strong. These silences are challenged by pedagogical documentation. 

However, they are still a significant feature of the dominant discourse of early childhood 

education, for example with ‘practitioners’ generally being viewed as ‘implementers’ of programs 

and theories rather than producers of theory capable of challenging dominant beliefs and 

paradigms. From the silence of the early childhood field, the discourses of modernity, the 

influence of DAP, the discourse of developmental psychology, and the discourses of economic 

rationalism, emerges a need to ‘order’ the field and make it accountable. From this perspective, 

‘quality’ provides an effective tool for maintaining order and ensuring conformity to standards. 

The process of ensuring this conformity and maintaining this order is another matter, which 

generally is viewed as requiring systems of surveillance, monitoring, and measurement and 

thus involves identifying measures of quality. Mooney at al. (2003) identify several measures of 

quality, relating to: structural features (such as levels of public funding, staff qualifications and 

training, working conditions, staff to child ratios); process (what happens in the setting, such as 

activities and interactions); outcomes (such as cognitive and school readiness skills, or parent 

satisfaction); and social cohesion. They go on to identify two distinctive approaches to 

measuring quality: one of which relies on the use of standardised observation scales and 

external research assessments of effectiveness and is common to countries like Australia, 

Belgium, Portugal, UK, the USA; and the other, very different approach, which “involves 

children, parents, and staff developing both the quality objectives for the service and 

mechanisms for evaluating them” (Mooney et al., 2003, p. 9) which is common to the Nordic 

countries and some regions of Italy (such as Reggio Emilia). Notable observation scales are the 

Early Childhood Environment Rating Scales (ECERS) developed in the USA (Harms & Clifford, 

1980; Harms et al., 1998), which were also used (and extended) by the Effective Provision of 

Pre-School Education (EPPE) project team (Sylva et al., 2004a) in the UK.   

 

The ECERS, developed by US experts in the field of child development, has been used 

internationally by researchers and practitioners and has been described by the authors as “a 

relatively short and efficient means of looking seriously at the quality of the early years 

environment and as covering the basic aspects of all early childhood facilities” (Harms & 

Clifford, 1980, cited in Brophy & Statham, 1994, p. 65). The use of the words “short”, “efficient”, 
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and “basic” to some extent reveals the modernist paradigm underlying the scales, and the 

associated focus on economic rationalism. Martin Woodhead (1999) recognises the 

inappropriateness of applying measures developed by developmental psychologists in Minority 

world contexts such as the USA to the evaluation of Majority world contexts (“majority world 

refers to the poorer countries of the world, highlighting the fact that the majority of the world’s 

people live in poverty” (MacNaughton, 2005, p. 23).). Woodhead considers rating scales such 

as the ECERS “problematic”, as he notes that “there are universal features of development, but 

much that has been taken to be universal turns out to be cultural” (Stigler et al., cited in 

Woodhead, 1999, p. 118).   

 

Brophy & Statham (1994) used the ECERS scale to guide observation and evaluation 

of quality in the “Playgroup Research Project” in the UK. During the project they identified 

several problems with the scale, mainly concerned with a discrepancy in values. In fact, they 

identified “four issues where ECERS either has different values from our day care settings 

(playgroups), or gives low priority to values we wish to stress”, the values being: play; parental 

involvement; ethnic and other diversity; interpersonal relationships (Brophy & Statham, 1994, 

pp. 68-69). They also identified a difficulty in the interpretation of scores in relationship to the 

context: “the snapshot nature of the ECERS therefore makes it difficult to assess the dynamic 

nature of the pre-school environment and how far it offers variety and new challenges to 

children” (Brophy & Statham, 1994, p. 72). It can be said that this is the pitfall of privileging 

briefness and efficiency at the expense of complexity, provisionality, and change. Brophy and 

Statham do not dismiss the scale, rather they consider that “it provided a helpful method of 

categorizing and highlighting many aspects of the pre-school environment which may have a 

bearing on quality” and it also “stimulated much discussion within the research team as to what 

constitutes quality” (1994, p. 72). They suggest that “the problem is not the ECERS as such, but 

rather the fundamental paradigm presented by the search for a universal measure of quality 

with which to assess the diversity of values, philosophy, and service provision in the child care 

sector” (Brophy & Statham, 1994, p. 72). They conclude that four factors are central to 

discourse on quality: “any attempt at defining quality is inherently a values-based exercise”; 

“any definition of quality is to an extent transitory and arriving at what may be called quality 

indicators is a dynamic and continual process”; several perspectives, which include the views of 

children, parents, staff, and funding bodies, need to be identified when researching quality; and 

“equal opportunity policies and practices… are central features of quality… and this means 

looking at quality at two levels, individual services and service systems” (Brophy & Statham, 

1994, pp. 72-73). Finally, they suggest that: 

 

If measures are to have both a research and a service support function they 

must have credibility and acceptability with the service in which they are 

applied. To achieve this, an evaluative measure must state clearly its own 

values basis, and ensure it recognizes and covers the objectives that are 

important to the service (Brophy & Statham, 1994, p. 73). 
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The EPPE project, a longitudinal study which used and extended the ECERS scales, 

has gained increasing recognition in the early childhood field. Its findings reveal that: the quality 

of home learning is more important than parental occupation, education, or income; preschool 

experiences enhance development in all children; disadvantaged children benefit significantly 

from good quality preschool experiences; some settings are more effective than others in 

promoting positive outcomes; high quality pre-schooling is related to better intellectual and 

social/behavioural development for children; settings where staff have higher qualifications have 

higher quality scores; children make better progress where settings view educational and social 

development as complementary and equal in importance; quality indicators include warm 

interactive relationships with children; effective pedagogy includes “sustained shared thinking” 

to extend children’s learning (Sylva, Melhuish, Sammons, Siraj-Blatchford, & Taggart, 2004b). 

Undoubtedly, the influential results of this study offer a significant rationale for public investment 

in preschool education (which we can agree is an important outcome and always desirable), 

and offer guidance for the identification of meaningful pedagogical practices such as “sustained 

shared thinking”, which “occurs when two or more individuals ‘work together’ in an intellectual 

way to solve a problem, clarify a concept, evaluate an activity, extend a narrative etc.” (Sylva et 

al., 2004b, p. 6). The study is well known for its contribution to evidence based policy and it 

offers an instrument for evaluating quality that, the authors purport, will make a difference to 

practice:  

 

The EPPE qualitative studies have provided those most significantly involved 

in the implementation of early years educational policy (practice related) with 

precisely the sort of detailed accounts of teaching contexts, and concrete 

examples of effective pedagogy, that they have required in the promotion of 

effective practices (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2008, p. 32).  

 

As noted above, this is but one approach to the understanding and evaluation of quality, 

the other being the more participatory approach of the Nordic countries and some regions of 

Italy (including Reggio Emilia). It is to be understood that the second approach is more effective 

in those places where the “structural” conditions of quality are already in place, and where 

centres are involved in “team planning, team evaluations and monitoring objectives” (Mooney et 

al., 2003, p. 9). The participatory approach, which distances itself from the modernist paradigm 

and the related conceptualisation of quality underpinned by logical positivism, requires: a 

degree of openness to questioning, debate, and dialogue sustained by a democratic stance; a 

certain comfort with uncertainty and provisionality; an attitude which demands continual 

processes of meaning-making as the driving force behind relationships, pedagogy, policy, and 

decision-making; a commitment to challenge “pedagogical silences” by giving voice to children, 

educators, and families. However, it is important to consider that the solution is not to oppose 

one approach to the other, but rather to understand that difference in perspectives generates 

difference in approaches: “we can envisage different researchers operating within the different 

approaches, some, for example, comparing nurseries using ECERS or some other standardized 

measure, whereas others adopt other methods such as documentation to compare early 
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childhood institutions from a different perspective and to reach different understandings” 

(Dahlberg et al., 2007, p. 119). I locate myself (and this study) within the latter position – to 

reach different understandings.  

 

Postmodern Voices 

 

More recently, as Dahlberg et al. (2007, p. 5) note, “the concept of quality as some 

universal and knowable entity, waiting out there to be discovered and measured by experts, has 

been questioned or problematised”, as the discourses of modernity and developmental 

psychology have been deconstructed within the early childhood field. Alternative constructions 

of the image of the child (Dahlberg et al., 2007), influenced by social constructionist theories of 

development (Moss, 1994; Woodhead, 1999), have contributed to a reconceptualisation of 

quality. Dahlberg et al. (2007) cite a number of studies and writers on quality who, since the 

1990s, have: “identified the process of defining quality”; understood quality to be a subjective, 

value-based, relative and dynamic concept, with the possibility of multiple perspectives or 

understandings of what quality is; “argued that work with quality needs to be contextualised, 

spatially and temporally, and to recognise cultural and other significant forms of diversity” (pp. 5-

6, italics in original text). Amongst these advocates Martin Woodhead, a notable voice in 

matters related to relationships across cultures, argues for a “contextually appropriate 

approach” to defining and evaluating quality. Woodhead states that “the quality assumptions 

that underpin standard-setting in the economically advantaged regions I know best (Europe and 

North America) are not the most appropriate starting-point for identifying indicators of quality 

relevant to most other regions in the world” (1999, p. 115, italics in original text). Woodhead also 

avoids the dichotomy of universalism versus extreme relativism, and advocates for quality that 

is “relative but not arbitrary” (Woodhead, 1999, p. 116). In line with Moss and Pence (1994), 

Woodhead argues for “a model of quality that accommodates multiple perspectives” (1999, p. 

121), which recognises the importance of dialogue and negotiation of understanding, and 

acknowledges the multiplicity of views of stakeholders. He suggests that the concept of quality 

cannot be separated from the concept of “developmental niche” (Super & Harkness, 1997; 

Super & Harkness, 2002), key features of which include the views and values on childhood, 

socialisation, child-rearing, development and schooling held within cultures and subcultures. 

Woodhead concludes that “there are numerous pathways to quality in early childhood” (1999, p. 

127). The present study explores the pathways. 

 

The voice of the child, notably absent within the modernist paradigm, begins to emerge 

within the postmodern influences (Mooney et al., 2003). Langsted (1994, p. 29) poses a 

challenge: “does anyone regard children as experts when it comes to their own lives?” Langsted 

studied the experience of 24 children attending kindergarten in Denmark and he interviewed 

them with a view to understand their perspectives on quality: he notes that “the primary factor 

determining children’s views about the quality of their centres was the presence of other 

children” (1994, p. 37), which echoes Brophy and Statham’s (1994) concern with “interpersonal 

relationships” as a value to be taken account of (as explored above). 
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Interviewer:  Let’s talk a bit about your daycare centre.  

Do you like going there? 

Child:   Yes, I do. 

Interviewer:  What do you like about it? 

Child:   There’s lots of children there to play with. 

(Langsted, 1994, p. 37) 

 

 Langsted (1994) recognises the right of children to have a voice in matters that 

concern them and highlights that there is evidence to suggest that improvements in the lives of 

children can be brought about by listening to their views and acting upon them. Sadly, very few 

studies have followed Langsted’s impetus and the voice of children continues to be silenced. It 

can be argued that the children themselves are the most active stakeholders in the field of early 

childhood. It is therefore imperative that they increasingly be viewed as experts and that their 

opinions be sought, their voices heard, their influence felt, and their views acted upon. This 

thesis is but a small example of the influence of the voice of children.  

 

Meaning Making 

 

In reviewing the changing perspectives on quality, Dahlberg et al (2007) conclude that 

“what has been approached as an essentially technical issue of expert knowledge and 

measurement may, in fact, be a philosophical issue of value and dispute” and they propose that 

we “go beyond the concept of quality” towards a new concept: “meaning making” (p. 6). 

Meaning making occurs within the “ethics of an encounter” (Dahlberg et al., 2007): it occurs in 

dialogue with others – not as an individual judgement. 

 

In the field of early childhood, the discourse of meaning making speaks first 

and foremost about constructing and deepening understanding of the early 

childhood institution and its projects, in particular the pedagogical work – to 

make meaning of what is going on. From constructing these understandings, 

people may choose to continue by attempting to make judgements about the 

work, a process involving the application of values to understanding to make 

a judgement of value. Finally people may further choose to seek some 

agreement with others about what is going on and its value (Dahlberg et al., 

2007, p. 106). 

 

Documentation, as will become evident in this study, sustains the dialogue across these 

stages of understanding, judgement of value, and agreement with others, and enhances the 

relationship between the stages; it is thus an effective tool for meaning making. Consensus and 

unanimity are not desirable; rather debate creates the context and conditions for meaning 

making. The discourse of meaning making embraces philosophical and ethical questions of 

choice and values; this study explores how documentation can be a process of construction 
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(and de-construction) of values and involves ongoing ethical choices. Dahlberg et al. (2007, p. 

108) identify “very precise, demanding and public conditions” which enable meaning making in 

the early childhood institution, including: “situating meaning of pedagogical work and other 

projects of early childhood institutions within a wider, continuous, and critical enquiry”; the 

application of critical and reflexive thinking; “pedagogical documentation as a tool to assist 

critical and reflexive thinking and understanding of pedagogical work”; “the importance of 

encounters and dialogue”; “the participation of facilitators, or wise people, drawn from a range of 

backgrounds and experience, including pedagogical work and philosophy”. The intention is to 

recognize and study the multiplicity of meanings emerging from practice, rather than to measure 

performance against a preconceived criteria; as Dahlberg et al. (2007) acknowledge, this is an 

extremely rigorous process because it is very concrete, contextual, and linked directly to 

pedagogical work within early childhood institutions. It is also a messy process because of its 

appreciation of multiplicity and diversity of understanding. This study addresses those 

conditions that Dahlberg et al. identify and is similarly “a messy process because of its 

appreciation of multiplicity and diversity of understanding”. 

 

Dahlberg et al. (2007) caution that while the discourses of quality and developmental 

psychology have suffered a beating in recent years, they are still the dominant discursive 

regimes in early childhood and thus influencing much of the policy, practice, and understanding 

of early childhood institutions today. It follows that quality is a problematic concept and a cultural 

concept and one that needs to be continually defined and re-defined within the realm of 

pedagogical and cultural values, beliefs, and provisional knowledge. The term ‘quality’ runs the 

risk of being assumed to be a shared, unified concept, when in fact it lends itself to multiple 

contextual explanations. It is a concept that can be (mistakenly) assumed to be readily 

understood by those who share the dominant discourse of education, however it should be 

carefully and judiciously de-constructed within cultural and contextual processes of meaning-

making (such as pedagogical documentation). As these processes of meaning-making are 

made visible, the debate thus shifts from a measurement of quality to an understanding of 

‘quality’ through the analysis of discourses and the awareness of community values which are 

always provisional and contestable. Documentation makes ‘quality’ visible and debatable and 

thus it gives contextual ‘quality’ contextual meaning and at the same time provisionality. 

Documentation transforms ‘quality’ into “meaning making”. This is of course inherently complex, 

as Dahlberg, Moss & Pence (2007, p. xii) acknowledge:  

 

Working with the language of meaning making is difficult. It needs, or at least 

is greatly facilitated by, certain conditions: commitment to particular values, 

such as uncertainty, subjectivity, democracy, creativity, curiosity and a desire 

to experiment and border cross: a reflective, researching and socially valued 

workforce; and sustained support from critical friends, […] networks of 

services, policy makers and politicians. 
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These conditions are consistent with the experience of Reggio Emilia (as this chapter 

and Chapter 4 illustrate), however the dialogue is not always so forthcoming within those 

contexts where a dominant educational discourse is more readily understood and endorsed: 

“such conditions, we agree, are not widespread; and where they are lacking, it may be 

necessary to use the language of quality, which is far easier to learn and speak” (Dahlberg et 

al., 2007, p. xii). In addition, Dahlberg et al. (2007) acknowledge that “even if the discourse of 

meaning making were to be more widely adopted, it will co-exist alongside the discourse of 

quality for the foreseeable future” (p. 115). This thesis aims to offer a provocation to those for 

whom the language of quality is most familiar; it is an invitation to embrace complexity, 

provisionality, meaning making – the active construction of shared values. Thus the thesis 

addresses a gap in the literature; by distancing itself from the dominant discourses it explores a 

landscape that is still relatively unknown. While the literature concerned with quality as a 

measurable concept is extensive, the conceptualisation of quality as meaning making is 

relatively unexplored, particularly in the literature in English. In fact, apart from those studies 

such as the “Stockholm Project” which are mentioned in Dahlberg et al. (1999, 2007), a 

database search in April 2009 revealed only one study (a PhD thesis) concerned with quality in 

early childhood as meaning making (Edwards, 2004); this study did not focus on pedagogical 

documentation or the experience of Reggio Emilia. Pedagogical documentation confronts 

pedagogical silence; it is a pedagogical, cultural, and democratic tool that makes learning visible 

and fundamentally (as I argue in this thesis) makes values visible and debatable. This thesis 

thus contributes to the discourse of quality as “meaning making”, and contributes to confronting 

pedagogical silences. Reggio Emilia has for many years confronted pedagogical silences to 

give young children, educators, families, and communities a strong, visible, and relevant voice. I 

now turn to illustrate how this was and continues to be achieved, and then I consider how the 

pedagogical silences internationally can be confronted through a similar process of meaning-

making and value construction – a participatory approach to the understanding and definition of 

quality, underpinned by an image of school as a place of transformation, joy, and dialogue: 

 

The transformational essence, the ability, the pleasure, the fatigue and the 

joy of change are intrinsic to the identity of the school as a place of dialogue. 

(Rinaldi, Preface, Dahlberg et al., 2007, p. xxiii) 

 

Reggio Emilia: An Educational Project 

 

Early Education in Italy: The Birth of an Educational Project 

 

It is the spring of 1945 in a small village called Villa Cella, a few miles from 

the town of Reggio Emilia, in the Emilia Romagna region of northern Italy. 

The second world war has deeply scarred this part of the world, but out of the 

dreary experience of war comes an extraordinary expression of hope and re-

birth: the people of Villa Cella sell an abandoned German war tank and a few 

of the retreating German soldiers’ trucks and horses, and with this money 
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they decide to build and run a school for young children. The women, who 

wanted a better chance for their children, were the main influence behind the 

creation of this first parent-run school. The land was donated by a farmer; the 

bricks and beams were salvaged from bombed houses; the sand came from 

the river; and the work was volunteered by all. A young teacher, Loris 

Malaguzzi, hears of this extraordinary event and rushes over on his bicycle to 

offer his participation in this project (Malaguzzi, 1998). 

 

At this time, the context of early education in Italy was deeply influenced by the ideas 

developed at the end of the nineteenth century by the sisters Rosa and Carolina Agazzi and by 

Dr. Maria Montessori. The Agazzi sisters operated in Brescia, a prosperous small city in the 

north of Italy. In the Agazzi method, family life was a central element which influenced the 

activities of the ‘scuola materna’: young children were taught to develop skills in tasks they were 

required to do in the home. Play had an important role, as did religious education (Catarsi, 

2004). In Rome at the turn of the century, Maria Montessori created the first ‘casa dei bambini’ 

(children’s house), in which sensory and self-learning activities were carried out in a specially 

prepared environment, with the use of carefully designed materials and under the guidance of a 

Montessori-trained teacher (Catarsi, 2004). The powerful Catholic Church and the young Italian 

state (formed only in 1860) were key players in the development of services for young children 

and their families (Edwards et al., 1998b). In fact, while the Montessori method is now widely 

established throughout the world, in Italy to this day Montessori schools are uncommon, while 

the Agazzi method, favoured by the Catholic Church, inspires practice in most pre-schools 

(Catarsi, 2004). During the Fascist regime, the Agazzi method was proclaimed the official state 

method for the education of young children (Edwards et al., 1998b). For many years after the 

war and well into the 1980s, the Christian Democratic Party was dominant in Italy, therefore 

securing the Catholic Church a monopoly on early education services. However, in the 1950s 

new ideas on education began to enter Italy through the newly translated writings of Celestin 

Freinet and John Dewey, as educators and parents were becoming more and more aware of 

the need for more and better early childhood education (Edwards et al., 1998b). 

 

In the early 1960s a movement began which followed the rise in female employment, 

with the subsequent increase in demand for early childhood services, and was influenced by a 

growing awareness of social rights. This movement paved the road for a great challenge: a 

challenge to the state and church which had previously allowed early education to fall entirely 

into the hands of Catholic organizations, and a challenge to the established and traditional 

educational paradigm (Catarsi, 2004). The ground was laid in Reggio Emilia for the birth of an 

exciting educational project. The municipal council of Reggio Emilia, controlled by a left-wing 

party, was the first in Italy to set up its own services for early education (Catarsi, 2004), where 

highly motivated educators participated with courageous parents in starting a challenging and 

inspiring project which continues today. In 1963, the first municipal school of Reggio Emilia, the 

“Robinson” school, came to life and for the first time in Italy the citizens affirmed a right to 

establish a secular school for young children (Malaguzzi, 1998). Loris Malaguzzi played a key 
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role in the birth and development of this project, but, as he acknowledges, those who played the 

greatest role of all in constructing the new experience were the children: “a simple, liberating 

thought came to our aid, namely that things about children and for children are only learned 

from children” (Malaguzzi, 1998, p. 51).  

 

Reggio Emilia: The Evolution of an Educational Project 

 

We think of a school for young children as an integral living organism, as a 

place of shared lives and relationships among many adults and very many 

children. We think of school as a sort of construction in motion, continuously 

adjusting itself. (Malaguzzi, 1998, p. 62) 

 

 The historical context of democratic and progressive movements in this affluent area of 

northern Italy, which contributed to creating a “new type of experience and culture that was to 

bring with it a new vision of childhood” (Barsotti, 2004, p. 11), is inextricably linked to the 

evolution of the educational project for which it is known the world throughout. After 1963, in the 

words of Malaguzzi (Barsotti, 2004, p. 12): “we began to widen and develop our vocabulary” 

and to “develop a cultural project”. In the 1970s, following the first national conference and 

publication of its proceedings (one of the first non-religious publications on the subject of 

children’s education in Italy), public discussions ensued with the Catholic establishment, worried 

by the rapid growth of the cultural influence of the new schools (Malaguzzi, 1998). The 

confrontation with the religious establishment led the Reggio Emilia educators to gain a deeper 

awareness of their achievements, and to begin to share these achievements with the national 

and international community (Malaguzzi, 1998). Their approach was undeniably a challenge to 

the prevalent ideas on education: it was a courageous, progressive provocation which was 

influenced by the thought and practice of many international thinkers, leading the educators to, 

as Malaguzzi (1998, p. 60) suggests, gain “a sense of the versatility of theory and research” and 

further to successfully engage in their own ongoing research in practice. The educators in 

Reggio Emilia were influenced by practice and theory in progressive education and 

developmental psychology from Europe and the United States: by Ferriere, Bovet, Piaget, 

Decroly, Susan Isaacs, Dewey, Vygotsky, Bronfenbrenner, and many others. There were also 

significant encounters with Italian thinkers, notably the educator and philosopher Bruno Ciari 

(1961, 1972) and the writer, philosopher, poet, and journalist Gianni Rodari, who dedicated his 

creative pedagogical classic The Grammar of Fantasy (1973) to the city of Reggio Emilia. The 

most significant encounters were, however, with the city of Reggio Emilia itself. Malaguzzi 

(1998, p. 52) recounts how they would “transport the school to town” by teaching school and 

showing exhibits in the open air.  The people of Reggio Emilia participated in the educational 

project. Malaguzzi (1998, p. 58) calls this participation “collective wisdom”, and attributes the 

enduring nature of the educational project to the shared aspirations of parents and educators. 

He writes that parents and educators wanted to express a “declaration against the betrayal of 

children’s potential, and a warning that children first of all had to be taken seriously and believed 

in”. An education based on relationships and participation is at the heart of the pedagogy 
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developed by the educators in Reggio Emilia; in the words of Malaguzzi (1998, p. 64) “our goal 

is to build an amiable school, where children, teachers and families feel at home”. Among the 

principles which underlie the educational project of Reggio Emilia, I briefly introduce: 

Participation; Rights; The Image of the Child; The Theory of the Hundred Languages; Pedagogy 

of Relationships and Listening; Progettazione; The Atelier; The Environment. 

 

Participation. 

 

 Community-based participation in early education in Italy can be traced back to the 

years following the Liberation in 1945, where in certain regions of the Italian state, and 

particularly in Emilia Romagna, women’s groups, ex-resistance fighters, unions, and 

cooperatives established the traditional values of cooperation and involvement (Spaggiari, 

1998). These values influence both organizational and pedagogical experiences of the 

municipal schools of Reggio Emilia. They are an integral part of the educational project, which 

“embodies the theoretical and practical synthesis of the interrelationships forged among 

children, families, service providers, and society at large” (Spaggiari, 1998, p. 102). The value of 

participation is expressed by “actively engaging all the children, teachers and parents in a 

community dimension that involves reading and interpreting change together” (Cagliari, Barozzi, 

& Giudici, 2004, p. 29). Participation is, in Reggio Emilia, a right for children, educators, and 

families.  

 

Rights. 

 

Children have the right to be recognized as subjects of individual, legal, civil, 

and social rights: as both source and constructors of their own experience, 

and thus active participants in the organization of their own identities, 

abilities, and autonomy, through relationships and interaction with their peers, 

with adults, with ideas, with objects, and with the real and imaginary events of 

intercommunicating worlds […] The fact that the rights of children are 

recognized as the rights of all children is the sign of a more accomplished 

humanity. 

 

It is the right of the teachers and workers of each school to contribute to the 

study and preparation of the conceptual models that define educational 

content, objectives, and practices. This takes place through open discussion 

amongst the staff, with the pedagogical coordinators and parent advisory 

councils, in harmony with the rights of children and families […] Such a 

cooperative network of multiple interactive processes, entrusted to the 

contribution of ideas and abilities from each individual and all those involved 

– and always open to experimentation and modification – becomes the model 

for research, for educational interaction, for experience and life. 
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It is the right of parents to participate actively, and with voluntary adherence 

to the basic principles, in the growth, care, and development of their children 

who are entrusted to the public institution […] When school and parents are 

able to converge toward a cooperative experience, an interactive experience 

that is the rational and advantageous choice of everyone concerned (we are 

all pursuing more meaningful experiences), then it is easy to see how hostile 

and mistaken is the pedagogy of self-sufficiency and prescription, and how 

friendly and fertile is the strategy of participation and shared research. 

(Malaguzzi, 1995, pp. 67-69) 

 

 The rights of children, educators, and families, honoured in Malaguzzi’s “Charter of 

Rights” (1995; Reggio Children, 1996a) excerpts of which are reproduced above, form the 

ethical heart of the Reggio Emilia educational project; the philosophy and practice are built on 

an explicit acknowledgement of and a respect for the rights of all who participate in the project. 

As a sign of a “more accomplished humanity”, children with “special rights” are granted priority 

access into the schools of Reggio Emilia (this is discussed in more detail further on in this 

chapter and in chapter 4). All children are viewed as possessing rights and strengths rather than 

needs; thus the educators in Reggio Emilia have transformed the dominant educational 

discourse of the needs and ‘special needs’ of children into a discourse of rights and ‘special 

rights’. Starting from a perspective of rights, the educators in Reggio Emilia have re-cast the 

image of the child; they have reconceptualized the weak, egocentric child in need of care, the 

reproducer of culture and knowledge, as a strong, rich, social child, a citizen with rights, a co-

constructor of culture and knowledge. As Malaguzzi (1998, p. 66) points out, “we have truly left 

behind a vision of the child as egocentric, focused only on cognition and physical objects, and 

whose feelings and affectivity are underestimated and belittled”.  

 

The image of the child. 

   

It's necessary that we believe that the child is very intelligent, that the child is 

strong and beautiful and has very ambitious desires and requests. This is the 

image of the child that we need to hold. Those who have the image of the 

child as fragile, incomplete, weak, made of glass, gain something from this 

belief only for themselves. We don't need that as an image of children. 

Instead of always giving children protection, we need to give them the 

recognition of their rights and of their strengths (Malaguzzi, 1994). 

 

 In Malaguzzi’s words, the image of the child is where “teaching begins”: the image of 

the child that educators, families, and citizens hold influences the environments that are created 

for children and shared with them, the teaching and learning opportunities that are experienced 

together, the roles and relationships that are constructed, and ultimately the experience of being 

together in the world. Images of children and childhood are constructions: cultural and historical 

views that are open to interpretation and change. As Rinaldi (1998, pp. 116-117) suggests: 
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The image of the child is above all a cultural (and therefore social and 

political) convention that makes it possible to recognize (or not) certain 

qualities and potentials in children, and to construe expectations and contexts 

that give value to such qualities and potentials or, on the contrary, negate 

them.  

 

 Thus images of children are inextricably linked to possibilities for childhood; images of 

childhood are representations of culture and shape cultures, contexts, relationships, spaces, 

possibilities, and opportunities.  

 

The theory of ‘The Hundred Languages’. 

 

 The rich child possesses ‘a hundred languages’ with which to make sense of the world 

and co-construct knowledge, as Malaguzzi so eloquently expresses in his widely-cited poem 

entitled “No way. The Hundred is there” (Reggio Children, 1996a): ‘children have a hundred 

hands, a hundred thoughts, a hundred ways of thinking, of playing, of speaking, of listening, of 

marvelling and loving’. The metaphor of the hundred languages is the recognition that young 

children have and construct infinite ways of expressing their thoughts and hypotheses and of 

making sense of their world and shaping their worlds.  This recognition was instrumental in the 

development of the practice and theory of the Reggio Emilia educational project. It allowed 

educators to conceive differently of children’s communications and to widen the expanse of 

materials and approaches available for making meaning: the expression of a pedagogy which 

respects the varied ways of making sense of the world, and does not privilege one at the 

expense of the other. This conceptualization is consistent with a view of learning as occurring in 

different ways, through the use of different styles, aptitudes and intelligences (Gardner, 1983), 

to the exclusion of no-one.  

 

Pedagogy of relationships and listening. 

 

The Reggio Emilia educators have from the beginning of their experience recognised 

the significance of relationships in pedagogical encounters; these relationships, they argue, are 

sustained by an attitude of listening. From the point of view of the Reggio Emilia pedagogy, 

“listening” is “a sensitivity to the patterns that connect” (Rinaldi, 2005, July). This interpretation 

is closely linked to Bateson’s (cited in Vecchi, 2004) view of aesthetics, and is at the core of an 

understanding of pedagogical processes in Reggio Emilia schools. Listening is something that 

occurs not only through our ears, but through “all our senses” (Rinaldi, 2005, July); Rinaldi 

implies that listening is an act of valuing the voice of the other, an act of encountering others 

(children and adults) with ears, eyes (in a much more profound endeavour than simply looking), 

touch, and hearts. Listening is a “premise for any learning relationship” and involves: “openness 

and sensitivity to listen and be listened to”; time, “a time that is outside chronological time”; 
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emotion; “welcoming and being open to differences”; interpretation; formulating questions rather 

than producing answers; and “openness to change” (Rinaldi, 2006, p. 65). Finally, 

 

Listening is not easy. It requires a deep awareness and at the same time a 

suspension of our judgements and above all our prejudices; it requires 

openness to change. It demands that we have clearly in mind the value of the 

unknown and that we are able to overcome the sense of emptiness and 

precariousness that we experience whenever our certainties are questioned. 

(Rinaldi, 2006, p. 65) 

 

Within this pedagogy, educators are viewed as researchers, as “those who hold the 

thread, who construct and constitute the interweavings and connections, the web of 

relationships, to transform them into significant experiences of interaction and communication” 

(Rinaldi, 2006, pp. 54-55). This transformation is achieved through “progettazione”. 

 

Progettazione. 

 

Progettazione is an Italian term which defines the approach to pedagogy shared by 

adults and children. The educators in Reggio Emilia have wisely given up on attempts to 

translate this term into English for international audiences, who over the years have tried to 

apply terms from their own familiar educational discourse – such as ‘emergent curriculum’ and 

‘programming and planning’ – to make sense of the process of progettazione, thus applying 

their own concepts and systems and denying Reggio’s alterity.  

 

The question for us... is whether some of those who enter into dialogue with 

Reggio may, unwittingly, attempt to grasp Reggio. By not working with the 

ethics of an encounter, by not listening, they may deny Reggio’s alterity. They 

may make Reggio instead into something which they are able to know by 

applying this singular experience to their own concepts and their own 

systems of knowledge and values – “oh yes, that’s rather like we do only a bit 

better”, “what is the evidence of your outcomes?”, “what type of curriculum do 

you use?” (Rinaldi, 2006, p. 21). 

 

‘Progettare’ in Italian is a verb that holds within itself a journey. Derived from the Latin, 

progettare means ‘to bring forth’. In the arts, in architecture, as in education, progettazione is a 

creative process through which ideas are constructed and developed. It is not linear: the 

direction and ending point are often unknown, the approach is both rigorous and flexible, and 

the journey is a process of making connections. In Reggio Emilia, often these journeys emerge 

from educators’ observations of children, and they are framed through the questions that arise 

from these observations, from listening and approaching teaching with a ‘research stance’. At 

times the journeys emerge from a larger question or focus which is proposed by the 

pedagogical team on the basis of a review of current research in the field, in relationship to 
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what is happening in the local cultural context, and through professional development. 

Progettazione can be likened to a research approach; in fact, the daily life and projects that 

educators and children engage in in Reggio Emilia are often born from contextual questions 

(developed collegially) about how children learn. Research and progettazione share an 

engagement with crossing the boundaries of knowledge and experience. Born from what 

Reggio Emilia educators call ‘pensiero progettuale’ (pedagogical thinking that is determined by 

an attitude of progettazione), observation and interpretation are creative, rigorous, and shared 

processes of making connections. Documentation, in the form of raw notes, artefacts, words, 

images, videos, panels and publications, makes the journeys of progettazione visible: 

 

‘Progettazione’ is a strategy of mind and action that is respectful of and in 

agreement with the learning processes of children and adults; it welcomes 

doubt, uncertainty and error as resources and is capable of modifying itself in 

relationship to evolving contexts. Progettazione is realized through processes 

of observation, documentation, and interpretation in a recursive relationship. 

Progettazione is realized through a tight synergy between organization and 

educational research (Scuole e Nidi D'Infanzia Istituzione del Comune di 

Reggio Emilia, 2009, p. 12). 

 

The atelier. 

 

A focus on expressive languages, research and experimentation is exemplified by the 

presence in each of the Reggio Emilia schools of the atelier (art studio), the atelierista (studio 

teacher), and of a mini-atelier attached to each classroom. Malaguzzi conceived of the atelier 

from the beginning of the educational experience; since 1963, the atelier has been included in 

the design of each school (Gandini, 2005a). Malaguzzi viewed the atelier as “instrumental in the 

recovery of the image of the child” (Gandini, 2005a). In the eyes of ‘atelierista’ Vea Vecchi, who 

was a part of the Diana School for thirty years, the atelier: is “a cultural vehicle for teacher 

development”; “provides a place for children to become masters of all kinds of techniques…all 

the symbolic languages”; “assists adults in understanding processes of how children learn”; 

“has an important, provocative and disturbing effect on old-fashioned teaching ideas”; and 

“provides a workshop for documentation” (Vecchi, 1998). Vecchi also suggests that “the 

environment of the atelier becomes a centre of culture”. The atelier, where a significant amount 

of documentation is produced, becomes a centre for the construction of the culture of the 

school, as well as being constantly in dialogue with the surrounding culture of the local and 

wider context, particularly as relates to developments in the aesthetic and expressive 

languages. In the words of pedagogical coordinator Tiziana Filippini (Gandini, 2005b, p. 71): 

 

The atelier was not introduced as an experience to be added onto other 

experiences. Instead, it was introduced to modify the pedagogy through a new 

way of seeing and working: to modify the way of learning within the life stories 

of the children of the school.  



 - 36 - 

The environment. 

 

The attention to aesthetics and the pedagogical attitude of listening to the competent, 

social child and to the adults in his/ her community are reflected in the carefully designed 

environment of the Reggio Emilia schools. The city where people meet and form relationships in 

squares and porticoes translates itself into a school which is designed so as to promote and 

facilitate encounters between children, between adults and children, and between adults: an 

“amiable school”, a “relational space” (Ceppi & Zini, 1998). It is an environment which in the 

context of a research project conducted by the Reggio Emilia schools in collaboration with the 

Domus Academy Research Center has been interpreted through keywords and metaphors, in 

an attempt to define its desirable characteristics: overall softness; relation; osmosis; 

multisensoriality; epigenesis; community; constructiveness; narration; rich normality (Ceppi & 

Zini, 1998). A context of “overall softness” is amiable and welcoming, with spaces for solitary 

reflection and calm as well as places for social interaction: a space in which a “strategy of 

attention” exists, an attitude of listening. A “relational” space creates connections, and its 

aesthetic quality is dependent on the quality of the connections (the aesthetic of links). 

“Osmosis” refers to the relationship with the world outside, with which the school is interfaced in 

a cultural endeavour of interpretation. “Multisensoriality” refers to the quality of an environment 

that is not only rich in sensorial stimuli, but also possesses “different sensory values so that 

each individual can tune into his or her own personal reception characteristics”. “Epigenesis” 

refers to the environment’s openness to manipulation and modification by the children’s learning 

processes, and in turn to its ability to interact with and modify the learning processes. 

“Community” refers to the way in which a physical environment supports participation and 

shared values, such as in creating spaces for encounters. “Constructiveness” refers to the 

conceptualisation of the school environment as a workshop for research and experimentation, 

for the construction of knowledge. “Narration” refers to the ability of the environment to tell the 

story of the processes of learning and cognition, to document and make these processes 

visible. Finally, “rich normality” refers to the harmony and balance of the carefully designed 

environment. This complex conceptualisation of the infant-toddler centre and school space 

reflects Malaguzzi’s vision that the environment “should act as a kind of aquarium which reflects 

the ideas, ethics, attitudes and culture of the people who live in it” (Reggio Children, 1996a, p. 

40): a “transparent school, visible and in dialogue with contemporary culture” (Gandini, 2005b, 

p. 60). 

 

Reggio Emilia Today 

 

A transparent school, in dialogue with the contemporary culture, must also be an 

evolving school. The Reggio Emilia educators frequently dwell on the evolving nature of their 

educational project, which finds itself in dialogue with the changes occurring in the local 

community. As Bruner (2000, p. 12) suggests, the heart of the Reggio experience is “living 

within your locality and being conscious of your local tradition”. The young children of the 

schools are conscious of their locality in relationship with a larger whole, as exemplified by their 
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comments in the context of a project on constructing a guide to their city (Davoli & Ferri, 2000): 

“Italy is the whole, Reggio is only a piece in the middle of Italy, because the cities are pieces of 

the world” (p. 22); “the boundary is a smoke” (pp. 26-27); “the centre [of the city] is like the 

centre of the world, where everything goes around it” (p. 35). The city of Reggio Emilia, like 

many Italian cities, consists of an historical centre surrounded by growing suburbs and/ or 

farmland, in centripetal fashion encouraging its citizens to meet and connect in the centre. The 

nature of the city’s landscape, converging towards the historical centre with its old buildings and 

many ‘piazze’, is well understood and lived by its young children (Davoli & Ferri, 2000): “in the 

city there are two beginnings, and in the middle, right in the middle, there is the end” (pp. 36-

37). The children are well aware of the role that the ‘piazza’ plays in the life of the people of 

Reggio Emilia:  

 

The Piazza is the world of Reggio Emilia: they built it so that many people 

could be in it, to buy, to do the shopping, to go cycling with your friends. 

People look at each other, they look at the sky and they look at the pigeons on 

the rooftops (Davoli & Ferri, 2000, p. 54).  

 

The multiplicity of the city, with its underground world, offers the children a mysterious 

view of their world (Davoli & Ferri, 2000): “In Reggio there isn’t only the city that you can see; 

there’s also a hidden city” (p.102). I consider this young child’s thought as a metaphor to reflect 

on the subjectivity of interpretations of lived contexts, for, in fact, there are hidden cities and 

“there are many cities” (Davoli & Ferri, 2000), just as there are many truths. The relationship 

between the children, the pedagogy, and the city is further clarified by Sergio Spaggiari (2000, 

p. 125): “to the child with the hundred languages corresponds, therefore, a city with a thousand 

faces and many souls”. This city is evolving against a background of a changing Italian society, 

in which the growing phenomenon of immigration plays a central part. The insular nature of 

Italian society at the time of the events at Villa Cella has changed: there is now a strongly felt 

need to establish connections with the diverse cultures inhabiting the city, so that culture may 

become “a force that drives the development and transformation of the city” as well as being 

closely linked to the life of the school (Gambetti, 2002). Reggio Emilia, currently a city of 

160,000 inhabitants, located in one of the wealthiest and most stable economic areas of 

Europe, is now trying to “create conditions for a multi-ethnic future and for a new collective 

sense of citizenship” (Gambetti, 2002, p. 5). This is a challenge in which children, families, and 

educators participate actively, viewing it as a project and a research question, a way to learn 

more about each other and the meaning of culture. In addressing this challenge, pedagogical 

documentation plays a central and democratic role. 

 

Currently in Reggio Emilia, the wider pedagogical debate also engages with the Italian 

School Reform which, according to Carla Rinaldi (Preface, Dahlberg et al., 2007, p. xx) “does 

not reform, it confirms the role of schools as instruments and denies them the possibility of 

becoming motors for change”. In particular, Rinaldi contests the “individualisation of educational 

choices” proposed by the school reform and what she terms the “cultural-historical definition of 
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childhood”, endorsed by the reform, which determines that each stage of childhood is “a kind of 

apprenticeship for successive, more important stages” and considers infancy and childhood as 

“an investment for the future” (Preface, Dahlberg et al., 2007, pp. xx-xxi). The discourses of 

modernity, developmental theory, and economic rationalism are thus influential in Italy as well. 

Rinaldi cautions against  

 

A process of redefinition… where children will be considered and will consider 

themselves less and less members of a community, more and more as 

consumers of a service, in the same way as their parents are considered more 

and more often as users and consumers. 

(Preface, Dahlberg et al., 2007, p. xxii) 

 

The Italian school reform thus echoes the dominant discourses of quality explored at 

the beginning of this chapter. Rinaldi resists the discourses of quality which centre around 

economic rationalism and developmental theory, and endorses “meaning making” as the 

language of evaluation which is most ethically aligned with the experience of the Reggio Emilia 

educational project. She suggests in fact that “meaning making” be considered as a “permanent 

process for change”, where “schools will become centres not only for meaning making, but also 

for change… transformational change, which comes from deep learning processes and 

knowledge building” (Preface, Dahlberg et al., 2007, p. xxiii). Rinaldi argues that schools must 

be “seen politically as engines for change and for social creativity” (Preface, Dahlberg et al., 

2007, p. xxiii). This is the image of school that has historically belonged to the Reggio Emilia 

educational project, and the image that accompanies the project into a future of continued 

resistance against the discourses of quality that compel schools to conform to a predetermined 

norm.  

 

The O-6 Project: Nido Arcobaleno & Scuola Pablo Neruda  

 

The ‘boundaries of the case’. 

 

 In such a complex context, it is difficult to determine ‘the boundaries of the case’: the 

term ‘boundaries’ in itself causes a tension, unless we are capable of taking account of the 

complex interrelationships existing between the city, the educational project, and individual 

infant-toddler centres and schools of childhood. Two environments form the context for the 

Reggio Emilia case study: Arcobaleno Infant-Toddler Centre and Neruda School. In accordance 

with the nature and identity of the 0-6 educational project, the boundaries of the case of the 

present study extend to include more than one centre, and to some extent the city itself: the 

case can therefore be considered the ‘0-6 educational project’. As such, while each infant-

toddler centre and school has its own identity, made up of its history and its people, it is also a 

part of a larger whole. Belonging to the ‘educational project’ is the one defining element of each 

infant-toddler centre and school - the link which gives meaning to individual experience; as such 

they are best observed, and interpreted, in relationship to each other rather than in isolation. 
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Therefore, the ‘Reggio Emilia case’ in the present study is the educational project, as 

experienced and lived in Nido Arcobaleno and Scuola Pablo Neruda. 

 

The 0-6 educational project. 

 

 Today, the Reggio Emilia educational project comprises a growing network of 22 

schools and 13 infant-toddler centres: this vast network of services allows the municipality to 

grant a place to nearly every family who makes a request. The ‘Istituzione Scuole e Nidi 

D’Infanzia’ was established by the municipality of Reggio Emilia in 2003, with the responsibility 

of qualifying and increasing the potential of early childhood services in the city through a system 

of innovative management (Reggio Children, 2007).  Organization is viewed as a value by the 

Reggio Emilia educators, who state that “our commitment has always involved this attempt to 

bring together the organizational aspect of the work with the foundations of educational planning 

and research” (Reggio Children, 2000c, p. 20). The educators speak out against the isolation of 

educators: 

 

We see the traditional isolation of teachers and school staff, and their isolation 

from the families and the social environment, as a sort of longstanding 

existential imprisonment, an obstacle to the professional growth and 

knowledge of the individual which is constructed by means of the comparison 

of experiences and backgrounds (Loris Malaguzzi, cited in Reggio Children, 

2000c, p. 21).  

 

 This value is expressed through ongoing professional learning, through the creation of 

numerous opportunities for encounter and discussion amongst all educators and staff, and 

through a solid organizational structure which comprises: the above-mentioned ‘Istituzione’; a 

‘pedagogical coordinating team’ of 9 ‘pedagogiste’ (pedagogues) and 1 psychologist; parent 

advisory councils; the Centre for Documentation and Educational Research; a Theatre 

Workshop and Video and Photography centres; the REmida creative reuse centre (Remida, 

n.d.); the association Friends of Reggio Children (International Association Friends of Reggio 

Children, n.d.); and Reggio Children (Reggio Children, n.d.-b). 

 

Nido Arcobaleno. 

 

From its beginnings in September 1976, the history of Arcobaleno has been 

closely interwoven with that of all the other municipal infant-toddler centres 

and schools of Reggio Emilia (Nido Arcobaleno, n.d.). 

  

 Arcobaleno Infant-Toddler Centre - an iconic centre in the identity of the educational 

project - is located in a central residential area, within a visibly diverse community. The centre 

welcomes a total of 69 children aged three months to three years. There are four classrooms: 

‘Lattanti’ (infants aged three months to 10 months); ‘Piccoli’ (toddlers aged 10 to 18 months); 
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‘Medi’ (toddlers aged 18 to 24 months); ‘Grandi’ (toddlers aged over 24 months). Staff usually 

comprises: 1 pedagogical coordinator; 11 educators, 1 cook, 3 full-time auxiliary staff; 1 

educator for the extended day program; and 3 part-time auxiliary staff (Nido Arcobaleno, n.d.).  

The municipal infant-toddler centres and schools base admission on a needs-basis, and have 

developed a points system which takes account of ‘disadvantages’ such as single-parent 

households, economic difficulty, isolation of the family (grandparents in another city or country) 

and so on. Within the points system, preference is given for admission to children with ‘special 

rights’; where there is a child with special rights integrated into the classroom, a support teacher 

is assigned to the classroom group (there was one support teacher in Arcobaleno during my 

observation, and three support teachers at Neruda). The adult to child ratio is as follows: two 

full-time educators work with 12 Lattanti; two full-time educators work with 14 Piccoli (there is 

also a shared educator between the Lattanti and Piccoli); three full-time educators work with 19 

Medi; and three full-time educators work with 24 Grandi. Each auxiliary staff member supports 

one classroom. It is important to note at this stage (and will be clarified further in Chapter 4) that 

the responsibility for the children’s well-being and learning is shared by all. The concept of ‘ratio’ 

is thus better understood by seeing the centre as a system, rather than viewing each class in 

isolation. In fact, educators and staff believe in the value of co-responsibility, where, similarly to 

a community, each member is responsible for the other, adult or child. As such, the staff in the 

school (educators, atelierista, cook, auxiliary staff, pedagogista) are collectively termed ‘gruppo 

di lavoro’ or ‘working group’: 

 

The working group is founded on the values of relationship, shared dialogue, 

and co-responsibility. The shared title and shared responsibility of more than 

one educator within the classroom and the effective co-presence within the 

daily working hours of all staff working full-time in the infant-toddler centres 

and schools represent a choice that is considered essential to the 

educational project (Scuole e Nidi D'Infanzia Istituzione del Comune di 

Reggio Emilia, 2009, p. 16). 

 

Educators work a total of 36 hours per week, 31 of which are contact-time with the 

children, and the rest are hours for professional development, staff meetings and parent 

meetings, and preparation/ documentation  (Nido Arcobaleno, n.d.). The school calendar goes 

from the beginning of September to the end of June, with holidays for Christmas and Easter. 

Children arrive in the morning between 7.30 and 9.00, and most stay the full day until 4.00pm, 

with some families taking advantage of the extended day service until 6.20pm (Nido 

Arcobaleno, n.d.). The children come to school for full days Monday to Friday: as such the 

classroom group is quite stable throughout the year. The educators ensure continuity by at least 

one of them moving up with the group of children throughout their time in the centre. Educators 

do not stay in the same physical classroom setting: this occurs in both infant-toddler centre and 

school, where educators and children together move into a new environment each year. In the 

school this occurs quite smoothly, with a group of 24 children moving up with two teachers 

through 3 classrooms from age 3 to age 6. In the infant-toddler centre, the different needs of the 
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infants and youngest toddlers (and therefore different ratios) determine a slightly less smooth 

transition, with some re-shuffling occurring at the beginning of each year.  A more personal 

story of the history, identity, and environment of Arcobaleno - in the words of its inhabitants and 

through my own experience – is provided in Chapter 4. 

 

Scuola Pablo Neruda. 

If Each Day Falls 

If each day falls 

inside each night, 

there exists a well 

where clarity is imprisoned.  

We need to sit on the rim  

of the well of darkness 

and fish for fallen light 

with patience. 

(Pablo Neruda, poet, n.d, cited in Scuola Pablo Neruda, n.d.) 

 Pablo Neruda is one of three ‘historical’ municipal schools of Reggio Emilia: together 

with the ‘Diana’ and ‘Villetta’ schools Neruda has played a significant role in the development of 

the educational project. It is located in a fairly affluent suburban residential area. The school 

welcomes a total of 78 children aged from three to six years. There are three classrooms: ‘I 3’ 

(the 3-year-olds); ‘I 4’ (the four-year-olds); ‘I 5’ (the five to six-year-olds). Staff comprises: 1 

pedagogical director; 6 classroom teachers, 1 atelierista, 1 teacher for the extended day 

service, 1 cook, 2 full-time auxiliary staff, 3 part-time auxiliary staff (Scuola Pablo Neruda, n.d.). 

Two teachers and a group of 24 children stay together for three years, changing classroom 

environments at the beginning of each year (as noted above). As noted above, each classroom 

with a child with special rights is assigned a support teacher. Teacher work hours and school 

calendar are the same as those detailed above for Arcobaleno. Continuity and co-responsibility 

are values common to Arcobaleno and Neruda.  A more personal story of the history, identity, 

and environment of Pablo Neruda - in the words of its inhabitants and through my own 

experience – is provided in Chapter 4. 

 

A School that Speaks: Pedagogical Documentation 

 

One thing is a school that speaks; another a school that is silent. 

If it is a school that speaks we have to consider and help it to speak. 

(Malaguzzi, 1992, cited in Gandini, 1998, pp. 175-176) 
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Pedagogical documentation is a visible form of the pedagogy of listening, and plays a 

fundamental role in creating a “transparent school”. In the transparent school environment, rich 

in documentation, “communication becomes a structure superimposed on the architecture” and 

space is left for listeners to make connections of meaning (Ceppi & Zini, 1998): the school 

becomes a metaphor for narrative. Malaguzzi (1998, p. 64) states: “our walls speak and 

document”. Pedagogical documentation makes learning visible (Giudici et al., 2001), it allows all 

participants in the school community to observe and interpret the processes of learning. 

Fundamentally, documentation is a pedagogical tool; as this thesis argues, it is also a social 

and cultural tool. It was developed by the Reggio Emilia educators in the early stages of their 

educational project, as a “democratic possibility to inform the public of the contents of the 

schools” (Vecchi, 1998, p. 141), as a way of communicating with parents (Malaguzzi, 1998), as 

a way to “construct the meaning of school” (Rinaldi, 2001a, p. 79) and, furthermore, as a way 

for educators and children to collaboratively reflect on their learning journey.  

 

Destinations are important and they will not be lost from sight. But more 

important is how and why I reach them. That is why it is essential for both 

adults and children to be able to retrace their steps, or rather their knowledge 

processes, through an attitude of recognition made possible by observation, 

documentation, and interpretation (Loris Malaguzzi, cited in Filippini, 2006, 

January). 

 

As previously mentioned, pedagogical documentation is both a process and a visible 

product. Documentation as a process is: the careful observation and interpretation of teaching 

and learning processes; an attitude of listening through which educators learn about children; a 

way of being with children; a way of making meaning and encountering each other through 

dialogue. Documentation as a visible product can take the form of notes, wall displays, journals, 

publications, presentations, video-recordings, which are shared amongst colleagues, with 

families, and with the wider community in order to promote democratic dialogue and discussion 

on pedagogical and cultural issues. This ‘visible product’ is far from final: in fact, the intent is 

that documentation not propose truths, but rather open questions for debate, thus generating 

new questions and further documentation, debate, and dialogue. Documentation records the 

process of researching questions developed by children and/or teachers, allowing educators to 

construct pedagogical narratives. Documentation is “visible listening” (Rinaldi, 2001a): it makes 

the process of educators’ listening to the children visible to themselves and to others. Listening 

is participating together with the child (Dahlberg & Moss, 2005), and “documentation is a 

relationship” (Rinaldi, 2005, July). Documenting it is not an isolated and objective act; it is an act 

that occurs in the context of relationships between human beings. Therefore, it is a subjective 

experience that gains ‘objectivity’ in the sharing process which opens it to re-interpretation. This 

is a particular form of listening which presupposes an acknowledgement of relationships, as 

Eulalia Bosch (2005, July) says: “listening goes far beyond hearing because before reaching 

any meaning one has to recognize the voice of the other”, and also “remember that the other 

has another colour, and you have to discover it”. The present study aims to show: how the 
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practice of documentation contributes to the development of a “sensitivity to the patterns which 

connect”; how documentation makes this recognition of the voice of children visible to educators 

and to others, children and adults; and how the “colour of the other”, child or adult, can be 

discovered, thus contributing to the process of building relationships, culture, and community. 

 

Fundamentally, “the origin of documentation is a continuous attitude” (Cadwell, 2003, p. 

78): to document is to observe children differently, to be aware of their learning processes, to 

marvel and wonder with them, to be curious and respectful, to listen, in daily life, every day. 

Through the present study I aim to inspire educators to see whether and how pedagogical 

documentation can offer an attitude of being with children that has the potential to develop in 

educators that which Carla Rinaldi (2005, July) calls “the courage of utopia”: to continue to 

dream, to continue to believe that it is possible to change, to continue to encounter each other. I 

illustrate how documentation can invite communities of children and adults to “listen to the song 

of life” (Bosch, 2005, July), to listen to the different songs of children and adults in school 

environments in diverse cultural contexts and to become participants in the culture of childhood. 

I observe whether and how, through documentation, schools can become communities of 

learners who develop their own culture while being in a strong relationship with the surrounding 

culture. Learning communities develop their own culture through a process which Bruner (1999) 

defines as “the creation of imaginary, possible worlds”. It is this process of creation of imaginary 

possible worlds, and its connection with the surrounding culture, that is at the heart of the 

learning communities whose stories I have interpreted throughout this research journey. Rinaldi 

states that “pedagogical documentation is central to the discourse of meaning making”, it is “an 

interpretive process and also a force for transformational change not only for educators but for 

children and for the political and social context” (Preface, Dahlberg et al., 2007, p. xxv). This 

study proposes stories of meaning making and interpretation, and thus ‘relaunches’ the ball of 

transformational change by re-casting quality as a process of making meaning in cultural 

communities. 

 

Reggio-Inspired: International Visibility and Acclaim 

 

International Encounters: Another Belonging 

 

Reggio speaks to those of us who long for something else, another 

belonging. It gives comfort and hope by being different, by showing the 

possibility of different values, different relationships, different ways of living.  

(Rinaldi, 2006, p. 19) 

  

 It is through the documentation collected as a part of daily life in the infant-toddler 

centres and schools that Reggio Emilia educators began to share their educational project with 

the world, and they continue to do so today. It was delegations from countries as diverse as 

Cuba, Bulgaria, Spain, Japan, Switzerland, and France who first showed interest in the Reggio 

Emilia educational project during the late 1970s (Reggio Children, 1996a). An extensive 
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exchange with Swedish educators began in 1979, leading in 1981 to a showing of the exhibit “If 

the Eye Jumps Over the Wall” at the Modern Museet of Stockholm (Reggio Children, 1996a). 

This was the first version of that travelling exhibition which was to become “The Hundred 

Languages of Children” (Reggio Children, 1996a). The establishment of the “Stockholm Project” 

in collaboration with the Reggio Emilia educators, and the creation of the “Reggio Emilia 

Institute” in Stockholm, a centre for study of the Reggio Emilia educational project (Dahlberg, 

1999a), was further proof of the growing interest in a part of the world which is known for its 

progressive ideas and pedagogy. The message of the exciting educational project was to reach 

a wider audience with the publication of an article in the U.S. magazine Newsweek (Kantrowitz 

& Wingert, 1991), which identified the Diana school in Reggio Emilia as one of The Ten Best 

Schools in The World and a leader in the field of preschool education. Throughout the years, 

great pedagogical thinkers from the United States have shown interest, and visited the schools 

(and continue to show interest and visit): Jerome Bruner, Howard Gardner, David Hawkins, and 

many others. Jerome Bruner recalls that when he visited the schools Diana and Villetta, he 

observed “mutual communities of learners/doers/imaginers”: schools which “empowered the 

children’s sense of what is possible” (1996a).  

 

Between 1989 and 1993, just three educators from the United States were granted the 

opportunity to spend a year as an intern in the schools of Reggio Emilia: Louise Cadwell was 

one these. She wrote her doctoral dissertation and published a book recalling her experience in 

the Diana and Villetta schools and her experience of Bringing Reggio Emilia Home to St. Louis 

(Cadwell, 1997). Following the success of this book, Cadwell published Bringing Learning to 

Life (2003), in which she continues to tell the story of experience of the schools in St. Louis 

which are a part of the St.Louis-Reggio Collaborative. Many other preschools in the United 

States were inspired by the Reggio Emilia educational project to take on the challenge to reflect 

on and change their approach to early education. Most often and especially at the beginning, it 

was the case of schools linked to universities and/or schools with a tradition of innovation and of 

sharing a social-constructivist philosophy, but gradually the inspiration spread. In 1993, Amelia 

Gambetti, a teacher with 25 years of experience in the Reggio schools at the time, acted as a 

consultant to educators in the Model Early Learning Center, in downtown Washington D.C., an 

area of the city in which children were considered to be living the “American nightmare” (Lewin, 

1998). With this challenging and inspiring experience began a fruitful relationship of mutual 

exchange between educators in the United States and Reggio Emilia that continues strong to 

this day. The encounter with the Reggio Emilia pedagogy also played a significant role in the 

process of re-thinking the assumptions behind DAP (Bredekamp, 1987). These considerations, 

together with the problems with the DAP statements as identified earlier in this chapter, led 

NAEYC to publish a revised version of the statement (Bredekamp & Copple, 1997).  

The request for information from countries around the world intensified, and as a result 

Reggio Children – International Centre for the Defence and Development of the Rights and 

Potential of Children – was established in 1994, with the aims of promoting exchange, sharing 

information, providing professional development, and providing support for those ‘Reggio 



 - 45 - 

inspired’ educators throughout the world (Reggio Children, 1996a). Reggio Children was born 

from Malaguzzi’s vision and was established the year he prematurely passed away. Reggio 

educators view Reggio Children as a “cultural place” (Rinaldi, 2004), as a “place of encounter” 

and a “context for listening” (Gambetti, 2004).  In February 2006 the community of Reggio 

Emilia and international delegates (including myself) inaugurated the ‘Loris Malaguzzi 

International Centre’, built on the restored premises of the existing ‘Locatelli’ cheese factory and 

currently hosting: the offices of Reggio Children and Friends of Reggio Children; the ‘Centre for 

Documentation and Educational Research’; exhibition spaces, laboratory spaces, a bookshop, 

and lecture halls; the atelier Ray of Light; a laboratory school with a primary classroom (and 

plans for further research in the area of primary education) in a separate building. Currently 

under construction is a cafe’/social gathering area, with a sculpture by Richard Serra in the 

piazza. The Loris Malaguzzi centre is viewed as “an international place open to the future, to 

different cultures, to ideas, hopes and imagination” (Reggio Children, 2006) and dialogue is 

ongoing as to its uses and purpose in the city and in the wider international community. Carla 

Rinaldi, who in 2006 became the President of Reggio Children, views the International Centre 

“a place to share knowledge about uncertainties” (2007, November-b); “a place of the possible... 

a place of research... a place of spontaneous vocation towards innovation... a place of places” 

(Rinaldi, 2007, November-a). 

It is interesting to note that, in recent years, the exchange has intensified with countries 

which may be considered to have an approach to education which is quite foreign to the 

progressive, democratic, creative approach of Reggio Emilia, such as Korea and China. It is 

also inspiring to consider that Reggio Children offers consultancy to countries such as: Albania; 

Bosnia-Herzegovina; Kosovo; Senegal; the Palestinian territories; and the Sahrawi refugee 

camps in the Algerian desert (Reggio Children, n.d.-a). These countries and communities look 

to the Reggio Educational project as “a source of hope for the social reconstruction of their 

countries” (Reggio Children, 2000b, p. 23). In considering these experiences, it merits reflection 

whether a pedagogy of relationships and listening can offer a source of hope for the 

reconstruction of relationships within a country or community, enabling dialogue and 

encouraging respect for diverse voices. As mentioned previously in this chapter, this respect for 

diversity is an ongoing project within Reggio Emilia itself. The question of being inspired by the 

Reggio Emilia educational project in international contexts is a matter of being inspired to reflect 

on existing cultural constructions and assumptions: “living dangerously” – “Ostranenyi” for the 

Russian poets of post-revolutionary Russia - by “making things that seem familiar strange 

again” (Bruner, 2000). The challenge to “live dangerously” inspired this ethnographic study. 

 

We also need more Reggios, not in the sense of Reggio clones, but of other 

communities which are prepared to embark on local cultural projects of 

childhood, to combine utopian thought and action, to dream about the future, 

to hope for a better world. 

(Rinaldi, 2006, p. 21)  
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Encounters with Australia: Reflections and Challenges 

 

 In the year 2000, Reggio Children records that “in the last few years the exchange with 

Australia and the Far East has intensified” (Reggio Children, 2000b) and the OECD Thematic 

Review of Early Childhood Education and Care Policy: Australian Background Report (Press & 

Hayes, 2000, p. 46) reports that “in recent years, many educators have been drawing upon the 

influence of Reggio Emilia”. In the years since then the interest and exchange has intensified 

further, with an increase in the Australian literature (see Chapter 1), an increase in the dialogue 

and exchange, and with delegations of educators from Australia travelling to Reggio Emilia each 

year to participate in a Study Tour - a week-long intensive schedule of conferences and visits to 

the schools. The ideas of Reggio Emilia began to influence Australia in the early 1990s. In 1994 

the ‘Hundred Languages of Children’ exhibition visited the southern hemisphere for the first 

time, where it was displayed at the Museum of Victoria in Melbourne for three months. Jan 

Millikan (2001a) recalls how Loris Malaguzzi was anxious about the exhibition travelling such a 

great distance, and how people from all over Australia as well as New Zealand and Asia 

travelled to Melbourne to view it. In 1995 Jan Millikan was invited by Reggio Children to be their 

reference person for Australia and New Zealand and in 1996 the Reggio Emilia-Australia 

Information Exchange (REAIE) was established, with Jan in the role of Director. REAIE’s 

mission includes: facilitating the exchange of information between Reggio Emilia and Australia; 

encouraging study and understanding of the Reggio Emilia educational project; promoting a 

strong image of the child and advocating for children’s rights; promoting the values of a just and 

civil society; and promoting reciprocal relationships and collaboration between all those involved 

in the care and education of young children (source: The Challenge Journal). Among the 

activities it engages in to fulfil this mission, REAIE publishes a journal (The Challenge), leads 

the annual Study Tours to Reggio Emilia, organizes conferences and workshops throughout 

Australia, and sustains the Reggio-inspired dialogue throughout the vast continent.  

 

 The growing interest in the Reggio Emilia educational project amongst Australian 

educators sparked the return of the exhibition to the southern hemisphere and a version of the 

exhibit is currently owned by REAIE. In 2001, ‘The Hundred Languages of Children’ visited 

Perth and Hong Kong, as well as returning to Melbourne. In July 2007, the exhibition was 

shown in Hobart (Tasmania), concurrently with an international conference organised by REAIE 

and drawing more than 600 international delegates. In 2009, the exhibition was shown in 

Adelaide, South Australia, concurrently with an international conference focusing on children’s 

rights. Currently, there exist many network groups throughout urban and rural Australia, New 

Zealand, and the Pacific Basin, where people meet and converse physically as well as virtually. 

These networks provide a context for educators to reflect together on the implications of the 

Reggio Emilia provocations for their own cultural contexts and communities. It must be 

remembered that in a continent as vast and diverse as Australia those contexts and 

communities will be multiple and varied, each with its own characteristics in terms of population, 

landscape, historical and cultural background, as well as local and state regulations and 

requirements for the care and education of young children. In individual school communities, 
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parental expectations, institutional traditions, philosophies, values, and mission statements also 

significantly influence the lived context of early education. It follows that the Australian context is 

complex, diverse, and multiple; it is made of many contexts. 

 

The provocations from Reggio Emilia have acted as a support and enrichment to 

existing views and pedagogies within Australian contexts and at the same time have 

encouraged Australian educators to reflect on, contest, refine, reconceptualise, and transform 

their pedagogies. Recently in fact, Australian educators engaged in reflecting on the image of 

the child held in the Australian context (recorded in Millikan, 2003) suggest that the images of 

young children constructed in their communities have been greatly influenced by the original 

version of the DAP statement (Bredekamp, 1987), which was for many years (and continues to 

be) the inspiration behind practice in Australian early childhood environments. This observation 

is supported by the OECD report (Press & Hayes, 2000, p. 46), which suggests that DAP “has 

long been emphasised in early childhood teacher training courses and through quality 

assurance mechanisms”. A symposium held in 1994 in Australia challenged the views outlined 

in the original DAP statement, leading to a debate among researchers which changed their 

thinking about and use of DAP (Fleer, 2000). The discussion among educators, which Millikan 

records, reveals that this debate failed to reach a wide audience of practitioners until several 

years later, when knowledge of the Reggio Emilia experience inspired educators to re-think their 

practice. As noted above, the original DAP statement was also revised in 1997 (Bredekamp & 

Copple, 1997), in response to provocations from Reggio Emilia and developments in theory and 

practice. The original version of the DAP statement “presents a child locked into a predictable 

range of development and learning and, in many instances, this has involved teaching to the 

children’s needs rather than their strengths” (Millikan, 2003, p. 39). However, in Australia today 

the influence of sociocultural theory has gradually “led the charge in debunking DAP as the 

dominant theoretical informant” (Fleer et al., 2009, p. 55) and there is a “growing realization 

among early childhood teachers that DAP and the work of Piaget have not fully supported them 

in dealing with the complexities of teaching in the 21st century, particularly when catering for the 

diversity of children who attend their settings” (Fleer et al., 2009, p. 55).  

 

In a recent research study Edwards (2003, cited in Fleer et al., 2009, p. 56) found that 

Australian teachers “who subscribed to the beliefs and principles of Reggio Emilia had at their 

disposal a broader set of conceptual tools for articulating their beliefs about curriculum”. This 

suggests that the encounter with Reggio Emilia has offered Australian educators the opportunity 

to engage critically with pedagogy and to reflect on curriculum, practice, philosophy, values, and 

cultural views with greater complexity and depth. In fact, Australian educators discuss how the 

Reggio Emilia image of the strong, competent child has caused them to challenge their existing 

images in an effort to see a different child, to focus on children’s strengths rather than their 

needs, and to “listen to the children with whom we interact every day” (Millikan, 2003, p. 40). 

The fundamental role that the Reggio Emilia educational project has had and continues to have 

in Australian and international pedagogical communities is that of being an inspiration, a 

provocation, and a challenge to ideas, assumptions, and practices in education for young 
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children: “a wonderful injection of enthusiasm” which, as educators acknowledge, has provoked 

them to begin thinking about and challenging their own practice (Millikan, 2003). The greatest 

challenge is to not deny Reggio’s “alterity”: the present study aims to support international 

educators in understanding how it is possible to reflect on existing assumptions and systems of 

knowledge and values, building new shared values rather than searching for a model to imitate. 

Thus the study invites others to work within the “ethics of an encounter”, to listen, to 

acknowledge the “colour of the other”, the “unfamiliar”, in order to make the familiar strange and 

thus come to know themselves better and be empowered to embark on a local cultural project 

of childhood which respects the culture while challenging the increasingly dominant discourse of 

early education. As Carla Rinaldi (2007, November-b) states:  

 

You can listen to the other if you listen to yourself... you have the courage to 

encounter the other if you have the courage to encounter yourself... listening 

means deconstructing our beliefs, welcoming differences. 

 

Landscapes of Diversity and Rights: Utopia and The Glad Tomorrow 

 

To our fathers’ fathers, the pain, the sorrow 

To our children’s children, the glad tomorrow 

(Oodgeroo Noonuccal, 1990, cited in Martin, 2003, p. 214) 

 

 This study proposes to advocate for the rights of children, families, and educators 

internationally to construct culture and to engage in processes of meaning-making, building their 

local understandings of quality as a value-laden concept. This thesis tells stories of 

encountering the other and thus encourages others in pedagogical contexts internationally to 

listen to themselves and to each other, deconstructing beliefs and welcoming differences. Here I 

reference the Australian literature (with a focus on the stories of children, educators and families 

in Reggio-inspired contexts) to construct an image of children as citizens with rights and values; 

this strong image of children is consistent with the experience of Reggio Emilia, and the 

discussion that follows proposes to create a bridge between the experience of Reggio Emilia 

and possible encounters and relationships in other cultural contexts. Issues of diversity, rights, 

and social justice for children, families, and educators are issues of international relevance 

requiring immediate attention in pedagogy. I suggest that listening to the voices of Australian 

children and educators relating in a land that has been built on the sorrow inflicted on its 

indigenous populations and on the opportunities it has offered to migrants from all over the 

world to build a new life might offer inspiration to others internationally to reflect on how these 

relationships are constructed in their own cultural contexts. I invite the reader to recall that I am 

a migrant too.  

 

A society built on human rights is a society characterised by justice and 

equity, by mutual respect and mutual responsibility, by cohesion and 

prosperity. As a nation we should be prepared to bear any burden and pay 
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any price for the wellbeing of children and the promotion of human rights. The 

rewards if we do are great, as are the costs if we do not (Sidoti, 2008, 

October, p. 15). 

 

 In investigating what rights mean to children, the educators in Reggio Emilia have 

understood rights “as desires”, “as what I can do” and “what I can't and mustn’t do” (Reggio 

Children, 1995a, p. 12). The element of ‘choice’ as a fundamental aspect of ‘rights’ comes 

through in the children’s words: “We have the right to play, but we don't have to… rights means 

that you can do something” (Reggio Children, 1995a, p. 16). Thus rights have been 

conceptualised as freedom, desire, choice, and the fundamental premise of being an individual 

living with others in a land of diversity. It was noted earlier that the city of Reggio Emilia, in Italy 

– historically a country of migrants rather than a land of immigration - was previously quite 

insular and now faces the contemporary challenge of a multicultural society. This challenge is 

not new to Australia, a country shaped by the conflicts and relationships between its indigenous 

populations and successive waves of migrants, predominantly from Europe and Asia though 

increasingly from all continents as individuals and communities worldwide suffer displacement 

as a consequence of conflict and war in their home countries. Australia ratified the UN 

Convention on the Rights of the Child in December 1990. Chris Sidoti, human rights activist and 

former Australian human rights commissioner, identifies areas in which the Australian 

government has failed to honour, or in fact has openly violated, its ratification of the Convention: 

“for most of the past two decades, children who came to Australia to seek asylum were 

arbitrarily detained, many for periods of years, in conditions far worse than in any Australian 

prison”; children in remote indigenous communities have suffered neglect and abuse for many 

years, while the calls for action by elders in their communities fell upon the deaf ears of the 

government; the failure to implement the treaty through comprehensive legal legislation, in fact 

implying that the Convention is meaningless in Australian law (Sidoti, 2008, October, pp. 5-8). 

However, Sidoti does acknowledge that there are some encouraging trends, including the new 

Rudd government’s commitment to end mandatory detention of asylum seekers and their 

families, and to never again submit children to immigration detention. Educators throughout 

Australia have been inspired to research and contest issues of rights, diversity, and social 

justice, often through the lens of the experience of Reggio Emilia. 

 

“For Those Who’ve Come Across the Seas We’ve Boundless Plains to Share” 

 

 The Australian national anthem includes the refrain: “For those who’ve come across the 

seas we’ve boundless plains to share”: the issue of migration is a hotly contested one in 

Australia today, as the histories and fates of those “who’ve come across the seas” are debated 

in the halls of politics, in the media, in the streets, and in the homes of Australians. The children 

(in a grade two to five multi-age setting) and Reggio-inspired teachers of Collingwood College 

in Melbourne, a school that welcomes many families who’ve come across the sea to share the 

boundless plains, engaged in a long-term project on human rights, which included: visiting 

centres for asylum seekers; sharing family histories and stories; creating movies and designing 
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peace symbols; looking at government policies; and discussing ethically-charged questions 

(Lubitz & Crofts, 2007). For example, within this project the children and teachers explored the 

meaning of the words ‘refugee’, ‘asylum seeker’ and ‘migrant’ (Lubitz & Crofts, 2007, p. 12): 

 

Refugees come from another country. They come here because there is a 

war or they don’t feel safe. I think a refugee is a poor person but a good 

person. But I think they get poor when there’s war and their houses are torn 

down […] 

An asylum seeker is a person who is sad. I think an asylum seeker is 

basically like a refugee, but the government doesn’t like them […] 

I think a migrant is someone who comes to Australia to start a new life. They 

are allowed to come by the government. 

 

 The government, which either allows migrants to come or doesn’t like asylum seekers, 

is clearly recognised by the children as an authority in the matter of the rights of those who 

come across the sea. The children and teachers then explored the challenging question of 

whether refugees/asylum seekers/migrants should be sent home rather than be allowed to 

share the boundless plains. The willingness to engage in debate on such contested questions 

and to advocate for the rights of children and families in a democratic society is one of the most 

striking, significant and courageous reflections of being inspired by the Reggio Emilia 

educational project in other cultural contexts internationally. To be political, to be brave, to be 

democratic, to debate, to engage children in cultural questions is at the heart of the Reggio 

Emilia educational project; a school that is able to engage in the debates that are difficult in its 

own cultural context, and that thus advocates for the rights of all children and families, is a 

school that is in dialogue with the experience of Reggio Emilia. Pedagogical documentation is a 

brave endeavour, which sustained these educators and children in recording their own brave 

dialogue and then making it visible to others. The questions “Why don’t you all go home?” “We 

are all refugees aren’t we?” guided their conversations (Lubitz & Crofts, 2007, pp. 12-13): 

 

I don’t think we are all refugees because a refugee is someone who is trying 

to escape war and torture. Some people in our class are refugees but I think 

most of us are more like migrants. In the question, “Why don’t you all go 

home?”, some of the people’s homes have been blown up or taken over by 

the enemies so they don’t have anywhere to go. Don’t we have plenty of land 

to share with them and we can build houses for them? If someone asked me 

to go home I would say “I am already home” because Australia is my home. 

But the Philippines is also my home and I would like to go there for a holiday 

again. 

 

I don’t think we are refugees because refugees are people who struggle. I 

haven’t had any struggles in my life. If I were an Aborigine I would know 

about it. I am not an Aborigine so I must be a migrant. If you are not 
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Aboriginal you weren’t the first people here. I think every person comes from 

somewhere. In my opinion the Aborigines came from somewhere else but I 

am not sure where. When the land was joined together, they just walked 

here. Basically we are all refugees or migrants but why should we go home. I 

am not sure where I would go. My grandma came from Germany. I would 

probably have to go there. 

 

 The teachers documented the children’s conversations, creating a booklet that also 

became part of a pedagogical documentation exhibition held in the offices of REAIE in January 

2007, and their experience culminated in an evening where the community, including the local 

Federal MP from the Department of Immigration and Multicultural and Indigenous Affairs, a 

local playwright and actor who arrived in Australia as a refugee from Iran, and a representative 

from the local Asylum Seekers Resource Centre, were invited to the school to engage in a 

conversation on these issues (Lubitz & Crofts, 2007). Joyce, Asunta, and Achan, students at 

Collingwood College, spoke in front of the large audience and shared their “life stories” as 

refugees from Sudan. Joyce concludes the story of their struggle for a peaceful existence 

(Lubitz & Crofts, 2007, p. 15): 

 

One day my aunty rang up and told us we were going to Australia. […] My 

mum was really happy because she thought Australia would be very peaceful 

and all us kids could go to school. When we came to Australia we were 

happy. We arrived at night on an aeroplane and it was autumn. I remember 

seeing leaves on the ground. When I got off the plane, I was very tired but 

very excited [...] The first time I went to school it was pretty scary because I 

couldn’t speak English and I didn’t know anyone. Some girls in the school 

could speak Arabic, so they talked to me. There were lots of black people in 

my school. The first day, I learnt a little bit of English and now I can speak 

English very well. Now I am going to learn to speak like an Australian. People 

in Australia are friendly but we don’t know anyone. […] Now we have our own 

flat in Collingwood. […] People in Collingwood are friendly and I like this 

school. My dad is now in Qatar and he rings up and we speak to him on the 

phone. Maybe he will come and join us soon. I like the way Australia is all 

green. […] Australia helped my family. 

 

 As Sidoti (2008, October) points out, the circumstances of arrival of refugees and 

asylum seekers to Australia are often far more difficult that those experienced by Joyce, Asunta 

and Achan, and in the past this has resulted in children spending significant periods of time in 

detention centres. The questions that the children and teachers of Collingwood College 

explored in the classroom, which are controversial and extremely relevant today internationally, 

in Australia, and even more so within that particular community in Melbourne, were opened to 

debate and further discussion: pedagogical documentation is the tool that enabled those 

debates to occur. The teachers’ documentation opened ethical questions to debate, enabling 
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conversations about values, cultures and relationships to occur within that community but also 

more widely.  

 

Identity in Australia 

 

 MacNaughton (2001) explored “the complexities that both immigrant and non-immigrant 

children face in building an identity in a multicultural Australian society” and raises questions 

about the children’s “capacity to build an identity free from the nation’s political past”, inviting 

discussion about how educators can “help young children construct positive identities in a world 

where international migration is an enduring reality” (p. 30). By observing and recording the 

children’s “voices and silences” in response to interview questions aided by “persona dolls” 

representing (a) Shiree, an Aboriginal Australian child (b) Willy, an immigrant Vietnamese-

Australian child (c) Olivia, a rich non-immigrant Anglo-Australian child (d) Tom, a poor non-

immigrant Anglo-Australian child, MacNaughton uncovered young children’s racial biases, 

observing that they “engaged with the politics of sorting and classifying people” (MacNaughton, 

2001, p. 35). MacNaughton found that immigrant children, through voice and silence, preferred 

to identify themselves with the Olivia doll: they sought their identity in the image that, to them, 

most accurately represented being ‘Australian’. We have to ask ourselves, therefore, how we 

can create contexts in which children can safely debate their identities and find their place. As 

discussed above in the experience of Collingwood College, pedagogical documentation 

enables those debates. Being inspired by the experience of Reggio Emilia gives educators the 

courage to explore these value-laden and emotion-laden questions, such as ‘Who is Australian’, 

instead of avoiding them and considering them inappropriate discourses for young children. As 

MacNaughton suggests, children do in fact ask themselves these questions and come up with 

their own answers to their own identity: for example, James, a four-year-old Anglo-Australian 

child, comments that Olivia is “very pretty” and says: “her face is lovely like mine because it’s 

lighter” (MacNaughton, 2001, p. 31). Lovely and light skin come together for James. 

Furthermore, the children’s comments that Willy “could not be Australian” prompted the 

researchers in MacNaughton’s study to ask questions about being Australian: 

 

The children who responded to questions about being Australian did so by 

saying that being Australian meant having ‘white’ skin. In addition, these 

children said that even though Willy was born in Australia, he is still 

Vietnamese; that Willy and Shiree are not Australian because “they’ve got 

different faces”; and that Willy and Shiree must ask God if they want to be 

Australian. They thought that God might allow Shiree to be Australian, but not 

Willy (MacNaughton, 2001, p. 32). 

 

 MacNaughton concludes that “preschool children can use sophisticated concepts of 

race and nation to define themselves and others, and […] they understand how power and 

control is linked to racial understandings” and that therefore  
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It is important that all early childhood staff learn more about how migration 

shapes young children’s sense of self and, ultimately, a sense of nation and 

nationality. To do this, early childhood staff must listen to what immigrant and 

non-immigrant children say about themselves and their nation (2001, p. 35).  

 

 Pedagogical documentation can offer a powerful tool to listen to and record children’s 

voices and silences, making their constructions of race and identity visible and debatable and 

thus enabling resistance of racial discourses and facilitating empowerment through acceptance 

of individual identities and differences. 

 

“I Was Born in Australia”: Silencing the Universal 

 

Interviewer These dolls all live in Australia. I was wondering, do you live 

in Australia? 

James  I was born in Australia. 

Interviewer Do you think all these dolls were born in Australia? 

James  No. 

Interviewer Can you tell me why you think so? 

James  [Interrupts and points to Shiree] That’s Aboriginal, isn’t she? 

Interviewer Yes, that’s right. So was she born in Australia? 

James  [Shakes his head.] 

Interviewer No? Where do you think she was born? 

James  In Aboriginal. 

Interviewer In Aboriginal land. And can you tell me about Australia? 

What it means to live in Australia? 

James   That you all have white skin. 

 (MacNaughton, 2001, p. 32) 

 

 The question of what it means to be Australian and to live in Australia is a question 

about rights, ethical identities, history, and contemporary culture; it is a question that should be 

explored further with young children, like the question of what it means to be American, Italian, 

Danish, German, Indonesian, etc. The questions around nation and identity are democratic 

questions; as such, pedagogical documentation is a tool that can enable debate around such 

issues, and knowledge of the Reggio Emilia educational project could empower other educators 

worldwide to engage in the hard questions of their cultures with children, so that children can 

own their identities. The question of the rights and identities of Aboriginal children and their 

families is one of the most ‘hard questions’ in Australia; a country ironically termed by Donald 

Horne “The Lucky Country” (Horne, 2008) where Aboriginal children and families often live in 

conditions of poverty, isolation, neglect, and abuse, contributing to Australia’s not-so-glowing 

profile in UNICEF’s report on child poverty in rich countries (UNICEF Innocenti Research 

Centre, 2007).  
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 In fact, one other issue that Sidoti (2008, October) raises - the neglect and abuse of 

children in remote indigenous communities - gained wide public attention in the media and in 

parliament in Australia following the release of the Little Children are Sacred report (Wild & 

Anderson, 2007), which outlined a very concerning and widespread landscape of violation of 

children’s rights in the Northern Territory. As Sidoti notes, the report brought to the fore 

situations which had in fact been deplored by the elders of these communities for many years, 

their voices unheard and unheeded. As a consequence of the attention gained by the report, 

the action that has been termed the “Northern Territory Intervention” has taken place to, 

ostensibly, redress these conditions. It is beyond the scope of this thesis to engage in the 

heated and ethical debate around the framing and implementation of the Intervention; however 

the discourse around ‘prevention and intervention’, which is a feature of the dominant 

pedagogical discourse internationally, merits attention here. Driven by what might be perceived 

as a well-meaning effort to provide the best for those who are less powerful members of society 

(the children), these discourses are, similarly to the dominant discourses on quality explored at 

the beginning of this chapter, difficult to problematise and resist. Cheeseman (2007) views 

these discourses as “limiting the possibilities for all young children to be viewed as entitled 

citizens”. She argues:  

 

It is increasingly evident that Australian governments favour programs that 

identify and target specified disadvantaged social groups. This apparent 

preference of government toward targeted rather than comprehensive early 

childhood program provision reinforces perceptions that children are entitled 

to early childhood programs only if they are ostensibly weak and in need. 

This view denies the potentials and possibilities that universal early childhood 

provisions might offer the community (Cheeseman, 2007, p. 247).  

 

 Cheeseman compares this with the situation of Sweden and Reggio Emilia, where the 

policy paradigm relies on meaningful dialogue and provision is “grounded in a philosophical 

position of democracy and children’s rights” which does not stem from deficit images of children 

as needy and “passive recipients of preventions and interventions” (2007). This view of 

intervention and prevention as problematic is endorsed within a cultural perspective of 

childhood and a view of quality as contextual. In fact, Woodhead (1999, p. 126) cites Nunes 

(1994): “An intervention program that seeks to transform the children living in threatening 

environments into what one might call ‘textbook children’ risks losing sight of the strengths of 

those children on whose behalf it is acting”. Finally, Cheeseman identifies the current situation 

in Australia as “silencing the universal”: 

 

What I have identified […] is a difficult tension around the principles of equity 

that manifest themselves as silences. Contrary to contemporary government 

rhetoric, I am not advocating for a particularly vulnerable and silenced group. 

Rather, I am arguing that the universal is silenced. In the current discourses 

that frame children as vulnerable, needy and at-risk, it is the child with none 
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of these deficits who is currently silenced in social policy and left to the 

diminishing non-targeted provisions of government, or to the private priorities 

that families give to their children’s education. Furthermore, the possibilities 

that universal rather than targeted social policy might offer the community are 

not realised within such a narrow interpretation of government responsibility 

[…] 

The silence of pedagogy is deafening and the absence of early childhood 

pedagogical voices within these discourses is alarming (2007, pp. 250-251).  

 

 There is thus a danger of ‘interventions’ negating the rights of those they purport to 

protect, by positioning children as helpless and in need of protection rather than as citizens with 

a voice in matters that concern them. This is reflected in the debate surrounding the Northern 

Territory Intervention in Australia. In fact, Sidoti notes:  

 

Action came only when it was politically opportune, as a response to political 

need not to human need. And even then the response, the Intervention, was 

a knee-jerk response, imposed rather than developed in consultation with the 

communities, thought up rather than thought through. The communities were 

described as dysfunctional and their leaders blamed. Many indigenous 

communities certainly are dysfunctional but the blame falls on all of us for we, 

Australia as a whole and our governments, allowed it to happen. Indeed we 

caused it to happen because of the long denial of the necessary resources to 

prevent it (2008, October, p. 6). 

 

 The experience of Reggio Emilia, where a municipality chooses to invest money in 

creating the best possible experience for all young children and their families, is an example of 

giving voice to the universal. Targeted programs and interventions are rife in Australia and in 

other international contexts such as the U.S.A.: the question, which cannot be answered here, 

is whether the funds might not be better put to use in ensuring the best for all children and 

families rather than targeting specific groups. In fact, those ‘specific groups’ are often the result 

of what has not been invested in giving voice to the universal: interventions are necessary when 

the underlying structures have failed, when we allow or cause injustices to happen though our 

silences. Sidoti’s words reflect the historical burden of guilt that falls on Australia and its people 

for the treatment of the indigenous custodians of the land, the stealing of their children, the 

dispossession of their land, the dislocation of their communities, and the loss of their identity 

and stories.  

 

In the new Dreamtime there lived a woman, an Aborigine, who longed for her 

lost tribe, and for the stories that had belonged to her people; for she could 

remember only the happenings of her own Dreamtime.  

(Oodgeroo, 1993, cited in Martin, 2008, p. 23) 
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 This dispossession, dislocation, grief, sorrow, and loss belongs to the present, not only 

to the past. The historical burden of guilt is accompanied by ongoing denial of the rights of 

indigenous peoples, a denial which has only recently been addressed following the Labor 

Government’s apology in 2008 to the Aboriginal people of Australia and the Stolen Generation 

(those children who for many years were taken from their families and communities, ostensibly 

for their own good). Australia finds itself now using words such as ‘Reconciliation’ to mark this 

historic time and hope for the future. It is a long and rugged path. The ruggedness of this path is 

exemplified by a study conducted by MacNaughton and Davis (2001) which explored young 

children’s “understandings of indigenous Australians and their cultures” and the “teaching 

practices of early childhood practitioners with indigenous Australians and their cultures” (p. 83). 

The researchers found that children generally expressed “knowledge that was based on an 

understanding of Aboriginal people or cultures as belonging to the past and practising exotic 

and/or primitive lifestyles (what we have termed ‘colonial understandings’)” and “used a black–

white binary as a conceptual tool for thinking about difference between Aboriginal people and 

cultures and themselves” (MacNaughton & Davis, 2001, pp. 85-86). In addition, they observed 

that “not all practitioners found it necessary or important to incorporate knowledge [of 

indigenous Australians and their culture] in their curriculum planning” and “of the 24 

practitioners who did attempt to incorporate teaching about indigenous Australians and their 

cultures, two adopted a teaching approach that challenged colonial understandings of 

Australia’s indigenous people and their cultures” (MacNaughton & Davis, 2001, pp. 85-86). 

MacNaughton and Davis discuss how the children and educators engage in binary colonial 

discourses of “othering”, which: demarcate between “us” and “them”; conceptualise “them” as 

unified and homogenised entity; identify “them” as being different to mainstream culture and 

engaging in exotic cultural practices; infer superiority of race based on skin colour (2001). For 

example (MacNaughton & Davis, 2001, p. 87): 

 

Researcher: And what sort of things do you know about Aboriginal people?  
Child: Well, do you know that they can make their own fire, by rubbing two 

sticks together without matches?  
Researcher: All right, anything else about Aboriginal people?  
Child: Yes. When they get hurt they put a leaf like a Band-Aid or oil. And did 

you  know there were no shops?  
Researcher: Where were there no shops?  
Child: In Aboriginal land. Aboriginals made spears and boomerangs. There 

were no shops or houses. They had to make little huts.  
  

 MacNaughton and Davis note that “not one child shared any information that suggested 

that Aboriginal-Australians and Anglo-Australians have anything in common or that there were 

differences in how Aboriginal-Australians lived their lives” (2001, p. 88). They also note that 

these colonial views are reflected in the resources and curriculum practices used by 

practitioners to teach about indigenous Australians and their culture. Practitioners’ responses to 

interviews reflect these views, goals, and practices (MacNaughton & Davis, 2001, p. 89): 
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I’ve pointed out the fact that, you know, the Aborigines do that and ... a long 

time ago there used to be, well they still are, people ... who are Aborigines 

that lived in Australia […] 
The children ... they wanted to know how Aborigines lived, where they lived, 

what kinds of foods did they eat and we discussed what foods they eat, or 

used to eat, like their witchety grubs and things like that […] 

Well I think for them [children] to have a basic understanding of ... Aboriginal 

culture and where they come from because they might look at an Aboriginal 

person down the street and say ‘Look, they’re from another country’. Just to 

realise that yes, they were here before other people arrived and that they 

don’t come from Africa or other countries where there is dark skinned people 

[…] 
Just for them [children] to be able to recognise that there are Australians and 

there are Aborigines. The Aborigines were here first and since everybody 

else has come along they’ve adopted our ways and that’s a bit unfair on them 

but that’s how it happened […] 

 

 The statement that ‘there are Australians and there are Aborigines’ clearly reflects the 

process of “othering”, the use of the past tense to refer to Aboriginal people clearly reflects 

colonial views; and the reference to “dark-skinned people” who might be construed as coming 

from Africa or some other far-flung country reflects constructions about otherness based on skin 

colour. MacNaughton and Davis do note, however, that some “postcolonial meanings of being 

Aboriginal” do exist and are evidenced in a small number of their interviews with both children 

and practitioners, reflecting an encouraging desire to problematise issues that have previously 

been perceived and conceptualised as “that’s a bit unfair on them but that’s how it happened”. 

For example, the children begin to problematise both the ‘stolen generation’ and the issue of 

land rights (MacNaughton & Davis, 2001, pp. 90-91). The encounter with the democratic 

experience of Reggio Emilia might empower educators in Australia to engage in problematising 

such questions with young children, recognising that each educational act is a political act 

(Giacopini, 2009, July): the path to reconciliation in Australia must move “beyond othering” 

(MacNaughton & Davis, 2001) towards what is termed in Reggio Emilia “the right to a culture of 

the contemporary” (Giacopini, 2009, July). Pedagogical documentation, with its capacity for 

creating democratic debate and enabling collaborative processes of meaning making, can offer 

itself as a tool for: listening to, recording, and debating post-colonial views and discourses 

surrounding the relationships between all Australians; problematising the question of what it 

means to be Australian; and respecting the right of all children and families, including Aboriginal 

children and families, to a “culture of the contemporary”. Thus the encounter with Reggio 

Emilia, and the insights offered in this study, might empower learning communities 

internationally to research their identities and values, encountering along the way strong, 

contested, democratic, and ethical questions about life and culture, engaging in debate about 

the past, but importantly living in the present and hoping for the future.  This starts from 
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questioning the image of the child and the culture of childhood. In fact, Jacqueline Becher, 

deputy principal of a remote community school in North-Western Australia, inspired by the 

experience of Reggio Emilia, decided to challenge the dominant image of Aboriginal children 

and their families as weak and not valuing school and to see them instead as strong, enquiring, 

and competent: 

 

One of the first things I noticed was that most of the children were dressed in 

new clothes for the beginning of the year. The clothes were bright and clean 

and the children had clearly been groomed for the beginning of the school 

year. While I did not see many parents in these first days, the families had 

sent all the staff at the school a strong message – we value school so much 

that the little spare money we have has been spent on purchasing new 

clothes for our children’s first days at school. A strong message that can only 

be heard if you choose to listen to the subtleties of the environment, not just 

words. After a few weeks I noticed that the families regularly walked through 

the school and would pass classrooms, possibly curious as to what their 

children were experiencing. Yet, it appeared as if no one was confident 

enough or saw it as their place to come and look in the door. My first mistake 

was to boldly invite them in to have a look and stay! In my typical, assertive, 

middle class style I would call out to families to come in and have a look. 

They would decline and continue walking by. How might my confidence and 

assertiveness in making the offer have seemed to the families? Maybe 

school for many parents had not been a pleasant experience. […] The 

community was sending me a strong message – we value school, we are 

curious about the program the children are engaging in and we are 

competent to engage in dialogue with you. The challenge was finding ways to 

do this appropriately so the families could continue to be heard. To do this 

they needed to be viewed as strong, enquiring and competent. (Becher, 

2006, p. 10) 

 

 Becher was inspired by the pedagogy of relationships and listening to be aware of her 

“assertive, middle class style” of relating and to move away from this in order to “begin to listen 

in a way that would enable me to create a reciprocal dialogue” (Becher, 2006, pp. 10-11). She 

choose pedagogical documentation as the tool that enabled her to initiate this reciprocal 

dialogue, and she began by creating newsletters rich in images of the children’s engagement in 

learning possibilities: 

 

[The newsletter] was displayed in prominent places around the community as 

it was not only the families who were asking about the education – it was the 

older people in the community and those who didn’t necessarily have young 

children at the school. This strategy continued the dialogue with the 

community as many people would crowd around the newsletter and discuss 
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what they saw the children doing. Many marvelled at the capabilities of their 

children. Others made comments about the learning that was taking place. It 

empowered the community to participate in the program, in a way that was 

comfortable to them and enabled strengths to be highlighted (Becher, 2006, 

p. 11). 

 

 Becher offers a powerful example of documentation as a tool that supports the 

development of a community of learners; in the experience of her community documentation 

has the potential to be a tool for relating and meaning making across the boundary of diversity. 

In fact, diversity becomes a connection rather than a boundary: as the children of Reggio say, 

“the boundary is a smoke” (Davoli & Ferri, 2000). It is hoped that this thesis can shed further 

light on the possibilities of documentation for facilitating the establishment of such respectful, 

reciprocal relationships: a tool for turning boundaries to smoke. Becher’s community refuses to 

be silenced. As mentioned above, Cheeseman (2007) notes that by focusing policy on the 

dominant image of the child as weak and in need of intervention “the universal is silenced”, she 

suggests that the child with no deficits is silenced. When the universal is silenced it can be 

argued that all children, ultimately, are silenced and the silence is indeed deafening. I do not 

propose to have a voice in the matter of indigenous issues in this thesis; I do however hope that 

a reconceptualisation of quality as a cultural and value-laden concept and process of meaning 

making, together with a “pedagogy of relationships and listening” may offer a framework for 

engaging in pedagogical dialogue with indigenous communities of educators, children, and 

families – after all, a study with international relevance should have resonance with indigenous 

communities as well. 

 

“The Kind of People We are Going to Be” 

 

 Sensitivity to culture and diversity is an historical issue in early childhood education - 

and more widely in policy, relationships, and attitudes – internationally, which in Australia has 

been addressed in different and highly contestable ways and with varying degrees of success 

(Press & Hayes, 2000). As explored above, it is also a pressing and hotly contested 

contemporary issue, which is problematised by several notable Australian early childhood 

scholars (amongst these: Fleet, 2001, 2006; MacNaughton, 2001; MacNaughton & Davis, 2001; 

Martin, 2008; Mundine & Giugni, 2006) and might be better understood and conceptualised 

through pedagogical documentation. Fleet et al. (2006) bring us one step closer to this 

understanding through a thoughtful collection of pedagogical documentation by Australian, New 

Zealand, and North American educators focusing on social justice.  I am inspired and humbled 

by Jill McLachlan’s (2006) classroom of Year One children in Sydney who were choosing only 

same-sex partners to line up with outside the classroom, and who with the sensitive and 

supportive guidance of their teacher  - who believed that the culture of this classroom was one 

of acceptance and inclusion - eventually reflected on their choices, moved away from choosing 

same-sex partners, and came up with times when it is “not okay” to say NO to someone 

(McLachlan, 2006, p. 32):  
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Like if your mum was from another country 

If you spoke a different language 

Just because you looked funny 

If you were dirty or something 

If you’re different from other people 

Yeah like if your skin was different 

 

And then, because the children decided that talking about “what they don’t want to be 

like” was “too sad” they decided to talk about “The Kind of People We are Going to Be” 

(McLachlan, 2006, p. 34)... a long list, a “powerful vision statement” which they read to the 

whole school and which includes: 

  

We are going to use words that make people happy. 

We are going to think before we speak. 

We are going to make people laugh. 

We are going to be the kind of people who say NO to being mean. 

We are not going to say no to someone because they are a boy or a girl. 

We are not going to make jokes about what people look like or where they come 

from. 

We are not going to play war or pretend games with guns. Because guns are real and 

people do die. 

   We are going to protect people’s hearts. 

   We are going to stand up for our friends. 

   These are the kind of people we are going to be. 

 

These words can inspire us to understand that it is to the children that we should turn to 

define ‘reconciliation’, as the power of their vision is likely to resonate with us all. McLachlan 

(2006, pp. 35-36) concludes:  

 

We need to constantly underpin the decisions we make as educators with a 

deep faith in the students we teach. Belief in the innate drive within humanity to 

explore and understand frees us to journey without a predetermined 

destination, where learning is a recognised by-product of life, not an added 

extra. Learning becomes an issue of growth not outcomes, and the person is 

elevated above the products we can assess. Is it too risky to listen and follow a 

child’s lead? Or is it too risky if we don’t? 

 

 McLachlan’s words and attitude (and the attitude she builds together with her children) 

are ever more significant in a country that has only recently offered a public apology to the 

indigenous community for the displacement and pain inflicted on generations and that looks with 

hope to the future. The educators in Reggio Emilia exhort others to believe in the power of 

Utopia and they use documentation as a tool for building democracy and for sustaining “the 
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courage of utopia” (Rinaldi, 2001c). Perhaps to make the voices of children heard, increasingly 

and forcefully, would be one step further on the path to a reconciliation – each country’s own 

utopia, “the glad tomorrow”, “the kind of people we are going to be”. 

 

Reggio offers something very precious and in short supply today – hope...  

Utopian thought... both provokes and enables radical critique of what exists 

and it can give direction for future change through the exploration by 

imagination of new modes of human possibility that can help us to reinvent 

the future (Rinaldi, 2006, pp. 19-20). 

 

 Hope, utopian thought, the exploration by imagination of new modes of human 

possibility that can help us to reinvent the future: these all seem very relevant concerns to 

address the guilt and sorrow that weigh down relationships, in Australia and internationally. The 

rugged path to reconciliation, which in Australia might begin with a Prime Minister’s “sorry”, 

must be strewn with utopian possibility and courage – to reinvent the future. The “courage of 

utopia” (Rinaldi, 2005, July) - to continue to dream, to continue to believe that it is possible to 

change, to continue to encounter each other – and Malaguzzi’s “world of the possible” may bear 

similarities to the words of Oodergoo Noonuccal: 

 

To our father’s fathers, the pain, the sorrow 

To our children’s children, the glad tomorrow 

(cited in Martin, 2003, p. 214) 

 

 The “glad tomorrow” and the “courage of utopia” may help to see the way forward for all 

those engaged with children internationally, in diverse contexts of joy and sorrow. Educators 

look to Reggio Emilia from lands weighed down by conflict, dispossession, poverty and colonial 

histories: the Palestinian territories, India, Albania, Bosnia, to name a few. This thesis aims to 

contribute to inspiring the courage of utopia. It is my hope that the present study will invite those 

who live and learn and research within and belong to diverse communities to reflect on how 

ideas and experiences from Reggio Emilia might be welcomed to support local policies and 

practices in education that might be more responsive to issues of diversity, rights, and social 

justice. It is my hope too that this study might inspire and create opportunities for further study 

on how a pedagogy of relationships and listening might connect with the culture, stories, and life 

of indigenous communities internationally, and with pedagogies that honour the land, its 

resources and beauty, and its narratives. 

 

And when next the paperbark trees filled the air with the scent of their sweet, 

honey-smelling flowers, they took her into their tribe as one of their own, so 

that she would never again be without the paperbark she needed for her 

work. They called her Oodgeroo. And this is the story of how Oodgeroo found 

her way back into the Old Dreamtime (Oodgeroo, 1993, cited in Martin, 2008, 

p. 143). 
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Conclusion 

 

In this chapter, I have set the historical and contextual scene for the study; a complex 

and layered landscape of experience, stories, cultures, words, knowledge, and relationships 

established through time in Italy and internationally within the multiple discourses of early 

childhood pedagogy. I have sketched the context of the case study settings within this complex 

background as an introduction to the stories that will follow in the next chapter. I have shown 

how experiences, stories, cultures, words, and knowledge lean on each other. 

 

Following the setting of such a scene, it is fundamental to note that the intention of this 

study is not to inspire attempts at comparison between Reggio Emilia and other international 

contexts, but rather to invite others to relate the stories and experiences of their places to the 

experience of Reggio Emilia: relationship is opposed to comparison. The stories are shared not 

in an effort to make Reggio into “something that [we] are capable of knowing” by applying the 

experience to existing systems of knowledge and values, but rather to make the existing values 

of the Reggio Emilia context visible through “the ethics of an encounter”, so that others may not 

deny their “alterity” (Dahlberg & Moss, 2005). The hope is that educators internationally may be 

empowered to embark on local cultural projects of childhood, through an enhanced 

understanding of how documentation contributes to the construction of these projects and 

communities within the wider culture. As Robertson (2000) suggests, this approach allows 

educators to not replace their own “truths” with what is perceived as the Italian “truth”, but rather 

to think with new clarity: for, as Carla Rinaldi (cited in Robertson, 2000) states “everything 

depends”. Ultimately, everything (including quality) depends on the cultural contexts and on the 

possibilities which are co-constructed by participants, who live, observe, interpret and document 

experiences.  

 

As an observer, interpreter and documenter adopting a perspective of “Educational 

Connoisseurship and Criticism” (Eisner, 1976, 1991) to the observation and analysis of 

experiences in communities of learners situated in cultural contexts, I can also say that 

“everything depends”, but at the same time that through the interpretations of others, everything 

may be shared, re-interpreted, and understood. The following chapter, a discussion of the 

research methods adopted throughout the present study, outlines the empirical meaning behind 

a statement like “everything depends” from the perspective of a qualitative, interpretive research 

approach.  
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CHAPTER 3 

 

Methods: Relatedness, Appreciation and Disclosure 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

“Maggio” [May] 

Drawing by Federica (approximately 5 years old), Scuola Pablo Neruda. Reggio Emilia 
 



 - 64 - 

To know a rose by its Latin name and yet to miss its fragrance is to miss 

much of the rose’s meaning. Artistic approaches to research are very much 

interested in helping people experience the fragrance (Eisner, 1981, p. 9). 

 

 This chapter outlines the research methods adopted and developed in the course of the 

present study. The chapter is comprised of three main sections: research framework, research 

design, and data analysis. The first section of the chapter outlines the study’s research 

framework, which innovatively combines perspectives of several disciplines: “Educational 

Connoisseurship and Criticism” (Eisner, 1991; Moroye, 2005; Uhrmacher, 1992); Social 

Semiotics (Chandler, 2002; Hodge & Kress, 1988; Van Leeuwen, 2005) and Semiotics of the 

Built Environment/ Semiotics and 3D Space (Jones, 2008; Preziosi, 1979; Ravelli, 2008; 

Stenglin, 2008; Van Leeuwen, 2008); and “Ways of Knowing, Being, and Doing” (Martin, 2003, 

2008). The second section describes the research methods, addressing issues pertinent to the 

research journey in the field such as: data collection methods; site access; participants; and the 

case study approach particular to this study. In the third section, issues related to data analysis 

are discussed: the emergence of themes; the semiotics of entering; member validation; and 

voice.  

 

Research Framework 

 

Educational Connoisseurship and Criticism 

 

If connoisseurship can be regarded as the art of appreciation, criticism can 

be thought of as the art of disclosure (Eisner, 1991, p. 86). 

 

 A statement like “everything depends” (Chapter 2), which is so often used by educators 

in Reggio Emilia in response to questions about their pedagogical experience, can be most 

appropriately transferred to the context of interpretive educational research: “It all depends is 

probably the most useful qualifier to attach to questions about the efficacy of particular 

educational methods” (Eisner, 1991, p. 209). It is in this spirit, and in the tradition of cultural, 

interpretive research, that the methodological framework of educational connoisseurship and 

criticism was adopted in the present study. Educational connoisseurship and criticism offers a 

framework for research within what can be termed an “artistic approach” to qualitative research, 

an approach which is interested in helping people to “experience the fragrance” of the rose. To 

make “vicarious participation” possible is one of the aims of educational connoisseurship, and 

an aim of the present study.  

 

 Connoisseurship - “the art of appreciation” (Eisner, 1991) – “is the means through which 

we come to know the complexities, nuances and subtleties of aspects of the world in which we 

have a special interest” (Eisner, 1991, p. 68): it is a process of “epistemic seeing” – “the kind of 

knowledge secured through sight” (Eisner, 1991). A connoisseurship perspective and an artistic 

approach enabled me to “experience the qualities that constitute [the educational environments 
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I observed] and to understand something about them... to make judgments about their value” 

through a research experience that was “complex, subtle, and informed” (Eisner, 1991, p. 69).  

Elements which identify a connoisseurship approach in the present study include: an extended 

period of time ‘living’ in the communities observed to enable the process of epistemic seeing; 

and watching and seeing, talking and listening – “understanding what is going on” (Eisner, 

1991) - as methods for data collection. An educational criticism approach was used in data 

analysis and can be identified in the writing and structure of the case study chapter (see 

Preface to Chapter 4); this chapter narrates a transformation of “the act of teaching and learning 

into a public form that illuminates, interprets and appraises the qualities that have been 

experienced” (Eisner, 1991). Ultimately, through “illumination and penetration” (Eisner, 1981), 

through a process of “indwelling” – “to imaginatively participate in the experience of another”  -  

and through a recognition that “the role that emotion plays in knowing is central”, I have 

attempted to “create a form that makes [vicarious] participation possible”, to create images that 

people will find meaningful. In this process, I have engaged in appreciation, I have experienced 

the fragrance of the rose, and I have engaged in educational criticism. 

 

 The study possesses a “prefigured focus” (Eisner, 1991) for data collection and 

analysis, centred on the research questions. However, this does not imply a closed observation, 

but rather a focus within which “the emergence of the unanticipated can command special 

attention” (Eisner, 1991). Of the five dimensions that Eisner (1991) has identified as contributing 

to the “ecology of schooling” the present study focuses on the “pedagogical dimension” by 

viewing documentation as a “pedagogical tool”. However, through an approach to observation 

which recognizes the holistic nature of pedagogical practice – where each element is connected 

to the other and therefore to separate would be to negate the qualities inherent in the context – 

and in relationship to the complexities and connections inherent in a pedagogy of relationships 

and listening, to some extent the study includes the other dimensions as well: the “intentional 

dimension” which deals with the goals and aims of schooling; the “structural dimension” which 

deals with the organizational form of schooling; the “curricular dimension” which deals with the 

content and goals of the curriculum; and the “evaluative dimension” which deals with 

assessment practices (Eisner, 1991). These dimensions have provided the present study with a 

“structure for perception” (Eisner, 1991). 

 

 “Criticism provides connoisseurship with a public face” (Eisner, 1991, p. 85); as such, 

the private act of appreciation of the ecology of schooling is by necessity transformed into a 

public forum. Thus, as does pedagogical documentation, the present study strives towards 

democracy, visibility, and share-ability: to “give material to reflect on, even if we have not been 

there” (Eisner, 1991, p. 88). Eisner (1991) suggests a structure for organizing one’s criticism 

that builds on four interdependent dimensions: description – to enable readers “to see” and 

visualise what a place or process is like so that they can participate vicariously in the events 

described; interpretation – to explain the meaning of what has been experienced; evaluation – 

to appraise the educational value of what has been observed; thematics – to identify the 

“recurrent messages that pervade the situation about which the critic writes” (Eisner, 1991, p. 
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104). This thesis can be considered an example of educational criticism, featuring Eisner’s 

interdependent dimensions. The case study chapter is organized around the interdependent 

dimensions; the intent is “to enable to see”, “to explain the meaning”, “to appraise” and, 

fundamentally – as will appear evident – “to identify the recurrent messages that pervade the 

situation”. Thus Thematics is the dimension that gives a backbone to the stories: the case study 

is presented through themes which have emerged from data collection and analysis: 

“distillations of what has been encountered” (Eisner, 1991) which give sense and meaning to 

experience and organize that meaning for readers to gain a sense of the “pervasive qualities” 

(Eisner, 1991) of the case. Description provides a fundamental tool to enable vicarious 

participation in each context, to understand each theme within the context of the lived 

experience of children and adults: 

 

The trick in writing, often taken for granted, is to create in the public world a 

structure or form whose features re-present what is experienced in private. 

The sense of discovery and excitement that pervades a classroom is not 

simply a set of words; it is a set of qualities, including a sense of energy that 

must somehow be made palpable through prose... The function of such an 

achievement is not mere embellishment or ornamentation or making 

something ‘literary’, it is epistemic. Its aim is to help the reader know. One 

source of knowledge is visualisation. Another is emotion. How a situation 

feels is not less important than how it looks. The descriptive dimension of 

educational criticism makes both possible (Eisner, 1991, p. 90). 

 

  Each theme addressed in Chapter 4 (case study chapter) presents one or more 

descriptive elements that are then supported by Interpretation, which: “requires putting what 

has been described in a context in which its antecedent factors can be identified. It also means 

illuminating the potential consequences of practices observed and providing reasons for what 

has been seen” (Eisner, 1991, p. 95). In this thesis, this process of illumination and providing 

reasons is achieved by: linking different descriptions together to clarify the pervasiveness of 

each theme within the case (how each theme occurs and re-occurs in different fragments of 

data, in different places); weaving the words of participants into each theme; using different 

data sources from different contexts and different times; giving a sense of time and history; 

weaving theory and literature into each theme. By establishing these connections, the 

interpretations focus upon “the why or the how” (Eisner, 1991) of the description. 

 

 As will be clarified further in this chapter, each theme can be interpreted as a pervasive 

value of the context and community. Thus the dimension of Evaluation be found ‘hidden’ in the 

choice of emergent themes – by this I mean that the element of evaluation or ‘giving value’ is 

part and parcel of the process of identifying themes, of analysing data and making choices 

within a context of observation of cultural practices and shared values. The chapter dedicated 

to the theoretical propositions developed in the study (Chapter 5) has the intent to offer a 

creative evaluation of the case encountered. When reflecting on the meaning of evaluation in 
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the context of this study, it is important to consider the concept of ‘incommensurability’. The 

concept of incommensurability acknowledges that each context, place, and participants has 

distinctive features and thus the aim of the evaluation is not to develop standards for 

measurement or comparison, but rather to identify “criteria for judgment”, ways of appraising 

what has been seen that do not rely on measurement or standards of comparison – this 

recognizes the exceptionality of the case while sustaining its international relevance. Eisner 

defines “criteria for judgement” through the words of Dewey; he sees them as ways of making 

sense of the world which “are the result of an endeavour to find out what a work of art [or 

educational context] is as an experience; the kind of experience which constitutes it” (Dewey, 

1934, cited in Eisner, 1991, p. 101). The criteria for evaluation are not fixed, rather they emerge 

out of experience and give identity to that experience: as such they offer a possibility for 

evaluating other experiences not through comparison but through illumination. Educational 

Connoisseurship and Criticism offer a framework to engage in artistic approaches to qualitative 

ethnographic research: the hope is that in this thesis the approach may lead to “the creation of 

an evocative form whose meaning is embodied in the shape of what is expressed” (Eisner, 

1981, p. 6). 

 

Social Semiotics 

  

Social semiotics is a form of enquiry. It does not offer ready-made answers. It 

offers ideas for formulating questions and ways of searching for answers.  

(Van Leeuwen, 2005, p. 1) 

 

 This study takes social semiotics as the preferred form of research enquiry; social 

semiotics is used as a tool and a lens for formulating questions and searching for answers. In 

this study, social semiotics is the form of enquiry that sustains connoisseurship and criticism; 

social semiotics affords the illumination a system of meaning making. In the tradition of social 

semiotics (Hodge & Kress, 1988; Van Leeuwen, 2005) and poststructuralist semiotics 

(Chandler, 2002), of which MAK Halliday, Jacques Derrida, Michel Foucault, and Roland 

Barthes are notable theorists, this research study takes the perspective that all elements of the 

context (spaces, places, buildings, furniture, environment, people, relationships, written texts, 

visual texts, spoken texts, non-verbal behaviours, etc.) are interconnected signifiers of meaning 

that exist in a relationship of reciprocity of meaning: these signifiers are viewed as “semiotic 

resources” (Van Leeuwen, 2005) that possess a relationship of “intertextuality” (Chandler, 

2002). As Chandler (2002) suggests, “the concept of intertextuality reminds us that each text 

exists in relation to others” (2002, p. 201): as such, all the above listed signifiers of the context 

of this study contribute to a complex web of construction of meanings in cultural context. This 

study, which has understanding of culture at its heart, focuses on the connections within that 

web, and on how those connections are constructed: “all of these modes of meaning-making 

interrelate and their totality might be thought of as a way of defining a culture” (Unsworth, 

2008a). Analyses of multimodal discourses in the tradition of social semiotics are relevant to 
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many fields in the social sciences and humanities (Royce & Bowcher, 2007), including the field 

of education (Unsworth, 2008b). 

 

 Social semiotics is concerned with how people construct systems of meaning 

(Chandler, 2002; Hodge & Kress, 1988; Van Leeuwen, 2005) and it is relevant to: the research 

framework of this study; its culturalist perspective; its context of research (educational 

environments in Reggio Emilia); and the research questions (pedagogical documentation as a 

tool for constructing communities of learners). In particular: the meanings that are constructed in 

Reggio Emilia and Reggio-inspired schools, which value a collectivist approach to making 

meaning, are generally socially and collectively constructed, communicated, and understood; 

these socially constructed meanings are generally expressed through a variety of texts (visual, 

written, spoken, etc.) that exist in an intertextual and intratextual (Chandler, 2002) relationship 

(a rich variety of tools available for the expression of meaning being a feature of pedagogical 

documentation); and the meanings that have emerged from the data collected in this study are 

a result of engagement in dialogue and observation which has as its premise the shared 

construction of meaning with participants who play diverse roles in the community (educators, 

children, families, pedagogiste, atelieriste, etc.). To elaborate on this last point: the data 

collected for this study is varied (as will be explored further in this chapter in the section on data 

collection), it reflects the perspectives of all participants in the social context, and each fragment 

of data is related to the other in a complex system of making meaning. The understandings 

emerging from the rich data are constructed through my analysis of the meanings that the 

participants themselves construct socially and through the relationships that I have identified 

between fragments of data (intertextuality and intratextuality). Social semiotics is thus used in 

this study as a multi-layered tool for analysis: I used social semiotics to investigate the 

meanings and constructions of participants and also as a lens for my own construction of 

meaning. Fundamentally, I observed both how participants construct meanings socially, in an 

ecological and multimodal context (Chandler, 2002) that is itself rich in possibilities for 

intertextuality and intratextuality (Chandler, 2002), and how I myself constructed meaning in 

relationship to the social and cultural context and the availability of semiotic resources. Thus 

social semiotics in this study is both a tool and a lens. It is essential to acknowledge that my 

own process of making meaning, and that of my participants, is a reflection of the rich selection 

of semiotic resources available within the contexts I have observed and to the people I have 

encountered.  

 

Reading an image, like the reception of any other message, is dependent on 

prior knowledge of possibilities; we can only recognize what we know. 

(Gombrich, 1972, cited in Chandler, 2002, p. 176) 

 

 The semiotic possibilities that the environments in Reggio Emilia offer are rich, varied, 

and interconnected; my familiarity with these resources gained through an extended 

ethnographic presence in these environments afforded me the possibility to engage with both 

the participants’ constructions of meaning and my own constructions of meaning. At the same 
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time, my extended presence also meant that over time my own lens became inextricably 

connected with the participants’ own ways of making meaning. Hodge and Kress (1988) quote 

Voloshinov: “the form of signs is conditioned above all by the social organization of the 

participants and also by the immediate conditions of their interaction” (p. 37). This reciprocity 

between the semiotic possibilities of an environment, an extended presence within that 

environment, the social organization of the participants (myself included), and the conditions of 

the interaction (which include a certain familiarity achieved over time and an attitude of 

transparency, dialogue, and shared research) suggests that any meaning that I negotiated in 

this study with events, people, words, and objects is likely to be a meaning that has been 

socially constructed within the community of which I have become a member through my efforts 

at establishing research relationships in the case study sites (refer to sections on relatedness 

and research methods in this chapter). The case study context of Reggio Emilia is thus viewed 

in this study, which as outlined in Chapter 1 is premised upon a culturalist view of human 

experience, as a “semiosphere”: 

 

We live within an ecology of signs that both reflects and gives shape to our 

experience […] Thinking in ‘ecological’ terms about the interaction of different 

semiotic structures and languages led the Tartu school cultural semiotician 

Yuri Lotman to coin the term ‘semiosphere’ to refer to ‘the whole semiotic 

space of the culture in question’ (Chandler, 2002, p. 224). 

 

 I became a participant in the semiosphere through my social semiotic lens and through 

my extended participation in the “space” of the “culture in question”. The concept of 

semiosphere also links to the research question: participation in the semiosphere becomes an 

essential condition for participation in a community of learners. Pedagogical documentation, 

which is in itself a semiotic resource and also enables access to and dialogue around semiotic 

resources, contributes to creating a “semiosphere” that defines a community or culture.  

 

 It must be highlighted that the social semiotic process of searching for meaning that 

defines this study is an uncertain one and one that occurs always within a negotiation; it is not a 

process that produces ‘truths’. As Hodge and Kress (1988) suggest: 

 

Meaning is always negotiated in the semiotic process, never simply imposed 

inexorably from above by an omnipotent author through an absolute code 

[…] Social semiotics cannot assume that texts produce exactly the meanings 

and effects that their authors hope for: it is precisely the struggles and their 

uncertain outcomes that must be studied at the level of social action, and 

their effects in the production of meaning (p. 12). 

 

 I offer to the reader “struggles and uncertain outcomes” – my own and those of my 

participants – and through these an analysis of the meaning that is constructed within the 

semiotic resources of a rich environment by the participants themselves, children and adults. 
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[An environment] is no simple passive stage-set for activity. Its component 

parts actively engage our perceptions, challenging us at every turn, offering 

us possibilities for and constraints upon action and experience. 

(Preziosi, 1979, p. 10) 

 

 In this study, the built environments and the outdoor environments of the schools are 

viewed as “semiotic resources” possessing “semiotic potential”: the potential for making 

meaning (Ravelli, 2008; Van Leeuwen, 2005) and the potential for communicating. This is 

consistent with the philosophy and practice of the places I have encountered; in Reggio Emilia, 

and in Reggio-inspired places, the environment is viewed as a “teacher” (Edwards et al., 1998c) 

and thus afforded an identity and the potential to create and communicate meaning. It became 

evident to me during the research process that there could be no interpretation of 

documentation processes and products without an understanding and interpretation of the built 

environment in which it occurs: from the perspective of social semiotics and multimodal 

semiotics (Unsworth, 2008b), the built environment is viewed in this study as a “text” (Ravelli, 

2008), and “texts provide contexts within which other texts may be created and interpreted” 

(Chandler, 2002, p. 201). There is a strict reciprocity between the built environment and the 

documentation that occurs and is displayed within it; this interpretation is in line with the concept 

of intertextuality, which “reminds us that each text exists in relation to others” (Chandler, 2002, 

p. 201) and suggests that “the boundaries of texts are permeable” (Chandler, 2002). Each text 

exists within a vast society of texts in various genres and media: “no text is an island in itself” 

(Chandler, 2002, p. 203). Pedagogical documentation is not an island in itself, it exists within a 

vast society of texts, including the text of the build environment: in Reggio Emilia the boundaries 

of texts are permeable. As Van Leuween (2005, p. 219) explains: “information can only be 

interpreted in the context of other pieces of information and of specific communicative interests 

and purposes... items of information, whether verbal, visual, or otherwise, can be and are 

meaningfully linked to other items of information”. The environment and the documentation that 

occurs within it can be viewed as “participants in a dialogue, or instruments in an orchestra” 

(Van Leeuwen, 2005, p. 249). In a dialogue it is essential to attend to and understand the voices 

of all participants, in a concert the connection between the instruments is of paramount 

importance. Similarly, to understand the documentation, it is essential to understand the 

environment. In fact, Preziosi (1979, p. 94) argues that: 

 

The more we understand the particular parameters of organization of non-

verbal codes such as the architectonic system, the less we will be inclined to 

view the position of verbal language as an active semiotic figure against a 

static and passive ground. 

 

 As Preziosi (1979, p. 2) suggests, “the architectonic code is essentially a system of 

relationships”; this system of relationships is experienced by those who enter and live within the 

space. In relation to this view, the case study chapter is introduced by what I have termed the 
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semiotics of entering: exploring how the experience of entering a place, of encountering the 

physical space and the people who inhabit it, gives ‘enterers’ insight into its meanings, its 

semiotic potential, and its dialogic role. This is explored from a personal perspective as I 

recount my own experience of ‘entering’; thus the reader might be particularly drawn into what 

Preziosi (1979) defines as the “emotive functions” of a message. For a more detailed 

explanation of the social and multimodal semiotic approach to data analysis, please refer to the 

third section of this chapter. 

 

Relatedness: Ways of Knowing, Being and Doing 

 

 Karen Martin (2003, 2008), a “Noonuccal woman with ancestral ties to Bidjara land […] 

a teacher of young children and their families [who has] written and lectured in subjects of 

Indigenous studies at University […] [and who] was awarded a scholarship […] to undertake 

research relating to Aboriginal people of the wet tropics region of far north Queensland 

[Australia]” (Martin, 2003, p. 204), developed Ways of Knowing, Being, and Doing as a 

theoretical framework and methods for indigenous and indigenist research which 

conceptualises research as ceremony and encompasses relatedness as an “ontological 

premise” (Martin, 2008). I take inspiration from Martin’s framework, while acknowledging that 

the present study cannot do justice to its purpose of inviting research that respects Aboriginal 

worldviews: I have not engaged in research with indigenous people, therefore I cannot claim to 

be framing Ways of knowing, Being, and Doing for the purpose for which it was developed and 

designed. However, during the research process for this study I have discovered a connection 

between: the ontological premise of relatedness; Ways of Knowing, Being, and Doing; the 

process of engaging in ethnographic research through the framework of connoisseurship and 

social semiotics; and the educational project of Reggio Emilia. I therefore ask forgiveness from 

the author for adopting the framework for purposes other than those for which it was intended; it 

is my hope that the attempts of this study to take this framework into consideration might reveal 

its wider applications and thus that the study might contribute to the knowledge of how 

Aboriginal worldviews can offer ways of thinking and making meaning that can be most usefully 

applied elsewhere. The purpose of my efforts being to demonstrate that we all have much to 

learn from Aboriginal worldviews; I do not propose to understand or explore these worldviews 

within the context of this thesis, but rather I offer a provocation to imagine the possibilities and 

interconnections. From what I am able to ascertain, this is a unique attempt. 

 

 My research experience is different to Martin’s, but it shares many similarities; within 

this research I too move between identities, not an Outsider or Other, but Another (Martin, 

2008). Italian and Australian, an educator, learner, and researcher – I have moved within 

spaces and places as “Another” with relatedness as my premise. I will explain this with the story 

of my arrival in Reggio Emilia:  

 

When I first arrived in Reggio Emilia, I went to meet Marina Castagnetti at the 

Centre for Documentation and Educational Research; Marina, who used to 
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be a teacher at the Diana school, acted as a facilitator and guide for me, and 

on this first day she called the staff at Nido Arcobaleno to inform them that I 

had arrived and would be joining them later in the day. She spoke with 

Francesca, teacher of the ‘Grandi’ (two/three-year-olds), then passed me the 

handset so I could say hello. I spoke with Francesca and perceived some 

hesitation on the other side of the line. Some months later, when we had 

become friends, Francesca and I remembered this moment. She told me she 

was in the staff room the morning I had called, and after she had hung up the 

phone she turned to the others in the room and said, with great surprise: 

“That was the Australian intern – she speaks Italian with a roman accent!” 

Indeed, the staff in the schools were expecting an Australian and my perfect 

Italian which revealed my Roman heritage was a surprise. The Outsider, the 

Other, revealed herself in fact to be Another.  

 

 I was further able to position myself as Another rather than the Other throughout my 

study because my strategies of data collection were entirely consistent with the educators’ daily 

documentation practices; I very soon blended in as just another adult observing, taking notes, 

taking photos and asking questions – just Another engaged in a qualitative research process 

based on overarching pedagogical and cultural questions. In fact, a breakthrough occurred in 

my study when I recognised that I was only one amongst many researchers. Martin identifies 

this as a significant feature of data collection within her framework: 

 

This requires fieldwork that immerses the researcher in the contexts of the 

Entities and to watch, listen, wait, learn, and repeat those methods for data 

collection (Martin, 2003, p. 213). 

 

 “Relatedness” – “a particular manner of connectedness … a relation between things 

and events” (Martin, 2008, p. 69) is the ontological premise of Martin’s framework: it is also at 

the core of the Reggio Emilia pedagogy of relationships and listening (as outlined in Chapter 2); 

it is a premise within social semiotics, which views systems of meaning as created socially, in 

relationship; and within this study it is a condition for the “epistemic seeing”, “indwelling”, 

“emotion”, and “illumination” which are characteristic of connoisseurship. As discussed further 

below and as will become evident in the case study chapters, relatedness with people and place 

was at the forefront of research design in this study. Thus, relatedness can also be considered 

an ontological premise for this study.  

 

 In the conclusion to Chapter 1, I dwelled somewhat on the role of the researcher, 

introducing myself and defining briefly the “pieces of experience” that I bring with me; this 

process of acknowledgement and reflexivity can be considered both a “respect for protocol” 

(Martin, 2003) and an introduction to Ways of Knowing. In fact, 
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The core conditions of Ways of Knowing are to know, as fully as is possible, 

‘who your People are’; ‘where your Country is’ and ‘how you are related to 

the Entities’. That is to know your Stories of relatedness, the individual and 

communal Stories and through this, your identities unfold (Martin, 2008, p. 

72). 

 

 Martin identifies ways of Knowing as “specific to ontology and Entities of Land, Animals, 

Plants, Waterways, Skies, Climate and the Spiritual systems of Aboriginal groups”. She goes on 

to explain that “knowledge about ontology and Entities is learned and reproduced through 

processes of: listening, sensing, viewing, reviewing, reading, watching, waiting, observing, 

exchanging, sharing, conceptualising, assessing, modelling, engaging and applying”. This study 

does not engage with the Entities that Martin identifies, which are particular to Aboriginal 

worldviews; however, it engages with those complex elements of the context identified above as 

signifiers for meaning – such as spaces, places, buildings, furniture, environment, people, 

relationships, written texts, visual texts, spoken texts, non-verbal behaviours. Therefore, Ways 

of Knowing in Reggio Emilia (and in Reggio-inspired places) are specific to these 

interconnected elements. In addition, within this study knowledge about these elements is 

indeed learned and reproduced through the processes that Martin identifies; in fact, “listening, 

sensing, viewing, reviewing, reading, watching, waiting, observing, exchanging, sharing, 

conceptualising, assessing, modelling, engaging and applying” are features of connoisseurship 

and criticism, all of which I engaged in to some extent throughout the process of research. 

 

Through Ways of Being relatedness is confirmed by fulfilling three conditions 

that define how to be respectful, responsible, and accountable for staying in 

relatedness with self and the Entities across contexts and at micro and macro 

levels (Martin, 2008, p. 77). 

 

 I endeavoured throughout the study to ensure that relatedness with self and “Entities” 

was confirmed through Ways of Being; the section below on research design gives some detail 

on the efforts I made to establish, nurture, and maintain relationships, all the while being 

respectful, responsible, and accountable. As an example of my relatedness, I offer here three 

anecdotes that give a sense of my Ways of Being in Reggio Emilia: my encounter with 

Professor Jerome Bruner; saying goodbye to Arcobaleno; Francesca calls me “Arcobalenica”.  

 

 In June 2006, Professor Jerome Bruner spent some time in Reggio Emilia (he spends a 

part of each year in Reggio, visiting the schools and engaging in dialogues with educators) and I 

had the privilege to meet him and interpret for him during his visit to Arcobaleno. I told Professor 

Bruner a little about myself: “I grew up in Italy but I am half-American and now living in Perth but 

actually just now living in Reggio Emilia”. Professor Bruner smiled and said to me: “Soon you 

will say that your home is Reggio Emilia”. Since then, I have referred several times to Reggio 

Emilia as my home; I have stayed in relatedness with self and the entities of my study, across 

contexts. This is, I believe, an example of how “in artistic approaches to research, the major 
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instrument is the investigator [herself]” (Eisner, 1981, p. 8); it is also an example of the role that 

emotions play in knowing, particularly when one conducts ethnographic research in a cultural 

context that becomes home for an extended period of time. However, the premise for this 

experience is relatedness.  

 

 My encounters with educators in Reggio Emilia were viewed as an opportunity for 

learning for both sides. This is exemplified by a card written by the educators of Arcobaleno, 

which was presented to me accompanied by a beautiful gift box of children’s drawings and gifts 

on the day I left Arcobaleno. The card reads: 

 

To Stefania, from the children and all the staff of Nido Arcobaleno, a warm 

thank you for the interpretations that, day by day, you offered us of our 

experience. 

 

 I take this as confirmation, in the words of my participants, of my way of being 

respectful, responsible, and accountable.  

 

 After I left Arcobaleno I went out to dinner one evening with all the educators. 

Francesca drove me home and as we sat chatting in her car below my apartment block she said 

they missed me in the centre, and she said she felt I was “Arcobalenica”. A difficult word to 

translate, but I will try: Arcobaleno means Rainbow in English, therefore “Arcobalenica” would 

mean “Rainbow-ish”. Francesca felt I was Rainbow-ish; she felt I could be a part of the school’s 

identity and community. This is not only confirmation of my ways of being and a reflection of a 

research attitude which puts relatedness at the heart of experience, but it offers an example of 

Eisner’s “indwelling”. I am still in contact with educators in Reggio Emilia and I trust that these 

relationships of friendship and mutual respect and understanding will last over time. Every time I 

return to visit I feel that Reggio Emilia is still ‘my home’. I have stayed and I have returned; and 

as I am welcomed I continue to return to visit and re-visit friendships and places and to build 

enduring collaborations: 

 

To be respectful, responsible and accountable is to engender relatedness, to 

be allowed to stay and then return (Martin, 2008, p. 78). 

 

 Finally, Ways of Doing are “the enfoldment and evolvement of Ways of Knowing and 

Ways of Being for living Stories of relatedness” (Martin, 2008, p. 78). In this study, Ways of 

Doing are the meeting point between connoisseurship and criticism. Ways of Doing are the 

place where appreciation meets disclosure: 

 

In coming amongst, you learn more about this process of Ways of Doing by 

applying in it the range of contexts in which you live. It is highly contextual 

and involves engaging consciously and subconsciously in relatedness 
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through processes of observing, discerning, filtering, applying, reflecting, 

sharing and confirming (Martin, 2008, p. 79). 

 

 Observing, discerning, and filtering are aspects of connoisseurship; filtering, applying, 

reflecting, sharing, and confirming are aspects of educational criticism. I have engaged in all 

these processes, not in a linear fashion but in a more “messy” overlapping and linking of 

experience – more of a dance in circles with music and company than a solitary drive down a 

straight road with an endpoint.  

 

 To conclude the overview of the research framework: this study proposes an innovative 

and complex interconnectedness between: connoisseurship and criticism; social semiotics and 

semiotics of the built environment/ semiotics and 3D space; relatedness ontology; and Ways of 

Knowing, Being, and Doing. This framework prepares the landscape for a study in which each 

element (or text, or entity, or fragment of data) is related to the other; a study that is as much 

about the relationships that were constructed as it is about pedagogical documentation. For 

indeed “knowing how to live stories of relatedness” is “the purpose for knowing anything” 

(Martin, 2008, p. 82).  And I am happy: 

 

Now she is happy, because she can always talk with the tribes whenever she 

wants to (Oodgeroo, 1993, cited in Martin, 2008, p. 148). 

 

Research Design: Data Collection 

 

 Given the framework outlined above, the research design consists of a complex 

approach to ethnographic case study research (Pole & Morrison, 2003; Van Maanen, 1988; 

Woods, 1996), within the qualitative, interpretative tradition (Eisner, 1981; Ely et al., 1991; 

Hatch, 1995; Miles & Huberman, 1994, 2002; Patton, 2002; Silverman, 2005). The particular 

ethnographic approach taken in this study emphasises meaning making and relatedness: each 

element (or text, or entity, or fragment of data) is valued for its potential as a signifier of 

meaning (Chandler, 2002; Unsworth, 2008b; Van Leeuwen, 2005). In addition, my process of 

Knowing, Being, and Doing in cultural contexts is at the heart of an ethnographic approach that 

is not intended to be the study of the Other, but rather the development and analysis of being 

Another (Martin, 2008). This is achieved through connoisseurship and criticism (Eisner, 1976, 

1991, 2005), and through the medium of the case study (Bassey, 1999; Gillham, 2000; Merriam, 

1998; Stake, 1995; Yin, 2003). Methods and approaches to data collection are consistent with 

this complex framework and design. 

 

A Transactive Account: Structural Corroboration 

 

 Structural corroboration (Eisner, 1991, p. 55) -  “the confluence of multiple sources of 

evidence or the recurrence of instances that support a conclusion” - is a “fundamental criteria 

for appraising transactive accounts” (Eisner, 1991, pp. 52-53). A transactive account is “the 
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product of the interaction of two postulated entities, the objective and the subjective”; it is “the 

locus of human experience” (Eisner, 1991). The present thesis is a “transactive account”: “since 

what we know about the world is a product of the transaction of our subjective life and a 

postulated objective world, these worlds cannot be separated”. The conceptualisation of the 

thesis as a transactive account is consistent with the overall systemic, relational, and cultural 

perspective of the study. Data for the present study includes: extended direct observation and 

participant observation (Yin, 2003) which is recorded through observation notes and 

photographs; both focus-group and individual open-ended interviews (Yin, 2003) with 

educators, children, and parents (audio-recorded, then transcribed in full and analysed); 

numerous informal conversations with educators, children and parents; internal school 

documents; documentation such as wall panels, school publications, in-progress documentation 

folders in the classrooms, presentations to parents, educator notes; physical artefacts such as 

children’s work; archives in schools and in the Centre for Documentation and Educational 

Research in Reggio Emilia. As such, the study comprises Yin’s (2003) “six sources of 

evidence”: (1) Documentation.; (2) Archival Records; (3) Interviews; (4) Direct Observations; (5) 

Participant Observation; (6) Physical Artefacts.  

 

 Observations in Arcobaleno and Neruda were conducted throughout the school in the 

beginning (to gain a sense of each environment) and then focused on one classroom in 

particular (the Grandi – two/three-year-olds - at Arcobaleno and the five/six-year-olds at 

Neruda). The choice of classroom to focus observations on was inherent to the experience in 

each context at the moment of my research: in Arcobaleno Francesca, the teacher who was 

assigned to guide me and introduce me to the centre, was from the Grandi classroom therefore 

I spent most time in there. In Neruda the five/six-year-old classroom community included two 

children with special rights (one autistic child and one child with Down’s syndrome) and I was 

interested in making their experience a part of my observations.  Overall, observational data 

includes: one month at Arcobaleno infant-toddler centre; four months at Neruda School; one 

week in the Centre for Documentation and Educational Research. In each context, the focus of 

my observations were the relationships created between children, between educators and 

children, between families and children, between educators and families, between the school 

and the local cultural context/ arts scene, through processes of documentation and around 

products of documentation (such as panels, daily journals, presentations at parent meetings).  

 

 In environments where documentation is viewed as an attitude, as an approach to 

teaching that is not separated from the teaching and learning experience, this means observing 

daily life within the school and making choices based on what is perceived to be valued in each 

community. Because there is not ‘a time during which one documents’ my observations are of 

daily life in school, framed by the relationships that occur as educators document the process of 

children’s learning and share that documentation with the community. I observed the full 

spectrum of life in school, from greeting each other in the morning to teacher meetings in the 

afternoons and weekends discussing documentation, to conversations with artists, to late 

evenings with families discussing children’s learning. I made efforts to join in community events 
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such as: the “Reggio-Narra” event organized by the ‘Istituzione’ in Reggio Emilia, where stories 

were told in different sites around the city one Saturday in April; the celebrations for ReMida 

(the creative reuse centre) day in Reggio Emilia in May; Arcobaleno’s 30th birthday party on an 

evening in June. I was also privileged to gain access to many lectures, study tours, and 

conferences for international and local audiences, hosted in the Loris Malaguzzi International 

Centre in Reggio Emilia. I was invited to visit many of the infant-toddler centres and schools, 

thus gaining knowledge not only of my case own study sites but of the educational project as a 

whole. Participation in these events and experiences enabled me to feel a sense of belonging to 

the extended community of Reggio Emilia that connects to the schools. Throughout my time in 

each case study setting, I took notes and photos systematically, generally focusing on the 

breadth of the experience of each context in the beginning and then narrowing my focus. In fact, 

as I spent time and learned what was valued in each environment, I was able to be gradually 

more selective in what I recorded; my observations and interviews were informed and focussed 

by the elements that I perceived and experienced to be important and valued within each 

context. As Martin (2003) notes when discussing research design, “data collection methods 

entail following codes for communication and protocols for interacting that require different 

behaviour in different settings” (p. 213). 

 

 I suggest that data collection for this study results in a combination of both direct and 

participant observations because the extended period of time that I spent in each context, 

combined with my personal background as an early childhood educator, contributed to a natural 

process of development of my role within each context. In fact, at the beginning of my time in 

each context my observations were generally direct, meaning that I did not contribute to daily 

classroom activities but endeavoured to observe as unobtrusively as possible (Yin, 2003). As I 

spent more time in each setting, familiarising myself with the context and establishing 

relationships with adults and children, my role often naturally shifted to that of participant 

observer (Yin, 2003). This occurred in some situations more than others, but generally it was 

prompted by the spontaneous invitation of children and educators to participate. For example: 

one day during the end of my time at Arcobaleno I was asked by the educators to document an 

experience that the children and teacher were engaged in, and my photos and notes were used 

to create a page for the daily journal; the children at Arcobaleno, after I had spent some time 

with them, regarded me as ‘another teacher’ and came to me for help and comfort and with 

books to read and sought me out to share their ideas; in Neruda I was asked by the educators 

to work with a small group of children on an investigation into literacy, and to document their 

conversation and work; the children at Neruda took on the role of introducing this ‘new teacher’ 

to their school, and they would often ask me for help or suggest ways in which I could work with 

them; the atelierista at Neruda asked me to create archival photographs of children’s finished 

work. 

 

 Interviews were semi-structured and open-ended (Yin, 2003), based on a list of a few 

sample questions (Appendix 1) which were developed beforehand from the research questions 

and then moulded in relationship to the experience and interests of each context and each 
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conversation. As Yin (2003, pp. 89-90) suggests, open-ended interviews “will appear to be 

guided conversations rather than structured queries ... in which you ask key respondents about 

the facts of a matter as well as their opinions about events”; thus, in interviewing participants, I 

created a balance between asking my questions and following the turns the conversation would 

take while participants found their own ways (and shared ways) to discuss the issues I raised. I 

conducted several interviews during my time in the field and purposely chose to spread these 

out across the several months I spent in Reggio Emilia. This allowed me to ask some of my 

questions to some participants in the beginning and familiarise myself with the environment and 

participants, and then to expand on those questions as I spent more time in each environment 

and came to know what was important and valued in each context, so that this could form a 

basis for shared understanding to develop as I posed my questions. For example: interviews 

with the toddlers in Arcobaleno focused on the daily journal – the documentation tool that is 

most familiar to them; interviews with parents at Neruda were scheduled for the final day of 

school as they were preparing for a party after which they would take home the children’s 

documentation from the year, thus providing a contextual opportunity to discuss the importance 

of documentation for families.  

 

 Interviews were requested and negotiated in the field; as such it was often difficult for 

educators to find opportunities within a busy schedule, particularly at Neruda where the time for 

interviews coincided with the end of the school year. Consequently, some interviews were 

conducted with an individual educator/pedagogical coordinator/atelierista rather than with a 

focus group; some were with only two teachers; others with more. Interviews with children were 

appropriate to their age: smaller groups (2/3 children) in the infant-toddler centre and larger 

groups (5/6 children) in the school. I always shared my questions with teachers beforehand and 

some interviews with children were conducted with the participation of a teacher: in the infant-

toddler centre this was most appropriate for the children to feel comfortable until they knew me 

well enough to sit and leaf through a journal together, without the teacher; in Neruda the teacher 

was interested in exploring my research questions with the children and therefore I welcomed 

her knowledgeable contribution to several interviews while I also conducted a couple of 

interviews on my own with children that by that point in time knew me well.  

 

 I always provided educators with a full transcript of the interviews with children and 

parents and offered them a transcript of their own interviews, and I provided parents with a full 

transcript of the interviews they participated in. The choice of who was to participate in 

interviews was dependent on several factors: availability (mainly for educators and parents); 

willingness to participate; teacher’s suggestions (for children). I did not pose a set number of 

participants in interviews, rather I went with what was age-appropriate and context-appropriate 

for the children (usually ranging from two to six) and with who was willing and available for the 

educators and parents. For some educators (such as the atelierista at Neruda and the 

pedagogista at Arcobaleno) I specifically requested individual interviews because I understood 

that they had an important role to play within the community and therefore important information 

to share. I also requested and was granted interviews with other key players in the Reggio 
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Emilia educational project (e.g. the psychologist and staff in the Centre for Documentation and 

Educational Research). Overall I collected data in Reggio Emilia from: 2 small-group parent 

interviews; 2 small-group interviews with educators; 1 individual interview with a pedagogista; 1 

individual interview with an atelierista; a series of individual interviews with one educator; 1 

individual interview with the psychologist; 1 individual interview with staff from the Centre for 

Documentation and Educational Research; 3 interviews with toddlers; 7 interviews with 5/6 

year-old children. All interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed and analysed in full. Informal 

conversations are too numerous to record here. For a sense of the time spent in each context, 

please refer to the section below entitled ‘Site Access’.  For further information on participants, 

please refer to the section below entitled ‘Participants’. 

 

Pervasive Boundaries 

 

 As discussed in Chapter 2, the boundaries of the case relate to the organizational 

structure and contextual history of the context: while in Reggio Emilia the case effectively is 

made of two cases (or two ‘sites’), the case can be considered the 0-6 educational project as 

lived in Nido Arcobaleno and Scuola Neruda. The boundaries of the case are to be viewed from 

a sociocultural perspective and from an ontological premise of relatedness, which take account 

of culture and relatedness as inherent to the lives and development of individuals and societies; 

they can thus be considered pervasive boundaries, which implies that they extend to the culture 

and context, consistently with the research questions. Connections and relationships are an 

integral part of the case: as such the case can be viewed as “systemic” – a structure which 

connects (Bateson, 1979). It may help to consider the words of the children of Reggio Emilia 

who, in reflecting on their city, suggest that “the boundary is a smoke” (Davoli & Ferri, 2000). 

These words aid us in considering what we mean when we talk about boundaries from a 

sociocultural perspective; they also are a metaphor for the experience of being Reggio-inspired 

in a different cultural context. I have found throughout my study that the boundary is often a 

smoke – this concept will be explored further in Chapter 5, which outlines the study’s theoretical 

propositions. 

 

Site Access: Gaining it and Keeping it Through Relatedness 

 

 In this study, I adopted “purposeful sampling”, which is “based on the assumption that 

the investigator wants to discover, understand, and gain insight and therefore must select a 

sample from which the most can be learned” (Merriam, 1998, p. 61). The greatest investment, in 

gaining access, was made in developing relationships of trust and shared interest with Italian 

educators. While I was still in the process of developing my proposal, in June 2005, I began to 

make contact with Reggio Emilia educators: I met Professor Carla Rinaldi at a REAIE 

conference in Melbourne, and spoke to her about my work. I suggested I could send her my 

proposal to read. I also met and spent time with Elena Giacopini (pedagogical coordinator of the 

municipal infant-toddler centres and schools in Reggio) and Graziella Brighenti (REmida Reggio 

Coordinator), who were visiting Perth in occasion of the inauguration of the Perth REmida 
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centre in July 2005. In August 2005, I translated my research proposal into Italian and sent 

several copies to the pedagogical team in Reggio Emilia, to Elena Giacopini, Sandra Piccinini 

(President of the ‘Istituzione’), Sergio Spaggiari (Director of the ‘Istituzione’), and to Professor 

Rinaldi in care of Reggio Children. Some time later I received a letter from Marina Castagnetti 

(Centre for Documentation and Educational Research) informing me that my request had been 

accepted, thanking me for my interest in their educational project, and informing me that I was 

free to spend six months in the schools at my convenience. At this time, I was not informed of 

the schools I would observe. I arrived in Reggio Emilia at the end of January 2006, and it was 

then that Marina informed me that that the pedagogical team had decided I should observe the 

0-6 project as a whole; therefore I would spend 1 month in Nido Arcobaleno and 5 months in 

Scuola Neruda. Thus my ‘bounded case’ was defined.  

 

 I spent Monday-Thursday from February to July 2006 observing in Reggio Emilia. As 

mentioned above, I participated in special events on Fridays and weekends as well as a number 

of parent evenings (a total of 6 meetings). I also participated in most after-school staff meetings 

during the time of my observations (a total of about 8 meetings). As mentioned in Chapter 2, 

both Arcobaleno and Neruda are schools which have played an important role in the history of 

the educational project; as such, while they each have their own distinctive identity, they can be 

viewed as a examples, a “purposeful sample”, of the municipal school context in Reggio. During 

my six months in Reggio Emilia, I participated in one International Conference, several 

international Study Tours, several professional development opportunities for educators 

(including a lecture by Professor Jerome Bruner), and several cultural events within the city. As 

mentioned above, I was offered the opportunity to visit several of the other infant-toddler centres 

and schools and to attend lectures presented to study tour delegates by Reggio Emilia 

educators. In this way, I was “enculturated” into the community where I lived for six months, and 

my case came to possess many links, so that its boundaries further became “smoke”. 

  

 Three concepts, all of which were informed by an ontology of relatedness, played a 

significant part in my gaining and keeping access to the schools: these were dialogue, 

reciprocity, and informed consent. Eisner (1991, p. 171) suggests that “for the most part, 

teachers see researchers in their schools and classrooms as strangers in their midst rather than 

as colleagues with whom they can work”. I am happy to state that I strongly believe this was not 

the case with my own experience: I believe that my background as a teacher, my genuine 

interest and enthusiasm to learn, and my efforts at building relationships of trust, respect and 

friendship with educators and families contributed to participants viewing me as a colleague and 

often a friend; as mentioned above, they viewed me as “Another” not “The Other” - 

“Arcobalenica”. Perhaps my transparency, my “ways of knowing”, contributed to this: for 

example, as mentioned above I translated my proposal into Italian and provided the 

pedagogical team and school in Reggio Emilia with a copy and was always willing to discuss my 

study’s focus, my role within the classroom with teachers, and my interpretations of their work. 

Eisner (1991, p. 172) suggests that participants “ought to understand, as far as we can explain, 

the aims of the research and how the study is to proceed. They ought to know what they, as 
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people who provide consent, may expect as an outcome of the work”: I made every effort to 

provide this understanding as throughout my study I was always open to dialogue and 

discussion and I always found a similar openness in response to my own.  

 

 While informed consent was at the basis of our relationships, this agreement generally 

remained verbal. On the first day of my arrival in Reggio, when I proposed a prepared 

information and consent letter for families to sign, I was informed that it was not necessary to 

seek consent from individual families; the municipal infant-toddler centres and schools reserve 

the right to use documentation of children’s learning for study purposes and they extended this 

privilege to me for the purpose of my thesis. It was understood that, should the opportunity for 

publication arise, we would return to discuss use of photos of children and spaces. This 

transparent relationship of trust is consistent with an educational project that strives to make 

children visible while maintaining ethical and democratic relationships. Consistently, 

pseudonyms are not used in the documentation and publications that arise from projects in 

Reggio Emilia: visibility is a value in this context. Families were made aware of my presence in 

the schools through the daily journal, in which teachers communicated that I was a visitor from 

Australia studying their work for my PhD and that they were welcome to ask me any questions. I 

also encountered families often in the corridors, classrooms, and piazzas, and became friendly 

with some who showed particular interest in my study and in my experience in Australia. I was 

also invited to present my initial interpretations to a group of parents from Arcobaleno Infant-

toddler Centre during a parent meeting (see ‘Member Validation’); my presentation was very 

well received and their feedback on my analysis was extremely positive. During the meeting, the 

parents had the opportunity to ask questions and a father expressed the desire to understand 

the context of care and education in Australia. The educators in Reggio all consented to 

participate in my study and, as outlined above, had a significant insight into the aims of my 

study. ‘Member validation’ (see below) in November 2007 provided them with a further 

opportunity to comment on my interpretations of their experience. All the above efforts at 

dialogue, consent, validation, and transparency contribute to fulfilling the conditions of Ways of 

Being: “to be respectful, responsible, and accountable for staying in relatedness” (Martin, 2008, 

p. 77). 

 

Participants 

 

 The words and experiences of the children of Arcobaleno and Neruda are at the heart 

of my research. They truly allowed me to understand that “a child”s world should be the world of 

the possible”. Their names and voices will appear throughout my story; they are too numerous 

to mention here individually. As mentioned in Chapter 2, there were a total of 69 children in 

Arcobaleno and 78 in Neruda at the time of my study. I encountered most of the children in 

Arcobaleno and Neruda during my time there: these children all played some part in my 

observations, whether they are visible or not in the thesis through their words and work they 

were there and this has meaning for the contexts I observed – which, as stressed numerous 

times before, are social contexts in which each individual has a role to play. Of these children, 
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some will be more visible through their participation in interviews. In Arcobaleno, the voices of 

approximately 15 children were heard in interviews, ranging from a more ‘structured’ situation of 

3 children with the educator and myself asking questions, to informal sitting with a small group 

of children leafing through the daily journal and recording their thoughts. It is not only their 

verbal voices that are heard however: the non-verbal gestures and expressions of a small group 

of six toddlers aged up to one year observing the daily journal were recorded as voices with a 

story to tell. In Neruda, the voices of approximately 12 children from the five/six-year-old 

classroom were heard in purposefully constructed small-group ‘interview’ settings.  As 

mentioned in Chapter 2, at the time of my study Arcobaleno had a staff of 20 and Neruda had a 

staff of 15: because my study focuses on community, and because through an extended period 

of time I became a member within that community, all staff had a role to play in my experience. 

Some however had a greater role to play, whether through their participation in interviews or 

because I chose to focus my observation on their classrooms. For the sake of not repeating in 

the case study chapters the background and experience of the educators who played a greater 

part in my study, I invite the reader to refer to Appendix 2, where these participants are 

introduced.  For those who are not mentioned explicitly, I wish to thank them for their valued 

contribution and recognize that without their participation my study would have undoubtedly 

been something different. 

 

Relational Case Study 

 

 The identity of each school context, illuminated through connoisseurship and criticism, 

is presented in the study, in order to: expand perception and enlarge understanding (Eisner, 

1991) of the cultural nature of education and learning; respect the identity of each school 

environment, which in turn is a part of a larger educational project; and reiterate the “alterity” 

(Dahlberg & Moss, 2005) of the educational project of Reggio Emilia. Therefore, I suggest that 

the case study, which includes data from different sites, be viewed as a relational case study, in 

the tradition and discourse of systemics and of a pedagogy of relationships and listening. This is 

also consistent with: the ontology of relatedness; the framework of Ways of Knowing, Being, 

and Doing; and the conceptualisation of the ‘boundaries’ of the case as pervasive and 

permeable. 

 

Data Analysis: Values and Voices 

 

 As noted in chapter 1, this study locates itself within the interpretivist tradition of data 

analysis in qualitative research: within this tradition, data analysis can be viewed as a search for 

meaning. Within this study, data analysis is a search for ‘interconnected’ meaning. To facilitate 

this search, I chose social semiotics as an analytical tool and I used a “recursive model” of data 

analysis, by which “data are collected, then analysed, then more data collection is done based 

on the analysis, and so on” (Hatch, 1995, p. 127).  In the field, I used my thematic analysis of 

observation notes as a key for what to observe next, all along keeping an awareness of the 

meaning of what I was observing and identifying certain aspects that appeared to pervade 
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experiences and words of participants. I used a reflective stance on the process of observation 

and questioning to make decisions about what further questions to ask and where to focus my 

observations. All along, my awareness lingered on the links I could see, on the connections 

between words and experiences that were made evident as I re-read my observation notes, 

looked at the photos and transcribed the interviews. I was also always aware of the language 

used. I used this awareness to inform my choices for, as Martin (2003) states 

 

The task of interpretation is to maintain these micro- and macro- relations of 

research as processes for re-connecting the patterns revealed in analysis. It 

has less to do with capturing ‘truth’ or drawing general conclusions, than the 

re-connecting of self, family, community and Entities that can be claimed and 

celebrated (p. 213). 

 

 Data analysis in this study is thus viewed as a process of identifying 

interconnectedness and relatedness. 

 

Spaces of Relatedness: Themes as Interdependent Values  

 

 As outlined above in the section on the research framework, data analysis focused on 

the identification of emerging themes, through an interpretation of meaning. As noted above, 

these meanings were both (a) individually experienced and interpreted and (b) socially 

constructed. Individual and social processes of making meaning are inseparable – it is not 

possible or relevant to separate the meanings that I constructed from those meanings that were 

part of the social fabric of the experience I shared; this is within the nature of the ontological 

premise of relatedness and the framework of Ways of Being, Knowing, and Doing (it is explored 

further below in the section entitled ‘The Relational Voice’). Martin (2003) defines a thematic 

analysis as endeavouring “to uncover the perceptions, relationships, activities, strategies, and 

processes as these relate to the research questions” (p. 213).  

 

 As mentioned above, signifiers for meaning (semiotic resources) include: spaces, 

places, buildings, furniture, environments, people, relationships, written texts, visual texts, 

spoken texts, non-verbal behaviours. Thus, the themes emerged through a process of 

uncovering the following: ways of moving through space and place that were signalled, 

repeated and/or significant; features of buildings, spaces, and environments that were repeated, 

enhanced, cared for, valued/preserved, expressing particular choices, and/or viewed as 

significant; words that the participants kept repeating and/or enhancing; gestures that 

participants kept repeating and/or enhancing; relationships between people, between people 

and places/objects/materials (and so on) that were enhanced/created/valued by the participants 

themselves; words and images that I kept reading in documentation; elements that emerged 

from the environments and experiences that reiterated those words or made me think of new 

ones; elements that stood out when taking and re-visiting photos. The most significant element 

that characterizes the social semiotic analysis is the relationship between different fragments of 
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data: the themes emerged through putting images into relationship with words, observations on 

spaces and environments into relationship with observations on people and ways of living and 

learning, and participants’ own ways of making meaning were related to my ways of making 

meaning. All these elements (or texts, or entities, or fragments of data) are inextricably related 

to each other, and the semiotic analysis, which is multimodal (Unsworth, 2008b) and focuses on 

intertextuality (Chandler, 2002), consists in highlighting those particular relationships. I reiterate 

that it is not so much the frequency of the item that gives life to a theme, but rather the 

participants’ own ways of making meanings, and the relationship between those meanings, that 

define the semiotic analysis: 

 

Semioticians have often rejected quantitative approaches: just because an 

item occurs frequently in a text or cultural practice does not make it 

significant. The structuralist semiotician is more concerned with the relation of 

elements to each other while a social semiotician would also emphasize the 

importance of the significance which readers attach to the signs within a text. 

(Chandler, 2002, p. 222) 

 

 An attentive analysis of the meanings of cultural practices and semiotic resources that 

were negotiated by participants themselves, together with a study of the relation of elements to 

each other and with an analysis of the meanings that I negotiated defines the approach to data 

analysis adopted in this study: therefore the social, the relational, and the subjective are all 

interrelated aspects of the semiotic analysis in this study. The extremely complex imbrications 

between these fragments of data form ‘spaces’ in which interconnections occur; within the 

particular kind of analysis and research design of this study I considered important to identify 

these interconnections that I have termed spaces of relatedness and give each a ‘name’ that 

reflected the language used in that particular cultural context within all the spoken, written, 

visual, and experiential texts identified above. The ‘names’ identify the themes; the language 

used to define the ‘themes’ belongs to the participants. The image below (Figure 1) gives some 

indication of how ‘spaces of relatedness’ are formed: the circles indicate fragments of data 

(signifiers of meaning); their points of encounter indicate relationships; and the spaces that are 

formed through their connections indicate the locus of a ‘theme’. The ‘theme’ gives a name to 

the space of relatedness. To some extent this image simplifies what is an inherently complex 

and multi-layered process of interpretation of relatedness. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 [Figure 1] Forming Spaces of Relatedness: Emerging Themes 
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 This process of interpretation occurred through what I have termed recursive revisiting, 

a process that was active both in the field and ‘outside’ the field. For example: as I observed 

and collected data and listened and re-read my notes and transcribed and made connections 

with what I was experiencing and seeing each day over an extended period of time, I would 

write words on blank pages in my notebook, words to remind me and to put other words and 

notes into relationship with each other; themes also emerged in the language I began to use 

(refer to section below entitled ‘The Relational Voice’), as I appropriated some of the words the 

participants were using, which I was aware had not been part of my language before; ultimately, 

themes emerged as I was being transformed by my experience, by my ways of knowing, being, 

and doing. So in some way the ‘themes’ emerged and the ‘coding’ process emerged through 

what can be perceived as an encounter between a process of acculturation into the field, a 

process of living relatedness, and a heightened awareness of this experience. Upon return from 

‘the field’, revisiting took on a different perspective as the relatedness was maintained and 

transformed: I was in the position of having been ‘acculturated’, but also of having stepped out 

of the culture to look back in again. At this time, a further analysis of the data as a whole 

confirmed many ‘themes’ and revealed others that I had overlooked. This afforded my data 

analysis a layered richness that allowed me to perceive more in the experiences I had observed 

and recorded. I revisited each fragment of data once again, searching for the relationships, 

interconnections, and ‘spaces of relatedness’. The final list of themes that appears in the case 

study chapter is the result of a layering between acculturation in the field and a process of 

making the familiar strange by leaving the field.  

 

 What is most significant, and appeared evident to me as I compiled a list of the themes 

that had emerged from my cultural study, was that they were in fact imbued with culture: as 

such I felt that they could no longer simply be called ‘themes’ – quite a neutral term – but 

instead they needed to be identified as values. Values are an essential part of cultural 

experience: like culture values are constructed and de-constructed within a community and at 

the same time they influence the experience of that community. The language of values is also 

far more consistent with an ontological premise of relatedness: thus in this study each value 

gives name to a space of relatedness identified through a complex process of making meaning 

and identifying connections. The values that I have identified through my layered analysis then 

provide the “conceptual hubs” (Eisner, 1991) around which stories of communities in cultural 

context can be told: Chapter 4 is organized around a “description” and “evaluation” (Eisner, 

1976, 1991) of each value. In Chapters 4, 5, and 6 it is made evident to the reader how the 

pervasive elements of experience that I encountered were in fact the pervasive values of that 

community, and as such they define the thesis and in themselves provide an answer to the 

research questions. Furthermore, as exemplified by the notion of interconnected spaces of 

relatedness, the values are inextricably linked to each other; they create a tapestry through 

which to interpret experience and as such I have defined them to be interdependent values. 

Others will understand the difficulty of extrapolating one ‘theme’ from an experience that has 

been observed; in fact there can never be only one interpretation and one ‘theme’ emerging, 
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rather what matters is the glance that one affords it. An interdependent glance acknowledges 

the multiplicity of meanings that emerge from any situation, word, or dialogue. 

 

Semiotics of Entering 

 

3D sites will be addressed as texts: as meaning-making wholes, which 

function within a given social context. The built environment is understood as 

a social and cultural product, continually (re) produced through use […] 

Importantly, these texts are social semiotic constructs; as with language, they 

do not re-present some pre-existing ‘reality’, but actively construct it […] 

These are spaces which speak (Ravelli, 2008, pp. 17-18). 

 

 As outlined above in the section on social semiotics, the case study chapter begins by 

taking the reader into each school’s space through an analysis that I have defined as the 

semiotics of entering. In keeping with the study’s research questions and cultural focus, this 

particular analysis looks at how a space welcomes participants in the learning community and 

creates a sense of belonging. The analysis makes use of the social semiotic tools of Binding 

and Bonding (Ravelli, 2008; Stenglin, 2008): 

 

Binding is a theoretical tool that is concerned with the interpersonal 

relationship between a user and a space. It focuses on how space can be 

designed to make occupants feel comfortable and secure. In particular, it is 

concerned with the way a space closes in on, or opens up around, a user […] 

Binding is concerned with the feelings of security or insecurity that spaces 

evoke (Stenglin, 2008, p. 53). Bonding is also concerned with interpersonal 

meaning in space but focuses on affiliation rather than insecurity. It explores 

ways of building togetherness, inclusiveness, and solidarity through 

connection (Stenglin, 2008, p. 50). 

 

 Togetherness, inclusiveness, and solidarity are viewed in this study as essential 

aspects of a learning community; this connection is constructed through the use of many 

semiotic resources, space being a significant one and documentation another. Thus “Bonding” 

plays a particularly relevant role in the semiotics of entering the spaces in Reggio Emilia: 

considering their historical and contemporary significance withing the educational project, the 

relational case study sites of this study can be interpreted as “Bonding icons” (Stenglin, 2008) 

for the community of Reggio Emilia. A “Bonding icon” is a “social emblem of belonging” 

(Stenglin, 2008, p. 50): 

 

Bonding icons have two important characteristics: values get ‘charged’ into 

them and people can either rally around them or reject them. The ‘charging of 

values’ occurs through the genesis of shared meanings that evolve amongst 

members of a community over a period of time (Stenglin, 2008, p. 60).  
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 Nido Arcobaleno and Scuola Neruda are emblems of the history of the Reggio Emilia 

educational project, and are often cited as such by the educators themselves: together with a 

number of other significant schools such as the Diana and Villetta schools, Arcobaleno and 

Neruda have acted over time, and still continue to act, as ‘emblems’ of the Reggio Emilia 

educational project within the experience of Reggio itself, and for the wider international 

community. Their history is such that a ‘genesis of shared meanings’ has evolved within the 

community over a period of time (as will become evident in Chapter 4), and therefore they have 

been ‘charged’ with values which, evidently in consideration of the history of the educational 

project, people have ‘rallied around’. Arcobaleno in particular has offered itself over time as an 

‘emblem’ or ‘icon’ for the infant-toddler centre experience: this is reflected in its frequent 

presence in major projects and publications.  

 

 The choice I have made to analyse spaces as “social emblems of belonging” into which 

the values of a community are charged through “the genesis of shared meanings that evolve 

amongst members of a community over a period of time” is entirely consistent with: the study’s 

culturalist perspective; the research questions; the research framework; the findings (which 

centre around values); and the research context. The social semiotic and multimodal analysis of 

the relational case study sites engages with several types of meanings derived from Halliday’s 

metafunctional hypothesis for language (Halliday, 1978, cited in Ravelli, 2008): ideational 

meanings (also referred to as representational or presentational meanings), which in buildings 

“encompasses the literal functions and uses of a building (what is it for? what can be done 

there?) as well as its symbolic roles (what does it stand for?)” (Ravelli, 2008, p. 18); 

interpersonal meanings (also referred to as interactional or orientational meanings) through 

which “particular roles are established and enabled for the interactants, and stances or attitudes 

towards the texts are conveyed” and which in buildings is reflected in the ways that “users are 

enabled access to and use a building” and the “different ways in which buildings construct a 

persona for themselves in relation to others around it” (Ravelli, 2008, p. 18); and textual 

meanings (also referred to as compositional or organizational meanings) which “create 

connection and provide coherence” by prioritising meanings (Ravelli, 2008, p. 18), and which in 

buildings relate to the ways in which “connections are made between related spaces, the 

pathways which flow through and around buildings, and the attention which may be drawn to a 

particular feature” (Ravelli, 2008, p. 18). Given its focus and questions, this study engages in 

particular with interpersonal or interactional meanings, however ideational and textual meanings 

are also relevant in so far as all these dimensions are connected: “the three kinds of meanings 

[…] are simultaneous and present in all texts; any one text is a composite of all three” (Ravelli, 

2008, p. 18). 

 

 The point of departure for the analysis of the semiotics of entering is “logogenesis”: 

“logogenesis refers to the ongoing way meaning is created through the unfolding of a text” 

(Halliday and Matthiessen, 2004, cited in Stenglin, 2008, p. 54). In Chapter 4, the reader will 

experience entering as the “unfolding of a text” through which meaning is created: the reader 
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will be guided into each space (the ‘text’) as it unfolds, through a descriptive narrative which 

makes use of data such as images and the social semiotic meanings constructed by 

participants and by my own experience of the space. In this analysis of entering, similarly to 

Stenglin’s (2008) social semiotic analysis of the Olympic site in Lausanne,  “clearly prosody is 

important” (Stenglin, 2008, p. 63):  

 

Prosody refers to the way ‘choices resonate with one another from one 

moment to another as a text unfolds’. This resonance in turn constructs a 

‘stance’ which ‘defines the kind of community that is being set up around 

shared values’ (Martin and Rose, 2003, cited in Stenglin, 2008, p. 63). 

 

 The aim of this study is to observe how learning communities are constructed and, as 

outlined above, this has been achieved through a description, interpretation, and evaluation of 

shared values that define and bind the community: a social semiotic analysis of space thus 

contributes significantly to the study’s aim. 

 

Buildings are still texts, they make and enable meanings, they are socio-

cultural constructs, and as such, need to be understood, appreciated, 

critiqued, applauded and criticized, just as any other text can and should be. 

They are part of our social world, and that is what we need to understand 

(Ravelli, 2008, p. 31). 

 

Member Validation: Maintaining Relatedness 

 

Within Indigenist research, reporting is culturally regulated through respect of 

protocols to others, such as asking permission, using preferred language, 

terms and expressions, with the ultimate aim of maintaining relations. So 

reporting and dissemination of research is to re-present the research to the 

participants and to maintain their relatedness to the work (Martin, 2003, p. 

213). 

 

 Member validation – a process of sharing interpretations with participants and seeking 

their feedback - provides an effective tool for establishing validity of research results. Member 

validation addresses “the most important test of any qualitative study” (Eisner, 1991) – 

usefulness - and it provides the researcher with invaluable feedback to consider. In my opinion, 

it also provides participants with recognition of their generosity and transparency, respecting 

“ways of doing”, and, importantly, it provides the researcher with a forum in which to make 

sense of interpretations through words other than those written:  

 

Because any symbol system both reveals and conceals, its use provides, of 

necessity, a partial view of the reality it is intended to describe or depict. In 



 - 89 - 

fact, the form we select is constitutive of the understanding we acquire: the 

medium is part of the message (Eisner, 1991, p. 46). 

 

 Towards the end of my data collection period in Reggio Emilia, I was invited to present 

my reflections on my experience to the staff at Arcobaleno and Neruda, to the families at 

Arcobaleno, and to a group of pedagogiste and educators at the Centre for Documentation and 

Educational Research at the Loris Malaguzzi International Centre: the educators in Reggio 

Emilia call this a “Restituzione” [Giving Back]. Just before I left to return to Australia, I also 

provided each school and the Centre for Documentation and Educational Research with printed 

copies of my interpretations and reflections: each booklet I presented them with is rich in data 

and includes images, observation notes, transcripts of conversations, and my interpretations, 

with the aim of offering a coherent story of my experience. The booklet for Arcobaleno was 

entitled ‘Journal: An Experience in Arcobaleno Infant-toddler Centre’ and the booklet for Neruda 

was entitled ‘The Meanings of Documentation: Conversations with Children and Adults in Pablo 

Neruda’. The title of each booklet relates closely to the documentation tool that is most valued in 

each centre: the ‘Daily Journal’ for Arcobaleno and ‘Conversations’ for Neruda (see Chapter 4 

for an understanding of how each centre, through its history and in relationship to its own 

identity, comes to value a particular documentation tool). The booklets are now a part of each 

school’s archive, and of the archive of the Centre for Documentation and Educational Research. 

They presented a valuable tool for my own process of data analysis in the field, and served as a 

tool for further data analysis upon return from the field. I also provided the educators in Reggio 

Emilia with a written copy of my case study chapter, and with copies of conference papers I 

have presented throughout Australia since returning from Reggio Emilia in 2006. I returned to 

Reggio Emilia in November 2007 to present my Reggio Emilia case study chapter (Chapter 4) 

to staff in the schools and to a wider audience of the 0-6 project staff: at this time the educators 

expressed overwhelmingly positive and encouraging feedback on my interpretations, 

suggesting that I had offered them a new perspective on documentation, a perspective that is 

social and cultural as well as pedagogical and that creates opportunities for reflection in 

different cultural contexts. Silvia, teacher at Arcobaleno, sent me the following text message 

after this presentation: 

 

Listening to you was a moving experience. You always manage to offer an 

empathetic and at the same time exciting interpretation of things. How scary 

to see myself in your stories! You were very good. Thank you, we will always 

be in debt with you. 

 

Giuliana, also teacher at Arcobaleno, sent me the following text message:  

 

It is a pleasure to meet again. The thoughts keep flowing as if there weren’t 

these long pauses between the times we meet.  
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 I take these words as proof of maintaining relatedness and of positioning myself 

rigorously and naturally throughout the research journey within the framework of ways of being, 

knowing, and doing. The feedback given in these different opportunities for member validation 

informed the final draft of my thesis. 

 

‘The Relational Voice’: “Overpopulated with the Voices of Others” 

 

 One of the most pervasive aspects of the Reggio Emilia and Reggio-inspired 

experience is the development and appropriation of a rich and complex language through which 

to make sense of the complexities of pedagogical experience. Not only have I observed this in 

the experience of educators, heard it spoken in their words, and read it in the literature, but I 

have experienced it myself through the development of my own language. I will discuss this in 

greater depth in the section entitled ‘Language’ in Chapter 4, however it is important to mention 

here as it relates to one specific aspect of data analysis and writing: the issue of voice. I wish to 

bring to the attention of the reader that the voice of participants is not only the one that is 

reproduced in interview excerpts and other data that finds a place in this thesis, but it is also 

present in my own voice as I write in my own words. In fact, throughout the progress of this 

research project, I have been aware of my own language changing, and with my language my 

worldviews have been transformed; I have developed a greater awareness of the changes in 

my language through a continual shift between Italian and English (and the requirement to 

translate data), and through the increased complexity of my discourse, which has come to 

appropriate words like ‘rich normality’ (Chapter 4) and with these words the thought and 

meaning behind them.  Moen (2006) references Bakhtin (1986): 

 

Not only does an utterance reflect the voice of the speaker and the 

addressee, it also reflects other voices that have been experienced 

previously in life, in history, in culture. Thus a voice is overpopulated with 

other voices, with the intentions, expectations, and attitudes of others. 

 

 Therefore I believe that my voice should not be considered my voice alone: it is 

“overpopulated with other voices, intentions, expectations and attitudes” and as such the story 

of the present study is in fact told through a relational voice. I invite the reader to listen to 

relational voice in the stories that follow. 

  

Conclusion 

 

 In this chapter I have outlined the processes of data collection and analysis within the 

innovative framework of this study, which connects: Educational Connoisseurship and Criticism; 

Social Semiotics and Semiotics of the Built Environment/ Semiotics and 3D Space; an ontology 

of Relatedness and Ways of Knowing, Being, and Doing. Several innovative theories and 

methodological approaches to research have emerged from the process of data collection and 

analysis in the present study: the research framework itself, which is a combination of 
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perspectives and approaches from different disciplines and different theoretical traditions; the 

semiotics of entering as a tool for the analysis of the meaning of spaces and environments; 

pervasive boundaries within ethnographic case studies; multiple case studies (or case study 

sites) as relational case studies; recursive revisiting as an approach to data analysis; data 

analysis as the identification of spaces of relatedness; themes as interconnected values; 

interdependent glance as the researcher’s position; and voice as relational voice.  

 

 I conclude this chapter as I introduced it, by referencing an artistic approach to research 

(Eisner, 1981), an approach where emotions play a central part, where we experience the 

fragrance of the rose, and where the major instrument is the investigator herself: 

 

My subjectivity is functional and the results it produces are rational. But if 

they are rational only to me and to no one else, not now or ever, then I 

have spawned illusions and my views are bound to be ignored. When I 

disclose what I have seen, my results invite other researchers to look 

where I did and see what I saw. My ideas are candidates for others to 

entertain, not necessarily as truth, let alone Truth, but as positions about 

the nature and meaning of a phenomenon that may fit their sensibility and 

shape their thinking about their own inquiries. If, somehow, all researchers 

were alike, we would all tell the same story (insofar as its denotable 

aspects are concerned) about the same phenomenon. By virtue of 

subjectivity, I tell the story that I am moved to tell. 

(Peshkin, 1985, cited in Eisner, 1991, p. 48) 

 

To the stories that I am moved to tell we now turn. 
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PREFACE TO CHAPTER 4 

 

Structure of the Case Study Chapter 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
Piazza San Prospero, Reggio Emilia 
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The purpose of this preface is to map for the reader the structure of Chapter 4, offering 

some direction on how it is meant to be read. The preface also addresses the issue of “gaze” 

(Robertson, 2006) or “lens” (Moroye, 2005). I begin the chapter by bringing the reader into the 

case; the semiotics of entering provides a conceptual framework for understanding the schools 

as “participants in a dialogue” (Van Leeuwen, 2005) and as “systems of relationships” (Preziosi, 

1979) possessing “semiotic potential” (Van Leeuwen, 2005, 2008): spaces that “speak” of 

belonging to a community (Ravelli, 2008; Stenglin, 2008; Van Leeuwen, 2008). Following 

the semiotic analysis of space, the Interdependent Values are addressed in turn. The 

discussion around the values in the case study chapter follows a structure which engages with 

Eisner’s (1991) dimensions of Thematics, Description, Interpretation, and Evaluation.  

  

 Thematics is the dimension that gives a backbone to the stories: the chapter in fact is 

organized through ‘themes’ which have emerged from the recursive processes of data collection 

and analysis described in Chapter 3. As discussed in chapter 3, the ‘themes’ in this study are 

defined as Interdependent Values; a tapestry through which to interpret experience. I retain the 

use of Eisner’s term ‘Thematics’, while highlighting once again for the reader that this thesis has 

engaged with the construct of thematic analysis, to arrive at a new construct of ‘themes’ as 

‘values’ within a culturalist perspective. Therefore, while I may use the term Thematics to 

acknowledge the contribution of Eisner to the research framework of this thesis, I will no longer 

use the term ‘theme’, but rather I will use the term Value.  The chapter address each value in 

turn: I acknowledge here the challenge and irony presented by discussing interdependent 

values in a linear fashion. The links will become clearer in Chapter 5, which delves deeper into 

the notion of Interdependency through what I have termed a creative evaluation, and further 

evaluates the case study by identifying Connective Values, which are conceptualised as the 

values that connect values to each other. I also acknowledge the limitations of my own 

interpretation; a meticulous process of visiting and revisiting data in different places and times 

(see Chapter 3) afforded me a deep knowledge of the words and experience of my participants 

and my case, however, others may have seen more or less or different depending on their 

individual glance and stance. 

 

 Each value in the chapter is introduced through a rich Description of people, events and 

places to enable the reader to vicariously participate (Eisner, 1991; Uhrmacher, 1992) in life at 

school; these descriptions are told through a personal voice and are constructed through 

observation notes, interviews, photos, and other data. Each value therefore presents one or 

more descriptive elements (relating to a classroom context or experience – which may include 

interviews) that are then supported by Interpretation. The very notion of a ‘rich’ description begs 

understanding that not every single element of the description will be interpreted; some 

elements indeed are left to the interpretation of the reader. To this end, it is important to 

understand two key elements of an analysis within the framework of connoisseurship and 

criticism: first of all, the selection of a particular ‘description event’ to define a theme (or value) is 

in itself a process of interpretation; second, while that particular event (or events) may have 

many interpretations and many links to other themes (or values), it is richly described in that 
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particular context because it most strongly represents that particular value that is being 

discussed – the rest is left to the reader. In fact, as Uhrmacher (1992, p. 15) suggests: “the 

activities in most classrooms or schools may be interpreted from various viewpoints. The 

interpretations are not meant to be reducible to each other”. The language of the description is 

carefully orchestrated to maximise engagement on part of the reader:  

 

In description, the educational critic uses narrative, often figurative or literary in 

character, to display the essential and often subtle qualities of the situation 

experiences. Critics render a situation or event to help readers experience its 

features, and to participate in exercising judgment of its educational value or 

import. Description of events seen ‘freezes’ aspects of life so that we may 

contemplate their meaning (Uhrmacher, 1992, p. 15). 

 

The reader of educational criticism is not a passive recipient of interpretation, but rather 

a participant through the offerings of rich description. To allow the reader to more effectively 

“contemplate their meaning”, I write my descriptions in the present tense. Eisner (1991) 

identifies “helping the reader to know” as one of the key aims of description. He suggests that 

this “knowing” is achieved in description through different sources: “one source of knowledge is 

visualisation; another is emotion. How a situation feels is not less important than how it looks” 

(Eisner, 1991, p. 90). Therefore, my descriptions will address both elements of “seeing” what is 

going on in the context (enabling visualisation) and “feeling”, specifically my own feelings and 

emotions. Through a description of my own feelings, the reader might become aware of his/her 

own. The intent of the Interpretation is to “provide the reader with the means for understanding 

what has been described” (Uhrmacher, 1992, p. 15). 

 

 As discussed in Chapter 3, the dimension of Evaluation can be found “hidden” in the 

choice of emergent themes (or values); the element of evaluation or “giving value” is part and 

parcel of the process of identifying themes, of analysing data and making choices within a 

context of observation of cultural practices and shared values. As discussed above, the chapter 

dedicated to the theoretical propositions emerging from the study (Chapter 5) has the intent to 

offer a creative evaluation of the cases encountered. 

  

 To clarify my choice of contexts to observe, describe, interpret, and evaluate, it is 

important to understand that pedagogical documentation is a way of being with children. As 

Reggio Emilia educators suggested to me, and as I observed, it is “an attitude which does not 

allow you to take anything for granted”. Thus, observation, interpretation, and documentation 

permeate relationships between children and adults: there is no special time in the day where 

one ‘has to’ document, but rather educators approach their relationships with children, each day 

and during every moment of the day, with an eye that observes, senses that listen, and a mind 

that records. The choice to write, to photograph, to video a particular moment is at times 

planned (such as during long-term projects) but more often spontaneous, emerging out of a 

daily context that, as I will illustrate, is rich in possibilities and semiotic resources. A philosophy 
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of education and life based on relationships values interconnectedness; as such the stories that 

I tell focus on the culture that is created in a place where documentation is a way of being with 

children and making choices as educators, each day, every moment of the day. 

 

My “gaze” 

 

 Moroye (2005), in her study of public school classrooms through educational 

connoisseurship and criticism, states that she used an “ecological lens” to frame her 

observations and analyses. Robertson (2006) engages critically with the notion of “lens” and 

“gaze” in observing young children as she suggests:  

 

For all of us, whatever life we lead, we construct our notions and our meaning 

of the word through the ‘gaze’. This gaze is the lens through which we 

construct and in turn are constructed by our peers, environment and context. 

We filter what we hear and see through this gaze... So, it would seem we need 

to focus on our focus and gaze upon our gaze (p.148). 

 

 What is my gaze? It is the gaze of community, the gaze of relatedness and belonging: a 

gaze that appreciates values, contextuality, provisionality, emotions, and metaphor.  My 

research questions define my lens and gaze and in turn, as Robertson (2006, p. 151) suggests, 

“it is the lens through which we gaze which ... creates what is seen”. A relational gaze, as I 

define my own gaze in this study that is based on the ontological premise of relatedness, looks 

upon the connections and relationships between people and places; it focuses upon those 

conditions and experiences that bring people together to share knowledge and understanding in 

connection to a place. Pedagogical Documentation is the frame that focuses my relational gaze. 
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CHAPTER 4 

 

Reggio Emilia 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Piazza San Prospero (or Piazza of the Lions), Reggio Emilia 

Drawing by unknown artist (approximately 5 years old), reproduced from (Davoli & Ferri, 2000) 
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Un luogo e’ una citta’ dove ho spaventato gli uccellini, dove ci sono i leoni finti di statua. 

[A place is a city where I scared the birds, where there are pretend lion statues] 

(Sara, 3.9 years old, Municipal Infant-toddler Centres and Schools of Reggio Emilia, 2006) 

 

 

This chapter weaves social semiotics, connoisseurship, and criticism together to outline 

a case with ‘pervasive boundaries’: the case of Reggio Emilia, Nido Arcobaleno, and Scuola 

Neruda. The chapter aims to address the specific research questions of how documentation 

contributes to creating communities of learners and how these processes are connected to 

culture and context. The reader will find that the discussion surrounding each interdependent 

value centres on the value’s potential to build a learning community that is embedded in culture 

and context. 

 

 

Introduction: Understanding their Understanding 

 

 The reader may find that the descriptions, interpretations, and evaluations express 

what can be perceived as admiration for the experience of Reggio Emilia. Indeed, I accept this 

bias and feel comfortable with it. I came to the case with a profound admiration and interest 

gained through an extensive understanding of the literature and at the end of my study I was 

asked by the educators in Reggio Emilia if I had “found what I was looking for”. This question in 

itself reveals a bias inherent to the process of research, for in fact we need to constantly ask 

ourselves if what we are looking for defines what we find. My answer to them was that all my 

expectations were met and more. The educators safely assumed that, with all my background 

reading, I would have come to their schools with an image in mind, and they wanted to know if 

what I had actually experienced had lived up to that image. I can most honestly say that it 

exceeded it, and the reader will no doubt perceive this. This does not mean that my 

interpretations lack clarity and ‘objectivity’; indeed they are strengthened because my 

expectations of quality were already great when I arrived, and to have exceeded them was no 

mean feat. I believe that I engaged honestly and wholeheartedly in a process that Uhrmacher 

(1992) defines as “understanding their understanding”. In his dissertation (pp. 29-30) he writes: 

 

I went into my study with the point of view that the people who work in these 

schools were intelligent and rational people and that my work, in part, would 

be to understand their understanding. This does not mean that I always 

agree with Waldorf educators or that I am not critical of some of their ideas 

and beliefs.  I think it does mean that my work is... ‘warmly critical’. 
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The Semiotics of Entering 

 

The material environment predisposes us in very specific, important and 

lasting ways in our doings and sayings […] But to be able to study this, first of 

all we need to understand the ‘grammar of space’, the semiotic resources 

available for representing space in discourse (Van Leeuwen, 2008, p. 35). 

 

 I interpret the built environments of Nido Arcobaleno and Scuola Pablo Neruda as 

“semiotic resources” possessing “semiotic potential”: the potential for making meaning (Van 

Leeuwen, 2005) and the potential for communicating (Ravelli, 2008; Stenglin, 2008; Van 

Leeuwen, 2008). The link between the documentation that occurs and is shared within an 

environment and the nature of the environment itself creates a meaning system; therefore the 

messages of the environment and the messages of documentation must be read together. 

Maruyama (cited in Van Leeuwen, 2005, p. 219) refers to this relationship as “contextual 

information”. Van Leeuwen (p. 219) goes on to explain:  

 

The value of information lies in its relation to its context: information can only 

be interpreted in the context of other pieces of information and of specific 

communicative interests and purposes. 

 

 Preziosi (1979) relates this concept of the ‘contextuality’ of copresent messages (or 

resources, or signs – I use the terms interchangeably as the argument around the use of a 

particular word to define “the sign” in semiotics goes beyond the scope of the present study) 

specifically to the semiotics of the built environment: “the meaningfulness of an architectonic 

formation will be in part a function of its embeddedness in copresent signings” (Preziosi, 1979, 

pp. 93-94). This chapter will delve deeply into processes and products of pedagogical 

documentation, however it will become clear that documentation is but one “participant in the 

dialogue” or “instrument in the orchestra” (Van Leeuwen, 2005, p. 249). The semiotics of 

entering in the case of Reggio Emilia explores the built environment as participant and 

instrument. This is achieved through the analysis of my own personal experience of ‘entering’. I 

have chosen the concept of ‘entering’ because I experienced it as a meaningful sign of the 

resources of an environment.  

 

 The process of entering, in fact, is an emotive and value-laden one (if we think of the 

image of ‘crossing a threshold’ and the metaphor that lies behind it). The process of entering 

brings with it expectations and a fair set of uncertainties (who and what lies behind the 

threshold, where does it lead, what paths will it take, which directions are available). This is 

particularly the case when one enters a new environment as a visitor or observer, but it can also 

be the case of a familiar environment. I am reminded of small children who stand for some time 

on the threshold of a new (or not so new) place – looking in, as if taking time to understand what 

lies across the threshold, as if the threshold will give them a sign of whether what is inside can 
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be trusted. Children often give such significance to that moment of crossing the threshold; their 

hesitation or confidence tells us of how they experience ‘entering’. How long do they stand 

holding mum’s hand, does someone greet them at the door and lead them in, do they see 

something in the space that excites them and gives them the confidence to let go and cross the 

threshold? How many children pull on their parent’s hand harder and harder the closer they get 

to the door and to the threshold that signals the passage from one place to the next? The 

“unfolding” of the space is clearly an experience in which “prosody is important” (Stenglin, 2008, 

p. 63) for children and the way “choices resonate with one another from one moment to another 

as a text unfolds” (Stenglin, 2008, p. 63) gives children information about “the kind of community 

that is being set up around shared values” (Stenglin, 2008, p. 63), the community of which they 

become a part. How can we give them the time to consider the threshold? How can we value 

their need to experience ‘entering’ as a ritual? How can we create spaces that welcome them, 

that honour this transition of entering? This study will not answer these questions – or at least 

not specifically – rather the point is to understand the significance of ‘entering’; it is a transition 

that leads to a new place, a ritual laden with meaning and feeling. One can feel welcomed or 

repulsed in entering; one can feel frightened or inspired, curious or deceived; and many more 

feelings are possible. Perhaps this is why Preziosi (1979) addresses as the “emotive functions” 

of the built environment as a semiotic sign. Bonding, which “refers to the extent to which a user 

is made to identify with a space” can create a “sense of belonging and solidarity” (Ravelli, 2008, 

p. 26): the semiotics of entering Arcobaleno and Neruda looks at the extent to which this occurs 

through the semiotic resources of the environment.  

 

 As Stenglin (2008) suggests, “Bonding” influences “Attitude”, which in turn comprises 

three subsystems of evaluation: “Affect”, “Judgement”, and “Appreciation”. 

 

Affect is concerned with feelings and shared emotions. It aligns people 

around empathy. Judgement has to with juggling people’s behaviour and 

aligns people around shared principles while shared appreciation aligns 

people around joint tastes and mutual preferences (Stenglin, 2008, p. 57). 

 

 What one feels and views when entering a school can influence what one then 

perceives as one’s role within that school, one’s relationship to others, and what one eventually 

comes to know about the school. This was my experience in Reggio Emilia, and it is shared with 

the reader with the intention of allowing her/him to “feel”, and to “understand” and “come to 

know” through an analysis of the meaning of the environment as a semiotic resource with 

semiotic potential, embedded in copresent and contextual signings. This analysis occurs 

through rich description and interpretation, bringing together the connoisseurship and semiotic 

frameworks. The extent through which “alignment” around empathy, shared principles, joint 

tastes, and mutual preferences occurs in these contexts is the essence of communities of 

learners. 
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Nido Arcobaleno 

 

 Crossing the threshold. 

 

 
Nido Arcobaleno 

 

It’s 8.45 am as I approach the Nido, the sun is shining onto the 1970s building, the trees 

are bare from the long winter and the park is silent. As I approach the transparent doors, I see 

young children running past inside.  
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This is my first threshold, as an outsider looking in. You could stop here and look for 

some time to get a sense of what is happening inside. Then I walk in and the first sight that 

greets me is the central courtyard, flowers and trees surrounded by transparent floor to ceiling 

glass windows. It’s green and bright in the nido, all around. I have entered, but the light and 

green still connect me to the outside – it feels comfortable, as if the courtyard eases my 

passage from the outside to the inside. I now stop for a moment as I contemplate the courtyard, 

then, as I stand in the same position, my gaze turns slightly to the left and I see the ‘lattanti’ and 

‘piccoli’ and their teachers.  

 

  
The Toddler Platform as seen from the entrance 

 

 
The Grandi running past in the entrance 

 

They smile and greet me, the educators ask how I’m doing and the children reach out, 

crawl towards me, and smile. I am welcomed in entering, I immediately gain a sense of this 
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world and the children gain a sense of me. I am still standing in the same position in the 

entrance as the older toddlers run past me and greet me; they are playing in the piazza, which 

is to my right. I turn right and greet the kitchen staff... the children greet the kitchen staff too... 

 

 
 

Circulating the courtyard leads me naturally towards the large piazza where the ‘medi’ 

(medium toddlers) and ‘grandi’ (older toddlers) are playing together. Some are still arriving with 

their mums and dads, depositing coats in cubbies and running to greet educators and friends.  

 

 
 

The educators in the piazza all greet me, the children run up to me and say hello and ask: 

“where will you be today”? I smile as I greet them and ask them about their day. Several 
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families smile and greet me. I leave the piazza to deposit my coat in the cloakroom and I reflect: 

I have been in here barely ten minutes and I have seen and been greeted by nearly everyone – 

I have crossed a gentle threshold and I have been welcomed. 

  

 Interpreting entering. 

 

 Arcobaleno lies in the heart of the city of Reggio Emilia. One of the first ‘Nidi’ to be 

purposely built by the municipality of Reggio Emilia (on a design that was used for several of the 

Nidi built in the city at the same time), Arcobaleno was inaugurated on September 29th, 1976, 

the result of close collaboration between educators and architects who worked together to 

create an environment that would support the complex system of reciprocal relationships and 

interactions between those who inhabit the space: children, staff, and families. Loris Malaguzzi 

played a strong part in the development of the design, which he and others intended would 

embody several of the values of the Reggio Emilia educational project; amongst these, 

transparency, light, and encounter play a strong role. 

 Van Leeuwen (2005, p. 217) suggests that “compositions structure the information 

value of their elements, both in relation to each other and in relation to their viewers or users”; 

he also defines spaces as “compositions” and analyses the layout of the rooms of the Royal 

Observatory in Greenwich (London) by observing how visitors traverse them. He suggests that 

the layout of the rooms he observed “played a large role in structuring how the visitors traversed 

it and what they did and did not look at”. Let’s apply this understanding to my own process of 

‘entering’. The reader will appreciate that the layout of the building (please refer to the plan of 

Arcobaleno, Appendix 3) played a large role in structuring how I would traverse it, whom I would 

encounter, and what I would attend to as a ‘reader’ and ‘user’ of the environment. For example, 

as I wait before crossing the threshold, I can see children inside – not the principal’s office as in 

many other buildings. I can stand there for some time and still see children.  

Even the most utilitarian buildings organize space in various ways, and in so 

doing they signify, issue some kind of message about the society’s priorities 

(Hawkes, cited in Preziosi, 1979, p. 88). 

The fact that, at the threshold of entering, what one sees through the glass doors are 

children, is highly meaningful. First of all, the doors are made of glass, they are transparent and 

as such they invite you to look in even before you walk in, as if giving you time to consider and 

trust the environment and what lies within (remember how the young child might feel in 

‘entering’, but also the nervous research student!). Secondly, as you glance in through the 

threshold you understand that this is a place that belongs to children; they are the users, they 

are the priority. 

 I can then cross the threshold and the first object/place I am invited to look at is the 

internal courtyard, the connection between outside and inside, and also a visible statement of 

one of the key aims of Arcobaleno in particular and the Reggio Emilia philosophy in general: to 
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create “sensitive conditions” for children to encounter light, and with light colour, and shadows 

and rainbows. In fact, the name ‘Arcobaleno’ [Rainbow], which was chosen and shared with 

families, is a metaphor of the identity traces of the place: “colour, light, positivism, openness, 

differences that meet” (Nido Arcobaleno, n.d.). Also, several projects in Reggio Emilia center 

around relationships with light: the new “Atelier Ray of Light” (Reggio Children, 2008) for 

example is housed in the Loris Malaguzzi International Centre; “Everything has a Shadow, 

Except Ants” (Reggio Children, 2000) is one of the most well-known projects from the schools; 

and in each school in Reggio Emilia efforts are made to enable children to encounter light from 

different perspectives and develop theories about light and its many manifestations. The effect 

of entering the building - an ‘enclosed’ environment - but finding immediately inside a 

connection with the outside, is welcoming and creates a certain ease in transition.  

 I need only to shift my glance and I can see children and their teachers. At this time in 

the morning the lattanti and piccoli play on their shared platform as they wait for the other 

children and families to come in and join them; they are not enclosed in their classroom. Thus 

the threshold becomes far more permeable. Imagine being a small child and entering the glass 

doors through which you see children, then crossing that threshold to enter and see the familiar 

faces of children and educators immediately, without having to negotiate a closed door or an 

obstacle to your vision and to your experience of entering.  

 Where there are boundaries in this environment, they are permeable; this permeability 

is achieved through architectural solutions such as glass and sliding doors. This is different from 

the open spaces common in the designs of the 1970s, which Van Leeuwen (2005) refers to and 

identifies with a push towards “desegregation”. Van Leeuwen discusses the varying reactions to 

“open framing” in schools; he suggests this was far more popular with head teachers than with 

teachers, many of whom lamented lack of autonomy, noise, lack of personal space, lack of 

“nooks and crannies” for the children to hide in (Van Leeuwen, 2005, p. 22). Arcobaleno is not 

“open-plan” in this sense. Van Leuween talks about “frames” as semiotic resources, and 

identifies in open-plan settings a lack of identifiable and recognizable frames. In Arcobaleno 

instead the frames are what I have called ‘permeable boundaries’.  

 Examples of permeable boundaries are: the sliding doors separating classrooms; the 

glass windows - at child and adult height - that cross the building in its entirety so that if you are 

standing in one end of the building you can see through to the other side. In Arcobaleno, there 

is balance in the scale of Binding and thus the space produces “comfort zones of security, 

freedom, and possibilities”: 

Binding is a scale that organizes spaces along a cline from extreme 

openness to extreme closure. Extremes of Binding evoke both claustrophobic 

and agoraphobic responses, whereas median choices produce comfort 

zones of security, or freedom and possibilities (Stenglin, 2008, p. 50). 
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‘Permeable Boundaries’ 

 

The ‘vocabulary’ of the built environment consists of elements formed by 

perceptually palpable edges, boundaries and other discontinuities in 

formation. Such elements acquire significance less in terms of their inherent 

properties and more in terms of their relationship to other items in 

multidimensional arrays. (Preziosi, 1979, p. 91) 

 What Preziosi implies here is that the vocabulary of the built environment is not made 

just of discrete parts of information; it is their relationship that is significant. Therefore, to just 

open up a window from a classroom will not create transparency in itself, nor will it necessarily 

create openness and a welcoming feeling. In Arcobaleno, there are several conditions that 

support the permeability of the boundaries.  Some of these conditions are: the philosophy that 

supports the development of democratic relationships (see Values section for a more in-depth 

discussion of democracy and relationships); the documentation (see the Semiotics of Entering 

Scuola Pablo Neruda and the Value of Transparency for a more in-depth understanding of the 

role of documentation in sustaining transparency); the supportive and collaborative relationships 

amongst staff; and the ‘circularity’ of the environment. When I first arrived at Arcobaleno, 
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Francesca gave me a tour of the centre and she immediately identified circularity and 

transparency as key values of the environment. Circularity is defined by ease of movement 

within a space, a clear indication of how to traverse the space. The plan of Arcobaleno 

(Appendix 3), constructed around a central ‘heart’, effectively supports circulation through the 

space. The direction that I took and that most take, in entering the space, was indeed ‘circular’ 

and clearly identified through the architectural “frames” positioned along the way: 

A given building may place heavy emphasis upon ... efficient ‘circulation’. In 

this case, a[n] [architectural] formation will provide users with a variety of 

motor-optical cues which carry information as to how to get from point A to B 

within a building (Preziosi, 1979, p. 69). 

 

 As can be evident in viewing the plan of the centre (Appendix 3) - with the classrooms 

and service areas (entrance, kitchen, lunch areas, staff room, and storage areas) ‘wrapped 

around’ the central nucleus (courtyard, atelier, piazza) - the space is easily ‘traversed’ physically 

and visually. The individual spaces, built on the one level, are in strong relationship with each 

other, creating a sense of a shared space that is circulated with ease and openness around a 

central nucleus (a ‘heart’) that comprises the internal courtyard and the atelier.  

 

 Loris Malaguzzi and the educators in Reggio Emilia considered two spaces within the 

environment to be of paramount value and importance: the atelier and the kitchen. This is 

reflected in the document “Regolamento Scuole e Nidi D”Infanzia del Comune di Reggio Emilia” 

[Regulations of the Municipal Infant-Toddler Centres and Schools of Childhood of Reggio 

Emilia] (Scuole e Nidi D'Infanzia Istituzione del Comune di Reggio Emilia, 2009). While I was in 

Reggio Emilia, the Regulations document, which was finalised in March 2009, was in the 

process of being developed: it was a draft document which at the time had the title “Charter of 

Values” (Scuole e Nidi D'Infanzia Istituzione del Comune di Reggio Emilia, 2004) and much 

consultation, discussion, and participation surrounded its development. In particular, there was 

much debate on whether the document should be termed ‘Regulations’ or ‘Charter of Values’ or 

both. In the end, the choice fell on ‘Regulations’, however it is evident in reading the finalised 

document that defining and defending values of the educational project is one its primary 

intents. The Regulations document is a clear example of the participatory approach to defining 

quality which, as discussed in detail in Chapter 2, characterizes the experience of Reggio Emilia 

(Dahlberg, Moss, & Pence, 2007; Mooney et al., 2003): it was developed and negotiated in 

dialogue with all participants in the learning community of Reggio Emilia (families, educators, all 

staff in the schools, children, pedagogiste, policy makers, etc) over an extended period of time. 

In the words of the children, the regulations document is: 

 

Something that you promise, it’s like a promise. (Tommaso) 

It’s about how you have to live in the world… the regulations of the goodies 

are good and the regulations of the baddies are bad. (Luca) 
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A regulations paper needs to tell about the good things that we can do and it 

should say no to the things you can’t do. (Filippo) 

To decide the regulations we have to get together and decide ‘now we are 

going to create regulations’ and then it’s like the parliament, like when we talk 

together and decide, like when we share. (Matteo) 

(Scuola Comunale Dell'Infanzia E. Tondelli, 2005) 

 

 The term ‘regulations’ should not be interpreted from the point of view of the dominant 

educational discourse: this term is conceptualised differently in Reggio Emilia. As Paola Strozzi, 

pedagogista in Reggio Emilia, shared with me in an interview, the debate around the terms 

‘regulations’ and ‘values’ stems from the interconnectedness that has always existed in Reggio 

Emilia between issues of organization, issues of pedagogy, and ideals. Paola stated: 

 

In defining the document a ‘charter of values’ we declare that for us it is of 

paramount importance to understand that education is an issue of values 

before it is an issue of organization; however, we declare immediately 

afterwards that we must construct an organizational structure that sustains the 

values and does not deny them. 

 

Regulations are therefore viewed as instruments to sustain values and not deny them – 

not as systems for ‘inspecting’ schools. The measure of quality in Reggio Emilia is coherence 

with stated and non-negotiable pedagogical values. This is consistent with the participatory 

approach to defining quality which, as argued in Chapter 2, “involves children, parents, and staff 

developing both the quality objectives for the service and mechanisms for evaluating them” 

(Mooney et al., 2003, p. 9). Furthermore, it is a clear example of meaning making and a clear 

example of a process through which a community of learners is constructed. In fact, as 

previously cited in Chapter 1, 

 

Developing a community of learners requires the participation of the people 

involved in inventing and adapting customs and traditions, who learn from 

their efforts to develop the principles and practices for themselves (Rogoff, 

Goodman Turkanis, & Bartlett, 2001, p. 10). 

 

Paola told me that an initial version of this document was developed in the 1970s and 

that the decision to create an updated version of the regulations was made in 2004, when a 

process of development of the charter was initiated, in dialogue with families. The dialogue, as 

Paola shared with me, centred around the following questions: (a) “Which are the elements of 

our experience that are non-negotiable?” and (b) “Which are the elements that you believe 

characterize our experience and which, therefore you would wish to see reiterated in a 

regulations document”? Paola suggested to me that the aim was to develop a document “that 

introduces us, that identifies us, but also that defends us”. In the draft document (Scuole e Nidi 

D'Infanzia Istituzione del Comune di Reggio Emilia, 2004), the atelier and kitchen are identified 
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as “essential elements for the functioning of the Infant-toddler Centres and Schools”; therefore 

they are identified as “non-negotiable” and “characterizing the experience”. The atelier is viewed 

as: 

 

A metaphor for the nido and school viewed as laboratories which value the 

expressiveness and creativity of each child and of all children. It is also a 

physical space which positions itself in dialogue and in connection with the 

classrooms, the mini-ateliers and all the other spaces within the infant-toddler 

centre and school (Scuole e Nidi D'Infanzia Istituzione del Comune di Reggio 

Emilia, 2009, pp. 17-18).  

 

 
Atelier, Arcobaleno 

 

In Arcobaleno, the atelier is positioned within the central nucleus, adjacent to the 

courtyard (refer to plan of the centre, Appendix 3). In circulating the space there is no chance 

that the atelier can be missed and, just in case, the large transparent windows that look into the 

atelier from the piazza are there to remind us. The atelier can be viewed from every space in 

the nido: it is in dialogue and in connection. It is evidently a significant semiotic resource, 

framed prominently within the space. In Reggio Emilia, the kitchen is viewed as guaranteeing 

“openness to listening, to sharing of information, and to relationships with families on the issues 

of nutrition, health, and well-being” and the presence of the cook and kitchen staff within the 

school is considered “essential to ensure the quality of the educational service” (Scuole e Nidi 

D'Infanzia Istituzione del Comune di Reggio Emilia, 2009, p. 18). To reflect this essential value, 

I remind the reader that the kitchen is positioned within Arcobaleno so that it is one of the first 

spaces that meet the eye – you must encounter the kitchen when entering. In addition, the very 

large glass window highlights the connection between the kitchen and the open play space of 

the piazza: the kitchen thus acts as a semiotic resource, and its architectural framing effectively 

expresses its value. 
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The children cooking: transparency and openness with the kitchen 

 

 The environment of Nido Arcobaleno “is a space intended to be amiable, to value and 

support children’s curiosity and their desire to meet each other and build relationships” (Nido 

Arcobaleno, n.d.). It is a space that speaks clearly of “Bonding” (Ravelli, 2008; Stenglin, 2008). 

This intention reflects a philosophical statement and value of the Reggio Emilia educational 

project (The Pedagogy of Relationships), but also an Italian cultural understanding of ‘meeting’ 

as an essential part of life in society. This cultural understanding is made most evident in the 

space of the ‘piazza’, encountered in entering. The reader will recall that my ‘entering’ 

concludes in the piazza, where most of the children, educators, and families congregate. The 

piazza is in Arcobaleno an “architecture formation”: 

 

Architecture formations consist of artifactual and/or appropriated 

environmental constructs conventionally linked to culture-specific information 

about the conceptual world of a society (Preziosi, 1979, p. 88). 

 

 
The Piazza, Arcobaleno 
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 The educational project of Reggio Emilia is a ‘local’ project (see Value of Locality for an 

in-depth analysis of this point); in fact it associates its name with a city and endeavours to 

maintain strong reciprocal relationships with the city. All cities in Italy possess a ‘piazza’ (or 

rather many ‘piazze’), a square the primary role of which is to welcome and host people who 

come together to meet. In the tradition of the ancient roman ‘forums’ a piazza is a place for 

debate, for encounter, for enjoyment, to spend time with each other. This strong cultural 

element – or “architecture formation” – of the urban environment was brought into the school 

environments of Reggio Emilia with the explicit intention of creating a meeting place in the 

environment. It was an innovation (as the atelier and transparent kitchen were) at the time that 

Arcobaleno was built, and the piazza has maintained a prominent role in all the purpose-built 

schools in Reggio Emilia since then. 

  

 My journey – and that of others - of ‘entering’ Arcobaleno thus ends in the piazza. The 

circulation is gentle, the thresholds are subtle, the boundaries permeable, and they lead finally 

to a meeting place, a place that is more chaotic and lively than those traversed when first 

entering. It is almost as if the environment gives you time to look, to see, to trust, to enter, and 

then to meet. The ‘unfolding’ of the space gives information about “the kind of community that is 

being set up around shared values” (Stenglin, 2008, p. 63) and a high focus on Bonding 

enables “togetherness, inclusiveness, and solidarity through connection” (Stenglin, 2008, p. 50). 

We must remember how young the children are who enter Arcobaleno each day. And within 

that unfolding time of entering and circulating, you have become a part of the place because 

you – the ‘enterer’ – are in fact visible to everyone else, just as everyone is visible to you. So 

you feel legitimated to belong. This process contributes significantly to building a feeling of 

belonging to a community. Imagine coming into a school as a researcher and finding closed 

doors to knock on, having to go through the principal’s office then into a closed classroom. 

Compare this with entering Nido Arcobaleno. Then consider how this supports your 

understanding – as a researcher – of how the place builds a sense of community. Often, as I 

sat in one space, timidly, I would turn to see a child’s hand waving through a window, inviting 

me to come in, to share their space, to belong. And I would belong. 

 

Scuola Pablo Neruda 

 

 Negotiating the boundaries. 

 

Our school is big [...] You can see it, because it’s pink. It’s sort of a house 

and sort of a castle because it has a tower […]  

It isn’t built easy to find your way around in. 

(Children’s words, Scuola Pablo Neruda, n.d.) 
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Scuola Pablo Neruda & The school’s logo (reproduced from Scuola Pablo Neruda, n.d.). 

 

 On my first day at Neruda, I approach the school at 8.30 am. There is a light blanket of 

snow enveloping the park. From the outside already, Neruda appears a very different space 

from Arcobaleno: it used to be a villa, a home, and was adapted to be used as a school. I enter 

the building and step into a brightly lit and welcoming space, covered in documentation panels. 

 

 
 

 A few children are walking in with their families, but the space is otherwise quiet and 

serves as a passage into other spaces – a true ‘entryway’. The boundaries are clear: as soon 

as I enter the staff room is to my left; to my right a corridor sidesteps the spacious lunch room 

and leads to a narrow set of stairs. These rather restricted choices (walk into the staff room or 

up the narrow service stairs) invite me to walk further into the entrance, where two choices 

present themselves: (a) I can either turn right into the lunch room which is brightly-lit and rich in 

documentation panels and where an open door leading into the kitchen draws me to say hello to 

the cook and kitchen staff – the first people I actually encounter as they smile and greet me, 

offering warm coffee or tea and biscuits on a tray (just what I need after the cold brisk walk in 

the winter morning); or (b) I can turn left, walk past the staff lunch room and kitchen, and head 

up the wider set of stairs. So, after my tea and biscuits, I head up the stairs. 
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 On the first floor, I see the door to a classroom. I pop in and say hello. It’s the four-year-

old classroom. Everyone smiles and greets me as I see a bright, spacious, rich and orderly 

room, with open spaces and smaller nooks, clearly defined boundaries and ‘permeable 

boundaries’ (walls and/or shelving divide some spaces, the mini-atelier communicates with the 

classroom through glass). 

 

 

 
The four-year-old classroom: defined and permeable boundaries 

 

 

 I leave the four-year-old classroom and head back up the stairs: at the top of the stairs 

the large atelier is on my left and the five-year-old classroom in front of me. Beautiful, orderly 

and rich spaces again; the morning light pours in through the skylights and the warm timber 

flooring makes you want to sit down in that spot where the sun is shining. 
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The atelier 

 

 The atelier is quiet at this time of the morning, so I walk into the five-year-old classroom, 

where everyone greets me and invites me to join in for the day. 

 

 

The five-year-old classroom 

 

 

 I will join in, but there is still more space to explore so I cross the classroom, exit it 

through another door, and find the service stairs again. Before I head down the stairs, I see a 

room that serves as the music room and staff computer room. I am just about to head down 

when a few children walk past me and head up instead of down: I am curious, as it seems there 

is nothing ‘up’, so I follow them and discover what they call ‘lo spazio morbido’ [the soft space] – 

an intimate soft little nook to sit in and look at the sky, the rooftops and the raindrops. 
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Lo spazio morbido 

 

 As I wander from one space to the next I am wondering: ‘where is the three-year-old 

classroom’?  

 

 
The split-level 3 year-old classroom 

 

 

 I head down the service stairs as my wondering is quickly put to rest and I find the 

three-year-olds playing with lego on the stairs. I then walk into their classroom, say hello, and 

head back down to find myself back where I started in the entrance. I could go for another 

biscuit. 
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 Interpreting transparency. 

 

 Scuola Pablo Neruda lies in Via Passo Buole, a tranquil street in a leafy suburb just 

outside the walls of Reggio Emilia. Neruda’s history goes back many years: in March 1969, a 

fire destroyed the Robinson school. To provide temporary facilities for the children of the 

Robinson school, the CCPL (a consortium of work cooperatives) offered the use of a building 

located on Via Passo Buole. On November 25, 1970, in parallel with the reopening of the 

Robinson school in its original facility, a new school was inaugurated in the building on Via 

Passo Buole. In 1975, the school was officially given the name Pablo Neruda, to honour the life 

and works of the persecuted Chilean poet (Scuola Pablo Neruda, n.d.). 

 

 Indeed, as the children say, the built environment of Pablo Neruda “is not built easy to 

find your way around in” (Scuola Pablo Neruda, n.d.): it’s on three floors; there is no central 

piazza; the classrooms are self-contained; the rooms are connected by two separate staircases; 

and the atelier is on the top floor so that it hardly feels like a hub. I could not disguise my 

disorientation in moving from Arcobaleno to Neruda: the environment in Neruda did not feel 

transparent. If I spent a good part of the day in one classroom I might get to the end of the day 

without seeing any of the children and educators from the other classrooms. I could not see 

where people would ‘meet’. I felt isolated as I sat down to write my notes in the atelier during the 

day and was very relieved when the five and six-year-olds would drop in to look for materials 

and chat with me. I felt I could not shift the boundaries. After a few days of disorientation, I 

decided to do something about this. The first thing I did was to make a point, each morning, of 

going into each classroom and saying hello, wherever I might be observing for the rest of day. I 

also always went past the kitchen in the morning and, instead of retreating to write notes during 

lunchtime, I went down to the lunchroom while the children were having their lunch. I made a 

point of being in the atelier to write notes at the busy times during the day, when children and 

teachers from different classrooms would come through and work and chat with me and I could 

observe what they were doing. Also, and importantly, I studied very very closely the 

documentation on the walls of the spaces that are most ‘traversed’ in Neruda: the entrance, the 

lunchroom, and the main staircase.  

 

 I had already noticed in Arcobaleno that in the more ‘public’ spaces, the ones that are 

most often traversed by any ‘enterer’ - such as the piazza - the documentation panels would 

display salient elements of the school’s identity. The classroom panels instead tended to be 

more about that group of children and teachers or about the possibilities for learning created, for 

example, in the construction area. In the entrance of Pablo Neruda, documentation panels and 

booklets display: (a) the history and identity of the school; (b) relationships with families and the 

city; (c) a major project on the language of music and sound that the children were recently 

involved in. The lunchroom at Neruda showcases important projects in the school’s history, 

such as the construction of the “monument to colour”, which is a significant element of the 

‘Hundred Languages of Children’ exhibition. Armed with this understanding of the role of 

documentation in public spaces, I began to pay particular attention to observe the spaces in 
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Neruda that are most often ‘entered’ and ‘traversed’: the stairs, for example. The children agree 

that this is the best place to start to explain their school:  

 

I would start with the stairs because it’s the most difficult thing to explain [...] 

The stairs are zigzag: there’s two floors of zigzag to get to the four-year-olds, 

and there’s four zigzags to get to the five-year-olds.  

5 year-olds (Scuola Pablo Neruda, 2005a) 

 

 The children and teachers of Neruda developed a set of “guides” to their school (Scuola 

Pablo Neruda, 2005a, 2005b, 2005c) which document their experience of their space. The 

intention was to dedicate each guide to those children and families that would be coming into 

the new classroom in September, at the beginning of the school year, so that they could come 

to know the new place and new time – time of the threes, time of the fours and time of the fives 

- and feel at home. Both the five-year-olds (above) and the three-year-olds (below) identified the 

stairs as important elements that signify their experience within the school: 

 

To get to our classroom you have to climb the stairs and then you get here. 

There are two stairs; one goes to the threes and the other one goes to the 

fives [...] One of the stairs is made of bricks and goes to the fours and the 

fives: it’s very old, it’s different from the other one, it’s more magical! The 

other one is made of plastic and brings you to us [...] but you have to be 

careful because if you don’t know where the classroom is you might end up 

with the fours. 3-year-olds (Scuola Pablo Neruda, 2005c) 

 

 The stairs are the most difficult to explain because indeed if you’re not careful you 

might end up with the fours instead of the threes... which is exactly what happened to me. 

There is no doubt that, in a building such as this one, it is the stairs that determine how the 

environment is to be traversed and experienced; the stairs are at the same time a boundary, a 

connective element, and a semiotic resource. I remind the reader of Preziosi’s definition of the 

“vocabulary” of the built environment: 

 

The ‘vocabulary’ of the built environment consists of elements formed by 

perceptually palpable edges, boundaries and other discontinuities in 

formation. Such elements acquire significance less in terms of their inherent 

properties and more in terms of their relationship to other items in 

multidimensional arrays (Preziosi, 1979, p. 91). 

 

 In Arcobaleno, the vocabulary of the built environment is selected from the discourse of 

transparency, of circularity, and of permeable boundaries. In Neruda, the stairs are a very 

important element of the vocabulary of the school and, at first glance, they do not appear at all 

to facilitate transparency but rather they appear to act as a significant obstacle to transparency 

and permeability of the space. However, as an important element of the vocabulary, the stairs 
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are not so much significant in themselves as much as they achieve significance in relationship 

to other items. In Neruda, this significance is achieved through documentation: 

 

 
 

 The stairs, traversed so often each day, offer themselves as a ‘canvas’ for 

documentation; their role as a significant element of the vocabulary of the built environment of 

the school is recognized and honoured and documentation plays that honouring role by creating 

a sense of beauty (see Value of Beauty / Aesthetics) and by communicating the life and 

learning of the school through words and images. The example of the stairs is an example of a 

relationship between semiotic signs; the stairs are an example of “contextual information” the 

value of which lies in its relationship to its context. Van Leeuwen (2005, p. 219)  states that 

“information can only be interpreted in the context of other pieces of information and of specific 

communicative interests and purposes”. Therefore the stairs, as a semiotic resource - an 

element of information about the built environment - can only be interpreted at Neruda in the 

context of other specific communicative intents and purposes, of which documentation is the 

most significant and visible.  
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 My point is that I soon understood Neruda to be a transparent space. I understood that, 

while the architectural boundaries appeared solid, documentation ‘shifted’ the boundaries, 

creating transparency and offering permeability to otherwise un-shiftable elements of the built 

environment. In fact, as I read the beautiful and rich documentation panels that graced the walls 

of the entrance (which, the reader will recall, is not exactly ‘transparent’ in its architectural 

manifestation), I learned about the school and its history, about the children and adults who had 

built it and lived in it throughout the years and about those that lived in it today. The more I read, 

the more the school became ‘transparent’ to me. And so, what had appeared to me at first 

glance to be obstacles to transparency, became “semiotic possibilities”, or “canvases for 

meaning”: the reader will recall Preziosi’s (1979, pp. 93-94) statement that “the meaningfulness 

of an architectonic formation will be in part a function of its embeddedness in copresent 

signings”. There is a subtle relationship at play here: in order to transform the semiotic 

possibility into a meaningful architectural formation, there needs to be sensitivity to the 

“embeddedness of copresent signings”. In fact, in many schools a staircase will just be a 

staircase no matter how often it is traversed; in the Neruda the experience of the staircase is 

transformed by documentation, and so is the experience of the whole built environment. 

Therefore, while an environment like Arcobaleno, designed around the principles of 

transparency and circularity, is a more favourable canvas and a more easily readable space, 

the environment of a place like Neruda – pre-existing and adapted rather than purpose-built – 

can be afforded meaning through an attentive analysis of its embeddedness in copresent 

signings. This embeddedness requires a significant effort and commitment towards 

transparency on the part of educators to create and display meaningful documentation that 

creates an opening for visitors into the space, but also, in daily life, to seek each other out and 

create the conditions for meeting. So, I learned in Neruda that the documentation allows the 

‘enterer’ to encounter the school through its stories and that the ‘enterer’ must learn to go into 

each classroom and say hello, to make a personal effort at building relationships. I also learned 

that the piazza, the ‘place to meet’ can shift, sometimes it’s the atelier, sometimes it’s the 

staircase (as in the case of the three-year-olds building with lego), sometimes it’s the lunch 

room or Luisa’s kitchen with coffee, tea, and biscuits, and sometimes it’s the school park, under 

the big oak tree. Incidentally, it is the story of the children’s relationship with the big oak tree that 

is told on the staircase; not only does the documentation create beauty and meaning, it is a 

meaning that is intimately connected to life in the school.  

 

 To return to the image of the young child that hesitates on the threshold, we can ask 

ourselves: what are the semiotic possibilities that enable that child to successfully negotiate the 

threshold and to proceed to enter, to trust, and to experience a sense of belonging to a 

community? In analysing only the built environment, it may appear as though Arcobaleno and 

Neruda exist on very different dimensions of the “Binding scale” (Stenglin, 2008) and have very 

different levels of “Bonding” (Stenglin, 2008). In fact, when analysing the “intertextuality” 

(Chandler, 2002) and “multimodality” (Unsworth, 2008) of these environments, which are rich in 

semiotic resources and possess a rich “environmental grammar”, it becomes evident that there 

are ways of balancing the “Binding scale” and of enhancing “Bonding” within the constraints of 
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the built environment. In fact, in Arcobaleno, the ‘permeable boundaries’ invite the child in, they 

invite him/her to trust the space and to be part of a group, slowly or confidently, at his/her own 

pace. In Neruda the child meets the un-shiftable architectural formations, but then sees photos 

of children, stories of children and educators and thus the boundaries shift through their sheer 

embeddedness and the child is offered the possibility of entering, trusting, and belonging, 

through the semiotic potential of the built environment. I asked the five-year-olds at Neruda – 

who were getting ready to leave their school after three years - why their teachers take photos 

all the time, and why the entrance to the school is filled with panels (see Value of Identity / 

Relationship for a further analysis of this interview). One of the main reasons for the existence 

of the photos and panels, according to Rebecca, was that: “when the new children come they 

look at what we’ve done”. And so the new children can cross the threshold, enter, and belong: 

“the result is a Bonding icon which functions by compressing a reservoir of ideational and 

interpersonal meanings” where “the charging of values occurs through the genesis of shared 

meanings that evolve amongst members of a community over a period of time” (Stenglin, 2008, 

p. 60). To some of those values I now turn. 

 

The Interdependent Values 

 

 As outlined in the ‘Preface’ to this chapter, each value is introduced through a rich 

Description of people, events and places to enable the reader to vicariously participate (Eisner, 

1991; Uhrmacher, 1992) in life at Arcobaleno and Neruda. I will here briefly outline each value 

in turn before delving into life at Arcobaleno and Neruda and enabling the reader to vicariously 

participate through my stories. The value of Rich Normality: The Extraordinary in the Ordinary is 

defined by an attitude of wonder and a desire to keep that wonder alive in both adults and 

children in schools. It is an attitude that recognizes the precious in the small, the meaningful in 

the invisible, the rich in the everyday and normal. It is a value that educators in Reggio Emilia 

seek to uphold each day, in working with children and documenting their learning. I also see it 

as a value that is close to the experience of children, who often note the small particulars in the 

largeness of experience. This glance that children have was made clearer to me through my 

engagement in Arcobaleno and Neruda and also in viewing the exhibition of the project 

“Dialogues with Places” and the children’s photography exhibition entitled “Children’s 

Mysterious Glance on the City”. The description and interpretation of the value of Rich Normality 

centres on the idea of a glance that appreciates the extraordinary in the ordinary as a 

prerequisite to meaningful documentation. The value of Narrative is defined by a yearning to 

celebrate experience through story. This yearning belongs to young children, but also to adults 

and people across cultures and civilizations. What is exceptional about the way narrative is 

defined and experienced in Reggio Emilia is how it pervades life inside school and in the city 

and connects people and places. The description and interpretation of the value of Narrative 

therefore centres on the potential of story to bring together participants in a community and to 

make their lives, words, and experiences transparent and visible to each other. The value of 

Memory recognizes that a school does not stand alone in place and time; it is made of those 

who came before, those who are here now, and those who will come. The description and 
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interpretation of the value of Memory defines documentation as the knowledge of the layers of 

shared experience, as a source of pride and heritage for the community. The value of Locality is 

defined by an active engagement to position oneself in time, in place, and in history. The 

description and interpretation of the value of Locality explores how this engagement is lived in 

school each day and over time, and furthermore how an individual awareness of locality 

contributes to constructing locality itself as a signifier of community. The value of Identity/ 

Relationship highlights a principle that is often overlooked in daily practice in schools: that one 

of our key responsibilities is to know each other better, to grow to know ourselves and our place 

in a community and through this knowledge to contribute to our personal and collective well-

being and understanding. The discussion around this value demonstrates how documentation 

contributes significantly to affording this principle a key role. The value of Transparency / 

Democracy defines documentation as a public forum; a definition that is dear to the strong 

democratic soul of the experience of Reggio Emilia. This value engages with a political stance; 

the description and evaluation focus on openness, debate, and understanding as key identifiers 

of a community of learners. Inherent to the value of Language are the concepts of discourse 

and meaning. These concepts are explored through an analysis of the ‘words’ that belong to the 

Reggio Emilia experience and, significantly, through a reflection on the challenges of the 

translation process which is conceptualised as a dance between one discourse and another. 

The description and interpretation of the value of Language explores the dangers of “othering” 

(Levinas, cited in Dahlberg & Moss, 2005) and proposes a view of documentation as 

“transformational dialogue” (Kenneth J. Gergen, cited in Rinaldi, 2001) that enables shared 

understanding and respect. The value of Beauty / Aesthetics concludes the chapter and 

reconnects with the beginning - with the semiotics of entering – by exploring the meaning of 

spaces and places. The aesthetic experience is paramount to the Reggio Emilia educational 

project; the description and interpretation of the value of Beauty / Aesthetics thus explores the 

concept of beauty as a right for all participants in the community. Beauty is viewed as a 

connective element and a signifier of meaning as well as an experience. The notions of 

“buildings that speak” (De Botton, 2006) and of beauty being “a promise of happiness” 

(Stendhal, cited in De Botton, 2006) are brought together to highlight how the greatest failure of 

schools – school buildings and school lives – is a “failure of empathy” (De Botton, 2006). The 

discussion around the value of Beauty / Aesthetics defines the Reggio Emilia experience as an 

experience that does not fail empathy. 

 

Rich Normality: The Extraordinary in the Ordinary 

 

[Rich normality lies] within possibilities, within experiences, within the 

children’s encounters with materials, situations, and tools which are not 

necessarily extraordinary. There do not have be events, there are events 

every day. The overhead projector for example, the extraordinary event 

which this tool offers which is within daily experiences [...] This supports you 

in always keeping [in documentation] a language that is extraordinary 

(Giuliana, Teacher, Arcobaleno) 
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 Expressing rich normality: daily life in the Grandi classroom. 

 

 It’s shortly after 10.00am on March 1st. It’s dark in the ‘Grandi’ classroom in Arcobaleno 

Infant-toddler centre. I walk in and quietly sit on the blue sofa. There is an air of expectancy and 

mystery, a murmur from the small group of children sitting on the risers. They shift around on 

the risers, whispering. A large screen is hanging from the ceiling, almost separating the room 

into two spaces. From my position on the blue sofa I can see both sides of the scene: the 

children on one side; the overhead projector, bright and rich in possibilities, set up on the other 

side, mysteriously awaiting, suggesting wonder. In the darkness I can make out Silvia, the 

teacher, facing the projector. Silvia is holding a video camera, she is softly illuminated by the 

light that shines from the projector. I can see she is smiling behind the video camera. Mauro, 

another teacher, murmurs in a soft voice along with the children on the risers. Aya, invited by 

Silvia, quietly comes forth towards the projector. As she passes by me, I see a soft shy smile 

light up her expression. As she kneels in front of the projector she lingers on a choice of 

indelible markers. She picks one up and carefully removes the cap. She lightly presses it upon 

the acetate sheet that’s lying on the projector, with a seriousness that adds to the atmosphere. 

Then, as if by magic, her signs appear on the screen. They are magnified, as large as life, they 

belong to her and yet they are shared. The children begin to squirm in their seats as they shout 

out questions and hypotheses: “what is it?”; “what are you doing?”; “it’s a sun”. From the blue 

sofa, I can see Aya from behind. She kneels, her head bent over the projector, one hand firmly 

holding the sheet while the other grips the marker with confidence. She is engrossed. After a 

while, she turns, to see her drawing on the screen, magnified. The seriousness in her 

expression turns to wonder, her eyes widen as she replies to her friends: “it’s a cow”.  

 

 
Aya drawing on the overhead projector and turning to see her drawing projected on the screen 

 

 Silvia follows her with the video camera. She is focusing on Aya, the children’s voices a 

background to the image in the camera. Every now and again Silvia looks at me through one 
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eye, merriment in her expression. Aya lifts her head from her drawing, she tilts her head slightly 

towards the screen then puts down her marker. She is ready to tell the story. She rushes to the 

other side of the screen to join her friends, not before stealing a glance to the largeness of her 

composition. Silvia joins us with the video camera.  

 

 Aya telling the story of her drawing & Daniele joins Aya to tell his version of the story 

 

 The drawing comes to life as Aya walks into it and narrates: “it’s an animal… a cow”, 

she says as her finger indicates a sign on the screen. Mauro asks: “what’s that?” Aya replies: 

“the eyes...the sun... the eye of the sun”. Daniele is quick to reply: he looks intently at the 

drawing and says: “no, that’s not the eye of the sun”.  Then Daniele stands up and joins Aya 

inside her drawing. The screen and signs are a background to their words and narrative. 

Daniele points to an oval shape and says: “it’s not the eye of the sun, it’s a fish, but it doesn’t 

have any fins”. Silvia smiles at me from the video camera...  

 

 
Mario drawing and then Mario standing close to the screen, ‘in’ his drawing 
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 It’s Mario’s turn next. I am no longer sitting on the sofa, now I am facing him. I am next 

to Silvia as she records him, and I focus on the same image she is capturing on video. Mario’s 

signs on paper are quicker than Aya’s, his grasp on the marker more uncertain. His excitement 

has the better of him. He bounces on his knees as he draws, and frequently turns his head 

towards the screen, wide eyes full of wonder. He changes a few colours then barely has time to 

replace the cap on the marker as he jumps up and runs to the other side of the screen. Silvia 

and I jump up and follow him. He stands so close to the screen, almost as if he wishes to enter 

his drawing. He invites us all to look, at the whale he drew and the snakes, so many snakes. As 

he is showing us the snake up high at the top of his drawing Mauro suggests he can bring the 

drawing down lower so Mario can reach it better to tell us the story. Mauro walks to the other 

side of the screen and lowers the drawing on the overhead. Mario is fascinated. We capture 

that moment of fascination and observe and listen carefully. He touches the screen and asks: 

“what’s there... behind this?” He does not wait for an answer as he circles the screen and runs 

to the other side. Silvia follows him with the video camera; we can see his shadow from our side 

of the screen. Mario discovers that his drawing is on both sides. It has a life of its own, a story 

of its own, made real by his joy and recorded by his teacher for all to see and share. Mario then 

rushes back to us. He moves towards the group of children and invites two of his friends to 

come into his drawing with him as he tells the story. He points again to the whale and the 

snakes as his friends ask: “what’s that?” Mario’s feet move fast and his body language is 

extraordinary. Silvia captures his excitement as he jumps up and down and says in a rush, as if 

he can barely contain the words: “it’s the elephant, the trunk, the tissue”. He invites us all to 

look as his finger points to the signs on the screen and his head turns back and forth to us, to 

the screen then back again. Mauro asks Mario: “does the elephant you drew make a sound?” 

Mario bends back with his whole body, in silence. Then he tilts his head back and lifts his arms 

again and again: the sound of the elephant. As the lights are turned on and the screen is lifted, I 

reflect: this is ‘rich normality’. This is “events every day”. This is to keep within daily life “a 

language that is extraordinary”. 

 

 Interpreting rich normality: glance as a prerequisite to meaningful documentation. 

 

 Reggio Emilia educators speak and write of ‘rich normality’; it is often discussed in the 

literature (e.g. Ceppi & Zini, 1998) and I also soon found several references to rich normality in 

documentation booklets at Arcobaleno. As I continued to encounter the words ‘rich normality’, I 

realized this was an important part of life in Reggio Emilia. So I asked Giuliana how they 

expressed rich normality in their documentation (see above). I also was particularly keen to 

observe experiences with ‘rich normality lenses’, in order to better perceive what is meant by 

finding the extraordinary in the ordinary. The morning in the Grandi classroom (and other 

mornings in which the children were engaged in the same experience) could certainly have 

multiple interpretations: it is a significant example of the social construction of knowledge by a 

small group of very young children; it is, relatedly, a significant example of how very young 

children are able to negotiate their theories and their work with others – this challenges the 
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notion of young children as egocentric by showing how they are able to take on others’ views on 

their own work and re-negotiate the story behind their drawing; the encounter between light and 

drawing and narrative creates multiple possibilities for children to learn about how the world 

works, to think in terms of scientific concepts and build theories about how light works (like 

Mario, for example, who realizes that his drawing is in many places at the same time). Indeed, 

all these possibilities could be taken further, and they often are in Reggio Emilia. However, I 

chose this experience as a significant example of appreciating the ordinary in the extraordinary 

because ‘rich normality’ enables all the possibilities mentioned above. In fact, constructing 

contexts rich in extraordinary possibilities that the children can encounter each day enables the 

social construction of knowledge and the development and testing of theories about the world. 

The experience of drawing and narrating through light was a significant example of how 

something that belongs to the everyday can be turned into something extraordinary. Also, as I 

observed Silvia videorecording the experience and later participated in a staff meeting where 

the educators discussed and interpreted the documentation, I understood that a glance that 

appreciates the extraordinary in the ordinary is a prerequisite to meaningful documentation. 

 

 On the day following the experience that is the focus of the description above, Silvia, 

Mauro and Francesca meet after school to watch the video. During the meeting they discuss 

how they will edit the videorecording, they interpret the children’s learning by listening closely to 

their words and observing their non-verbal communication, and I take note of their 

conversation. We all laugh together at Mario’s enthusiasm. Francesca, who was not there with 

us at the time, asks questions and is struck by Mario’s curiosity; “what’s on the other side” takes 

on special meaning within our conversation.  There is richness in the normality of our meeting. 

The richness for staff meetings lies in the presence of the children, through the documentation, 

and in the opportunities their presence offers for authentic and meaningful discussion of their 

experience and their learning:  

 

[Documentation] is the heart of progettazione [...] I believe it is most important for 

the opportunity it creates to discuss the children, our points of view on children, 

and we cannot do this only through words, we do not make the child visible 

enough through words, we do not give him enough strength, he needs to be there 

with us that afternoon (Paola Cavazzoni). 

 

 While watching the video, we discuss the meaning of the narrative experience for the 

individual child, for the classroom group, and in the context of a larger, school-wide 

investigation. In fact, Aya and Mario’s stories are episodes within a chapter of an extended 

video presentation of a project which involves Arcobaleno as a whole: “Contesti Educativi 

Quotidiani al Nido” [“Daily Educational Contexts in the Infant-toddler Centre”].  Several of the 

municipal infant-toddler centres and schools were at the time of my observations engaged in 

the “Daily Contexts” project, which aims to show the ‘extraordinary in the ordinary’ through the 

medium of video. The idea for the video and project was “born from discussion and 

collaboration between educators, with the aim of suggesting and initiating reflections between 
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parents and educators on diverse educational topics” (Internal Document – Nido Arcobaleno). 

‘Narrative’, ‘Relationships between children’, ‘Voice’, and ‘Autonomy’ are the pedagogical topics 

the educators in Arcobaleno chose to observe and document. The topics emerged out of the 

observation and shared interpretation of relationships (amongst children but also amongst 

adults and children) and environments as ‘daily contexts’. A broad definition of ‘context’ is 

relevant to the experience of Reggio Emilia: Carla Rinaldi (2007, November) talks about context 

as “environment, gestures, meanings, people, problems, content”. 

 

 A whole-staff meeting with the pedagogista took place in Arcobaleno a week after the 

meeting between Francesca, Silvia, and Mauro; the aim was to discuss the progress of the 

“Daily Educational Contexts” project within the centre as a whole. During this meeting the 

educators and pedagogista at Arcobaleno discussed their chosen research focus. Roberta and 

Raffaella (teachers of the ‘Piccoli’) showed us their video footage and suggested that within 

their research they were aiming to focus on ‘voice’: observing how children begin to use verbal 

language. Eluccia (teacher of the ‘Lattanti’) asked: “have you tried to put them together in a 

small group?” Eluccia told us that the teachers of the ‘Lattanti’ had decided to focus on 

‘autonomy’, with the aim of encouraging parents to trust the competencies of their children 

“reinforcing the positive image of the infant-toddler centre as an educational service”. 

Throughout the discussion, Paola supported the educators by allowing them to think about her 

words and finish her sentences: “including all the children [in your observation] is already...”  

The discussion during the staff meeting centred entirely on interpreting documentation: the 

educators watched video excerpts together and commented on them; teachers from one 

classroom shared their interpretations of their children’s learning as other teachers (and the 

pedagogista) debated other meanings that could be assigned to the contexts. This process of 

shared interpretation and dialogue appears to me to be a process of ‘finding the extraordinary in 

the ordinary’ on the part of educators who are committed to probing further into children’s 

experiences, looking for meaning. Therefore, documentation is a ‘recursive process’ of valuing 

rich normality: it begins with creating contexts that are rich in possibilities and are constructed 

with clear intents in mind; the individual teachers then observe and record children’s 

experiences with a ‘rich normality lens’; this lens is then shared with others and a further 

probing continues; the recursive process begins again as educators take insights from their 

dialogue into the classroom and begin to observe again. 

  

 Inviting others to share a rich normality lens. 

 

 Carla Rinaldi suggests: “it is precisely documentation and research that provide the 

generative force that makes each day a special day” (Rinaldi, 2006, p. 98). The “generative 

force” is enabled by an attitude of documentation sustained by what Reggio Emilia educators 

call “pensiero progettuale” – a definition of a recursive way of thinking (‘pensiero’ is thought in 

Italian, ‘progettuale’ refers to ‘progettazione’). Pensiero Progettuale is a pedagogical approach 

to daily life that derives from the way of working of Progettazione. I interpret it as a way of 

thinking that is akin to approaches taken within qualitative research frameworks (see Chapter 6 
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for a further discussion of the relationship between documentation and research). It is a way of 

thinking that links both questions and intent. This is made evident, for example, in the words the 

Grandi teachers use to accompany their “Daily Educational Contexts” video: 

 

The video intends to communicate an image of context as both environment 

and interaction: two fundamental representations which underlie our 

experience. We speak in fact of a daily life that is made up of the daily 

repetition of situations that are defined in space and time and that are never 

repeated the same. In fact, they vary according to the rituals introduced by 

individual children, according to their interests and personal histories, and 

according to the contributions of the group […] The video proposes to give 

particular visibility to the different narrative modes of children, thus giving 

value to their desire to create, invent, and improvise stories and situations 

(Nido Arcobaleno, 2006). 

 

 The educators’ choices, values, and intents are made explicit to those who view the 

documentation. Such is their way of thinking about daily life, their ‘pensiero progettuale’ which 

makes each day a special day and enables them to share that rich normality with others. In fact, 

through observation, interpretation, and documentation of ‘ordinary’ contexts and encounters in 

the infant-toddler centre, the ordinary becomes extraordinary both for those who document and 

those who view the documentation. As she video-recorded Aya and Mario’s experience, Silvia’s 

expressions told me that she was giving value to that which she was observing; she was using 

a “language that is extraordinary” to document an event within daily experiences. In Reggio 

Emilia, this is called “sguardo valorizzante” [valuing perspective]. A valuing perspective is about 

what you are able to see, and what you are able to see is inextricably linked with what you want 

to ‘give back’. Reggio Emilia educators often use the word “restituire” [to give back] when 

referring to their use of documentation. Giuliana shared with me that ordinary, extraordinary 

contexts are a strong focus of what educators aim to ‘give back’: 

 

If you don’t have this eye to say ‘this is an interesting situation’, how is 

something interesting? One can say ‘where is the interesting?’ What is 

interesting lies in what you are able to see...  situations become interesting 

when, also through the interpretations of children and families, they are able 

to ‘give back’ ordinary, extraordinary contexts... documentation has this 

meaning of focusing attention on those important things that children can do. 

  

 Giuliana here also refers to the ‘eye’ (which I have called glance or lens) that educators 

must have in order ‘to see’ and to document; she is referring to a ‘rich normality’ lens. The 

valuing perspective therefore finds its strongest expression in observation and documentation, 

and through sharing documentation this valuing perspective is encouraged in others. For 

example, segments of the video “Daily Contexts” were shown to families at school meetings 

during the year and during these meetings the teachers recorded a few of the parents’ 
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reflections. The parents’ words show that through viewing the ordinary daily life, made 

extraordinary by the educators’ valuing perspective and documentation, the families are 

developing their own ‘valuing perspective’ (a hope expressed in Giuliana’s words above):  

 

I have felt growing within me the sense of listening to children and the 

respect for what they do: an attitude of listening which, thanks to the infant-

toddler centre and the school, I have learned to hold towards children in 

general (Paola, parent, Arcobaleno). 

 

Their gestures can cause us to smile, but in fact they highlight what they are 

capable of (Stefania, parent, Arcobaleno). 

 

 Parents whose children were six years old and soon leaving Scuola Pablo Neruda still 

remembered the strong emotions they felt in viewing images and videos of their children when 

they were in the infant-toddler centre: 

 

 I still remember, I was struck by a slide in the infant-toddler centre, Alessia 

[my daughter] was 18 months old [...] after the afternoon rest on Fridays, 

when it was time to change the sheets, the children would take their own 

sheet and they would go and deposit it in a laundry basket in the bathroom. 

Alessia was in the corridor, still with sleep in her eyes, with these sheets, a 

little girl this high (Giovanna, parent, Neruda). 

 

 In the infant-toddler centre I was really surprised by what these children were 

capable of doing [...] yes, [in the infant-toddler centre the documentation] 

really surprised me: I believe the documentation [in the infant-toddler centre] 

aimed to give back the images of these children sitting down and eating by 

themselves (Veronica, parent, Neruda). 

 

 Parents are also able to share in their children’s experiences in school through their 

daily encounters with educators. Educators of young children usually see parents much more 

often than educators of older children; that moment in which the children are picked up from 

school, which is often chaotic, can also become a moment for sharing small successes and the 

extraordinary in the ordinary. Antonia, a teacher at Neruda for many years, invited me to reflect 

on what we can share with parents at the end of the day. She discusses how what we can say 

is related to a having a ‘rich normality’ lens: 

 

The challenge but also the beauty is to find a way of observing each child so 

that when each parent arrives you have a story to tell for each child that is not 

“she didn’t do” ... but is about how her day has been and the beautiful, or 

positive, image that you can offer to the parent about her child’s day at 

school. And this is a challenge I encounter with new teachers when I mentor 
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them. Because they say to me: “well, but they only ask me if she ate”. So I 

reply to them: “of course, what do you expect them to ask, what image of 

school do they have, what is the question that they believe is most discreet 

towards you... and once you have covered the subject of food can’t you see 

that the parent is still there, waiting? Why is she waiting? She is waiting 

because she wishes to have an image of her daughter in school, so then 

what image are you going to offer them of this child?”... an attitude of 

documentation is fundamental here because you need to be able to 

remember each child, because you have to stand there and think “what do I 

know and where did I find it, where did I see it”... if you don’t observe and 

document each day, what story are you going to tell to parents? 

  

 Antonia speaks about ‘looking for the beautiful’; this is a further interpretation of a ‘rich 

normality lens’, and her words clearly show the connection between this lens and an attitude of 

documentation. In fact, she implies that if you do not see (and document) you do not have that 

“beautiful image” to share. In her reflection Antonia makes links with several of the Values that 

will follow in this chapter: she often refers to the conversation between teacher and parent as a 

Narrative or story about the child; she highlights how an attitude of documentation acts as a 

Memory to remember and share the Extraordinary in the Ordinary of everyday life with children; 

she invites educators to have, look for, and share an image of the child that has Beauty. 

 

 The history of rich normality. 

 

 
The panel that tells the story of Laura and the Watch is located at the Entrance to Arcobaleno. It 

includes a recent photo of grown-up Laura with Eluccia (the teacher in the 1979 photos). 

 

 This is the story of Laura and the Watch. It is 1979 at Arcobaleno. Laura is ten months 

old she and her teacher, Eluccia, are leafing through a catalogue that displays images of 

watches. Laura shows her interest by pointing. Her dialogue with her teacher is evident in the 
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bent of her head and then in the expression of her face, turned to Eluccia in questioning as she 

points to a watch. Eluccia picks up Laura’s cue and enters into dialogue with her: she shows 

Laura her own watch and then brings it close to her ear. Laura listens: tic toc tic toc... Her 

expression shows wonder, theorising and questioning. Laura then makes an extraordinary 

connection between the three-dimensional object and its two-dimensional image: she bends 

down and listens to the image on the catalogue, perhaps expecting a faint tic toc tic toc.... 

Giuliana was behind the camera that day and she remembered with me:  

 

The story was born just in the moment and it was fortunate that we had the 

camera so that while things were happening we documented them... 

Personally, I was not aware of the beauty that had emerged, it was 

Malaguzzi’s interpretation, he said: “this child has done an extraordinary 

thing”. And we said “oh yes, she did this”, you can imagine I was twenty-one, 

“no no she was so cute we really liked it” [I said to him]. It was his 

interpretation that opened up a world. 

 

 It is important, in reflecting on how experiences become ‘extraordinary’, to highlight the 

significance of the ‘recursive process’ of sharing documentation. In fact, what often becomes 

fundamental is the ‘someone who was not there’ who can support educators in their 

interpretations (this person can be another educator as well as a ‘pedagogista’, an ‘atelierista’ 

and perhaps a parent); as Giuliana suggested, “it was [Malaguzzi’s] interpretation that opened 

up a world”. It is often the case that when educators are engaged in observation, they become 

so involved in what they are observing that they may view it only through their own perspective; 

the power of documentation lies in its role as facilitator of dialogue and discussion amongst 

colleagues (see Transparency/ Democracy for a more in-depth discussion of this particular 

purpose and value of documentation). In fact, by meeting together, discussing and interpreting 

in-progress documentation, educators learn about how children learn (and research and teach), 

and about how teachers teach (and learn and research). They are then able to take this 

knowledge back into the classroom to observe further. Giuliana remembers:  

 

This sequence then became famous because [Loris Malaguzzi] used it often 

in his conferences and seminars, to credit the [very young] child with the 

ability to put things in relationship, to create links [...] It was revolutionary and 

changed the way we saw children, the way we saw things and therefore the 

way we documented them. 

 

 Seeing the extraordinary in the ordinary was a revolution that brought about a new 

image of the child and a new way of documenting: a language that is extraordinary. It also 

brought about a new image of the teacher, an image that is today shared by young educators 

such as Silvia: “an adult who continuously reflects and engages with his/her own role, who tries 

to build, together with the children, a context of relationships that is rich in daily life and in the 

extraordinariness of daily life”. 
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 Rich normality as a special right. 

 

 In accordance with an image of children that focuses on their rights, strengths, and 

competencies rather than on their needs and weaknesses, those children referred to in the 

dominant educational discourse as possessing ‘special needs’ are viewed in the municipal 

infant-toddler centres and schools of Reggio Emilia as possessing ‘special rights’. Ivana 

Soncini, psychologist in the municipal infant-toddler centres and schools who works with 

educators to support children and families with ‘special rights’, told me that “we do not have two 

separate pedagogies, one for special rights children and one for the other children”. I asked 

Ivana what having an image of the child with ‘special rights’ means for daily life in school, and 

what role documentation has in the experience of children with special rights. Ivana’s reply 

confirms her earlier statement on a unified pedagogy and shows how finding the extraordinary 

in the ordinary plays a role in the daily life of all children: 

 

Each individual is extraordinary. A handicap is not an absolute difference 

rather it is one of many possible differences... [we practice] an observation 

that is as rich as possible, and I believe that this possibility exists within our 

educational environments because [educators] don’t insert the child into rigid 

learning experiences or rigid objectives, rather we are interested in 

approaches, in individual strategies within a group, we are interested in 

possible attempts, we are interested in meanings, therefore these are 

contexts that we see as appropriate, especially for these children [...] with 

children with special rights we don’t do spectacular documentations, because 

if I show a child who was lying down and then learned to sit upright, then to 

use her hands, then five years later in our schools she is standing up, she 

wants to go to the gym, then she leaves and goes to elementary school, 

there is nothing [inherently] that is spectacular, but for me there is so much 

within this that is spectacular. 

 

 Educators who work with children with special rights in their classroom, faced with the 

challenging task of documenting progress that is often painfully slow, confirm Ivana’s words. In 

fact, they suggest that indeed their valuing perspective and ‘rich normality lens’ endures with all 

children, so that they look for the extraordinary in the ordinary and document it:  

 

We try to document the things that surprise us day by day (Giuliana). 

 

One of the greatest endeavours of the first year [with him] [...] was to observe 

those ‘extraordinary’ things that are his successes and to [document them] 

and put them in the journal, also to make them visible to the other children, to 

say ‘look, he is progressing too’ (Antonia). 
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 Surprise is an element which is viewed as enriching daily experience and normality. 

The ‘unexpected’ is valued in Reggio Emilia for the possibilities it offers:  

 

Everything can change and so we welcome the unexpected, it is also part of 

what you propose to do with children, part of what the learning experience 

can offer; the extraordinariness of daily life lies in the unexpected [...] when 

we document, we hope in the obstacle, in the unexpected, in the 

extraordinary, because in fact that is what gives you back so much  (Silvia). 

 

 The ‘rich normality’ lens enables educators in Reggio Emilia to embrace the unexpected 

and the obstacle and thus to wonder alongside children at the precious in the small, the 

meaningful in the invisible, the rich in the everyday and normal. The ‘hope of the extraordinary’ 

lies behind meaningful documentation, which seeks to observe, interpret, and make visible 

richness in the normality of experience. 

 

Narrative 

 

[Documentation] is a narrative form, both intrapersonal and interpersonal 

communication, because it offers those who document and those who read 

the documentation an opportunity for reflection and learning [...] its force of 

attraction lies in the wealth of questions, doubts and reflections that underlie 

the collection of data and with which it is offered to others [...] you try to offer 

others not what you know, but the boundaries of your knowledge; that is, your 

limits, which derive from the fact that the ‘object’ being narrated is a process 

and a path of research (Rinaldi, 2006, pp. 70-71). 

 

 The process of observing, interpreting, and documenting allows educators to construct 

stories of children and adults learning, researching, and teaching together in a community. I 

illustrate the Value of Narrative – and most importantly its pervasiveness in daily life in Reggio 

Emilia - through three interconnected “descriptions”: (1) The Last Paratrooper to Land; (2) 

Stories, Drawings and Signs; (3) and The Ghost-Horse. The first description is an example of 

documentation as “interpersonal communication”, a collective celebration and knowledge-

building event at Arcobaleno. The second description focuses on a panel created by the 

teachers of the Grandi at Arcobaleno to tell the story of their journey into light and narrative: by 

discussing the interconnected parts which make up the panel I highlight how educators in 

Reggio Emilia “try to offer others not what [they] know, but the boundaries of [their] knowledge”. 

The third description is more intrapersonal: I share the experience of one four-year-old boy in 

Neruda and I show how his story brings him closer to his mum on a special day rich in 

expectations.  
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The Last Paratrooper to Land: the right to learn in a community. 

 

 The description that follows of a warm evening in June in Arcobaleno is constructed 

through a combination of the data I collected during the event: observation notes; photos; 

conversations; and a poster of the story of The Last Paratrooper to Land that was created by 

the teachers of the Grandi classroom and given to me and to parents. The story I tell is a story 

of educators and parents working together to give value to children’s work, to learn and live 

together in a community. It is a story that honours the rights of parents to be protagonists in 

their children’s learning. It is also a story that pervasively illustrates the dimension of narrative 

and the interconnectedness between documentation and storytelling. It is a story that starts 

from young children’s drawings and words.  

 

 The educators in Arcobaleno documented the children’s growing interest in narrative, in 

telling stories about their drawings. Educators and parents together then chose to research 

children’s narratives by sharing the documentation, discussing and reflecting on how to further 

their own and the children’s learning. They decided to create a new ‘story’, based on the 

children’s drawings. Finally, their story, entitled “The Last Paratrooper to Land” was presented 

to children, educators, and families at the end of year celebration. The educators from Nido 

Arcobaleno talk about narrative as “a story of self, which through words and gestures seeks 

sharing and listening by others” (Nido Arcobaleno, 2003). We can see a link between this 

interpretation of narrative and Carla Rinaldi’s words on documentation, a link which illustrates 

both the connection between documentation and narrative and the nature of observation and 

documentation as an essentially subjective process which finds its meaning in the process of 

shared interpretation and listening (“a story of self” also provides a link to the Value of Identity/ 

Relationships). Narrative is a connection between self and others which finds its greatest 

expression in the act of listening; it is through listening in fact that stories are born, and 

documenting is listening.  

 

 To understand the context of that night in June during which we meet “The Last 

Paratrooper to Land”, it is necessary to understand that educators and parents in Nido 

Arcobaleno have reflected together on the topic of narrative for several years. As a place for 

their shared research they formed a “Narration Group”, a group which meets a few times a year 

and includes parents of children frequenting the centre, educators, and at times even parents 

whose children have left the centre but wish to continue learning and being a part of the group. 

In their words, the group was formed to: 

 

Promote opportunities for collaboration and participation, between teachers 

and families, with the objective of creating, developing and representing 

stories for children. (Nido Arcobaleno, 2003) 
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 It’s a warm evening in June in Reggio Emilia; it’s still bright at 8pm as the party begins. 

The families begin to arrive, the children rushing into the increasingly crowded park.  

 

 
 

 Some stay close to their mums and dads and siblings, others quickly disperse in the 

familiar environment, looking for their friends at this unfamiliar hour of the day. You can tell it’s a 

party: there’s excitement in the air, voices all around, special clothes and new shoes to be 

shown off, a big cake hiding away somewhere. The building, empty inside, is quietly mysterious 

as the shadows line the internal courtyard and the evening lights come on, softly at first, then 

brightly. The teachers bustle about, with smiles in their eyes. The children delight in sharing a 

party with their parents and teachers; the community comes together at a special time for an 

anticipated event. Parents cluster around the table where cakes are being sold: rich in 

powdered sugar, list of ingredients to make your mouth water, homemade cakes by families to 

be sold tonight and the proceeds donated to the local paediatric hospital. The cakes don’t last 

long; they are quickly sold and set aside to be taken home wrapped in cellophane. Suddenly we 

are all called into the building. It is almost dark now and the lights in the internal courtyard send 

off a glow. There is something magical about coming to school when it’s dark outside...  

 

 
  

 We all noisily gather in the piazza, children of all ages sitting together at the front, adults 

standing at the back. The chorus is introduced: “Il Coro Aurora Giovannini dell’Associazione 

Amici di Reggio Children”. The chorus is a group of educators and parents who have been 

rehearsing their singing for months. A ‘real’ conductor stands in front of them and as he waves 

his arms, the chorus begins to sing.  
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 The children’s eyes grow wide as the sound of singing fills the silent piazza. They listen. 

A child lifts his arms to the sound of singing and sways them gently, following the movements of 

the conductor. Other children move slowly to the music as if they were dancing in their seats. 

Others sit still in their seats, eyes wide with wonder... As the singing ends, we exit into the now 

dark and silent park. In the darkness, we notice a large luminous screen and hiding behind the 

screen a small group of educators and parents sit expectantly, with sound equipment and a 

guitar. The air of excitement rises as children, families, educators, and friends take place in the 

many seats facing the screen. 

 

 
 

 Silence envelopes the park at Arcobaleno as we are welcomed to the show: “L’ultimo 

Paracadutista Atterrato” [“The Last Paratrooper to Land”]. A strong voice resounds from the 

darkness:  

 

This is the story of the fantastic journey that a little boy named Martino took 

aboard a special aeroplane... Children, come aboard and be passengers on 

this aeroplane with Martino... Are you ready to fly? What a terrible sound... 

what a noise! The engine is warming up! 
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 Young children’s drawings appear on the screen: faces, objects and signs with 

identities and stories. These are the drawings that the educators have collected throughout the 

year, along with the children’s words about their drawings: 

 

    
[Aeroplane]    [Tower Control]            [Clouds]     [Paratroopers] 

                                                 
[The Last Paratrooper to Land]      [An Aeroplane Pushing Another Aeroplane] [Aeroplanes] 

Above drawings by Daniele, 3 years (Nido Arcobaleno, 2006b) 

 

                                        
 [Starry Sky (the ball and the moon)]   [The Elephants and the Bubbles] 

Above drawings by Elena, 3.1 years (Nido Arcobaleno, 2006b) 

                            
 [Little Balls]                      [Talking Ball (the Sun)] 

Above drawings by Gaia, 3.2 years (Nido Arcobaleno, 2006b) 
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   [Shell]      [Mummy and Child (Martino)] 

by Simone, 3.2 years (Nido Arcobaleno, 2006b)   by Alice, 3.5 years (Nido Arcobaleno, 2006b)

    

                                                 
   [Dinosaur]     [Guitars]:  

by Asia, 3 years (Nido Arcobaleno, 2006b)  by Filippo, 2. Years (Nido Arcobaleno, 2006b) 

 

                                                      
[Drum]        [Little Boy] 

Above drawings by Aya, 3 years (Nido Arcobaleno, 2006b) 

 

  

The voice continues from behind the screen:  

Tower control  here, we are about to announce departure. The 

aeroplane is about to take off, the sky is blue, the sun is shining... But there 

are some clouds   here and there...  Three two one blast off! 

 

 
[For the full story of The Last Paratrooper to Land please refer to Appendix 4] 
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  Closing credits      The Cake 

 

 The story of Martino’s fantastic journey, created and narrated by educators and parents 

together, inspired by the drawings and words of the children, keeps us all entranced as the 

lights dance on the screen and the stars begin to appear in our dark night sky. Finally, as the 

story ends, the air turns cooler and we all chatter and gather together around the gigantic cake, 

clamouring for a slice. The icing on the cake reads: “Once upon a time... 30 ... and the story 

continues”... Nido Arcobaleno is 30 years old tonight... and the story continues... 

 

 The children lived the experience of seeing their drawings and characters as onscreen 

protagonists of a wonderful story, in front of a large audience, during an important celebration. 

“The Last Paratrooper to Land” is not the first of such stories: “The Story of Scapiglino, Messy-

haired Child” was created and performed in Arcobaleno in 2003, and became a book. 

 

 
Cover, The Story of Scapiglino (reproduced from Nido Arcobaleno, 2003) 

 

Scapiglino is a child... Inspired by the drawings of the children of the 

Arcobaleno Infant-toddler centre, protagonist of adventures, born from the 

imagination of a group of staff, mothers and fathers who for a long time have 

worked on the topic of narration, of reading, of dramatization, the inventing of 

stories (Nido Arcobaleno, 2003).  
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 I bring to the reader’s attention the words “for a long time”: the shared research of 

educators and families engages them in an ongoing learning journey. At the end of the book, 

the educators and parents give a background to their experience of creating the story, 

discussing how the nature of their research is always connected to the children’s daily life:  

 

The experience of narration belongs to the infant-toddler centre’s daily life, 

and the children are passionately involved in it. The idea was developed as 

an extension of the infant-toddler centre’s previous experiences, which saw 

families and teachers involved first on the topic of reading, then on the topic 

of dramatization […] The observations we shared during the research 

process allowed us, as adults, to interpret the signs, traces, and drawings of 

children with greater sensibility. Drawings which hold within themselves 

stories, impressions, emotions, and different subjectivities (Nido Arcobaleno, 

2003). 

 

 It is important to note that the educators and parents use the word “research” to identify 

their journey together; and it is important to recognize the ‘shared’ nature of their research and 

the opportunities it has created for them to encounter each other and the children. In fact, most 

importantly, they write:  

 

We believe this experience has enriched and expanded the boundaries of 

our adult imagination: we interpreted and gave value to the children’s work, 

but above all we gave it back to them through the use of dramatic and 

narrative modes (Nido Arcobaleno, 2003, my italics). 

 

 Sensitive observation and documentation of ordinary, rich events such as telling stories 

about drawings allowed teachers and parents to expand the boundaries of their imaginations 

and to give a gift to their children, the meaningful gift of giving life and narrative to their 

drawings. Observing and documenting supported imagination and the creation of a narrative – 

and the value lies in ‘giving it back’. Giving back is inherent to the nature of stories and 

narratives; it is inherent to documentation, which for its nature strives towards visibility and 

shareability. It is inherent to a shared attitude of valuing children; as mentioned before, Reggio 

Emilia educators often talk of the need to ‘restituire’ [to give back]. This ‘giving back’ is 

experienced by parents as a gift that brings them closer to their children: Paola, a parent at 

Neruda school, told me that she sees documentation as “that tool which supports you in 

reaching the children”. The rights of children, educators and parents are at the heart of the 

Reggio Emilia educational project. As mentioned in Chapter 2, Loris Malaguzzi developed a 

“charter of rights” (Reggio Children, 1996a, pp. 212-213), and of the rights of parents he states: 

 

It is the right of parents to participate actively, and with voluntary adherence 

to the basic principles, in the growth, education, care and development of 

their children [...] When school and parents are able to converge toward a 
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cooperative experience, an interactive experience that is the rational and 

advantageous choice of everyone concerned (we are all pursuing more 

meaningful experiences), then it is easy to see how hostile and mistaken is 

the pedagogy of self-sufficiency and prescription, and how friendly and fertile 

is the strategy of participation and shared research. 

 

 Creating a space for shared research is essential to building a community of learners, 

where the rights of children, parents and educators are honoured. The Last Paratrooper to Land 

and Scapiglino are cooperative, interactive experiences and spaces for shared research – these 

spaces were created through documentation of children’s learning processes.  

 

We seek to construct meaningful alliances with parents around important 

issues in education and suggest ways of being together.  

(Tiziana Filippini, pedagogista) 

 

 The Last Paratrooper to Land is an example of a meaningful alliance constructed 

around important issues in education, and a successful example of a “way of being together” for 

educators and families. 

 

 Stories, Drawings, and Signs: narrative in a panel. 

 

 
 

 After the morning meeting today, the children spontaneously rise and begin to look at 

the panel together. They look for themselves, but they also call to others to come see 
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themselves on the wall. Daniele stands up to look at an image of himself drawing and tells the 

story of his drawing once more: “I drew a blackbird, he’s the parrot’s friend... I also drew a boat, 

and here’s a sun, and an aeroplane with windows so you can see outside... I also drew men, 

they’re paratroopers!” 

 

 The value and dimension of narrative is ‘pervasive’. In fact, not only does 

documentation allow you to construct a story (such as The Last Paratrooper) but it is a story 

itself: panels, publications, etc. are stories of learning together in a community.  

 

 
Panel “Racconti Disegni”, Grandi Classroom, Nido Arcobaleno 

Translation note: “Racconti Disegni” is a play with words in Italian, translating as “Stories 

Drawings” [Racconti Disegni], but also as “Stories of Signs” [Racconti Di Segni]. 

 

 The Grandi at Arcobaleno and their educators were engaged in an ongoing 

investigation into the meaning and experience of narrative during my time with them (see above 

‘Rich Normality’). Towards the end of the year, the educators created a panel to tell the story of 

the children’s experience drawing and narrating with the overhead projector and screen, and 

they included an edited version of Silvia’s videorecording of these experiences in the DVD 

entitled “Daily Educational Contexts” which was offered to families as a gift. The educators also 

dedicated several pages of the daily journal to telling the story of the investigation into narrative 

(see section entitled ‘Identity/ Relationship’ for a discussion of the daily journal). The “Racconti 

Disegni” panel tells the story of how educators and children researched and learned about 

socially constructing narrative. The following form the interconnected sections which make up 

the panel and tell the story: (a) Introduction to research intents, which encompasses the 

beginning of the project, the questions the educators asked themselves at the beginning, and 

setting up the context; (b) Conclusions drawn; (c) Samples of children’s drawings and excerpts 

of conversations; (d) Photographs. 
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(a) Introduction to research intents 

• The beginning of the project 

The panel tells viewers that the project began from listening to some of the children and 

observing that they told stories about their drawings, describing characters and situations. 

• The questions the educators asked themselves in the beginning 

The panel tells that the educators asked themselves many questions, such as: How could other 

children be included in the narrative process? What sort of context and materials would provoke 

the children into telling stories about their drawings? How is it possible to share the ideas, 

intuitions and enthusiasm of a few children with other children and adults? 

• Setting up the context 

The panel tells why the educators chose to use the overhead projector: as a means to 

showcase drawing in process; as a provocation to tell stories using creativity and imagination; 

and as a context for sharing with others as participants, not only spectators. 

 

(b) Conclusions drawn from the observations and interpretations 

The panel tells about the educators’ conclusions, their interpretations: sign transforms itself, 

giving life to storytelling, creating characters and stories to which an attentive audience listens; 

the children act as storytelling protagonists and encourage the others to guess what’s coming 

next; drawing, light, and storytelling meet and enrich each other as the drawing theatre 

becomes a game of interaction and participation where children develop new questions, 

hypotheses and wonderings; some children posed questions that were more specifically 

directed to the adult, such as when Mario asked “what’s on the other side?”.  

 

(c) Samples of the children’s drawings and conversations and (d) Photographs of the process: 

 

  

 The “Drawings and Signs” panel is taken as an example; many documentation panels 

in Reggio Emilia will be constructed of similar interconnected parts (the structure is not rigid, nor 

is the layout, however most panels will have elements that address all those points listed 

above). The layout and content of the panel reflect the research process of observation, 

interpretation, and documentation as recounted under the heading ‘rich normality’. The 

recursive process of data collection and analysis – of construction of learning contexts rich in 

possibility, observation of children, and collegial interpretation – often leads to the construction 
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of a piece of documentation (which can be a panel, a publication, a video, etc) which addresses 

all the above elements (and often more), ending by drawing conclusions and proposing 

directions for future research. In making doubts, reflections, and questions visible, educators 

narrate “a process and a path of research” and they aim to make visible “the boundaries of 

[their] knowledge”, with the objective to open debate and dialogue around issues in education. 

The link between documentation and research will be explored further in Chapter 5. Suffice to 

say now that, similarly to the qualitative connoisseurship approach I adopted in this study, when 

educators document children’s learning they do not offer to others an objective truth. Rather, 

they offer their subjective interpretation – “the story they are moved to tell” - they share an 

image of the relationship between themselves and the child or children that they observe: 

 

When you take a picture or you make a document, in reality you don’t 

document the child but your knowledge, your concept, your idea... You show 

not who that child is, but your thought. You don’t show the child, but the 

relationship and the quality of your relationship, and the quality of your 

looking at him or her (Rinaldi, 2006, p. 196). 

 

 This quality of observation and documentation will be explored further in the section 

entitled ‘Identity/ Relationship’ (so intimately connected to all other values). Representation of 

children is an empathetic relationship. Carla Rinaldi invites educators to beware of suggesting 

that there exists a truth about children, and instead to recognize that there are many truths. By 

being open to interpretation in different contexts, and through its narrative dimension and 

heart, documentation provides access to dialogue: “The place of encounter is the doubt, it’s not 

the truth” (Rinaldi, 2005, July). The key to a successful narrative of life in a community of 

learners is declared shared intent (Intent will be discussed further in Chapter 5). In fact, the 

‘subjectivity’ of documentation is not a bias or drawback but rather the collegial dialogue that 

lies behind the recursive process of documentation transforms individual subjectivity into 

“shared subjectivity”, and the practice of ending with questions rather than truths creates an 

opening for others to join the debate. The connection between Uncertainty and Intent (both 

Connective Values, outlined in Chapter 5) underlies an attitude of documentation, and enables 

participation. 

 

 The dimension of narrative – to hold narrative as a value - is an opening to parents. In 

fact, when I asked the parents at Neruda what meaning documentation held for them, 

Francesca replied: “it’s the narrative, the story of your child”. As clearly demonstrated by 

Francesca’s words and by the story of The Last Paratrooper to Land, documentation as 

narrative honours the rights of parents as participants and learners, by sharing with them “the 

story of their child” and their children’s stories. The experience of Alessandra, Tommaso, and 

the clay Ghost-Horse which follows illustrates an intimate connection, “both intrapersonal and 

interpersonal communication”, as Carla Rinaldi suggests. 
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 The Ghost-Horse: intimate connections. 

 

 It is the end of the school year at Neruda and Alessandra, Tommaso’s mother, knows 

that she will be offered Tommaso’s clay horse as a gift to take home. We meet together with a 

small group of parents just a couple of hours before the end-of-year party is to begin. It is a time 

of great excitement for children and families; the children will present their gift to their families, 

‘special’ documentation of works and projects that the children and educators have engaged in 

throughout the year. As we sit and talk with the parents, the educators have set up outside a 

table displaying the documentation.  

 

 
  

 In Reggio Emilia, this special event is called “Consegne” or ‘Giving day’; each class in 

an infant-toddler centre or school has a day for “Consegne” at the end of each year. During the 

interview we talk with the parents about the meaning of documentation. At the end of our 

conversation, while more families arrive and take their place outside in the park, I turn to the 

exciting matter at hand and ask them about their expectations for the consegne. Alessandra, 

Tommaso’s mother, replies: “I want to bring home this ghost-horse with the story”. 

 

 
A foldable card with an image of Tommaso’s horse, accompanied by the children’s words on 

horses, Tommaso’s story of his horse, and his drawing of a horse.  

(Scuola Pablo Neruda, 2006). 
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Tommaso’s Ghost-Horse 

 

 

 

 His mouth goes down, his eyes are big and round with eyebrows but no 

eyelashes, his nose is long, his mouth is long and his lips hang low with really 

large teeth, but you can only see them when he opens his mouth. His ears 

are a little bigger than ours, bending forward, straight and pointy. On top of 

his head he has a straight mane that goes all the way down his back. He 

needs it to keep the head and the bottom attached to his body, if he doesn’t 

have it he dies. His legs are toothpicks, as long as sticks, his body is always 

fat and he always has hoofs, otherwise he can’t walk. He runs very fast and 

he always says brrrrr brrrr, he does it so that things that are about to hit him 

can move away. When he runs all his muscles move, his mane flutters, his 

legs bend and make a sound that is like the sound of drums [...] His name is 

Ghost-Horse, he’s male. I gave him that name because he likes death. He’s a 

young horse, he’s thirteen years old. He has a short mane and a long tail. 

He’s a strange sort, he drinks coca-cola and eats only chocolate, he likes 

salad too. He’s a show-off horse. He always has to work, he always wants to 

go to school with his brother. He likes to have friends and jump obstacles. 

(Tommaso, 2006) 
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Tommaso offers his mother his work, and the ghost horse with the story. 

 

 Tommaso’s teachers documented his process of building a clay horse; they asked open 

questions about his work and recorded his words. So, at the end of the year Tommaso’s mother 

brought home the ghost-horse with the story; a story that holds within it the challenging process 

of building a clay horse and giving it life, a life which is related to Tommaso’s own. How else 

would we have learned that the Ghost-horse needs his mane to keep his head attached to his 

body, that he makes the sound of drums, always has to work, and likes to go to school with his 

brother? As Jerome Bruner (1996b, p. 42) suggests, “it is only in the narrative mode that one 

can construct an identity and find a place in one's culture”. Bruner’s words illustrate a 

connection between the Value of Narrative the Value of Identity/Relationship; this connection 

can also be found in the words of the educators and parents who see narrative as “a story of 

self” (Nido Arcobaleno, 2003) or a “story of my child” (see above). Constructing an identity and 

finding a place in one’s culture are stepping stones to building a community of learners. In order 

to build a community each individual needs to know and feel their own identity and their own 

place in that community and each individual needs access to ways through which to come to 

know others. Individuals come to know each other’s minds, they develop “intersubjectivity” 

(Bruner, 1996b) through narrative; and through intersubjectivity communities of learners are 

built. Documentation is intersubjectivity; it is a “story of us”. It is through an attitude of listening 

and observation, and through making documentation (the story of us) visible and share-able, 

that schools can be learning communities. Dr. Tim Moore highlights the connection between 

narrative and the process of building of effective relationships:  

 

An important feature of effective relationships of various kinds is the building 

of coherent narratives – telling stories that help people make sense of their 

lives. Narratives are important for young children’s development – the 

connection of the past, present, and future is one of the central processes of 

the mind in the creation of the autobiographical form of self-awareness 

(Moore, 2006, October). 
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 Thus the Value of Narrative is intimately connected to the Reggio Emilia “pedagogy of 

relationships and listening” and to the Value of Identity/Relationships. Documentation supports 

the creation of coherent narratives and thus helps people make sense of their lives – a 

fundamental step to building a sense of community. Documentation as a narrative tool supports 

children and adults in connecting past, present, and future and as such it is also a strong tool for 

memory. The six-year-old children at Neruda, during a series of interviews on the meaning of 

documentation, gave us some strong insight into the relationship between narrative and 

memory. In fact, we asked the children several times why their teachers write notes and take 

photos all the time. Their most common reply was: “as a memory”. The children were quite 

convinced that they said “interesting things” and that their teachers would want to keep a 

memory “forever” of those “interesting things”. After years in the municipal infant-toddler centres 

and schools - years during which their teachers observed and documented their words and 

work - the children recognize that their voice has value, for their teachers, for themselves, and 

for others (see Identity/Relationship and Aesthetics for a further discussion of the children’s 

recognition of the role of their own voice). After a first interview, during which the children kept 

referring to “memory” and “interesting things”, Antonia – their teacher - and I met to read 

together my transcripts and her notes taken during the interview, and we discussed this theory 

the children had of documentation. We wished to challenge them to think further about it, and 

we also wished to understand this idea further. We decided to ask them during the interview 

that followed: What is memory for? Federico wonderfully replied: “to tell a story”. 

 

Memory 

 

 Memory as transformation. 

 

For me interesting things are in a bottle [...] because if I see an interesting 

thing I don’t just leave it there, I ask if I can take it, if they tell me I can take it I 

put it in a bottle and I keep it as a memory, because that for me is an 

interesting thing [...] I can use them to make paintings, or something else, or 

maybe to go in the forest and look at the animals, or to water the plants, 

many things (Lucia, six years old). 

 

 Lucia contributes to group conversations selectively. She spends much time listening, 

and then, usually on invitation, she speaks. When she speaks, the depth of her thinking is often 

striking. The depth and poetry of her metaphor – metaphor appears here to be a tool for Lucia 

to make sense of the complexity of documentation by relating it to her own lived experience – 

invites us all to reflect on the meaning of documentation. As educators, if we see an interesting 

thing we don’t just leave it there. Rather, by documenting we value children’s words and ideas 

as interesting and as such we do not condemn them to oblivion – we put them in a “bottle” and 

keep them as a memory. Through her own politeness Lucia also invites us to reflect on how to 

further offer children respect by sharing interpretations and reflections with them, ethically: we 
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ask if we can take it and if they tell us we can then we put it in a bottle and keep it as a memory. 

As a memory those words and work can then be transformed: they can be an inspiration, to 

make paintings, go in the forest, and so many other possibilities. It is this possibility of 

transformation that underlies the Value of Memory in documentation. Transformation through 

awareness of Memory (and History) is a key feature of evolving cultures and communities. 

 

 Memory as a place for finding yourself. 

 

I also believe that documentation is very important and I see it as the story of 

each child which endures. I will give you a practical example: many times I 

look at everything, not only those things that are made by the children that 

are in my sons’ class. Upstairs in the atelier you can see people made in 

clay. 

 

 

 
 

 

Two of these were made by Marta and Clara, two children who are now two 

young women, daughters of a friend of my mother. It’s them, they are there, 

their story is there, their story is in here. In these clay people I found those 

children who are now young women, so I also found the thought that 

something might remain here of my own children, who might come back and 

find themselves in twenty years as they take their children to pre-school 

(Alessandra, parent, Scuola Pablo Neruda). 

 

 Alessandra’s reflection illustrates the connection between the Values of Narrative, 

Memory, History, Identity, and Relationship; thus her words create an important connection 

between what has come before in this chapter and what will follow. She creates a vivid image of 

life in a school that does not forget the children and families that have come and gone. Rather, 

it holds a memory of them and offers them the possibility to “find themselves” again. Stefano, 

also a parent at Neruda, agrees with this view. In his reflection on documentation Stefano 

makes links between the Value of Memory and the Value of History and he also recognizes the 

Value of Beauty/Aesthetics and how it “allows you to live the environment”: 
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I love these things. For example, if you look at that wonderful painted sail 

[hanging in the lunch area]... 

 

 

 
 

 

...seeing the image of the child drawing it offers you something more. That’s 

beautiful on its own, but to see the child and maybe read a sentence brings 

you back to that moment when, maybe ten years ago, this child wrote 

something. Then if you find someone you know or even your own child, it’s 

exciting, it gives you the school’s history. At home instead it brings you the 

memory of what they have been. It’s memories, history, memory. On the 

stairs there’s faces drawn by the children [many years ago] and their names 

are written underneath their drawings: Giovanna, Francesca. Every once in a 

while I read it, and every time it makes me smile. It also allows you to live the 

environment. 

 

 Memory as a place for finding yourself. School as a place for finding yourself. A school 

that holds a memory of yourself and others. So the school becomes a community made up of 

those that came before and those that will come. It is a welcoming place. This sentiment is 

echoed in the words of the children and the words of the educators: 

 

And the school will grow older too, because before us there were other 

children, and there will be others after us. Some old children, when they were 

little, came here and so they recognise the school because they all created 

things that were a bit different: it’s like a memory of everyone, like a time 

machine to go back in time [...] 
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The school is born when it’s built and it has a life [...] it’s really born when 

they build it but its life, its real life, starts when we are here, because every 

morning the school gets used to us […] because we made it special [...] 

because the workmen built it but we recreated it inside [...] We create a whole 

atmosphere here [...] because our school has its own character [...] because 

we give it its character [...] and so do you [teachers] a little.  

 Five-year-olds (Scuola Pablo Neruda, 2005a) 

 

 The children see school as a living place that can be transformed by them and that 

holds a memory of them. They are empowered to believe that they give the school its life, that 

they make the school special, that they “create” the school, and that the school, in return, 

becomes a “memory of everyone”. It is documentation that offers that possibility of creating 

memory, of collecting layers of stories and experiences over time, displaying them to be ‘found’ 

again over time, keeping the stories of children and educators that have come and gone. Mara 

Davoli, atelierista at Neruda for many years, calls them “traces of memory between the past 

and the future [...] a living memory”. Mara refers to the archives of the school as “a living 

memory”; the children understand that they live and learn in a place that values, observes, and 

documents the things they create that are all “a bit different” and keeps a memory of those 

things through time. The school thus becomes a place for everyone, a community. To have a 

place that holds a memory of you and values a memory of you is a fundamental premise to 

feeling part of a community and a welcomed participant in a shared culture – and the fact that 

everyone has something that “is a little bit different” adds to the value of that culture. It is not in 

a place that values conformity but rather in a place that values differences that individuals can 

find themselves and feel a part of a shared culture. I am reminded of children who look up to 

the walls of their classrooms to see twenty-five identical pre-cut yellow ducks (or fish, or chicks, 

or whatever is the ‘theme’ of the week), with pre-cut beaks and eyes and feathers stuck in the 

all the ‘right’ places - the children have no idea which of those ‘same’ ducks is their own, they 

cannot have an identity and a story that is their own and that stays over time, they cannot 

belong.  

 

 The quality of the documentation in Reggio Emilia contributes to this memory. Memory 

is built through documentation that tells stories of the past and of the present: stories of children 

and educators who were there “before us”; stories of us; and with a space for the stories of 

those who will come “after us”. Sharing memory draws you in to a community. To understand 

and share memories gives you a key and thus allows you to become a participant in further 

building that shared memory. 

 

 Memory as the social construction of knowledge. 

 

 Memory also helps you to learn. In Neruda, where the walls are graced with beautiful 

panels that tell stories of experiences long in the past, I decided to ask the children why these 

panels are still there: 
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Stefania Other children made these things [the clay seats represented in the panel 

above]. Why are they here if they were made by other children? 

Rebecca as a memory 

Stefania and how can you use this memory of the other children? 

Rebecca to see how other children built these things [the seats made in clay] that they 

can’t show us now.  

Stefania how is it helpful for you to see things other children have made? 

Rebecca to build something... something different of course, with the help of these 

things...  

  

 Rebecca acknowledges that the panels show you not just what children make but how 

they make it; so that whilst they can’t show you the real chairs now because they might have 

taken them home, you can have a memory of how they did it so that if you want to you can build 

something like it with the help of the narrative of how they did it. Thus memory can be 

transformed to create possibilities for the present. In fact, the children said to me about another 

panel “it gave me the idea”. Thus memories are tools for learning and children “can use them to 

make paintings, or something else, or maybe to go in the forest and look at the animals, or to 

water the plants, many things”. It is not only the memory of a relatively distant past that 

supports and extends learning: documentation also acts as a memory for both educators and 

children of their own lived experience. Recording children’s words, for example, acts as a 

memory for participants in a conversation. Educators in Reggio will often read the children’s 

words back to them - during a conversation and often towards the end of a conversation - to 

explore certain ideas in more depth, to investigate whether views have changed during a 

conversation, to establish connections between different views, to elicit someone else’s opinion. 
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Having a memory of the conversation to refer to allows educators to ask questions that are 

meaningfully linked to the children’s own theories and ideas, to the ideas of individual children 

and also to the ideas emerging out of a group conversation. Thus individual knowledge 

becomes shared knowledge as children are encouraged to engage in metacognition, reflecting 

further on their own and others’ theories. 

 

Antonia reads the children’s words back to them, Scuola Pablo Neruda 

 

Antonia uses her notes to elicit further ideas and to think of questions to ask 

 

 The daily journal as individual and shared memory.  

 

 Documentation’s focus on process allows children to revisit experience, to be 

metacognitive and reflective. For example, when reading the daily journal, the toddlers in Nido 

Arcobaleno would often revisit their own drawings and experience. Niccolo` discovered in the 

daily journal a drawing he had made five months earlier and said: “I did this... and then I did a 

line here and a line here... it’s a shark”. His narrative mirrors the teacher’s notes on the drawing; 

through the daily journal Niccolo` was able to recall his process of drawing a shark five months 

earlier, and so the journal acted as his memory. This connection between Memory and 

Narrative is further illustrated by the experience of Mounir, in the Grandi classroom at 

Arcobaleno. Mounir’s first language is not Italian. He has been in the centre only for a few 

months and does not often speak up in the classroom. However, he was engrossed in an 

experience and then, several days later, was able to tell a story of his experience with the 

support of the daily journal. 
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May 18th 9.45 am 

 
Making ‘focaccia al rosmarino’ with the Grandi, Nido Arcobaleno 

 

 Mauro [teacher], Mounir, Lollo, Fabio, Denis and I are in the lunch area. Before we 

start, Mauro and I agree that I will audio-record the experience and take photos. I will then 

share my photos and notes of the children’s conversation with Mauro, Francesca and Silvia so 

that they can create a page for the daily journal. Sounds of pots and pans come from the 

kitchen and through the wide glass we can see Tiziana and Ermanna bustling about, trying not 

to get into each other’s way. The door to the kitchen is open and we can hear them chatting to 

each other. A table is set for us: tablecloth and a big wooden slab. On the big wooden slab the 

ingredients are laid out: flour; water; oil; salt; baking powder in cubes; and a pot of rosemary.  

 

 The kitchen staff, children, and educators are involved in a project on aromatic herbs: 

everyone in the centre is learning together how to use aromatic herbs in place of salt to flavour 

food, and they hope to pass their knowledge onto families for greater awareness of the role 

nutrition plays in learning and growing. I am impressed by how an opportunity for professional 

development for the cook and kitchen staff became a shared project, a community project; it 

could have stayed in the kitchen but it did not, it branched out to connect to everyone. A 

‘documentation table’ in the entrance to the centre displays: books on herbs which belong to the 

cooks; pots of aromatic herbs the children have planted; and the children’s words on aromatic 

herbs.  I reflect on how nothing is taken for granted, there is thought behind everything; 

documentation links cook, kitchen staff, children and families, supporting the development of 

shared values and shared attitudes. 
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 The pot of rosemary   Smelling the rosemary 

  

 Mauro shows the children the pot of rosemary and asks: “who planted this yesterday”? 

Mounir smiles shyly and nods: he was part of a group of four children that potted the herbs 

yesterday. Mauro encourages everyone to smell the rosemary. Fabio says: “it’s good”. I ask 

Mounir if he thinks the smell is good too, and he replies: “yes”. Mauro explains to the children 

that we are making focaccia today, and we are going to put rosemary in it. Everyone smells the 

rosemary... The children then list the ingredients (loudly!) as Mauro shows them: “oil, water, 

salt”... Mauro explains the role of baking powder and we move on... Taking turns, the children 

begin mixing the ingredients with Mauro’s help. They pour, mix, scrape, saying the names of 

the ingredients as they go along. We talk as we work, reflecting on why we use all the 

ingredients: “to mix” the children say. Then Tiziana the cook comes in and looks over our 

shoulder and says: “how wonderful, you’re doing so well love, you are so delicate... this 

focaccia will be so good”. 
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 The dough emerges to the wonder and excitement of the children; they each get a 

piece and it’s time to create stories... The children laugh and bang the dough, then Mauro 

shows them how to knead: “press and turn” he says. The children imitate his movement as they 

repeat “schiacci e giri”.  Their imagination soon gets the better of them as they begin to break 

the dough into small pieces: “a dragon, a ball, a crocodile, wolves” – and soon everyone is 

making wolves, scary wolves. 
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 The separate pieces of dough are merged together and spread into the pan and then 

the pan is offered to Tiziana in the kitchen. As the children say: “she puts it in the oven”.  

 

 Afternoon snack is served in the garden... Mauro proudly presents the rosemary 

‘focaccia’ the children made in the morning.  Lollo excitedly places one square of the focaccia 

he made in front of each child and most begin eating right away. Mounir, however, does not 

begin eating right away: he bends his head down and buries his nose in the fresh soft centre... 

 

 
 

 

 I ask him: “what are you smelling”? He turns, looks at me, then soundlessly point to bits 

of rosemary...  

 

 Earlier, I had shared my photos and notes of the children’s words with Mauro, 

Francesca, and Silvia. Francesca chose a few photos and, while the children were asleep, we 

sat together in the staff room as she prepared a page for the daily journal.  
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May 22nd 10.00am in the garden 

 
 

 Today I have asked Francesca to have another opportunity to observe the children and 

ask a few questions as they leaf through the daily journal with us. Francesca brings the daily 

journal out to the table in the garden. Daniele and Mounir sit with us. Mounir’s attention is 

caught by the page of May 18th. He recognizes himself with great enthusiasm; his expression 

takes on a look of pride and recognition; he points to the images, looks closely, lingers on 

details... Mounir re-lives his experience; he narrates moments of greater significance to him, 

through few words and many gestures and expressions. His memory is solicited by the images, 

which form the background to his narrative:  

 

Mounir  the dough... this [pointing to an image of the rosemary] 

Francesca     what is this called? 

Mounir  Peppa [Peppa is the turtle that lives in the internal courtyard – Mounir is 

remembering his experience of potting the aromatic herb plants in the courtyard 

on May16th] 

Francesca there, with Peppa... the rosemary 

Mounir  Denis... like this... pushing like this 

   [Mounir re-lives the experience of kneading the dough; he mimes the gestures] 

Francesca and then? 

Mounir  the wolf [he remembers that the children created wolves out of the dough] 

Francesca and what did Mauro do? 

Mounir  he put this [he points to the flour] 
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Francesca what was Fabio doing here? 

Mounir  smelling 

 

Mauro joins us and asks Mounir: 

Mauro  how did we make the dough? 

 

 
 

Mounir  you move it like this 

 

 I took note of this experience and shared my understanding with educators and parents 

at Arcobaleno during what they called a ‘restituzione’ [giving back] – a presentation given 

towards the end of my time in Reggio Emilia. I also included images, the above transcript, and 

my reflections on this experience in the booklet entitled ‘Journal: An Experience in Nido 

Arcobaleno’ (see Chapter 3). In the journal I entitled the story of my interpretation of Mounir’s 

experience: ‘Daily Journal That Narrates and Supports Narration’. I wrote: “the daily journal acts 

as an individual and shared memory, through which the children recognize themselves as 

belonging to a group, and through which they can re-tell individual experiences lived in 

relationship with others. It is a tool that narrates and at the same time supports narration.” 

 

 As a tool for memory, documentation (in this case the daily journal) creates narratives. 

It allows educators to tell stories of children and adults learning; it invites children, even very 

young children, to re-live their experiences and turn them into narratives, to reflect on their own 

learning process and put it into words. Paola, pedagogista in Nido Arcobaleno, supports this 

interpretation: she calls the daily journal “a precious tool for memory, to search for the infant-

toddler centres traces”. A discussion of the role of the daily journal in the section entitled 

Identity/Relationships also illustrates the connection between the values of Memory and the 

value of Identity/Relationships, addressing how the daily journal contributes to creating a sense 

of belonging. Creating a sense of belonging through memory is, as discussed above, essential 

to the development of a shared culture and community of learners. To reiterate, it is the 

interconnectedness of Values that builds community, rather than Values in isolation. It is by 

identifying and understanding first the Values of a culture, but most importantly then the spaces 

between the Values – the connections – that a sense of community can be constructed. 
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 Memory and locality. 

 

 The Value of Memory pervades the daily experience of children, educators, and families 

in Reggio Emilia. To illustrate the connection between the Value of Memory and the Value of 

Locality to which we now turn, I use an excerpt from my interview with Giuliana, who recalls how 

they used to document at the beginning of their experience (please consider in bold the 

connections with other values): 

 

An idea of documentation always existed within the infant-toddler centre, and 

we owe this to Malaguzzi. Meaning that we used to tell him about the things 

the children did and he would say: “if you don’t show me how can I 

understand?” This was 1979, three or four years after we had opened the 

infant-toddle centre, and we had begun to, still from very much a perspective 

of individuality, take photos. At the end these images were collected in an 

album that was sent home, as a record, a memory... We liked it very much, 

the children liked to see themselves and re-read themselves, the families 

liked it. Also, we were reflecting on memory, on identity, on self-identity, 

so it helped to find oneself within a story that you do not lose but are able 

to keep through time with the support of images. 

 

 Creating memory, building a sense of identity, and constructing narratives were 

therefore strong values from the initial years of the educational project, as was transparency (“if 

you don’t show me, how can I understand”). Giuliana then recalls how the practice of 

documentation developed in Reggio Emilia over many years: 

 

I think the greatest step was moving on from individuality to an idea of 

subjectivity in relationship to the group. Therefore still using close-up 

images of one child where you might interpret his/her thoughts, ideas and 

efforts, but a child in relationship, in relationship with the other children, in 

relationship with the context. A child learning from others, taking ideas from 

what the other children are doing.  

 

 Giuliana’s reflection highlights that educators’ intent in observation and documentation 

evolves and transforms itself through time, history, and dialogue with others. Transformation is 

thus a value that underlies all others, and accordingly is explored as a Connective Value in 

Chapter 5 (to follow). 

 

Locality 

  

The idea of locality and a sense of local identity are absolutely essential. This 

is the heart of the Reggio model, it is the model of living within your locality 

and being conscious of your local tradition. This does not mean that you 
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need to ignore what is universal about mankind. The great task is to translate 

the local into the universal, and the translation of universals into local use. 

Politics is local, morality is local, knowledge is local, meaning is local. The 

process of making these local matters into universals is a process of 

negotiating [...] To be ourselves we must first be local: Reggiani, Modenesi, 

Bolognesi, Londoners, New Yorkers. It is a sense of our locality that helps us 

to appreciate the universal. This is what the Reggio schools help children to 

do – to see the universal in the local. That is how we can become ‘global’ 

without losing our sense of our own local identity. And that is what Reggio 

stands for. The ‘Reggio idea’ is a local idea. Yet, what is so striking about it is 

that is has inspired an international movement. Its international message is 

that you must take your local task seriously (Bruner, 2000, p. 12). 

 

 Locality as positioning oneself in time, history, and place. 

 

 Locality is defined as “the fact or condition of having a location in space or time” 

(Merriam-Webster, 2009). I use Locality to illustrate a Value that holds within itself the idea of 

positioning oneself in Time, in History, and Place, concepts that emerged often from my data. 

The Value of Locality is inextricably linked to the value of Identity, which follows in this chapter: 

in fact, “to be ourselves we must first be local”. Such is its commitment to locality that the 

educational project chooses to identify itself through the name of the city. This thesis as a whole 

aims to contribute to that process of negotiation between becoming global and holding on to a 

sense of a local identity by defining both Local Values and Connective Values and identifying 

propositions and theory for international contexts. Positioning oneself in Time, in History, and in 

Place through documentation greatly supports awareness of this ongoing process of 

negotiation; and this negotiation between thinking locally and thinking globally identifies learning 

communities worldwide today. To illustrate the complexity of the idea of Locality I will address 

the concepts of Time, History, and Place in turn. 

 

 The value of time: a brief sketch of a day. 

 

 A day at Arcobaleno or Neruda begins at 7.30am when the first few children begin to 

arrive and are greeted by a teacher. Most children arrive just before 9.00am. At 9.00am the 

‘assemblea’ [morning assembly / morning meeting] begins, and continues. One sits down for 

assemblea with no clear idea of when it will end. It might end soon if there isn’t much to talk 

about or to plan for the day. It might take a long time if there are some pressing issues to 

discuss. It might take an average kind of time. It might take the time that everyone is engaged, 

and that is different when you are two years old and when you are six (though the two-year-olds 

still participate in fairly long assemblies). Then, assembly over, everyone dedicates themselves 

to the work at hand: ongoing long-term projects; shorter investigations; building a tower with the 

lego; playing in the home corner; writing messages to your friends, etc. How long does this last 

for? Again, there is no answer, or rather the answer could be “it depends”. Usually, until the 
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building is filled with the wonderful smells that signal that lunchtime is approaching. No bells, no 

transitions, no lining up for special classes; everyone is thoroughly engaged, some needing 

gentle re-direction as focus wanes so that they find new focus. As lunchtime approaches, 

everyone seems to know it is time to tidy up their work or leave it carefully for later/the next day. 

Interestingly, perhaps the time has been so un-interrupted and so valued that everyone is ready 

to tidy up; in fact, I never did witness that mad rush to clean up that I have witnessed in many 

early childhood classrooms (including my own); perhaps we do not give children enough time to 

work before we expect them to pack it all up again?  Lunchtime – a social time – is set; then 

comes rest time (for everyone, the six-year-olds too); after rest time there is some time to get 

organized and then have afternoon snack and go home. All through the day – for many days – I 

never felt the need to look at my watch; I just went with the flow. It felt incredibly liberating. 

 

 The value of time in the words of the protagonists. 

 

 There are different dimensions to the Value of Time. Out of my experience in Reggio 

Emilia, two dimensions stand out: one is the time that passes and creates a personal and a 

shared history; the other is the time to learn and listen that is valued in daily life. From 

participants’ references to the time that passes an understanding emerges that an educational 

project is a journey: it takes time therefore and it evolves and changes throughout that time, 

becoming an ongoing commitment – on the part of all participants, adults and children - to 

learning and research. This is highlighted in Giuliana’s reflection (above) on how perspectives 

and approaches in observation and documentation have changed throughout the years, in the 

words of Antonia (below) who has been teaching in Neruda for many years, and in the words of 

Francesca (below) who has been teaching at Arcobaleno for only a few years: 

 

Thirty years ago there was very little documentation. Malaguzzi had asked us, 

in relationship to some of the experiences the schools had been engaged in, to 

document [...] and then we brought in all these ‘cartelloni’ [posters] they were 

called at the time, we brought them into his office where [the pedagogical team] 

would have looked at them and they would have considered which might be the 

best ways of documenting. Therefore we really learned how to document, and 

documentation used to be quite different... (Antonia) 

 

[Documenting is] like a way of positioning yourself ... it’s an attitude we have, 

a way of working that we have constructed through time... (Francesca) 

 

  Francesca speaks of positioning herself as an individual; she then refers to a collective 

perspective and way of working “constructed through time”. This exemplifies the ongoing 

commitment of Reggio Emilia educators to building a local identity; an identity that is made of 

the personal and the collective. This process of positing oneself individually and collectively, of 

learning and creating change, and most importantly the recording of the process of change 

through documentation, creates history; a history of an educational project that is connected 
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with the history of a particular place, a city, and its people. This is a socio-cultural pedagogy 

that is in touch with the surrounding cultural context and credits children, educators and families 

as participants and constructors of that culture. Mara (the atelierista at Neruda since the school 

opened its doors) is a strong voice, and a strong protagonist, in the construction of that shared 

history and culture: 

 

This school [...] has a long history, a history which is made of those who live 

in the school today but also of all those who during these many years have 

lived in it and built it [...] I say this because the identity of Neruda today is 

made concretely of those who inhabit it, children, families, staff, but it is made 

of the layers of experiences and feelings that throughout the years have 

constructed Neruda as it is today [...] In our school [...] we have an archive 

[...] the documentation of experiences create that web of thoughts, actions, 

and stories, which become the cultural heritage of the school itself [...] [it is 

important for teachers] because it allows you to read the present, project for 

the future, but also to re-trace and therefore to evaluate and self-evaluate the 

experience of the individual and the group [...] the archive becomes 

fundamental because it is the conceptual structure of thought and 

experience, the writing in first-person of the history of the school. 

 

 Mara creates several links here: she speaks of memory – living memory and memory of 

the past – and she speaks of history, both individual history and shared history. She speaks of 

documentation of experiences over time as a tool for evaluation and self-evaluation; she speaks 

of identity that is created through layers of experience; and she speaks of documentation as 

cultural heritage. In thinking of how one develops a sense of locality within the school, it is 

interesting to note that Mara defines the school as made of “layers of experiences and feelings”; 

to conceptualise a school as such is a great step towards constructing an image of school as a 

learning community made of the people who inhabit it over time. As Mara acknowledges, 

documentation greatly contributes to building those layers and, importantly, to transforming 

those layers into knowledge that is accessible to all, a history for all to access and use as a 

memory, a cultural heritage of knowledge, a “conceptual structure of thought and experience” to 

transform the present and the future. It is interesting to note, at this stage, that in Italian the 

words for Story (in the sense of Narrative) and History are one and the same: Storia. In the 

municipal infant-toddler centres and schools of Reggio Emilia, History is valued and 

documentation is the Story - the Narrative - that makes the construction and sharing of that 

history possible: 

 

History is not just something that happened, history is something that you 

create a story of. History is a form of narrating the past (Bruner, 1999). 

 

 School in Reggio Emilia is viewed as a place made up of “layers of experiences and 

feelings”, where “history is a form of narrating the past”, and which creates possibilities for the 
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present and the future. The idea of locality linked with the idea of identity acknowledges that 

within the shared history of a school – or indeed of any place - lie the individual, personal 

histories of children, educators, and families. When I asked the parents of the six-year-old 

children at Neruda what it meant for them to take home the documentation at the end of the 

school year (an emotional time when children and families were preparing for the transition to 

elementary school) Paola replied: “it’s a piece of history, a piece of life”. Francesca, a parent in 

the four-year-old classroom at Neruda, shares Paola’s view. Francesca sees strong links 

between history, research, culture, knowledge, and narrative; she also sees a strong link 

between a personal story and a shared history and highlights the role of documentation in 

constructing both that personal story and shared history. Francesca’s reflection (below), 

connecting documentation to narrative and narrative to history, suggests a link with Jerome 

Bruner’s words (above) on history: 

 

I would say that documentation is the basis of history. Whatever research you 

might be engaged in, at the family level [...] documentation is culture, it’s the 

first step to a deeper understanding [...] For the family it’s the narrative, the 

story of your child. It’s the basis of a personal history, the element from which 

to begin. So for me it is inextricably linked to the school’s history. 

 

 I see a strong link between these words of Francesca the parent and the words of 

Francesca the teacher (above); they both start from a personal perspective and end by 

embracing a collective perspective, thus they view their own identity (and locality) in relationship 

to a collective, shared, and local identity of the school. They see themselves as part of the 

collective knowledge-building event of participating in a learning community. 

 

 The value of Time in its conceptualisation as the time that passes creating a history 

does not stand alone in the schools of Reggio Emilia; as outlined in the description above of a 

day in school, it goes hand in hand with a daily attitude that values time to learn, to research, 

and to encounter each other as a right, for children and educators. I illustrate the meaning of 

the right to time in daily life through the words of different participants in the school community: 

the children (from the guide to Pablo Neruda); Carla Rinaldi (2005, July), as pedagogista; Ivana 

Soncini, psychologist in the municipal infant-toddler centres and schools (excerpt from an 

interview with me); and Paola, a parent at Neruda (excerpt from a parent interview). These 

words are a very strong message to all adults: they are an invitation to stop and listen and 

respect the time of children, to view time for learning as a right. The words also highlight how 

documentation, as an act of listening, is a tool to support adults in valuing this right to time. 

 

First you need to be little, then you get bigger [...] you have to wait days, 

years have to grow, they can’t go by very fast [...] when you grow up time is 

really slow. A three-year-old can’t write, but she can learn to write! You need 

time to wait, without time we would be big right away [...] If you grow up right 

away you are sad, because when we are children we can have much more 
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fun than adults: we can go to school, we can learn, we can play (Scuola 

Pablo Neruda, 2005a). 

 

 How relevant the children’s words are when we think of how society today pressures 

them to ‘be ready’ for what’s coming next, whatever that may be – school or the workplace. The 

best way for adults to value children’s need for time is to listen: 

 

Listening is not only a pedagogical approach, it a different way of thinking, it 

is a different disposition to the other … Listening is time … the best present 

that you can give to a child is to give him/her time, your time, a time for 

themselves to reflect, to think, to play, to communicate (Rinaldi, 2005, July).  

 

 This attitude of listening becomes even more significant for children with special rights: 

 

The dimension of time is very important [...] time for debate, time for dialogue, 

time to see, time for achievements, time for successes [...] Time to see the 

child. Because inside the child who does not walk or does not talk, the 

autistic child, there is also a child, there always is, with his/her desires, 

his/her fears [...] This [dimension of time] opens (and this usually happens) 

an attitude also for the families to try to be a part of an educational project 

that gives credit to children (Ivana Soncini). 

 

 Ivana invites us to take the time to “see the child”; this requires an attitude of listening 

and observing, over time, which enables all member of the community (educators, families and 

children) to “give credit to” children with special rights, to see beyond their “special rights” and 

recognize each child’s own individuality. Ivana recognizes documentation as a powerful tool 

that enables educators to take the time and listen. The children in Reggio Emilia invite us to 

value time; the educators in Reggio Emilia value time to observe and listen; in turn, this value 

may become part of life in the family. During an interview, mothers at Neruda began to discuss 

and lament their rushed lives and how this led to a feeling of rushing their children and missing 

something all the time. Paola identified the potential of documentation in helping her to “stop for 

a moment” and see what her children see: 

  

Documentation has helped me in these years [...] as a collection of 

information on my son, to allow me to stop and reflect on aspects that we 

often tend to overlook in the rush of daily life [...] documentation helps you to 

stop, to see that your child has noticed something and it’s not just a little 

something, because it is always a discovery. So to give value to those little 

things we often take for granted, those things we often no longer see but that 

they see. So you stop for a moment (Paola, parent, Scuola Pablo Neruda). 
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 A collective sense of locality: school as a place that belongs to children. 

 

Ascoltare vuol dire che qualcuno ascolta qualcun altro... che qualcuno vuole 

ascoltare [Listening means that someone is listening to someone else...  that 

somebody wants to listen] (Samira, 4 years old Municipal Infant-toddler 

Centres and Schools of Reggio Emilia, 2006). 

 

 It is the attitude of ‘wanting to listen’ that makes the municipal infant-toddler centres and 

schools of Reggio Emilia the places they are. Documentation – which I might conceptualise as 

‘wanting to listen’ (because you have to want it) - plays a great role in constructing the notion of 

school as a place that belongs to children, not just a place for children; thus documentation 

contributes to building a personal sense of locality that is related to a collective sense of locality: 

 

For children documentation makes them feel that this is your place, a place 

that waits for you, welcomes you, and respects you... even if it is not always 

yourself, even if the children see images of other children I believe it is a 

strong message that says ‘this is a place that belongs to children, it is not 

only a place for children’ (Paola Cavazzoni, pedagogista, Nido Arcobaleno). 

 

 The reader might at this point recall ‘the semiotics of entering’, and that image I created 

of the young child entering a school. What that child might wonder, as she steps through the 

threshold, is: “is this a place that belongs to me?” I identified documentation panels in the 

entrance as significant semiotic markers, which construct a sense of belonging and relationship. 

According to Jerome Bruner, this should be one of the aims of preschool: 

 

The preschool should make the child feel ‘located’. That is, you want him to 

feel in a place, you want him to feel related to others who are in that place, 

you want him to have a sense that where he is located is where he can do 

things with other people, where he can collaborate with somebody. It’s a 

place where you live, a place where you collaborate with others, where you 

get angry at others, where you love some things, you hate some things – it’s 

a place, there (Bruner, 1999). 

 

 To illustrate one of many ways in which the school can make the child feel located, and 

to make a link with the value of Identity to which we turn next, I conclude with the words of 

Rebecca. Rebecca is six years old and has been at Neruda with the same group of children 

and the same teachers since she was three. She welcomed me into her classroom in a way 

that made me understand that she was introducing me to ‘their place’. Rebecca and I talked 

often and through our conversations I could see that she understood how fundamental 

relationships were to her experience of growing up in this school, of belonging to this school, of 

feeling located. Rebecca’s words will play a great part in the next section, because she 

understood and shared with me that documentation draws together all the participants in the 
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school community, and so she understood that documentation is a context for developing 

Identity and Relationships, for knowing each other better. The following excerpt is from a 

conversation that I had with Rebecca and her friend Alessia. I had asked them to bring their 

drawing portfolios to our conversation so that they could tell me something about them. The 

drawing portfolios are one of the few documentation tools at Neruda that is quite individual: 

there are pages in the portfolio in which the child is photographed in a group, but mainly this 

document is a collection of an individual child’s drawings over three years. At Neruda, the 

children have some input into choosing what goes in the portfolio, but mostly it is the teacher 

making the choice of what to insert. Alessia told me that the teachers put in the portfolios: “the 

most beautiful drawings, the ones that are beautiful to keep”. I asked Rebecca and Alessia why 

the portfolio contains drawings from all three years in the school. Rebecca replied: “well 

because otherwise then how could you understand the way we were before?” 

 

 
Alessia and Rebecca show me their portfolios 

 

 Documentation as a place for understanding “the way we were before” is a place for 

building a sense of locality, and with locality a sense of identity. I also asked Rebecca what she 

might do with the portfolio now that the time was approaching for them to leave the school. She 

replied: “we will keep it as a memory of Pablo Neruda”. Thus Rebecca recognizes the Value of 

Time in getting to know each other; she realizes the Value of creating a History to understand 

“the way you were before”; and as the time grows near for her to leave her school she sees the 

Value of Memory. Rebecca understands that documentation is a tool for building Memory and 

History through Time, but most importantly, as the next section illustrates, she realizes that 

documentation is a tool that supports you in knowing each other better – thus it locates you in a 

community. I asked Antonia (teacher at Neruda) whether we can build communities of learners 

through documentation and she replied: “documentation creates a group because it is the 

history of the group”. 

 

Identity/Relationship 

 

To know us better (Rebecca, six years old, Scuola Pablo Neruda). 

Without documentation I wouldn’t have known the children (Antonia, teacher, 

Scuola Pablo Neruda). 

To see sons I do not know (Alessandra, parent, Scuola Pablo Neruda). 
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 Hunting for words.   

 

 Some days, after the morning assemblea, a few of the five-year-olds in groups of two, 

disappear from the classroom with small booklets and pencils in their hands. As I discover, they 

go “hunting for words” around the school. So one morning in May I follow Rebecca (6.3 years 

old) and Alessia (6.2 years old) into the school entrance. 

 

 
 

 I observe them for a while as they copy words from the documentation panels into their 

booklets. Then I ask Rebecca where the children find the words to write in their notebook when 

they go hunting. She responds verbally and non-verbally: “in the school” she says as her arms 

indicate the school walls with a gesture which encompasses the space. I want to know more 

about these words in the school, so, when they are finished writing, I ask Rebecca and Alessia 

whether they might sit with me in the ‘soft space’ and talk about ‘the words’ and where they find 

them.  Alessia tells me: “we go around the school by ourselves and we look closely at how the 

school is made. Then when we’ve seen it we find words and we write them down”. She creates 

in my mind this image of a school as a place where you go by yourself and discover that it is 

made of words. So then I ask them: who do the words belong to? 

 

Alessia  the words that the children say... 

Rebecca us, the children...the teachers too... 

Alessia  yes, the teachers, the parents... 

  

 So they identify the words as meaningful words, not random words: the words of 

participants in the school community – this is the image of a place that welcomes all members 

of the community. Rebecca and Alessia then go on to say that these words that belong to 

everyone in the school community are “very important”. I ask them: important for whom? 

 

Alessia   when the new teachers come they look... 

Rebecca  when the new children come they look at what we’ve done... For us... when 

they give us the documentation we show the new elementary school teacher so 

she can know us, she can know what we have already done and what we 

haven’t done, so she doesn’t make us do the same things again... 



 - 167 - 

 

 The community thus extends to the world the children will inhabit as they leave the 

school. At this time when their journey at Neruda is nearing a close, the children keenly feel the 

transition to the elementary school and Rebecca’s words acknowledge her feeling of 

reassurance that her educators’ documentation will ‘locate’ her within her new environment and 

will support her in building a relationship with a new teacher that is based on a deep shared 

understanding of what has come before. It is important to Rebecca that her new teacher can 

“know us” and she feels that the documentation she brings with her will communicate her 

identity and create a space for the new teacher to encounter a child that has a history and an 

identity – to come out of anonymity. I then ask Alessia to elaborate further on her understanding 

that the words are important for the “new teachers that come”. I ask her what these teachers 

might need the words for: 

 

They need them because [...] if they come and then they have to tell the 

children things, some words like when our teachers say “now you’re going to 

do...” then they have to say these words too, but they don’t know what to say 

because they’re the first ones to arrive they don’t know what to do. So those 

words are there, they look at them and they use them, to think of what to say 

in ‘assemblea’. 

 

 Rebecca and Alessia believe that the words are “very important” and they are there for 

the new teachers “to think of what to say” and the photos are there for the new children to see 

“what we have done”. Thus documentation is a tool for new members of the community to feel a 

part of that community, to think of what to say and to see what the community does. 

Documentation allows new members (and old members) to “share understandings concerning 

what they are doing and what that means in their lives and for their communities” (Lave & 

Wenger, 1991, p. 98); thus documentation supports active participation and membership of a 

community of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991). The words around the school give members of 

the future, present, and past access to participation in the community. Rebecca and Alessia’s 

interpretation of the role of words and images in panels is insightful: they realize the words must 

be there for the adults and the photos for the young children (who can’t read the words yet), 

therefore they understand the role of different languages in communicating meaning to different 

interlocutors.  

 

 I then decide to focus more on the process of documentation so I ask Rebecca and 

Alessia why their teachers write notes and take photos all the time. Rebecca replies: “to know 

us better”. I am somewhat stunned at her direct and value-laden answer, which appears to 

answer my research question so effectively and succinctly. I am musing whether I should entitle 

my thesis ‘To Know us Better’ when Alessia turns to Rebecca and says, matter-of-factly, that 

she’s “not so sure it’s to know them better”. So Rebecca is compelled to explain her point 

further and elaborate on her theory. As she does this she locates herself and her peers in time, 

in a community where members have come to know each other over time. In fact, she says that 
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teachers document children’s learning to know them better because: “when we are new, and 

we’ve never been here before, they really don’t know us. So to know us they take photos of us, 

they record us, they do all these things”. Rebecca, to argue her point further, refers to me too 

(to my utter amusement): “yes because when we are new they really don’t know us. Like now 

for Stefania we are new and see she’s brought her camera and her audio-recorder with her”. 

 

 I was struck by the depth of Rebecca’s understanding, and moved by her belief that to 

know children better is an essential part of the world of teaching, and our greatest responsibility 

as educators. I was also moved by Rebecca and Alessia’s belief that their words were 

“important”, that what they say and do in school is “interesting” and deserves to be recorded, to 

be kept our whole lives and read “every time”. I believe Rebecca and Alessia’s conversation 

brings to life the meaning of building relationships through documentation, and effectively 

answers my research question of whether we can build community through documentation. The 

fact that they identify educators as learners too, who need to read the children’s words to “know 

what to say” and who need to get to know them when they are new, means that they see their 

community as a community of learners where all – children and adults – deserve opportunities 

to learn and to teach and have the responsibility to learn and know each other better.  

 

This [‘perspective that gives value’] makes documentation particularly 

valuable to the children themselves, as they can encounter what they have 

done in the form of a narration, seeing the meaning that the teacher has 

drawn from their work. In the eyes of the children, this can demonstrate that 

what they do has value, has meaning. So they discover that they ‘exist’ and 

can emerge from anonymity and invisibility, seeing that what they say and do 

is important, and listened to, and is appreciated: it is a value.  

(Rinaldi, 2001b, p. 87) 

 

 Building belonging: the daily journal in the infant-toddler centre. 

  

 One day during my first week in Arcobaleno, Francesca (teacher of the Grandi) and I sit 

with a small group of children in the atelier and leaf through their daily journal, which at this 

point in time is the story of six months together. Francesca and I listen to what the children say 

to each other as they look through the journal and we ask them why they think their drawings 

and photos are in there. The children say: “Sofia and Alice is written in here”; “Niccolo` is written 

in here”; “I did this”; “There’s a drawing, maybe it’s Alice’s drawing”; “Look at all the children”; 

“Look at the children here”; “It’s our children”; “That was me... I was that one... you weren’t 

there... maybe I can find you”; “Where is everyone else?” At one point Eleonora, frustrated at 

the accelerated page flipping, invites everyone to turn the pages slowly by saying: “wait, wait, I 

have to see myself”.  As we leave the atelier together, Francesca turns to me and reflects: “they 

always know that there is something in here which belongs to them”. 
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The Grandi and the daily journal 

 

 The words the 2 and 3-year-old children spoke and their movements and gestures in 

leafing through their journal allowed us to understand that they knew they were in there, they 

knew their friends were in there, they knew their work was in there, and they saw themselves, 

individually, as part of a group whose story is told in this book.  

 

The ‘Lattanti’ read their daily journal 

 

 On another day, I stumble upon a group of the ‘lattanti’ (children aged 3-10 months); 

they are outside with their teacher, sitting and crawling on a mat, in the middle of which lies their 

daily journal. There is some excitement and movement around the journal, so I stop and 

observe. The lattanti don’t speak to us in words, but they communicate through their gestures, 

their eyes, and their expressions. They point to each other then back to the journal; they crawl 

over the journal; they vocalize with excitement; they smile and turn their heads and look around; 

they open their mouths in wonder. They turn to us as if to say: “look at me, I am here and so is 
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he/she”, “look at us, look at what we do”. These very young children recognize each other. They 

recognize themselves as part of a group. They can feel that they belong. They feel their identity 

and their relationship. The gestures of the lattanti allow us to understand that they know that 

there is something in their journal which belongs to them.  

 

 Therefore, children begin to understand the significance of documentation in building 

their shared identity from a very young age: they discover they “exist” and “can emerge from 

anonymity and invisibility”. They are invited to believe that what they say and do is “a value”; 

they understand that they belong. The daily journal is the documentation tool which is most 

familiar to the children in Arcobaleno infant-toddler centre. It sits outside their classroom and 

sometimes they take it home and look through it with their families. For families, the daily journal 

offers them a glimpse into daily life at school, and so creates an opportunity to dialogue with 

their children about their daily experiences and relationships. Each page in the journal tells the 

story of one day, so that day by day a story is created of a year spent together. A page will often 

include: images of the children working in small groups during the morning; images of special 

events or milestones; the children’s words; and samples of the children’s work. In the words of 

educators from Nido Arcobaleno, the daily journal is: “a tool which belongs to the infant-toddler 

centre, which gives an idea of the classroom group” (Silvia); “a tool for listening, a tool for 

working” (Paola). Therefore, it is a tool that belongs to the infant-toddler centre and at the same 

time a tool that constructs a sense of belonging. Creating a sense of belonging is an essential 

step to building a sense of identity and relationship, and to ‘belong’ is the heart of a community 

and shared culture.  

 

 As a memory of relationships and as a tool to search for your own identity over time, the 

daily journal is valued by parents and children: therefore, the Grandi teachers in Arcobaleno 

offered a copy of the daily journal, accompanied by a DVD of “daily contexts in the Nido” to all 

children and families to bring home at the end of the year and keep as a memory. Giuliana 

recalls how the tradition of sending home the daily journal at the end of the year began many 

years ago: her recollection highlights how the daily journal can become – many years later – a 

tool in which to find yourself as you were then, a tool which supports you in re-constructing (as 

well as constructing, which we saw in the children’s words above) your identity in relationship 

with others: 

 

An ex-child who was now twenty-four years old, Francesca, was studying 

pedagogy and she said that to understand young children a little bit better 

she had gone back to her album, where we had begun, with a typewriter, to 

write the children’s interpretations of the photos. It was very precious to her to 

be able to find her words from when she was two years old, how she spoke, 

what she said (Giuliana). 
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 Co-responsibility: “quiet, quiet”, Matteo says. 

 

 The educators in Arcobaleno demonstrated strong interest in my research questions. In 

fact, after I left the Nido to continue my data collection at Neruda, the educators decided to 

pursue my questions in conversations with the children. When leafing together through the daily 

journal, memories of a year together, the teachers asked the children: “What is this”? Alice, who 

is three years old, replied: “it’s our book, they’re our children”. Alice’s interpretation of the daily 

journal as “our book” and of those in it as “our children” can be considered an expression of her 

experience in an infant-toddler centre that lists as one of its core values the concept of ‘co-

responsibility’. In Arcobaleno the children do not ‘belong’ to one educator or another, they are 

shared. The responsibility of working with children, sharing in their learning and teaching and 

emerging understanding of relationships, belongs to all participants in the community – all the 

educators, the auxiliary staff, other children, parents – not only to one educator. Children are not 

viewed as the ‘property’ of one or two educators, but rather as a shared responsibility of the 

community. In an environment where there is co-responsibility adults and children all belong to 

each other and are responsible for each other. This attitude greatly supports both the 

development of a sense of community and the effectiveness of documentation in contributing to 

constructing that sense of community. My encounter with Matteo one afternoon allowed me to 

reflect on the meaning of co-responsibility and how this affects children’s experience and their 

understanding of the roles of educators and other children in their lives. 

  

 Matteo is a child from the Medi classroom; he must be around two years old. It’s the 

28th of February, it’s nearly time to go home, and I am sitting on the platform that connects the 

space in the piazza between the Medi and Grandi classrooms. I am leafing through the Grandi’s 

daily journal. Matteo comes and quietly sits down next to me. I continue to turn the pages as we 

sit next to each other in silence: Matteo looks at the images as I turn the pages. Matteo doesn’t 

know me very well, I haven’t spent much time in his classroom though we have seen each other 

around the Nido, so I wait to share some time together before I speak. After a while, we come 

to a page with an image of the morning meeting. 

 

 
(Nido Arcobaleno, 2005/2006) 
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 I think that this situation must be a familiar one for Matteo and so I ask: “what’s 

happening here?” Matteo replies: “all the children... going to school”. I think I have broken the 

ice and Matteo feels more confident now. He begins to tell me stories about the journal. What 

most amazes me about his stories is that he knows the children’s names. It surprises me that a 

child from the Medi classroom knows the names of the children from the Grandi classroom. So I 

think back to the concept of co-responsibility that Francesca explained to me as she showed 

me around on my first day in the Nido. Thinking of Matteo’s knowledge of his peers, I reflect 

that in a space such as this one - a transparent space that sustains relationships, where 

educators share the value of co-responsibility - not only do all the children belong to all the 

educators and staff, but all the children belong to all the children. So the Grandi belong to 

Matteo. And the daily journal, a tool which makes daily life visible, allows Matteo to belong to 

another classroom because it tells stories of familiar contexts and events. In fact, Matteo says: 

“the cups [...] the table [...] look, the birthday [...] she’s drawing [...] she’s making the coffee”.  

 

 
(Nido Arcobaleno, 2005/2006) 

 

 Matteo then stops at an image of the children sitting in the theatre. He has been to the 

theatre with his classroom. He looks closely at the image, purses his lips, puts his finger to his 

lips. Then he says: “zitti zitti” [quiet quiet]. No doubt he is remembering his own teachers’ 

invitation to silence in the theatre... 
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(Nido Arcobaleno, 2005/2006) 

 

 Matteo’s dad arrives. Matteo looks up to him and says: “I am reading”. He certainly is, I 

reflect. Matteo is reading the experiences of others and thus remembering his own. He is 

developing a sense of belonging to a community that shares experiences, a community that 

reaches beyond himself and beyond his own classroom. He shares stories and through a 

shared memory he reads and narrates those stories. The daily journal is a tool – amongst other 

documentation tools - that supports the development of identity and relationships.  

 

The structure of narrative is one of the most important ways in which we 

construct reality, construct the world... so that being the case, I say: Yes, let’s 

get our children ready for the technological age, but don’t forget also that 

they have an identity. They need to know who they are, where they came 

from, where they hope to be going, who their heroes are, and who their 

villains are (Bruner, 1999). 

 

 To conclude this section on Identity/Relationship and to illustrate a connection with the 

Value of Transparency/Democracy which follows, I return to my conversation with Rebecca and 

Alessia on their portfolios. It is once more Rebecca’s words that highlight the connection 

between being transparent and constructing relationships: 

 

Rebecca [The teachers] put the photos in here to understand how we did it [...] like if I 

had a piece of paper like this one and I folded it and then I drew on it and then I 

opened it, like this [...] to understand if we did something the same or different. 

Stefania What is it for, understanding these things. Who is it for? 

Rebecca eh, who is it for [...] it’s for seeing, for knowing us better. 

 

 To see; to understand; to show the process; to know us better... Documentation that 

makes visible processes, doubts, and uncertainties, that constructs school as a place made of 

the words of children, educators and families, and that constructs school a place for all 
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participants to know and read, is a tool for Transparency and Democracy. It is a “perspective 

that gives value” so that: educators, children and families can come to know each other better 

(Rebecca); all can know “our children” (Alice); and all members of the community can “know 

who they are, where they came from, where they hope to be going, who their heroes are, and 

who their villains are” (Jerome Bruner, above).  Parents define documentation as “the thread 

that links family and school” (Francesca, parent, Pablo Neruda) and “that tool which supports 

you in reaching the children” (Paola, parent, Pablo Neruda). Ivana Soncini, when speaking of 

children with special rights, reminds us, like Rebecca, of the importance of knowing: “the 

responsibility [we hold] towards the child [is] to know the child”. 

 

 The above stories of individuals and groups understanding each other and knowing 

each other powerfully indicate that the values of Identity and Relationship are inseparable: in 

fact, “self-identity is constituted and reconstituted relationally, its boundaries repeatedly 

remapped and renegotiated” (Lather, 1992, cited in Dahlberg et al., 2007, p. 57) and 

 

One experiences the self as part of others and that others are part of the self; 

this is learnt through reciprocity, obligation, shared experiences, coexistence, 

cooperation and social memory (Moreton-Robinson, n.d., cited in Martin, 

2003, p. 210). 

 

 Reciprocity, obligation, shared experiences, cooperation, and social memory are all 

inherent to pedagogical documentation in Reggio Emilia. Documentation offers itself as the 

context for the repeated remapping and renegotiating of the boundaries of self-identity and 

relationship. Documentation it is a tool for experiencing the self as part of others and the others 

as part of the self. 

 
Transparency/ Democracy 

 

 To see; to show; to understand. 

 

 The children from the Grandi classroom at Nido Arcobaleno, when we asked them why 

their teachers put their drawings and photos in the daily journal, very often framed their answers 

in terms of a need for everyone – me, my friends, my mummy and daddy - to “see”. When we 

asked the five-year-olds at Neruda similar questions about documentation, they often 

mentioned the importance of having to “show” their work, in order for others to have the 

opportunity look and read and see and, significantly, to know and understand. ‘Seeing’, 

‘looking’, ‘showing’ ‘knowing’ and ‘understanding’ feature as important in the eyes of the 

children in both infant-toddler centre and school:  

 

“because we have to see my drawing” (Niccolo`, 3.2 years); “so my friends 

can see my drawing better” (Daniele, 3.2 years); “so we can see better” 

(Niccolo`, 3.2 years); “maybe I can see you” (Alice, 3.4 years); “wait, wait, I 
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have to see myself” (Eleonora, 2.9 years); “to show the other ladies 

[international visitors to the school]” (Chiara, 5.9 years); “to show what we 

did” (Alessia, 5.10 years); “when the new teachers come they look” (Alessia, 

6.2 years); “when the new children come they look at what we’ve done” 

(Rebecca, 6.3 years); “to show our parents so they know what we did, what 

we said” (Chiara, 5.9 years); “so they can understand” (Alessia, 5.10 years); 

“for those people that come from far away they need it to see the drawings 

we did and to understand what we did” (Rebecca, 6.3 years). 

 

 
Parent meetings, Scuola Pablo Neruda 

 

 
Delegations of International visitors to Neruda observing documentation panels 
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 To stop for a moment. 

 

Documentation provides an extraordinary opportunity... for parents to see 

unknown aspects of their child, to see, in a certain sense, the ‘invisible child’ 

that parents are rarely able to see. But documentation also offers to parents the 

value of comparison, discussion, and exchange with other parents, and fosters 

growth in each parent’s awareness of his or her own role and identity. Sharing 

the documentation means participation in a true act of democracy, sustaining 

the culture and visibility of childhood, both inside and outside the school: 

democratic participation, or ‘participant democracy’, that is a product of 

exchange and visibility (Rinaldi, 2006, p. 59). 

 

 During my interviews with the parents at Neruda, I explored their views on 

documentation. The emotions felt in seeing the “invisible child” played a strong part in their 

conversation, as the following excerpt illustrates: 

 

Paola  [documentation] shows you your children from another point of view 

Monica  it’s beautiful because you can also understand how others perceive your son, 

  which is of course different to how you perceive him... 

Giovanna it’s a way of knowing our children in a completely different context from the 

family, in relationship with other children and most of all in relationship with 

adults that are not family members [...] often I discover different aspects of their 

personality, or even aspects that we might have in front of us each day but we 

might not notice for different reasons, because we are in a hurry or because we 

underestimate a word [...] This is something that has always attracted me: the 

separation from the family of these small children that have an autonomous 

experience so young. 

 

 At this point the conversation between Veronica, Monica, Paola, and Giovanna shifts as 

they begin to explore their own identity as parents, their feelings of guilt, the acknowledgment of 

their children’s growing independence and how to best support it within the parent-child 

relationship. The process of reflecting together on the role documentation has played in their 

lives and their children’s lives transforms the mothers’ conversation from an understanding of 

the importance of transparency (‘to see their children’) and an acknowledgement that there are 

different and acceptable perspectives to hold on the child, to a reflection on the role of parenting 

and on the role the school plays in supporting parents. Documentation of children’s learning has 

provided these parents, throughout their years in the infant-toddler centre and school, with a 

forum for discussing issues that pertain to their identity as parents, from the meaning of 

parenting and sending your children to school so young to the role pedagogy, and the school, 

play in the life of families. As Carla Rinaldi (above) suggests, the conversation between these 

mothers shows that “documentation also offers to parents the value of comparison, discussion, 
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and exchange with other parents, and fosters growth in each parent’s awareness of his or her 

own role and identity”: 

 

Veronica an autonomous life 

Giovanna without mummy and daddy... I think documentation [offers us] the possibility of 

seeing our children in a context in which we are ‘strangers’ because it is their 

autonomous context made of autonomous relationships... 

Monica of course, it allows you to enter into this space that is their space... 

Giovanna I tried to make them autonomous especially from me, any strong dependence 

they had towards me would send me into a psychological crisis...  

Monica yes, me too, it made me feel anxious, being indispensable...  

Stefania so somehow documentation allowed you to see...  

Veronica in the infant-toddler centre I was really amazed by what these children were 

able to do  

Giovanna because we underestimate them 

Paola sometimes I really stop and say: we are all so busy in this life, this coming and 

going, work and putting the house in order, and then at the end the moments 

that you dedicate to your children... 

Monica are few 

Veronica my typical sentence is: wait a minute, I’m coming, I’m doing something else  

Paola  I believe documentation helps you elaborate your feelings of guilt... it helps you 

to stop for a moment and say ‘pay attention, your child has reacted this way to 

this context’... it’s helping you in your daily grind to understand that your child 

did something in that moment and perhaps he did it at home too but you didn’t 

notice or you didn’t listen because you were busy... so you stop for a moment... 

after we have our parent/teacher meetings, at the infant-toddler centre too, I 

come home and I say: I must be more patient... for a while I manage, meaning 

that I am a ‘good mother’ and then I fall into the trap again... so when you look 

at the documentation every once in a while it helps you to get into line again... 

 

 Transparency is a Value that allows adults to “stop for a moment” and “pay attention, 

your child has reacted in this way to this context”; it sustains the culture and visibility of 

childhood and enables democratic debate and participation. Lave and Wenger (1991, p. 91) 

view transparency as a crucial resource for increasing participation in communities of practice: 

they suggest that “the notion of transparency … is a way of organizing activities that makes their 

meaning visible”. A focus on meaning underlies all aspects of daily life in the municipal infant-

toddler centres and schools of Reggio Emilia; documentation aims to make that process of 

socially negotiating meaning visible to all participants in the community, who are thus 

democratically viewed as interlocutors in building a culture of childhood. This democratic view of 

others, such as families and citizens, as interlocutors is enabled by a perspective which favours 

process and search for meaning over product and certainties.  
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 From far away and from close up. 

 

 I asked myself the question of whether the focus on process was evident to the children 

themselves. My wondering was satisfied during my conversation with Rebecca and Alessia as 

they showed me their portfolios: 

 

Alessia  This is when I was three years old and I drew a whale. 

   [Alessia points to her drawing].  

   This instead shows how I did it and how I continued it. 

   [Alessia points  to the teacher’s documentation of her drawing the whale]  

 

 
 

Stefania And why are these photos here? 

Alessia   This one shows the children that were there and this one shows the gestures. 

Stefania Rebecca, do you have something similar? 

Rebecca Here... this is me close up and from far away... So that they could see from far 

  away and from close up... 

 

 Rebecca and Alessia make some very important points: first of all they acknowledge 

that documentation ‘shows how’ rather than ‘shows what’ they did. They have a clear 

understanding of documentation’s focus on making process visible rather than product: Alessia 

says that not only does the documentation show how she did her drawing, but it also shows 

how she continued it! In answering my question on why the portfolio includes photos, Alessia 

and Rebecca show insight into the role documentation plays in making visible the learning of 

the individual, but also of the individual within the group: “this one shows the children that were 

there and this one shows the gestures”. The Reggio Emilia/ Harvard Project Zero research 

team reflected extensively on the role documentation plays in making visible the learning of 

groups, of individuals in groups, and of learning groups (Giudici et al., 2001). Rebecca, in 

reflecting on the photos, also seems to acknowledge once again the significance of the 

teacher’s perspective in observation, as she shows an understanding that integral to teaching is 

“to see”: “so that they could see from far away and from close up”. Rebecca appears to 

acknowledge that one point of view is not enough: for teachers’ observation to be meaningful 
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and authentic, for assessment to be a “perspective that gives value”, educators must be able to 

see from far away and from close-up, to see “the children that were there” and “the gestures”...  

 

 Creating a democratic forum: “what do we have it for if we don’t do anything with it”. 

  

 The Reggio Emilia/ Harvard Project Zero research team clearly illustrated the role of 

documentation in “making learning visible” (Giudici et al., 2001). Carla Rinaldi creates a strong 

image of the relationship between an attitude of ‘wanting to listen’ and the value of making 

learning visible: she defines documentation as “Visible Listening” (Rinaldi, 2001b, p. 83). It is in 

fact in its visibility that educators’ listening finds its greatest, most democratic, and most loving 

expression. I will illustrate this better through the words of Lucia, a five-year-old at Neruda 

whom we have encountered before (see Memory):  

 

For me documentation is something that, how can you say, programs the 

things that we want to photograph and then it does them and then we stick 

the work on the walls but we have to look at it because otherwise we have it 

sticking up there and what do we have it for if we don’t do anything with it. 

 

 During the extended conversation from which this excerpt is taken, the five-year-old 

children discussed that documentation involves the use of different languages (photos, writing) 

and that it needs to be visible: teachers photograph things then stick them up on the wall and 

then write on them. Lucia makes the connection to ‘progettazione’ as she understands that at 

the heart of documenting must be a process of asking questions and making choices and 

creating hypothesis, which are then open to changes of direction. Lucia seems to understand 

that documentation is both a process (making decisions about what to observe and photograph, 

then doing it, then sticking the work on the walls) and a product (the panels on the walls). It is 

Lucia’s insight that highlights the connection between Transparency (making the learning 

visible) and Democracy (you have to do something with it, you have to look at it). Lucia appears 

to understand that the true meaning of documentation as a finished product lies in the 

opportunity it offers to go further, to go beyond that which is just displayed and “do something 

with it”. This calls for reflection on issues of ‘power’ and ‘silences’ as Lucia goes beyond the 

other children’s understanding that documentation makes learning visible: in fact she seems to 

realize that there is a deeper meaning behind this need to be transparent. From this 

perspective, Democracy can be interpreted as a shared ‘yearning to understand’. Having a 

shared yearning to understand means valuing the right to question that which is assumed to be 

accepted and normative, and valuing the right to dialogue and dissent through access to 

transparent shared knowledge. This interpretation acknowledges issues of ‘power’ and ‘silence’ 

and assumes a view of knowledge as “perspectival, always subject to interpretation and 

evaluation, contestable and therefore provisional, and plural” (Dahlberg & Moss, 2005, p. 60).  

The notion of knowledge – and indeed of teaching and learning and observation and 

documentation - as situated, interconnected, and perspectival, rich in uncertainty and possibility, 
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underlies the interpretation of the terms ‘participation’, ‘culture’, ‘values’ and ‘democracy’ in the 

context of the Reggio Emilia educational project: 

 

Participation, in fact, is based on the idea that reality is not objective, that 

culture is a constantly evolving product of society, that individual knowledge 

is only partial, and that in order to construct a project, especially an 

educational project, everyone’s point of view is relevant in dialogue with 

those of others, within a framework for shared values. The idea of 

participation is founded on these concepts: and in our opinion, so too is 

democracy itself (Cagliari et al., 2004, p. 29). 

 

 Pedagogical documentation was born from a democratic yearning to create a forum for 

dialogue; to re-conceptualise the school as a transparent space/place for adults and children to 

encounter each other, to debate, to agree, to disagree, to share, construct, and de-construct 

knowledge. The exhibition ‘The Hundred Languages of Children’, in its first and subsequent 

versions, is an expression of this democratic yearning, as Mara Davoli shared with me in 

remembering the process of creating and sharing the exhibition: “[we desired] to have traces 

and documents on which to build a shared sense of belonging to an experience, therefore [the 

exhibition was] a democratic tool”. Mara defines the exhibition as a democratic tool through its 

capacity to build a “shared sense of belonging to an experience”: these words highlight how the 

Value of Democracy contributes to constructing communities of learners. She acknowledges 

that this is a challenge, a commitment, and a risk: 

 

Making yourself visible and readable certainly opens you up, but it also 

subjects you to dialogue, to critical debate with others. This [critical debate] in 

our professional learning continues to be one of those motivating forces 

which ensures that you do not continue to repeat only that which you already 

know how to do [...] it’s not easy [...] because to have a testimony of what you 

do and how you do the things that you do with the children opens up several 

issues, making you the object of criticism [...] making yourself visible, 

transparent, and readable is a commitment, at times an exhausting one, but it 

is the one thing that I strongly believe those who work in our schools could no 

longer do without. Because indeed it is the beating heart of living the 

profession, of being educators and atelieriste in this way. 

 

 Several of the educators I spoke with in Reggio Emilia echoed Mara’s words: they all 

agreed that documenting had become the woven fabric of their own experience, an attitude with 

which they approached children and their own profession, and something they could no longer 

do without. The image of documentation as “the beating heart of the profession” can provide a 

fitting metaphor as an answer to my research questions and a fitting image for that 

metaphorical place around which a community of learners is built; for culture is “a beating heart” 

that lives, breathes, beats, and re-news itself. This image of documentation gives a sense of the 
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richness and complexity of connections and values (and connections between values) inherent 

in such an attitude towards teaching and learning; this image also gives a sense of the 

complexity and interconnectedness inherent in the process of building culture and community in 

school. At the beginning of my time at Neruda, Mara told me that “without that which we call 

‘documentation’, with a word that should be broken into many other words, our profession, and 

indeed the participation of families, the idea of school itself, would be different”. This reflection 

that documentation is a word that “should be broken into many other words” has a strong 

connection with my own process of analysis. In fact, I see the ‘Values’ in this thesis as Mara’s 

“other words”. I find it exemplary of her role as protagonist in the educational project – through 

the wealth of her knowledge and experience always mentoring and supporting others to reflect 

and question the meanings behind the philosophy and practice – that she left it to me to 

discover those “other words”. I believe she knew that the key to understanding documentation 

in your own context is to find those “other words”, which, as this thesis argues, can be 

conceptualised as local and cultural values.  

 

Language 

 

Every possible use of words should be made available to every single person 

– this seems to me to be a good motto with a democratic sound. Not because 

everyone should be an artist but because no one should be a slave (Gianni 

Rodari, 1973, cited in Rinaldi, 2006, p.120). 

 

 Every possible use of words. 

 

 In encountering the environments and experiences of the municipal infant-toddler 

centres and schools, I understood that Gianni Rodari’s invitation to a democratic society is 

taken seriously in Reggio Emilia. People from other cultures sometimes ask whether the 

immersion in such a visual culture as the Italian one, and hence the introduction of the atelier 

and atelieriste in the schools of Reggio Emilia, might not encourage the development of a 

generation of artists, of Michelangelos in waiting. This misconception derives from a 

misinterpretation of the role of the visual languages in the experience of the educational project 

of Reggio Emilia. Rather, an acknowledgement of the democratic perspective and history which 

underlies the Reggio Emilia philosophy would lead to suggest that the educators live the belief 

that “no one should be a slave”, not that “everyone should be an artist”. The visual languages as 

such are not tools for developing generations of Michelangelos, but rather they are tools for 

thinking, “words” of which “every possible use” should be made available to every single child. 

This is the philosophy behind Malaguzzi’s theory of the Hundred Languages: ‘words’, or 

‘languages’ are viewed as tools for making meaning and communicating meaning, symbols 

through which adults and children build relationships and encounter each other. This is true of 

experiences with materials in the atelier and classroom as it is true of documentation, which 

makes use of ‘words’ (or semiotic resources) of many different kinds.  
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Our frequent use of aesthetic language and thought may have caused some 

misunderstandings within certain areas of the pedagogical world, where this 

way of observing and communicating may be seen as a superficial 

advertising-style ‘gloss’ on the Reggio Emilia educational product, far 

removed from the scientific seriousness of true research conducted using 

only the verbal language. But we have always believed that beauty, joy, 

humour, and poetry are an integral and important part of knowledge-building, 

and thus that learning should be experienced in daily life through multiple 

languages (verbal, written, musical, visual, dance, and so on) and it can and 

should be narrated by means of many languages (Vecchi, 2001). 

 

 I introduce the connection between Language and Aesthetics here to highlight the 

conundrum I face in discussing Language as a Value within a cultural perspective that assigns 

to ‘Language’ a hundred and more meanings. I quote Vea Vecchi to encourage the reader to 

maintain at the forefront of his/her mind, as I move onto discussing what may be considered a 

more narrow view of language than the one proposed above, that language made of ‘words’ is 

not always what is seems, and that when one speaks of the verbal language in Reggio Emilia it 

is so woven into the other languages that it becomes difficult to imagine it in isolation. The focus 

that I have chosen to illustrate this Value – a focus on language that is made of words that 

come to be shared and interpreted by adults through the ‘boundaries’ of cultural difference and 

of interpretation through translation - relates initially to personal experience and emerged out of 

my reflective journal notes. It also emerged from my participation in guided visits of the infant-

toddler centres and schools offered to educators from around the world, where I listened 

carefully to the questions international educators posed and observed them as they perused 

environments and documentation of children’s learning. This personal reflection on language 

was enriched as I came to understand better the challenges faced by educators in the infant-

toddler centres and schools, where families are increasingly multilingual and ‘the hundred 

languages’ is becoming a metaphor that at times suggests the confusion of Babylon. In a place 

where transparency and participation of families is such a strong value, this negotiation between 

the different languages and cultural values of families and the identity of the school is indeed a 

project for the present and the future of Reggio Emilia.  

 

 To illustrate the Value of Language: I will begin with the experience of visitors to Reggio 

Emilia (The Hurdles of Interpretation); I will make a connection between their experience and 

my own (The Bilingual Conundrum); I will suggest ways in which seemingly opposing 

discourses can encounter each other (Transformational Dialogue); I will share the challenges of 

families (The Soul that’s Inside Somebody Else and Effective Dialogue in the Present and the 

Future); and I will conclude by once again widening the scope and meaning of ‘language’ and 

‘words’ to share the experience of children discovering how they can make “every possible use 

of words” available to each other (“You are speaking his Language”). 
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 The hurdles of interpretation. 

 

When you [teachers] are sitting here [in the atelier] to have your meeting with 

those people there [international visitors] you write and you put it [the 

documentation] out there [on the table] and you always have them read it [...] 

they write too, those people write what you say and they write in their 

notebook like Stefania does (Chiara, 5.9 years, Neruda). 

 

 Chiara, like most children in the municipal infant-toddler centres and schools, has 

become aware of the groups of international visitors that flock through the school at regular 

intervals, observing the children, the environment, the documentation that is visible throughout 

the school. And these visitors (like me!) write write write in their notebooks. What they write, 

what they hear, and what they read is filtered through several channels, several layers of 

interpretation which require an exercise in critical thinking: an unfamiliar language (Italian); 

interpreted by a person; and noted by listeners who bring to the act of listening their own 

frameworks of cultural experience. Here I invite the reader to stop and reflect on the meaning of 

interpreting – not only are words translated from one language into the other, but the exercise 

requires a degree of interpretation by a human being, with his/her own existing frameworks, 

knowledge, and experience contributing to the process of turning one word into another. 

‘Interpreting’, as the term acknowledges, is a value-laden process that occurs through the 

medium of a human being and as such is subjective and not ‘the truth’. As Reggio Emilia 

educators have come to understand throughout the years, this is potentially a very risky process 

through which meaning is often lost within the layers, not least because those who come to 

listen will usually make sense of what they hear through their own interpretive frameworks, 

which are made of their own language and experience. So the way that the Reggio Emilia 

educational project is interpreted in Sweden, in Spain, in Japan, in the United States, and in 

Australia (to name a few) is inextricably connected to the language listeners use to make sense, 

be it Swedish, Spanish, Japanese, or English, and also to their existing beliefs about pedagogy. 

 

The growing attention given to preschools today is shaped by a dominant 

discourse. It is an Anglo-American discourse spoken in English – though it is 

increasingly to be heard across the world and translated into other 

languages. It governs our ideas, thoughts, and actions through language: in 

this discourse concepts such as ‘early intervention’, ‘investment in the future’, 

‘child development’, ‘outcomes’, ‘quality’, ‘cost-benefit’, ‘best practice’, 

‘readiness for school’ become natural ways of speaking, as if they were the 

only ways to think about early childhood services. It offers itself as a truth, but 

it is the product (as is any discourse) of particular power relations that 

privilege certain perspectives over others (Dahlberg & Moss, 2005, p. 18). 

 

 The language used in Reggio Emilia is inherent to the identity and thought of the 

educational project; as such it is a fundamental value of the experience. Language is an 
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expression of the culture, it shapes the shared culture that is developed and, as Vygotsky 

(1962) reminds us, language influences thought, so that the way individuals think is influenced 

by the words that are used to make sense of the world, and importantly by the way these words 

are connected. The use of particular words within a language shapes and determines our 

assumptions and builds a particular culture; so when these words are words like ‘curriculum’ 

‘standards’ ‘benchmarks’ ‘developmentally appropriate’, ‘school readiness’, what does this say 

about how thought and understanding are constructed around the process of schooling in our 

culture? And how can a connection be created between these words and words like 

‘progettazione’ (which Reggio Emilia educators have wisely given up on translating), ‘metaphor’ 

‘possibility’ ‘encounter’ ‘relationships’ ‘listening’ ‘reciprocity’ ‘rich normality’ and ‘provocation’? 

How do those who encounter Reggio Emilia really understand the meaning behind the 

pedagogy while they are jumping through the interpretive hoops of language - a foreign 

language and unfamiliar terms - and experiencing the hurdle of cultural interpretation and 

translation?  

 

  The bilingual conundrum. 

 

 I am often asked whether I think and/or dream in Italian or English, mostly I think 

because people are mystified by my ease in switching between one language and the other 

without the trace of an accent. They seem astonished, almost as if I were switching identities – 

and perhaps they are not far from the truth. The answer to that question is “it depends”: usually 

it depends on where I am (it is contextual), and it also depends on the topic of my thoughts and 

dreams (it is in relationship to experience).  

 

 When I arrived in Reggio Emilia, taking observation notes was a struggle in the first 

couple of weeks. I had just recently stepped off the aeroplane from Australia, fresh from writing 

my research proposal and draft of my introduction and background chapters in English, with 

most of my Reggio Emilia reading in English. It had also been nearly three years since I spent 

an extended period of time in Italy. So on my first one or two days in Nido Arcobaleno, I was 

writing in English in my notebooks – but what a strenuous exercise that was! My interpretive 

framework was stretched to the limit, my mind was already beginning to tire with the effort of 

translating in my head, and I was understandably confused in finding the right words – which 

significantly and frustratingly slowed the process of taking notes. At about the same time, I 

began to think and dream in Italian once again, with the occasional English thrown in for good 

measure so I wouldn’t forget that I still had a home in Perth and a thesis to write, in English. 

One day – soon enough - I just began to write in my observation notebook in Italian. I realize 

now, with hindsight, how this made an indelible difference in my understanding and my thinking; 

for I was no longer applying my existing, English, interpretive framework and educational 

discourse to make sense of what I was living, but rather I was able to make the ‘words of 

Reggio Emilia’ my own through a shared language. I understand now that my thinking about 

issues in pedagogy has changed because I made words like ‘possibility’ ‘provocation’ 

‘encounter’ ‘reciprocity’ and ‘progettazione’ my own and I now interpret words like ‘curriculum’ 
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and ‘benchmarks’ through the interpretive framework of thought that has been shaped by a 

language steeped in metaphor and beauty, a language that is my own (Italian) and thus familiar, 

but also a language that was not my own (Reggio Emilia educational discourse) but that I was 

able to encounter and understand through listening and researching.  

 

 During my time in Reggio, as I sat in the Loris Malaguzzi International Centre listening 

to lectures by Reggio Emilia educators (in Italian) interpreted into English for an international 

audience of educators from the USA and UK, my mind often wandered from the topic of the 

lecture to listen closely to the translation. I soon came to understand that interpreting the 

educational project into another language is an extremely challenging endeavour. Each word in 

fact is steeped in meaning, a meaning built throughout a history of experience; words hold 

within themselves a view of the world and a way of thinking. I came to understand that those 

interpreters who were most capable of accurately translating for international visitors were those 

who knew the pedagogy, who had worked with the educators for many years and understood 

the meaning behind the use of certain words and the importance of valuing those words and 

translating them carefully. At other times, with other interpreters, after I listened to the Italians 

speak I awaited the translation and I would often be startled at the use of a term which I 

understood the audience might interpret, from their own familiar linguistic and experiential 

frameworks, as indeed something very different and at times far removed from the meaning that 

was intended in Italian. It is a great challenge; interpreting is a difficult and serious 

responsibility, for as an interpreter you become the voice and then it is your voice that travels, 

not that of the original speaker. The risk of misinterpretation is great; each word is value-laden, 

particularly within such a complex pedagogy, and often a wrong choice in wording negates that 

value.  

 

 Transformational Dialogue. 

 

 To reflect on the research question, if documentation is to be a tool to construct culture 

and community in diverse contexts, educators internationally need to be acutely aware of the 

role and value of Language as a tool through which they interpret both the Reggio Emilia 

educational project and the meaning behind the process of documentation in the Reggio Emilia 

experience. It is fundamental to be aware of whether the value-laden (as this thesis suggests) 

meaning of ‘pedagogical documentation’ is actually understood or whether in fact educators find 

themselves applying to that term their existing frameworks of experience, such as ‘child 

observations’ which are often developmentally and individually focused, or ‘portfolios’ which 

again are often individual and filled with only the finished product of learning: 

 

Observational work conducted through the lens of developmental 

psychology, with its stages and its search for the true nature of the child, 

involves processes of normalisation not practices of resistance […] [in] 

Reggio Emilia, they have been able to use documentation to resist power, by 

treating this method as a means to create a space where it is possible to 
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attempt to overcome the techniques of normalisation. In their hands, 

documentation is not what it can easily become, ‘child observation’ that 

assesses children’s progress (usually in terms of development) against 

predetermined and normative categories, and that simply reduces the other 

to the same. Instead they have shown how documentation, used in a critical 

way, can make us observant of the contingency of our constructions, and 

hence, make it possible to destabilise the meaning of that which we take for 

given and see as natural and true about the child (Dahlberg & Moss, 2005, 

pp. 109-111). 

 

 That documentation can make us “observant of the contingency or our own 

constructions” is one of the main arguments of this thesis. It is fundamental to be aware of the 

role of language as a tool through which we make sense of our own experience and 

assumptions, and of its value as a tool through which we enter into relationship. Interpreting, 

making sense, and entering into relationship are all essential steps in building a shared culture; 

a shared culture is built on a shared language, or at least on shared understanding of a 

language and the thought that it contributes to shape. I argue that, for educators internationally, 

the process of understanding what it means to be inspired by the Reggio Emilia educational 

project must essentially begin by reflecting on Language. If we cannot make the language of 

possibility our own and continue to apply our existing framework to modify the language that is 

the identity of the Reggio experience we cannot help but fail in our attempts to be inspired. If 

Language shapes thought, the thinking in Reggio Emilia has been shaped throughout many 

years by a language of joy, possibility and beauty; it is unlikely – and indeed disrespectful - that 

experience of Reggio Emilia can be interpreted by watering down its language in an attempt to 

make sense of it through a dominant educational discourse. The dominant educational 

discourse has shaped ways of thinking about teaching and learning; if we advocate change we 

must advocate to change the discourse for it is through the discourse that the thinking can be 

transformed.  

 

 However, before this can be attempted, it is necessary to understand the other 

discourse and respect its “alterity” – not try to make the “Other into the Same” (Levinas, cited in 

Dahlberg & Moss, 2005). I reflected above that during my time in Reggio I was able to ‘make 

the words of Reggio Emilia my own’ through a shared language: this does not mean that the 

educational project of Reggio Emilia cannot be understood unless one abandons his/her own 

mother tongue and learns the Italian. The key here is the attitude: coming with an open mind 

and heart, having the willingness to be aware of the assumptions that are inherent in the 

discourse that we use and reflecting on what it means to use a different discourse. For beauty, 

poetry, metaphor, and progettazione to become a possibility for environments outside of Reggio 

Emilia, educators must understand – and many have understood - that taking on a new 

language will shape and radically alter their thinking about what they do and how and why they 

do it. It is not about encountering Reggio Emilia with questions such as “isn’t that rather like we 

do?” “Isn’t this a good example of the emergent curriculum?” (Dahlberg & Moss, 2005, p. 136), 
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rather it is about approaching thought, understanding, and reflection on pedagogical practices 

through the “ethics of an encounter” (Levinas, cited in Dahlberg & Moss, 2005): 

 

For Levinas, in Western thought knowledge readily becomes a will to know 

which involves making sense of perceptions through applying to them the 

knower’s prefabricated system of understandings, concepts and categories. 

There is a high price to pay for this will to know. The autonomous and rational 

subject, Levinas argues, assimilates and makes the Other into the Same in 

its will to master and make the world comprehensible through the application 

of abstract and universal systems of knowledge and truth. I come to the 

Other with my typical ways of knowing, and make sense of the Other by 

applying them. If I can know the Other then I banish uncertainty and 

ambivalence for order and predictability. I make the Other an integral part of 

my world and by so doing affirm my autonomy and independence [...] 

Originality and novelty are excluded and alterity disappears, to be replaced 

by the ‘totalitarianism of the same’ (Dahlberg & Moss, 2005, pp. 77-78). 

 

 To be guided by the “ethics of an encounter” means to value the alterity of the Other, 

“welcoming the other as a stranger” (Dahlberg & Moss, 2005); it is a question of not making the 

strange familiar, but rather accepting the strange as strange – “alterity” – and thus coming to 

understand the values that underlie the life of the stranger and our own and respecting the 

alterity of each. This is why the process of pedagogical documentation becomes an essential 

tool for understanding and building your own culture and assumptions; it makes contextual 

values visible and thus creates a place where the other is welcomed by virtue of awareness of 

cultural and contextual assumptions, rather than trying to make the other into the same. And 

this is also why it is essential, in encountering Reggio Emilia, to welcome the ‘strangeness’ of 

the Language used by the educators, to respect it as the expression of their thought on 

pedagogy, to understand that it is a language that is integral to their culture and history and 

through which their culture and history was constructed. The challenge of translation was 

encountered and overcome within the Reggio Emilia / Harvard Project Zero research team, as 

both Howard Gardner and Carla Rinaldi suggest: 

 

Our experiences with our friends and colleagues at Reggio Emilia have 

constituted an extended lesson in the challenges of conceptual translation. 

Whether the terms are seemingly new – like pedagogista – or all too familiar 

to readers of Romance languages – like apprendimento or insegnamento or 

valutazione – or deceptively cognate, like documentazione – we have had to 

avert simple lapsing into one of our already understood concepts and try to 

construct the concept afresh (Gardner, 2001, p. 337). 

 

Language, which started off as a barrier, turned out to be a sort of ‘forum’ that 

provided an opportunity to submit our own understandings to further scrutiny 
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and clarification. A number of terms, in fact, seemed impossible to translate 

because the concepts they expressed were not easily transferable across the 

two experiences. In Reggio, we use a language that originates from a 

microworld which, despite its openness to dialogue and exchange, has had 

to and has sought to construct a language that is both generated by 

experience and generates experience [...] It seems to me that we were able 

to structure [...] what Kenneth J. Gergen calls a ‘transformational dialogue’: a 

dialogue that is able to transform our relationship and therefore, in a certain 

way, our professional and group identities (Rinaldi, 2001a, pp. 342-343). 

 

 Perhaps the attempts of the Reggio Emilia/ Harvard Project Zero research team to not 

make the Other into the Same but rather to “construct concepts afresh”, made possible the 

creation of that forum that Carla Rinaldi refers to. I believe that documentation should offer 

those who are inspired by the Reggio Emilia educational project internationally access to 

“transformational dialogue”; through transformational dialogue we can question our 

assumptions, build a shared culture, and enter into relationship through the “ethics of an 

encounter”.  

 

 Though the focus of my discussion above has been language made of words - and thus 

a restricted consideration of language as ‘verbal’ – I invite the reader to consider that it is not 

only through the verbal language that the protagonists of the Reggio Emilia educational project 

share their experience; indeed the visual, aesthetic, metaphoric and poetic languages play such 

a great part in constructing their knowledge and furthering the international understanding of 

their work. Therefore, if educators wish to enter into this “transformational dialogue” with the 

Reggio Emilia educational project and with themselves, within their communities, it is important 

to develop awareness of the meaning of visual, aesthetic, metaphoric, and poetic languages, 

and to ensure that adults and children have access to the many forms that language takes.  

 

 Effective dialogue in the present and the future. 

 

 In my musings on the language used in the infant-toddler centres and schools, I would 

often wonder whether the terms and constructions used in documentation might be construed 

as ‘difficult’. The language used is indeed, as outlined above, a pedagogical language steeped 

in meaning, history and experience, and rich in value, thus it may perhaps be less readily 

understandable to those who do not have access to that history and shared experience. A few 

parents shared this view with me; they too wondered whether the language used by educators 

indeed enables the effective dialogue they strive for: 

 

Stefano  It took me some time to learn ‘pedagogese’ [meaning the language of 

pedagogy], which I believe is a strange language that is used in pre-schools... I 

have ‘banking language’ [Stefano is a banker] as my own, because everyone 

has their own language... In the experience I had in Valentina’s infant-toddler 
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centre the images, videos and photos of what was happening, are more 

immediate and simpler.  

Francesca It’s evident that there are different levels of reading and accessing 

documentation [...] so we also ask different things of documentation. And this is 

perhaps a challenge, to make it accessible to all those who participate in this 

thing: the teachers, the families, the students.  

Alessandra Conceptually our school has always been a philosophical school, differently to 

  many other schools where direct comprehension may be easier. 

 

 As I sat through several parent/teacher meetings during long evenings in Arcobaleno 

and Neruda, I listened carefully to the educators who spoke in turn and I reflected on the terms 

that they used and how they phrased their interpretations of children’s learning. It appeared to 

me that in the hands (or voice) of those educators who had been working within the schools for 

less time, the language was at times difficult to understand - it was almost as if they were in the 

process of making that language their own. When the most experienced educators spoke they 

used a very similar language, but it was evident that they owned that language and thus their 

meaning was exceedingly clearer. This impression of mine was confirmed when I spent some 

time reading through the daily journal of the five-year-olds at Neruda: most pages had been 

written by Barbara, the teacher who had been working at the school for several years, but then I 

came across a couple of days in which Barbara had been absent and Matilde had taken on the 

responsibility of writing the daily journal. I could see that Matilde, who had arrived at Neruda 

only this year on a yearly contract, was making an effort to make the pedagogical language her 

own, she was trying to write the daily journal in a language that would follow through from 

Barbara’s. I shared my impressions with Barbara some time later; in turn she shared with me 

the challenges she faced in make the language of the school her own, but she felt that this was 

part of her responsibility as an educator, to be a part of the history of the school.  

 

 It is perhaps best therefore for educators and families to find ways in which to develop 

awareness of the fact that there is indeed a new language to be learnt along with the new way 

of thinking that comes with it. I do not advocate for simplifying the language – an approach 

which would likely cause a loss of meaning and identity, and succeed only in “making the 

strange familiar” through a “grasping” attempt. I do suggest that an awareness of language, of 

terms, and most importantly of the meaning and values that lie behind them, should be made 

accessible to all participants in the community of learners so that they can become, as Barbara 

says, a part of that history.  

 

 The soul that’s inside somebody else. 

 

 Transformational dialogue, the ethics of an encounter, and the respect of alterity are 

not only issues for the consideration of international audiences; indeed they are daily 

considerations in the infant-toddler centres and schools of Reggio Emilia, a city that is 

undergoing transformation from an insular society to an increasingly multicultural society 
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through the growing phenomenon of immigration (see Chapter 2). The encounter with families 

whose first language is not Italian, whose values and practices are often ‘strange’ (the use of 

this term here refers to the process of ‘welcoming the stranger’ mentioned above), and whose 

understanding of pedagogy and participation is often influenced by both pre-existing cultural 

experiences and the fear of encountering the ‘strange’ practices and services of a new country, 

is a daily ongoing challenge for educators to find ways to respect and value alterity and create 

opportunities for ethical encounters and respectful debate and dialogue, without sacrificing or 

‘watering down’ their pedagogy and values and the language through which these are 

expressed. An excerpt from my interview with Paola Cavazzoni illustrates this challenge. 

Eluccia, who has been teaching at Arcobaleno for thirty years, was in the staff room at the time 

of our interview and felt compelled to express her opinion on this pressing issue: 

 

We have asked ourselves whether our documentation is understood by 

people from other cultures [...] as a first layer, we introduced Arabic, Chinese, 

and English in the more official communications [...] within the infant-toddler 

centre there have been attempts to entitle certain panels in English [...] we 

considered whether we might use more images [...] we also seek the help of 

other parents that act as interpreters and support our debates [...] it is 

necessary to activate relationships amongst families within the infant-toddler 

centre which might support us in communicating more effectively [...] it is an 

area of great possibility in terms of progettazione: [to ask ourselves] how our 

organization is understood by other cultures, the image of the child and well-

being, of didactics and autonomy (Paola). 

 

To communicate each other’s idea of a culture of childhood is a very close 

exchange for all those involved, it is also a very complex exchange, within 

which we must review documentation [...] it is essential to hold onto the value 

of readability and clarity, but the problem of language at the moment is 

unsurmountable, if you understand that in our classroom there are six 

languages spoken that are different from Italian, therefore six images of the 

child, six images of childhood, six images of parenthood (Eluccia). 

 

 Paola identifies this challenge as an area of “great possibility in terms of progettazione”, 

and Eluccia speaks about exchange and about how educators ask themselves many questions 

about the meaning of what they do and how they communicate with families: this exemplifies 

the approach to such issues in Reggio Emilia as a willingness to engage in research on the 

meaning of encountering each other, a willingness to value alterity, to ask yourselves questions 

about yourself, about your own culture and values before those of the other, rather than try to 

make the Other into the Same.  This willingness to research, to view such challenges as an 

opportunity to learn about yourself and others, exemplifies an approach to relationships and 

encounters which seeks to “welcome the stranger” rather than to aggressively “grasp” the Other 

(Levinas, 1989, cited in Dahlberg & Moss, 2005). It is not always easy – in fact it is a great 
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challenge - in daily practice (as Eluccia reflects) however the difference lies in this yearning to 

encounter each other ethically, or to learn how to encounter each other, through an attitude of 

research, rather than assuming that the stranger can be made familiar, or indeed should be 

made familiar. When I left Reggio Emilia, and again when I returned in 2007, 2008, and 2009, 

the project of entering into dialogue with the changing face of the city continued: the 

pedagogical team continued to think of ways in which to enrich the dialogue amongst families 

from different cultural and linguistic backgrounds within each centre and school. The challenge 

is acknowledged; it is an ongoing research project entitled “Culture in Gioco” [Cultures in Play]. 

The idea of difference is not new to the experience of Reggio Emilia; it is simply being re-

conceptualised to encounter the phenomenon of immigration that has changed the city. In fact, 

as Carla Rinaldi (2007, November-b) suggests: “otherness is an essential part of our identity”. 

The five-year-old children who were at Neruda in 2001, together with their educators, explored 

the issues of identity, perspectives, and difference. This project was narrated on a 

documentation panel.  As part of the project, the children looked at themselves to reflect on 

what gave them their identity and what made them different: 

 

We’re all different because every person has a different expression. 

Names can be the same, but faces are never the same!  

We’re all different because tastes are different, voices, what you like to do, 

the things you like the best are all different. Everybody has a different 

expression. 

Nobody in the world moves in the same way as another person. 

(5 and 6-year-old children, Scuola Pablo Neruda, 2001) 

 

 Documentation panels and publications often included references to relevant literature 

and research; for this panel, the educators included an excerpt from a book by Moroccan author 

Tahar Ben Jelloun (1999). The book, entitled ‘Racism Explained to My Daughter’ is an essay on 

racism and difference, written by the author, who was persecuted in his own country and lived 

in Italy as a refugee, to explain to his young daughter the experience of having a colour of skin 

that is often different to that of everyone else: 

 

When you go back to school, look at all the students. Notice how different 

they all are, how wonderful this diversity is. These students all come from 

different worlds. The mix is good for everyone. Every face is unique, a 

miracle. No two faces are identical. Every face symbolizes a life and every 

life deserves respect. No one has the right to humiliate another human being. 

Everyone has the right to dignity. By respecting others, we honour life in all 

its beauty, magic, diversity and unpredictability. Respecting others allows us 

to respect ourselves (Ben Jelloun, 1999). 
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 To reflect on how the experience of being inspired by the Reggio Emilia educational 

project must be an experience that starts from reflecting on one’s own cultural and contextual 

values, I borrow Giorgia’s words and Francesco’s drawing: 

 

You can’t have the soul that’s inside somebody else. 

(Giorgia, 6 years old, Scuola Pablo Neruda, 2001) 

 

 

 

 
“The Soul” drawing by Francesco, 6 years old, Scuola Pablo Neruda, 2001, 

[reproduced with permission from the school archives]. 

 

  

 “You are speaking his language”: special rights in relationships. 

 

Every possible use of words should be made available to every single person 

– this seems to me to be a good motto with a democratic sound. Not because 

everyone should be an artist but because no one should be a slave (Gianni 

Rodari, 1973, cited in Rinaldi, 2006, p.120). 

 

 Language is valued in Reggio Emilia and it becomes a right for all children, even those 

who do not readily have access to the words that are most easily understood in our 
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communities, those who cause us more acutely to reflect on difference and the uniqueness of 

our souls. I now turn to share stories from the daily life of a group of children at Scuola Neruda: 

when I arrived they were five years old and had been together for three years, the same group 

of 25 children and their teachers. One of these children was Momi, who has Down’s syndrome 

and cognitive delay and therefore does not as readily have access to “every possible use of 

words” as the other children. But note the expressiveness of his hands.  

 

 
 

 I am able to share these experiences because of the documentation that his teachers 

collected over three years together. The images and words that give life to this section are both 

my own and those of the educators at Neruda. Together we tell the story of relationships built 

over time, the story of the children’s hopes and of the reality that re-configured those hopes and 

enabled them to speak to each other. The essence of the story is that Language is a 

relationship; it is a reciprocal relationship which requires attentiveness, attunement, empathy, 

and listening. I will start the story, as sometimes happens, from the ending: 

 

It is a morning in April 2006 at Neruda, the school year is coming to an end 

in Reggio Emilia and for the five-year-old children it signals the end of their 

time at Neruda and heralds the start of primary school in September. I 

hurriedly walk into the Atelier looking for something. As I walk in I notice 

two girls from the five-year-old classroom sitting at the table next to Momi. 

Momi is sitting in the middle. They are all drawing, the girls have obviously 

been chatting and then one of them turns quietly to Momi. I am too far 

away to hear what she says, but after she speaks the other speaks up 

loudly and says, in an excited voice as if she has made a discovery: “you 

are speaking his language!” Momi is smiling. So am I, at children 

recognizing that there are infinite languages, and perhaps understanding 

that all languages have value and that we have a responsibility to learn 

them and understand the values behind them.  

 

 It took time for these girls, and for the other children, to discover Momi’s language. 

Momi began his time at Neruda in 2003, when he was three years old.  
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Antonia, who for many years had been a classroom teacher at Neruda, entered into the 

new role of support teacher the year Momi joined the school. I spoke with Antonia and asked 

her about how she approached this new experience: 

 

At the beginning I had to reflect on my own identity, I had to find a new role 

within the school because I had been a classroom teacher for 30 years, and 

to be a support teacher requires a completely different point of view, you 

need to look at things from another perspective. First of all you need to 

consider time differently, because change, and your awareness of change, 

occurs in a time frame that is so much more diluted. You have to repeat to 

yourself “look, there is progress, there is progress” while at the same time 

change happens so fast for the other children… You have to position yourself 

in an attitude of expectation while saying to yourself “this has happened, I 

might discover it later, but it has happened”. 

 

 The Value of Language, as exemplified in the experience of Momi and his classmates, 

clearly connects to the value of Time in Reggio Emilia. As mentioned previously in this thesis, 

most children at Neruda (and other schools in Reggio Emilia) arrive when they are three and 

leave when they are six: they have spent three years with the same group of children and the 

same educators and they move into different classrooms together. This gives them time to learn 

how to learn in a community. As Antonia highlights, for a child with special rights this time is 

even more significant. Time in fact becomes a special right. I recall for the reader the words of 

Ivana Soncini, psychologist who coordinates support teachers in the municipal schools of 

Reggio Emilia: 

 

The dimension of time is very important [...] time for debate, time for dialogue, 

time to see, time for achievements, time for successes [...] Time to see the 

child. Because inside the child who does not walk or does not talk, the 

autistic child, there is also a child, there always is, with his/her desires, 

his/her fears [...] This [dimension of time] enables (and this usually happens) 

an attitude also for the families to belong to an educational project that gives 

value and credit to children. 
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Time to see the child is important not only for the child herself/himself and for the 

educators and families, but for the other children. As Antonia says: 

 

[With children with special rights] as with all the other children, we to try to 

understand the ways in which they learn, so that you can support them, bring 

out their potential, and make them aware. With children with special rights 

sometimes you need to invent ways in which they can learn, and you also 

have to ask the rest of the group to make the ways of these children their 

own. So one of the things I did in the beginning was to discover the ways of 

being together, of learning, that were good for Momi, and then to make these 

visible to the other children because [the children] would have helped me, 

they would have helped us, we would have helped each other. 

 

Antonia identified documentation, the practice of making ways of learning visible, as 

essential in building that awareness and relationship between the children. I asked Antonia 

whether in fact over time the children had made Momi’s ways of learning and relating their own. 

She replied: 

  

Yes, I would say they have. Not all of them, some of the children didn’t want 

anything to do with him, and I believe this should be respected. 

 

Stefania: You didn’t want to protect him too much? 

 

No, because that would have been another way of making him different. He 

is different, of course, we say that everyone is different but he is different in 

another way that is not so simple. And I believe that if we don’t establish 

some sort of balance between what we do normally with everyone and what 

we do with him, we make him even more different. So if something’s funny 

we laugh, this doesn’t hurt him, nor does it hurt him if there are some children 

that don’t have contact with him; I think it hurts those children more than it 

hurts him. So with these children I tried not to force them, not to make them 

be near him, but rather I tried to enable them to see it as a possibility, to see 

it as an available option. So what I tried to do with them was first of all to 

understand if they were afraid: afraid of being ‘contaminated’. Because 

sometimes they are told that these children are sick – and you can get sick; 

then I tried to reassure them, by saying that perhaps not now but later on 

when you are a bit bigger you can understand how different we all are… 

 

The experience of difference walked alongside these children for many years. Their 

journey together included steps of joy and hope and steps of awareness. When they were four 

years old, the children had a conversation with Antonia: 
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Alessia:  [Momi] is a bit big and bit little 

Giada:  because Momi has a sickness that makes him littler than he 

is… my mum told me. 

Alberto: I believe that Momi is still too little… if he eats he will get 

bigger. 

Giada:   No, it’s his sickness that makes him little 

 

 The children, in knowing him, tried to make sense of him, they tried to understand him 

and in so doing they tried to construct their own relationship with him. Their questions about big 

or little are questions about how to relate to each other and how to understand each other, how 

to know each other. ‘Big’ and ‘little’ is a way for them to configure their hopes. 

 

 

  

  
 

At the lunch table one day when the children were three years old, as Momi says 

‘nnnmmmm’ in response to his food, Antonia overhears and documents a conversation: 

 

Gaia:   He doesn’t talk 

Marco:  Because he hasn’t learnt the words, when he learns then he 

understands our words! 

 

Antonia remembers these conversations two years later in her interview with me: 

 

Many of the children kept insisting that when he got bigger he would talk. I 

didn’t want to destroy this hope of theirs, but I wanted them to understand 
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that we couldn’t take it for granted that this would happen. I think this is the 

other side of the coin from those who don’t want to be near him: those who 

hope and say that if we just wait long enough he will be big and he will be the 

same as us. This is not seeing Momi. I don’t mean to say that the children 

didn’t see him, but that they were hiding his difficulties. And so I was really 

hard with Alessia, I said no, he will never talk. She was very upset, but then 

again that’s the way she is, she would save the whole world if she could. 

 

And so the children, faced with the dashing of their hopes that he would one day grow 

up and talk, had to find other ways: 

 

Many times I find Matteo sitting in front of Momi, outside in the garden when 

he thinks no one is looking (and his mum tells me he does it at home too), 

and he imitates his vocalisations, his hand gestures, his movements. When I 

asked him why, he replied he wanted to learn how to talk like Momi [...] 

Federico wants this too, and over time Federico has made his own many 

ways that he has understood to work with Momi. 

(Antonia, Teacher, Scuola Pablo Neruda) 

 

So slowly the children came to understand that, while Momi might not have their words, 

they could learn his. As they turned four and five, their conversations changed: 

 

Momi  Ma........mmammmaaa.... baaabaaa 

Giulia  Listen, he’s talking! 

 

Momi  Ach! 

Rebecca He said a beautiful word! 

 

One day in the bathroom Antonia asks Momi to blow a kiss to Matteo, because every 

afternoon Matteo waits for him to eat afternoon tea together. As Momi blows a kiss, Matteo 

exclaims with joy: “He understood your word!” The children over time understood that, while 

Momi did not have the same use of words as everyone else, he was communicating. Their task 

was to pace their own communication, to listen and be attuned so that Momi’s own use of words 

could be available to them. As Antonia said to me: 

 

You could say that he doesn’t communicate, but that’s not true, he does 

communicate. It’s just that we don’t understand what he says, but he does 

communicate, you can see it quite clearly. 
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The following images of an encounter between Momi and his friend Giada, when they 

were both five years old, show how they have learnt to be attuned. Momi is fascinated by light 

and reflection, the movement of light on objects provides a point of engagement between him 

and his friends. 

 

 

 
 

 

Music also provides a point of engagement and an avenue of communication for Momi 

and the others. Momi’s response to sound is wonderful and the children understood this very 

soon. Images from when the children were three show a conversation between Momi and 

Matteo – they are participants in a dialogue imitating each other’s rhythms: 
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Antonia documented the children’s conversations over three years and recorded them 

in his ‘diary’. An excerpt from a conversation when the children were three years old: 

 

Momi  baaabaaaa....mmmmm.....aaaaa 

Giulia He is making some beautiful sounds with the drums. He can play 

the drums because he has his hands. 

 

And when they were four years old: 

 

Federico He is interested in sounds and music... if he says: “ma... ma..”. I say: 

“mamma [mummy] isn’t here” [...] Momi speaks with a low voice. 

Alberto  I’m not sure how I understand him 

Matteo  I hug him and I play with him 

Giada  You have to be a bit delicate otherwise he runs away” 
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When they were five and I met them, music still played a strong role in the encounters 

between Momi and his classmates and teachers. 

 

  
 

And so Antonia, over three years, tried to: 

 

Create the possibility for him to know the children, to enter into relationship, 

and for the others to know him, not only to enter into relationship with him but 

to gain access to the keys of knowledge which would allow them to dialogue 

with him, meaning the keys to communication.  

 

Documentation was essential in supporting Antonia to create the possibility for the 

children to enter into relationship with Momi, to know him: making his experience visible 

enabled her to give the children the keys to communication with him: 

 

One of the greatest endeavours of the first year was to say to the children 

‘did you see what he did, when he does this it means...’ and so I would read 

something from the diary or I would show them the photos, or I would point it 

out in the moment in which he was doing it. I sought to record those 

‘exceptional’ things that were his successes and I would [document them] to 

make them evident to the other children as well, to be able to say ‘look, he is 

progressing too’. 

 

 Documentation of Momi’s experience plays a very strong role in building relationships, 

not just between the children but also with the family. To illustrate this point further I will jump 

ahead again to the end of the school year, at the end of the three years together. As discussed 

earlier in the section on the value of Narrative, at the end of the year at Neruda there is a big 

party and the children gather to surprise their families with an impressive collection of their 

work. This party is so much more significant for the five-year-olds, most of whom have by now 

turned six, who will be leaving Neruda for the primary school in the fall. 
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 At the moment captured in the images above, the families are just about to enter as the 

children, including Momi with Antonia, prepare to show their documentation. Momi’s family 

enters with all the others and his mum and sister sit opposite him to view his work and his 

stories of relating. 
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 I reiterate here the words of Ivana Soncini: “This [dimension of time] enables (and this 

usually happens) an attitude also for the families to belong to an educational project that gives 

value and credit to children”. Momi’s mother, as Antonia shared with me, was prepared to credit 

her child; documentation made it visible to her. Mindful of a societal perception of inclusion as 

‘slowing down’ the other children, I asked Ivana: “what role does the child with special rights 

have in the lived experience of the other children?” I include her extensive reply here because 

she creates a vivid image of life in the classroom with children with special rights: 

 

The lived experience of the other children is the experience that the adult is 

able to create and give meaning to [...] The attitude towards children [with 

special rights] is absolutely mediated by the adult’s attitude. What does this 

mean? It means that for example if even the children see the little girl who 

experiences difficulty manipulating clay [...] they see her in the small group 

trying to manipulate clay and they learn that everyone has the right to try [...] 

and here once again we turn to our philosophy for help: what’s important is 

not the beautiful result, what’s important is that we have had fun, that we 

have all tried and tried again, created and recreated, each one in his/her own 

way [...] and so the child with special rights finds his/her legitimation in being 

present [...] he/she finds legitimation in all learning experiences if we are 

interested, if the child sees we are interested, to think this child, to think her, 

to think her.  

 

An adult that is too close, too custodial, too assistant, too pious, too 

charitable [...] denies all the others the possibility to turn to that child, to feel 

indispensable, because there’s an adult there all the time [....] An adult that 

works mostly alone with the child, perhaps believing to do good, denies the 

others the opportunity to think this child.  

 

What does ‘thinking this child’ mean? It means to allow other children to 

observe him/her, to come close in any way [...] because the children need to 

find ways to know him/her, to be great stimulators, we believe that children 

are great co-therapists, because they have they have a closer zone of 

proximal development [...] Therefore the other children experience the child 

with special rights as a child who has one of many possible differences, but 

they give him/her credit, he/she is first and foremost a child. However this 

meaning is absolutely mediated by the culture of the educational context 

[which should] create situations in which this child can be given credit. 

 

 Ivana makes many significant points here: she suggests that children with special rights 

find legitimation by being present; she suggests that a sensitive context - where differences are 

valued and where what is important is the process not the end result - is a context that naturally 

welcomes children with special rights; she suggests that the teacher’s role – and within this her 
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physical positioning – is absolutely fundamental in determining how children encounter their 

peers with special rights; she suggests that the adult’s most significant responsibility, in this 

context, is to create situations where children with special rights can be given credit. Antonia 

succeeded over three years in creating situations in which Momi could be given credit. She 

epitomises that image of the educator who sees her role as that of supporting the other children 

to give credit and she succeeded in creating a culture of relationship amongst the children and 

adults in the classroom, a culture where Momi was a part of the group, albeit with his 

recognizable differences. What must be understood is that all this was enabled by her image of 

the child. As explored in Chapter 2, the experience of the educational project of Reggio Emilia 

has contributed to re-casting an image of the child centred on needs to an image of the child 

centred on strengths and competencies; in fact, those children, such as Momi, who in the 

dominant educational discourse are usually defined as ‘special needs’ are viewed in Reggio 

Emilia as possessing ‘special rights’. This means that the starting point is always what the child 

is able to do: 

 

We don’t need to prove what the child does not do, we don’t need it because 

it does not support us in cultivating a culture of taking risks. Because these 

children demand that we take risks. We risk, we take them to the theatre... I 

remember there was a little boy who was vision-impaired – we took him to 

the theatre... when he returned to school he was able to create internal 

images, it was enough to give you goose bumps... We went to the theatre 

with an autistic child... we returned to school and usually we work with the 

children on remembering their experience through drawing so we said “well 

we went to the theatre, shall we draw the dancers”, and we asked him too. 

He hadn’t yet drawn the human figure and he drew two dancers that gave 

you goose bumps, he drew them with their movement.... So risk, never say 

from the beginning ‘well what is he coming for’. This is something that we 

foster in Reggio, we don’t close opportunities in the beginning, we just see 

how we go. Sometimes it doesn’t work, but it doesn’t matter... We must try to 

take risks... (Ivana Soncini). 

 

Antonia explained to me her image of Momi and her understanding of ‘special rights’: 

 

If you start from needs you start from a weakness. If you start from rights you 

start from a strength… it’s not that we ignore the needs, but you can’t start 

only from needs: you can’t start from a negative ‘he can’t, he doesn’t do, he 

doesn’t have’. In education you need to start from what he can do, and then 

you build a project that takes you somewhere else. And the other thing is that 

every child has rights. Each one of us, we all recognise each other in rights 

that can be shared, but because each one of us is different, each one of us 

has his/her own right. […] Though it is important to highlight that children like 

Momi have rights – it is important because we need to be reminded of them. 
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 This is a significant point: rights are rights only when we are reminded of them. When 

we are reminded of rights we can act upon them. We need to be constantly reminded of rights. 

And authentic documentation helps us to be constantly reminded. As Antonia suggests,  

 

It’s not like if you identify the things that he is not able to do then you fill him 

up on those aspects. Instead, you need somewhere – some knowledge – on 

which to plant your feet so that you can say: “now we can fly”. That 

knowledge on which to plant your feet can only be about those things that he 

can do. 

 

Pedagogical documentation enables us to seek that knowledge on which to plant our 

feet. So let us plant our feet so we can fly: I will share the conversation between a small group 

of Momi’s classmates at the end of the school year in 2006 – the end of three years together. 

Before they go to the primary school, each child at Neruda meets with the teacher and with a 

friend and tells of him/herself; the “biography” is documented by the teacher in an effort to 

support the primary teacher to know each child better. When the time came to collect Momi’s 

biography, several of the children volunteered and Antonia sat with them and Momi to record 

their words. I sat with them and listened. Their words, and the images of their conversation, 

show how much they have all learnt about language, about communicating, and about crediting 

each other throughout three years together. I will first reproduce here an extensive excerpt of 

their conversation. I then include select images from that conversation which show how the 

children (especially Momi and his friend Federico) engaged in ‘speaking’ to each other. As a 

caption for the images, I use the words of the children, the words of Antonia, and the words of 

Ivana Soncini. This ‘marriage’ between images and words models the study’s approach to data 

analysis, where ‘fragments’ of data are put into semiotic relationship with each other. 

 

Riccardo That’s his way of doing things: through his gestures he is able to understand 

and maybe he understands his own gestures. If you keep teaching you learn 

more. His way of drawing is to make little dots; sometimes he makes a round 

shape. I don’t understand him! Sometimes he speaks another language. 

Chiara  He says it in a loud voice, like us. 

Riccardo He says it with his fingers... I think his passion is music.... 

Antonia  Can you understand what he says through his gestures? 

Chiara  You have to be really attentive, there has to be absolute silence. 

Alessia  To understand him we say certain words that he understands: like the words he 

needs to say we say them. 

Riccardo Federico repeats Momi’s gestures, so Momi understands him. Momi can invent 

music. 

Erika  He knows me, I try to understand what he says, I look at how he speaks, and 

then I learned. It’s hard to understand him, because he speaks another 

language. He’s nice because he always smiles, he’s my friend. 
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Gaia  Momi needs help and we try to help him. 

Antonia  You said that we have helped Momi, but I also think he has helped us. How? 

Federico He helped us like before when he showed me he is my friend. 

Riccardo It’s the help of friendship. 

Erika  It could be that he helped us because he saw how we helped him, he did what 

we did, he copied us. 

Antonia  Do you mean he gave you back the help?” 

Federico He gave us a reward... like when I kept saying ‘banana, banana, banana’ for a 

long time and then he said ‘ba, ba’ I felt good. 

 

 

 

It’s the help of 

friendship. 

(Riccardo) 

 

It could be that he 

helped us because 

he saw how we 

helped him, he did 

what we did, he 

copied us. (Erika) 

 

 
 
 
 
 

  

 

Can you 

understand what he 

says through his 

gestures? (Antonia) 
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This has happened, 

I might discover it 

later, but it has 

happened (Antonia) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

You have to be 

really attentive, 

there has to be 

absolute silence. 

(Chiara) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

He says it with his 

fingers... I think his 

passion is music.... 

(Riccardo) 
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Federico repeats 

Momi’s gestures, so 

Momi understands 

him. (Riccardo) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

You also have to 

ask the rest of the 

group to make the 

ways of these 

children their own. 

(Antonia) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

He knows me, I try 

to understand what 

he says, I look at 

how he speaks, and 

then I learned. 
(Erika) 
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He helped us like 

before when he 

showed me he is 

my friend. 

(Federico) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

That’s his way of 

doing things: 

through his 

gestures he is able 

to understand and 

maybe he 

understands his 

own gestures. 

(Riccardo)  

 

 

 

You could say that 

he doesn’t 

communicate, but 

that’s not true, he 

does communicate. 

It’s just that we 

don’t understand 

what he says, but 

he does 

communicate, you 

can see it quite 

clearly. (Antonia) 
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Every possible use 

of words should be 

made available to 

every single person. 

(Gianni Rodari) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Cultivating a culture 

of taking risks… 

(Ivana Soncini) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Over time Federico has 

made his own many 

ways that he has 

understood to work with 

Momi. (Antonia)  

The dimension of time 

is very important, time 

for dialogue, time to 

see, time for 

achievements, time for 

successes [...] Time to 

see the child.  (Ivana 

Soncini) 
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Create the possibility 

for him to know the 

children, to enter into 

relationship, and for 

the others to know 

him, not only to enter 

into relationship with 

him but to gain 

access to the keys of 

knowledge which 

would allow them to 

dialogue with him. 

(Antonia) 

 

 

 

 
you need somewhere – some knowledge – on which to plant your feet  

so that you can say: “now we can fly”. (Antonia) 

 

 



 - 211 - 

 This conversation shows that Antonia’s insight at the beginning of her time with Momi 

and the children was right, and that the approach she took to supporting the children throughout 

was successful: “because they would have helped me, they would have helped us, we would 

have helped each other”. Antonia said to me that for most of his first year at Neruda Momi 

would not let himself be touched and guided by the other children: 

 

At the beginning he wouldn’t look at anyone. He was attached to the adult, 

just one adult… He has made some wonderful progress, he now stops to 

observe the children, he does things with them, he allows them to guide him. 

This would have never happened when they were three years old, not even 

when they were four. It was an incredible success when at the end of the 

year in the three-year-old class I was able to convince him to hold a child’s 

hand for the short trip to the lunchroom, always with me next to him. Now he 

goes alone. 

 

These images were taken at the end of three years together: 

 

 
 

 It may not seem a spectacular documentation, but after all that time this is such a 

success. Like Federico said, it is a reward, and perhaps we can imagine how he “gave them 

back the help”. The story of Momi shows that Language is a relationship; it is a reciprocal 

relationship which requires attentiveness, attunement, empathy, and listening. The children 

understood: they listened with empathy, attentiveness and attunement, and so, as Antonia 

hoped they might, they gained access to the keys of knowledge which would allow them to 

dialogue with him. And this happened because Antonia and the other teachers contributed to 

“create the possibility for him to know the children, to enter into relationship, and for the others 

to know him, not only to enter into relationship with him”. 
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Beauty/ Aesthetics 

 

 One enters a school in Reggio Emilia and is often struck by a sense of Beauty. Here I 

explore the meaning of this sense of beauty as I consider aesthetics as a “semiotic resource” of 

the environment and as a cultural choice; thus the analysis connects to ‘the semiotics of 

entering’ and the chapter comes full circle. 

 

It is not possible to understand the philosophy and practice of the schools in 

Reggio without an understanding of the contribution of the dimension of 

aesthetics. It’s difficult to define the dimension of aesthetics [...] I will try to 

say what I mean by aesthetics: it’s an empathetic relationship that people 

have with the world that surrounds them; a kind of thread that connects 

things to each other; a kind of air that brings us to prefer a gesture rather 

than another, to choose an object, a colour, a thought, where one perceives 

harmony; a pleasure of the mind and senses; it presupposes a perspective 

which discovers, which admires, which experiences emotion; aesthetics is 

the opposite of indifference, of slovenliness, of conformity; a kind of air of 

liberty which brings you to connect things that may at times appear to be 

distant from each other (Vecchi, 2006, January). 

 

 Indeed it is difficult to define the dimension of aesthetics – it is such a cultural, personal, 

empathetic and emotional value. As De Botton (2006, p. 73) suggests: “Arguments about what 

is beautiful emerge as no easier to resolve, but then again no harder, than disputes about what 

is wise or right”. De Botton (2006, p. 100) cites the philosopher Stendhal: “There are as many 
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styles of beauty as there are visions of happiness”. Visions of happiness and beauty are cultural 

constructions. Within these visions we make choices that are inextricably linked to values:  

 

Contrary to the Romantic belief that we each settle naturally on a fitting idea 

of beauty, it seems that our visual and emotional faculties in fact need 

constant external guidance to help them decide what they should take note of 

and appreciate. ‘Culture’ is the word we have assigned to the force that 

assists us in identifying which of our many sensations we should focus on 

and apportion value to (De Botton, 2006, p. 260). 

 

 Therefore, in approaching the difficult task of illustrating how the Value of 

Beauty/Aesthetics underlies daily life in Reggio Emilia – buildings, environments, 

documentation, experience, and language – I acknowledge that my observational experience is 

of but a limited time within a cultural heritage that continues to evolve its understanding of the 

“many sensations to focus on and apportion value to”. The Reggio Emilia educational project 

evolves in relationship to an evolving culture and thus so does the understanding of what is 

meant by beauty, or “visions of happiness”. I have discussed earlier in this chapter (the 

semiotics of entering) the view that the emotions felt by those who live in or visit a building are 

inevitably intertwined with what that building or space says to each one of us: 

 

Buildings are not simply visual objects without any connections to concepts 

which we can analyse and then evaluate. Buildings speak – and on topics 

which can readily be discerned. They speak of democracy or aristocracy, 

openness or arrogance, welcome or threat, a sympathy for the future or a 

hankering for the past (De Botton, 2006, p. 71). 

 

 I have discussed how the built environment of Arcobaleno, for example, speaks of 

democracy and openness and welcoming. I described, from a social semiotic perspective, how 

the buildings talk to us about “the kind of life that would most appropriately unfold within and 

around then” and “the moods that they seek to encourage and sustain in their inhabitants” (De 

Botton, 2006); I remind the reader of that image of the young child at the threshold, and the 

unfolding of the space. I have suggested above that when entering a school in Reggio Emilia, 

one often experiences a feeling of beauty, and I have interpreted this beauty as a semiotic 

resource: 

 

To describe a building as beautiful therefore suggests more than a mere 

aesthetic fondness; it implies an attraction to the particular way of life this 

structure is promoting through its roof, door handles, window frames, 

staircase, and furnishings (De Botton, 2006, pp. 72-73). 
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The ‘nests’, Lattanti Sleeping room, Nido Arcobaleno 

 

 The ‘nests’ are a striking example of a semiotic resource that speaks of the way of life 

that is promoted in Arcobaleno. They were designed and created many years ago by the 

educators at Arcobaleno. Giuliana told me the story of the educators going to visit the infant-

toddler centres of Pistoia (a city in Italy also recognized for quality infant-toddler centres) and 

seeing cots that were similar to these. The educators returned to Arcobaleno and decided they 

wanted nests as well. However, they did not just copy the ones they had seen, but instead they 

discussed how their own cots might communicate their pedagogy and they decided to introduce 

one significant change: the opening. The opening communicates an image of the very young 

child as an autonomous being: ‘I have had enough sleep and I can crawl out by myself’. Thus 

this one piece of furniture communicates both a strong image of the child and a strong image of 

the educator as researcher and innovator. It also communicates the belief inherent to the 

Reggio Emilia educational project; that one does not simply copy and transplant an idea – or 

piece of furniture – that one has seen somewhere else into one’s own environment, but instead 

the idea must be adapted to suit the context, and the values and beliefs of that context. The 

nests are indeed beautiful, and even more so because of the images they communicate and the 

meaning that lies behind them; they suggest more than “mere aesthetic fondness”.  

 

 In discussing the semiotics of entering Arcobaleno, I analysed how the space clearly 

communicates the values of transparency and circularity: 

 

The notion of buildings that speak helps us to place at the very centre of our 

architectural conundrums the question of the values we want to live by – 

rather than merely of how we want things to look [...] To call a work of 

architecture or design beautiful is to recognise it as a rendition of values 

critical to our flourishing, a transubstantiation of our individual ideals in 

material form (De Botton, 2006, pp. 72-73 & 100). 
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 The Value of Beauty in Reggio Emilia is not merely about “how we want things to look” 

but rather about “the values that we want to live by”, as this chapter as a whole has outlined. 

The piazza, for example, is a rendition of the Connective Value of Encounter that underlies the 

Reggio Emilia educational project (see Chapter 5) and it is a transubstantiation of life in an 

Italian city: 

 

 
Piazza, Scuola Diana 

 

 As exemplified by my experience and analysis of ‘entering’ Scuola Pablo Neruda, 

documentation also acts to create a “feeling of beauty” and at the same time it is a rendition of 

values and a transubstantiation of ideals (as this whole chapter has argued). The words of the 

six-year-old children at Neruda, in reply to our question why the school is covered in 

documentation panels, suggest that they experience this “feeling of beauty”: 

 
Antonia  Why do we have panels on the walls? 

Chiara  For beauty... 

Mara  What would our school, Neruda, be like if there was nothing on 

the walls and classroom panels of the work that you do? 

Chiara   It would be ugly... 

 Alessia  You wouldn’t understand anything. 

Federico  We wouldn’t say the things that we’ve said. 

Alessia We couldn’t understand anything because there isn’t anything 

 written. 

AnnaLuna  If there was nothing there wouldn’t even be a school. 
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 The children’s words create a link between the “feeling of beauty” and the image of 

school as a building that speaks: Federico says that without the documentation “we wouldn’t 

say the things that we’ve said”. Radically, “there wouldn’t even be a school”. These concluding 

words of Annaluna’s reflect Mara’s words to me: “without that which we call documentation […] 

our profession, and indeed the participation of families, the idea of school itself, would be 

different” (see Transparency/Democracy). De Botton (2006) suggests that “where we are 

critically determines what we are able to believe in”; the children at Neruda are empowered to 

believe that their walls give them voice; the educators agree with De Botton’s view when they 

realize that both the attitude to observing children and the visual manifestation of their 

observation on the walls speaks of what they believe their idea of school to be. Thus 

documentation – as the ‘skin’ of the building – critically determines what children and adults are 

able to believe in. Federico’s words echo Malaguzzi’s: “our walls speak” (Malaguzzi, 1998). 

“John Ruskin proposed that we seek two things of our buildings. We want them to shelter us. 

And we want them to speak to us – to speak to us of whatever we find important and need to be 

reminded of” (De Botton, 2006, p. 62). The buildings in Reggio Emilia speak to us and remind 

us of the value of children’s voices and forcefully invite us to listen to the important voice of 

childhood. They speak to us not only through the voices of children, for as Rebecca and Alessia 

shared with me (see Identity / Relationship) the words and experiences belong to all members 

of the community: 

 

When buildings talk, it is never with a single voice. Buildings are choirs rather 

than soloists (De Botton, 2006, p. 217). 

 

 De Botton’s image of buildings as choirs exists in a harmonious relationship with the 

collectivist perspective that is valued in Reggio Emilia, which views the individual as part of a 

greater whole: “Io Chi Siamo” [The I Who We Are]. A building that is a choir rather than a soloist 

speaks of a community of learners. Stendhal’s view of beauty as a “promise of happiness” (De 

Botton, 2006) has much in common with Vea Vecchi’s definition of aesthetics as a “kind of air of 

liberty”. Vea Vecchi’s view of aesthetics as “the opposite of indifference, of slovenliness, of 

conformity” is made visible in the environments in Reggio Emilia, and this is part of what brings 

those who visit to experience appreciation for the thoughtfulness and meaning that lies in each 

nook and in each gesture; the bathrooms bright with the beauty of children’s work, the 

staircases made beautiful by the surprise that awaits behind each turn. 

 

We appreciate buildings that seem to have shrugged off the weight of 

carelessness and indifference (De Botton, 2006, p. 211). 
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               Bathroom, Scuola Diana                                Bathroom, Scuola Pablo Neruda 

 

 I take the bathrooms as an example because they are often an overlooked space in 

schools. Indeed, children often spend a lot of time in the bathroom and in Reggio Emilia it is 

recognised that every space, no matter how insignificant it might appear at first glance, has a 

right to be beautiful. I remind the reader of the stairs at Neruda. De Botton (2006) writes of what 

he defines as the “Virtues of buildings”. He lists the following as Virtues: “Order”; “Balance”; 

“Coherence”: “Self-Knowledge”. The environments in Reggio Emilia communicate “Order” and 

“Balance”, “Coherence” and “Self-knowledge”; they speak effectively of these virtues through 

the thoughtfulness and care that is afforded each space and – fundamentally – through the 

documentation. These virtues however are achieved through a perspective and philosophy 

which values complexities and relationships: “Beauty lies between the extremities of order and 

complexity” (De Botton, 2006, p. 184 & 191) and “Beauty is the child of the coherent 

relationship between parts” (De Botton, 2006, p. 218). As this Chapter and the next illustrate, 

Complexity and relationships are at the heart of the Reggio Emilia educational project. In 

Reggio Emilia I encountered the value of Beauty/Aesthetics not only in buildings: buildings 

(such as those above) can be beautiful because they communicate “coherent relationships 

between parts”, however this is supported by a ‘beautiful’ pedagogy which makes the 

construction of coherent relationships an essential part of its everyday practice. The Reggio 

Emilia philosophy of learning acknowledges the complexities that lie behind the process of 

building knowledge and recognises learning and thought as processes of creating relationships 

and making connections. To weave the aesthetic dimension into daily practice enables 

educators and children to build structures of knowledge that are not made of discrete piece of 

information; rather they support the development of a mind that thinks by making connections: 

  

I believe that the aesthetic dimension is an integral part of that structure of 

thought which sustains and nurtures knowledge that is not only composed of 

pieces of information, knowledge that does not proceed by separate 

categories; rather the aesthetic dimension creates an empathetic relationship 

with things, it encourages the creation of connections. I always cite Gregory 

Bateson: ‘by aesthetics I mean a structure which connects’. Kant [...] speaks 

about aesthetics as well: ‘a free relationship between faculties, where mind, 
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imagination and reason are equal’ and this relationship is seen as the 

foundation of the soul (Vecchi, 2006, January). 

 

 Beauty is so often in the words of children, in their choices, and in their reflections on 

the world that surrounds them; children often exhibit what Vea refers to as “a kind of air that 

brings us to prefer a gesture rather than another, to choose an object, a colour, a thought, 

where one perceives harmony”. How often in fact do children justify their choices in terms of 

what they perceive to be ‘more beautiful’? The language of beauty, joy, and poetry is nurtured 

and has a strong role in the life of the children in the municipal infant-toddler centres and 

schools of Reggio Emilia, children who, like Mariam, can say: “the future is tomorrow and I can 

only imagine it... I think it is... a beautiful day” (Nidi e Scuole D'Infanzia Comune di Sant'Ilario 

d'Enza, 2001).  To imagine the future as a beautiful day enables children to live life and learning 

as inextricably connected and to experience cognition as linked to emotion. Vea (Vecchi, 2006, 

January) suggests that “we should make more explicit and documented that fact that each 

process of knowledge or creativity is possible only if rationality and emotions are together”. 

Thus she invites educators to not overlook the role of emotion and aesthetics in favour of what 

seems to be an all-consuming focus on cognition which in recent years has endeavoured to 

separate rationality and emotions in the lives of children in school. If educators continue along 

this path they risk losing the language of beauty, joy and dreams that educators in Reggio 

Emilia offer as a gift to their children. I remind the reader of Giuliana’s words which opened this 

section on values: Giuliana said to me that ‘rich normality’ meant “to keep within daily life a 

language that is extraordinary”. Documentation is a tool that makes beauty visible and 

maintains a language that is extraordinary; it makes children’s learning visible through a 

language that is extraordinary. Documentation is a tool that, if it is harvested wisely, can 

support educators to prove that “each process of knowledge or creativity is possible only if 

rationality and emotions are together” and thus rationality and emotions can find shared ground 

in schools today. 

 

 Documentation is an act of beauty. By this I mean: it is an act that speaks of values; it is 

an “empathetic relationship”; it is “a kind of thread that connects things to each other”; as an 

essentially subjective process it is “a kind of air that brings us to prefer a gesture rather than 

another, to choose an object, a colour, a thought, where one perceives harmony”; as 

exemplified by the value of ‘rich normality’ it is an attitude which “presupposes a perspective 

which discovers, which admires, which experiences emotion”; as an act which brings order, 

balance, coherence, self-knowledge, and meaning to a building it “is the opposite of 

indifference, of slovenliness, of conformity”; for educators, children, and families it can be “a 

kind of air of liberty which brings you to connect things that may at times appear to be distant 

from each other”. The words that Vea Vecchi (2006, January) uses to define the aesthetic 

dimension bear wonderful similarities with the process of pedagogical documentation: “a 

research approach; an interpretive key; a place of experience”. Striving towards aesthetics is a 

process that brings us closer to our world: “striving towards aesthetics is a thread for 
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interpreting our world; it is an ethical stance that requires care, grace, irony” (Vecchi, 2006, 

January). 

 

Buildings will strike us as offensive not because they violate a private and 

mysterious visual preference but because they conflict with our 

understanding of the rightful sense of existence... [our discomforts] can in the 

end always be traced back to nothing more occult than a failure of empathy 

(De Botton, 2006, p. 72 & 248). 

 

 I remind the reader here of the words of Alessandra, the parent who knew that her 

children could return to Pablo Neruda after many years and ‘find themselves again’. She 

believed that is a school that does not fail empathy. A place where there is a “failure of 

empathy” cannot be a community of learners. Beauty is a right and an empathetic relationship; 

documentation enables empathetic relationships. I experienced Reggio Emilia as a place that 

does not fail empathy but rather enables the construction of communities of learners. In Reggio 

Emilia: “choices resonate with one another form one moment to another as a text unfolds” and 

“this resonance in turn constructs a stance which defines the kind of community that is being 

set up around shared values” (Stenglin, 2008, p. 63). The beautiful environment aligns 

participants (children and adults) around empathy, shared principles, joint tastes, and mutual 

preferences (Stenglin, 2008); environments become “Bonding icons” with reservoirs of 

ideational and interpersonal meaning (Stenglin, 2008); and the “charging of values” occurs 

through the “genesis of shared meanings that evolve amongst members of a community over a 

period of time” (Stenglin, 2008, p. 60). These environments are learning communities. 

 

Conclusion 

 

 In this chapter I have argued that documentation is but one “participant in the dialogue” 

or “instrument in the orchestra” (Van Leeuwen, 2005, p. 249). In the section entitled the 

semiotics of entering I took the reader into Arcobaleno and Neruda and described the built 

environment as participant and instrument. I have discussed, in turn, the eight values that have 

emerged as shared beliefs within the Reggio Emilia case study: 

 

• Rich Normality: The Extraordinary in the Ordinary 

• Narrative 

• Memory 

• Locality 

• Identity/Relationship 
• Transparency/Democracy 

• Language 

• Beauty/Aesthetics 
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 I have argued that a glance that appreciates Rich Normality - the extraordinary in the 

ordinary - is a prerequisite to meaningful documentation. I have argued for the potential of 

Narrative to bring together participants in a community and to make their lives, words, and 

experiences transparent and visible to each other. I have defined documentation as the 

knowledge of the layers of shared experience, as a source of pride and heritage for the 

community, as a Memory. I have shown how the value of Locality is lived in school each day 

and over time, and furthermore how an individual awareness of locality contributes to 

constructing locality itself as a signifier of community. By addressing the systemic values of 

Identity and Relationship I have argued that one of our key responsibilities in schools is to know 

each other better, to grow to know ourselves and our place in a community and through this 

knowledge to contribute to our personal and collective well-being and understanding. In 

discussing the value of Transparency / Democracy I have shown openness, debate, and 

understanding to be key identifiers of a community of learners. I have proposed a view of 

documentation as “transformational dialogue” (Kenneth J. Gergen, cited in Rinaldi, 2001a) that 

enables shared understanding and respect through an awareness of the value of Language. 

Finally, I have argued for Beauty as a right for all participants in the community, to enable 

empathy, happiness, and a sense of belonging. I have shown in this chapter how 

documentation is the tool used to “explore the question of being together” (Dahlberg et al., 

2007) in early childhood contexts which act as “forums in civil society”, “a place for children to 

live their childhoods” (Dahlberg et al., 2007, p. 75). Chapter 5 now turns to discussing the 

‘Connective Values’ of Encounter; Interdependency, Interconnectedness; Difference; 

Transformation; Intent; Research; Uncertainty; Complexity; and Possibility; these connective 

values are constructed as theoretical propositions underlying quality as meaning making.  

 

 I have engaged in “understanding their understanding” (Uhrmacher, 1992) and I have 

told “the story that I am moved to tell” (Eisner, 1991) of my time in Reggio Emilia. Someone 

else’s story would have been different perhaps. For, as the children of Reggio Emilia said when 

reflecting on ‘place’ (Municipal Infant-toddler Centres and Schools of Reggio Emilia, 2006): 

 

You go inside the place, and then your body decides whether to receive it or not. 

(Pietro, 4 years old) 

 

So they stay inside us, not all the things but just the ones we liked the most. 

(Federica, 4.11 years old) 
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CHAPTER 5 

 

Theoretical Propositions: “The Boundary is a Smoke” 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

“Note” [Musical Notes]  

Drawing by Sara (approximately 5 years old), Scuola Pablo Neruda, Reggio Emilia 
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The boundary is a smoke. 

(Anonymous, five years old, Davoli & Ferri, 2000) 

 

 This chapter offers a creative evaluation of the study. As outlined in Chapter 3, Eisner 

(1991) suggests a structure for organizing one’s educational connoisseurship and criticism that 

builds on four interdependent dimensions: description; interpretation; evaluation; and thematics. 

The aim of the evaluation is to appraise the educational value of what has been observed and 

therefore to identify “criteria for judgment” - ways of appraising what has been seen that do not 

rely on measurement or standards of comparison (Eisner, 1991). The criteria for evaluation are 

not fixed, rather they emerge out of experience and give identity to that experience: as such 

they offer a possibility for evaluating other experiences, not through comparison but through 

illumination (Eisner, 1991). The fundamental aim of this chapter, therefore, is to offer a 

possibility of evaluating other pedagogical experiences not through comparison but through 

illumination. The creative evaluation of this study is achieved though discussion of ten 

Connective Values: Encounter; Interdependency; Interconnectedness; Difference; 

Transformation; Intent; Research; Uncertainty; Complexity; and Possibility.  The chapter begins 

by outlining the purpose and meaning of Connective Values and then addresses the Values in 

turn, framing each Value as a Theoretical Proposition developed from the study’s findings. Thus 

the chapter outlines ten Theoretical Propositions pertaining to whether and how schools 

develop culture through pedagogical documentation, and how the wider cultural context situates 

this development. The Theoretical Propositions underpin the substantive theory of Quality as 

Interaction between Values, which is discussed in the chapter to follow (Chapter 6).  

 

Introduction: What are Connective Values? 

 

The Values addressed in Chapter 4 emerged from my observation and experience of 

the learning communities in Reggio Emilia, and as such these Values: are not exhaustive nor 

eternal; evolve over time and through people; might have been observed and interpreted 

differently by someone else; might be different in other communities internationally; and will 

have different meanings in different communities. Thus I define these values as Local Values, to 

recognize their relationship with the local community. Each community of learners will share 

Local Values, which are fundamentally connected to the identity of the place. The Local Values 

are inextricably linked to each other, to the extent that one Value gains meaning from being 

linked to the other (for example, Memory in Reggio Emilia is inextricably linked to Locality which 

in turn is linked to Identity/Relationship – and so on). Local Values, however, are also framed 

within a more ‘global’ understanding of the role and purpose of early childhood education; a 

local culture of childhood is framed within a global culture of childhood – it exists in relationship 

and in dialogue. The Connective Values therefore establish the links between Local Values and 

frame Local Values within a more ‘global’ understanding. Thus the Connective Values create a 

relationship and open a dialogue by offering the possibility of evaluating other pedagogical 

experiences not through comparison but through illumination. Connective Values are those 
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values that connect values to each other, providing an overarching structure through which 

communities of learners can be constructed and conceptualised.  

 

Thus, in this thesis, the Connective Values are propositions of an overarching structure 

of understanding which can support others, internationally, to reconceptualise their place, their 

cultures of childhood, their views on quality, and their pedagogical beliefs and practices. These 

Theoretical Propositions are an essential contribution of this thesis; they present an innovative 

key for educators in international contexts to unpack the meaning of the educational project of 

Reggio Emilia for their own contexts. Previously in the literature, the educational project of 

Reggio Emilia has generally been explained to an international audience in terms of the 

‘principles’ that are essential to the experience; many of these principles, such as ‘the atelier’, 

‘pedagogical documentation’, ‘progettazione’, ‘participation’, and ‘the hundred languages’, were 

explored in some detail in Chapter 2 in this thesis. These are also identified in the Regulations 

document of the Municipal Infant-toddler centres and schools (Scuole e Nidi D'Infanzia 

Istituzione del Comune di Reggio Emilia, 2009) as non-negotiable elements that define their 

experience and construct daily life, relationships, environments, contexts, and organization in 

the schools. An understanding of how these principles shape the educational project of Reggio 

Emilia, its history, its present and its past, is essential. However, following my engagement with 

the experience and as a result of the interpretations developed in the course of my study, I 

believe it is of great importance for educators internationally to have an alternative tool to reflect 

on the broader structures of thought and values that underlie those principles. This opportunity 

to reflect on the broader structures of thought and values that belong to the experience of 

Reggio Emilia offers international contexts the possibility to embark on their own projects of 

childhood, inspired by the Reggio Emilia educational project, rather than striving for imitation: 

generating this understanding was one of the aims of this study (as outlined in Chapter 1). 

 

For example, the atelier is essential to the experience of Reggio Emilia: the question for 

international contexts is whether to be inspired by Reggio Emilia one requires an atelier in the 

school building. Often, the assumption is just so: that because this principle of the atelier is 

essential to the experience of Reggio Emilia, it must be essential to the experience of others 

who wish to take inspiration from the educational project. I question that assumption and offer 

the Connective Values as a structure for understanding the value and meaning of the atelier 

(and of other principles). The atelier for the experience of Reggio Emilia represents all the 

Connective Values of Encounter; Interdependency; Interconnectedness; Difference; 

Transformation; Intent; Research; Uncertainty; Complexity; and Possibility – it is essential to 

Reggio Emilia and might very well be considered essential to other contexts as well. However, 

the question for others to investigate in thinking about the atelier is why it might be essential and 

how it might be conceptualised - how it embodies the Local Values of their own cultural and 

community contexts. For example, the educators at Mia-Mia Child and Family Study Centre in 

Sydney, Australia, have asked themselves questions about the meaning of the atelier (amongst 

other principles from Reggio Emilia) and its role within their own experience and community. 

They have looked to their own context to discover which element of the experience of their 
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children and families might have a similar value to the atelier in Reggio Emilia. Over time, they 

looked with complexity to their outdoor space, and they now have a “Gardenista”:  

 

The idea for the title ‘gardenista’, (which is a joke), a pun on atelierista, was a 

deliberate play on words to get people to pay attention to outdoor learning. If I 

say I am the ‘outdoor teacher’ people are perplexed: one participant at a 

workshop said ‘you are outside all day! Why so long outside, what is there to 

do?’ Indeed if I was outside in some of the environments I see, then there 

would be nothing to do but straighten the blades of plastic grass and sort out 

the arguments between overcrowded and bored children. By situating the title 

within earshot of the educational experience of Reggio Emilia, therefore the 

‘ista’, I was alerting people to a ‘difference’, that this was not the usual 

discourse of outside or playgrounds in Australia. I was also heralding a 

challenge. I’m always mindful of the Reggiani’s plea for us not to copy them, 

but to dream our own dreams and make them reality. Are we engaging with 

the idea of our Australian image of children and learning outside, and if so 

how? Are educators creating our Australian practices, places/spaces and 

theories? Are Australian educators engaging in replication or transformation? 

The role of the gardenista is one response to the Reggiani’s plea. 

(Roberston, 2009, March, pp. 1-2) 

 

Roberston further clarifies how at Mia-Mia the community of children, educators and 

families engages in transformation, dreams their own dreams, connects to their values, and 

engages with their Australian image of children when she states: 

 

If I were to conceive of a world without outdoor places, without the breeze on 

my cheeks, without the languid light of late summer evenings, without the din 

of cicadas, without the scent of rain, without the chance to experience humility 

in the face of natural majesty, I would be bereft of my soul. Experiences with 

natural places have a part in creating my identity… That place, space, values, 

memory and identity are ingredients in education we ignore at our peril.  

(Roberston, 2009, March, pp. 1-3) 

 

The gardenista and the garden at Mia-Mia, like the atelierista and atelier in Reggio 

Emilia, are an expression of how Local Values can be framed within overarching Connective 

Values. The garden at Mia-Mia is a welcoming, amiable place for adults and children alike, and 

holds none of the stereotypes of childhood and ‘playgrounds’ that are prevalent in society today 

(such as plastic grass, rubber surfacing, stationary climbing frames, swings and slides in bright 

primary colours): the garden instead is, as Roberston suggests, a statement of “difference”, 

striving towards transformation, embodying values and forcibly but gently communicating 

values. The garden for the experience of Mia-Mia represents all the Connective Values of 

Encounter; Interdependency; Interconnectedness; Difference; Transformation; Intent; Research; 
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Uncertainty; Complexity; and Possibility. The hundred languages of children are still a principle 

that is strongly upheld and valued at Mia-Mia, where the children engage in remarkable artistic, 

aesthetic, and creative expression daily, but to them the ‘space’ and ‘place’ that embodies the 

values of their context is the outside, the garden. I would suggest therefore that, for this 

experience, the garden represents and gives life to the Connective Values proposed in this 

thesis. If other international contexts were to unpack and interpret their experience through 

these Connective Values, they might better understand the relationship between their own 

contexts and the educational project of Reggio Emilia. They might be better able to define their 

own Local Values in relationship to the Connective Values and they might be able to better 

understand the relationship between the principles and values of Reggio Emilia and their own. 

In no sense are the Connective Values intended to replace or supersede those well-known, 

established, and valued principles of the Reggio Emilia educational project, but rather they are 

offered as a tool for understanding, interpreting, and unpacking more deeply what those 

principles might mean in other cultural contexts. 

 

I propose that these Connective Values are non-negotiable. While it is acknowledged 

that each Connective Value may have a different meaning in different cultural contexts, the 

Theoretical Propositions emerging from this study suggest that overarching possibilities exist for 

building communities of learners across the boundaries of countries, people, and places; 

communities which are then characterized by their Local Values. The relationship between 

Local Values and Connective Values, and implications for early years settings, will be further 

elaborated on in Chapter 6, which outlines the theory of Quality as Interaction between Values. 

Connective Values, while non-negotiable, are also not exhaustive and open to interpretation. 

Being grounded in: research and theory in early childhood pedagogy; an ontology of 

relatedness; research in ecology and sustainability; and complexity theory, the Connective 

Values are also not limited to those who feel Reggio-inspired. It is also suggested that, in order 

for documentation to be in fact a tool that enables the construction of communities of learners, 

these Theoretical Propositions must be viewed as non-negotiable values within the 

communities, which then may construct a shared understanding that enables members, 

individually and socially, to re-negotiate and construct Local Values and principles that are 

meaningful to that particular place. As such, the Theoretical Propositions outlined below 

address the research questions that underpin this thesis - not as separate questions, but as a 

linked understanding. This chapter thus shows how “school is a place of culture” (Rinaldi, 

2001c): a place where culture is created, and at the same time a place influenced by the 

surrounding culture. The Connective Values conceptualise quality as meaning making, and offer 

an invitation to international communities of learners to research their Local Values through 

pedagogical documentation: to construct and deconstruct Local Values and to understand how 

these are connected to each other. The study’s Theoretical Propositions are also tools for 

international communities of learners to understand that their values are connected to each 

other: while the values may evolve and change, the structure that binds them together is 

indissoluble.  The significance lies in the ties that bind us together: the boundary is a smoke, but 

it is in the links that meaning making occurs and meaning is interpreted and shared. 
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The Values emerging from the study in Reggio Emilia were presented in a linear 

fashion in Chapter 4; I have stated elsewhere that this does not intend to reflect a hierarchy or 

scale of importance. Similarly, the Connective Values are here presented in a linear discussion 

but no hierarchy is intended. The terms used to define the Values might be familiar to those who 

have connections to the experience of Reggio Emilia; as such I do not propose that they are an 

innovation, but rather a re-framing. Words such as Interdependency, Encounter, and Possibility 

emerge clearly from the discourse of the experience of Reggio Emilia; the choice of these terms 

to define propositions is both inevitable and intentional. It is inevitable because, as discussed in 

Chapter 3, my voice is “overpopulated with the voices of others”. It is intentional because, as 

discussed in Chapter 4 under the heading of Language, the terms used to define experience 

shape that experience; to understand, debate, conceptualise, reconceptualise, and appropriate 

these words as part of one’s own discourse is to be open to the possibilities that the experience 

of Reggio Emilia offers. The invitation to be open to those possibilities is of course one of the 

most significant messages of the present thesis, as is the suggestion that an understanding and 

conceptualization of the language used is part and parcel of accepting that invitation. I have 

therefore reconceptualised these familiar terms as Connective Values that frame the process of 

developing communities of learners in international contexts; herein lies the innovation, or rather 

the creative evaluation. The Harvard Project Zero and Reggio Emilia research team make a 

similar claim about their own propositions when they state: 

 

The propositions reported here are based on more than thirty years of 

observation, documentation, and interpretation of children’s learning in the 

Reggio schools and classrooms […] While some of the claims may be familiar 

to those versed in the early childhood research literature, their innovativeness 

resides in the ways they were derived and their daily use by teachers to inform 

classroom practice (Krechevsky, 2001, p. 246). 

 

Theoretical Propositions 

 

Encounter 

 

It is not the fact that we are more or less the same that creates a community, 

rather it is the value of belonging to a group that builds a community: the heart 

of a community, that which links and defends a community, is the sharing of 

values. The more diversities encounter each other, the richer a community 

becomes […] We share the value of encounter.  

(Anna, educator, Gruppo di Approfondimento Identita' e funzioni dei Consigli 

Infanzia Citta' [Discussion Group Identity and functions of the Council for 

Childhood and the City], 2002, p. 35) 
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Your voice is for talking, because there are some very important things… very 

important… that’s why people talk to each other, and if people can’t look at 

each other in the face we need to find the string for getting words through.  

(Sabrina, 5 years old, Gruppo di Approfondimento Identita' e funzioni dei 

Consigli Infanzia Citta' [Discussion Group Identity and functions of the Council 

for Childhood and the City], 2002, p. 55) 

 

Listening is a permanent process that gives life to reflection and enables a 

welcoming and opening attitude towards self and others; it is an indispensable 

condition for dialogue and change. An attitude of listening lifts the threshold of 

attention and sensibility towards the cultural, political, and values contexts of 

the contemporary (Scuole e Nidi D'Infanzia Istituzione del Comune di Reggio 

Emilia, 2009, p. 11). 

 

In order to participate in and construct a community of learners it is essential to be open 

to encounter with each other, with places, spaces, events, materials, and with the local cultural 

context. This requires building an early years context that acknowledges the primary role of 

relationships and listening and constructs conditions, situations, and places to facilitate 

encounter. As outlined in the ‘Semiotics of Entering’ Arcobaleno and Neruda (Chapter 4), 

encounter begins from the moment families and children are welcomed into a centre or school: 

 

The conditions for feeling part of a community exist in the moment in which 

you enter your child’s school, which is after all a micro-community within the 

community of the city (Elena, parent, Gruppo di Approfondimento Identita' e 

funzioni dei Consigli Infanzia Citta' [Discussion Group Identity and functions of 

the Council for Childhood and the City], 2002, p. 43). 

 

Encounter is at the heart of: the experience of Arcobaleno’s ‘Grandi’ children drawing 

on the overhead projector and meeting each other on the other side of the screen to negotiate a 

shared story (Rich Normality: The Extraordinary in the Ordinary, Chapter 4); the experience of 

The Last Paratrooper to Land, where the community came together to celebrate the children 

(Narrative, Chapter 4); the story of the ‘Ghost-Horse’, the intimate encounter of a mother and 

her child over documentation (Narrative, Chapter 4). Encounter is a value in the words of 

Alessandra, parent at Neruda, and in the words of the five-year-old children who see the school 

as a ‘place for finding yourself again’, a place to encounter your old self when you return after 

you have left for other places (Memory, Chapter 4). Encounter lies behind the endeavour by 

young educators to position themselves within the impressive history of the educational 

experience, to encounter the past and the present and contribute to the future (Locality, Chapter 

4). The daily routine values time to Encounter each other, places, spaces, and materials without 

being rushed (Locality, Chapter 4). Encounter is at the heart of the chatting and crawling over 

the daily journal by the children in Arcobaleno, who learn to see themselves as part of a group 

and encounter each other in stories (Memory and Identity/Relationship, Chapter 4). The value of 
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Encounter underlies Rebecca’s interpretation of documentation as an effort by the educators to 

“know us better” (Identity/Relationship, Chapter 4) and Rebecca and Alessia’s interpretation of 

the existence of documentation panels for “the new teachers” and “the new children”, so that 

when they come they can “look at what we do” and know “what to say” and “what to do” – to 

know how to encounter (Identity/Relationship, Chapter 4). Encounter inspires the educators’ 

efforts to share their experience with families and international visitors, to encounter the ‘visitor’ 

and ‘observer’ (Transparency/Democracy, Chapter 4). Encounter underlies the invitation of 

Paola, parent at Neruda, to “stop for a moment” and encounter your child 

(Transparency/Democracy). The desire to Encounter lies behind the challenges of establishing 

an effective dialogue with families and international audiences (Language, Chapter 4). 

Encounter is the heart of the story of Momi and his classmates in Neruda, who learned over 

time how to speak to each other and encounter each other (Language, Chapter 4). Finally, the 

invitation to Encounter creates the empathy of beautiful environments (Beauty/Aesthetics).  

 

Therefore, in the case of Reggio Emilia, a premise of Encounter sustains and connects 

the Local Values of Rich Normality, Narrative, Memory, Locality, Identity/Relationship, 

Transparency/Democracy, Language, and Beauty/Aesthetics. None of these Values would be 

possible without a premise of Encounter, and at the same time Encounter enables the 

connection of each Value to another. This study thus puts forth the proposition that:  

 

Pedagogical documentation defines and constructs contexts that 
facilitate and value encounter and thus creates and sustains 

communities of learners. Encounter is both a premise and a context for 

pedagogical documentation internationally. As such, pedagogical 

documentation can be viewed metaphorically as an instrument and 

place of encounter. 

 

Interdependency 

 

All members of an ecological community are interconnected in a vast and 

intricate network of relationships, the web of life. They derive their essential 

properties and, in fact, their very existence from their relationship to other 

things. Interdependence – the mutual dependence of all life processes on one 

another – is the nature of all ecological relationships. The behaviour of every 

living member of the ecosystem depends on the behaviour of many others. 

The success of the whole community depends on the success of its individual 

members, while the success of each member depends on the success of the 

community as a whole. Understanding ecological interdependence means 

understanding relationships. It requires the shifts of perception that are 

characteristic of systems thinking – from the parts to the whole, from objects 

to relationships, from contents to patterns. A sustainable human community is 
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aware of the multiple relationships among its members. Nourishing the 

community means nourishing those relationships. (Capra, 1996, p. 298) 

 

 A community of learners is an ecological system and a sustainable community: as such 

interdependence is its nature. In a community of learners it is not enough to encounter each 

other: it is essential to acknowledge each individual’s interdependency.  In Reggio Emilia, 

nourishing the relationships is an essential part of nourishing the community; this is achieved 

through an awareness of interdependence and by valuing interdependence. 

 

Those who participate in an educational process, in fact bring their own 

growth and development into play, and do this on the basis of their own 

expectations and their own plans. There is a constant relational reciprocity 

between those who educate and those who are educated, between those who 

teach and those who learn. There is participation, passion, compassion, 

emotion. There is aesthetics, there is change (Rinaldi, 2006, p. 141). 

 

Participation, then, is a common journey which makes it possible to construct 

the sense of belonging to a community (Rinaldi, 2006, p. 175). 

 

Interdependency occurs between people, words, objects, spaces, places, 

environments, visual and written texts, and all the semiotic resources available within that 

environment and in the cultural context that gives life to that environment. Nurturing the Value of 

Interdependency made possible Malaguzzi’s interpretation of the story of “Laura and the Watch” 

which “opened up a world” for the educators in Arcobaleno and then for educators around the 

world, enabling us to “change the way we saw children” and the way we document them (Rich 

Normality: The Extraordinary in the Ordinary, Chapter 4). Interdependency is a feature of the 

“Stories, Drawings, and Signs” documentation panel in Arcobaleno, where text, image, and 

experience are interdependent (Narrative, Chapter 4). An understanding of Interdependency 

underlies Lucia’s interpretation of documentation as memory and transformation - an 

interdependency with “interesting things” that can be kept and revisited (Memory, Chapter, 4) 

and Rebecca’s interpretation of the historical panels as an opportunity to socially construct 

knowledge, to be interdependent with those who were there before us (Memory, Chapter 4). 

The awareness of Interdependency strengthens the educators’ commitment to contributing to 

an educational project, where everyone and everything is interdependent across time and place 

(Locality, Chapter 4). The Value of Interdependency sustains the image of school as a place 

that ‘belongs’ to children, where the interdependency of semiotic resources sends the message 

that ‘this is your place’ (Locality, Chapter 4). Interdependency surfaces in the story of Rebecca 

and Alessia “hunting for words”, discovering that the visual and written texts are interdependent, 

and that the words connect children, educators and families (Identity/Relationship, Chapter 4). 

The Value of Interdependency gives life to the image of the school as a democratic forum, 

where documentation is a tool for communication – as such the message is interdependent with 

the communication and the audience, for, as Lucia stated, “what do we have it for if we don’t do 
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anything with it” (Transparency/Democracy, Chapter 4). A desire for Interdependency is evident 

in the conversation between the parents at Neruda who see documentation as an opportunity 

for families to see the “invisible child”, to participate in their child’s life in school while not being 

there (Transparency/Democracy, Chapter 4). Finally, Interdependence is at the heart of: the 

interdependency of languages in making meaning and enabling dialogue (Language, Chapter 

4); and the potential of the environment to communicate meaning, to speak to and with 

participants in the learning community (Beauty/Aesthetics, Chapter 4). 

 

Therefore, in the case of Reggio Emilia, a premise of Interdependency sustains and 

connects the Local Values of Rich Normality, Narrative, Memory, Locality, Identity/Relationship, 

Transparency/Democracy, Language, and Beauty/Aesthetics. None of these Values would be 

possible without a premise of Interdependency, and at the same time Interdependency enables 

the connection of each Value to another. One Value exists by nature of being interdependent 

with the other, and is in dialogue with the other. As such it is essential that communities of 

learners be attuned to those semiotic resources and have the tools to identify how they are 

interdependent: pedagogical documentation is such a tool. Pedagogical documentation is an 

instrument for dialogue; in an interview with Gunilla Dahlberg and Peter Moss, Carla Rinaldi 

makes this connection (Rinaldi, 2006, p. 185): 

 

C. Rinaldi:  […] Dialogue is an ethical issue and also the essence of life. 

G. Dahlberg:  So when you say it is the essence of life, that is your way of 

expressing what most natural scientists talk about today, the 

importance of connections? 

C. Rinaldi: Certainly connections … connections as interdependency. 

The ethics come here – in interdependencies. And dialogue is 

another definition of connectedness and can be thought of 

more in terms of an interdependency … This offers the 

possibility of welcoming contrasts, differences and different 

perspectives. 

 

Pedagogical documentation is an ethical process of creating connections, welcoming 

differences, and building interconnectedness: this enables the construction of communities of 

learners that are premised on interdependency. Interdependency is a condition for participation 

in communities of learners, as parents in Reggio Emilia suggest: 

 

We believe that it is only thanks to the contributions of each individual that our 

infant-toddler centre can truly become a world which sustains and grows its 

citizens in a dynamic and ductile way; a world where each individual can 

express him/herself without forgetting to listen and welcome the other, 

believing that the other is a rich source of qualities and human resources. 
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(Iole and Davide, parents, Gruppo di Approfondimento Identita' e funzioni dei 

Consigli Infanzia Citta' [Discussion Group Identity and functions of the Council 

for Childhood and the City], 2002, p. 34) 

 

This study thus puts forth the proposition that: 

 

Pedagogical documentation makes the interdependencies within a 

community of learners visible, valued, and evolving. It is a tool that 

enables acknowledgement of interdependency of semiotic resources 

and values and sustains the development of further connections of 

interdependency. As such, pedagogical documentation can be viewed 

metaphorically as a dance of interdependence. 

 

Interconnectedness 

 

 A worldview of interconnectedness, which sees a oneness in all things, is common to 

many indigenous cultures; it also belongs to the experience and history of the Reggio Emilia 

educational project. In my observation, this view was particularly evident in the following 

instances: the experience of welcoming children with special rights (Rich Normality and 

Language, Chapter 4); the invitation to families to be partners in teaching, learning, and 

research such as in the celebration of The Last Paratrooper to Land (Narrative, Chapter 4); the 

words of the parents, children, and educators who see their school as a place to belong over 

time and to know each other better (Memory, Locality, Identity/Relationship, and 

Transparency/Democracy, Chapter 4); Matteo’s story of co-responsibility, where every child 

belongs to every child (Identity/Relationship, Chapter 4); the empathy of the environment with 

the people, objects, and materials that live in it (Beauty/Aesthetics, Chapter 4). In general, I 

experienced Reggio Emilia as a place where every person, place, object, or material (every 

“Entity”) gains meaning from its interconnectedness to something/someone else; a place where 

knowledge is shared cultural capital. The understanding that knowledge is shared cultural 

capital permeates the experience, and was particularly evident to me after my conversation with 

Rebecca in Neruda, as she explained to me the purpose of having panels in the schools that tell 

stories of past events and past learning experiences: “to build something... something different 

of course, with the help of these things” (Memory, Chapter 4). This interconnectedness, as this 

chapter argues, is a feature of the Values themselves as well: in fact, in the case of Reggio 

Emilia, the Local Values are interconnected to each other in such a way as to become one. This 

is exemplified in the difficulty (mentioned in Chapter 3) of identifying one fragment of data as 

representing one Value; the Theoretical Propositions developed in this chapter are a response 

to that methodological conundrum, an effort to breach the boundary so that values are weaved 

together to make a whole. Therefore, Interconnectedness as a worldview underpins: the case of 

Reggio Emilia; the research framework; and the development of Connective Values for 

international contexts, across boundaries.   
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Interconnectedness in the Reggio Emilia educational project is represented visually, 

metaphorically, and playfully by Malaguzzi’s “tangle of spaghetti”, where all things have become 

one. The metaphor of the tangle of spaghetti can be considered distinctly Italian, but the image 

has international relevance and can be locally interpreted. Mia-Mia Child and Family Study 

Centre in Sydney, for example, chose the metaphor of a “tangle of ribbons” to represent the 

connections within their centre. In the words of teacher Janet Roberston (personal 

communication, 27 May 2009): 

 

I was hunting for a metaphor which described the tangle, indeed the 

interconnectedness of curriculum, teaching, environment etc. I had just started 

to use satin ribbons of about 25cm long in blocks, or as an item for the [2-

year-olds] to use where they liked. I always found these ribbons in different 

places during play time, as money in purses, as tickets, as sheets over 

animals, lined up end to end as tracks, or a favourite colour (one girl loved 

mauve and carried the mauve ribbon about, rubbing it between her fingers) 

etc. The basket the ribbons lived in had this brilliant vibrant colours tangle, but 

each strand seemed to have meaning for the children, and even more 

meanings we had not yet encountered. 

 

The idea of the tangle - of interconnectedness - holds within itself a view of meaning as 

provisional, as a possibility to yet be encountered: spaghetti for Reggio Emilia, ribbons for Mia-

Mia, weaving in many cultures. Weaving is a traditional practice and a practice that binds more 

than materials together – it binds people. For example, “raranga” is the art of flax weaving in the 

Maori culture of Aotearoa/New Zealand: 

 

If the center shoot of the flax is pulled out  

(and the flax dies)  

Where will the bellbird sing  

If you were to ask me  

What is the most important thing in the world  

I would reply  

It is a person, a person, a person  

(that is, each and every person) (Himona, 2001). 

 

Raranga has powerful symbolism, and “evokes strong feelings of unity and 

togetherness; the weaving together of the people into their families and tribes and into the Maori 

nation, and spiritually, the weaving together of all of creation into a single indivisible living 

wholeness” (Himona, 2001). As such, the weaving is an expression of and sustains a worldview 

that sees “oneness” in all things. Pedagogical documentation plays a similar role within the 

experience of Reggio Emilia, a place where the individual is viewed as part of a whole “The I 

Who We Are”: the metaphor of weaving demonstrates how this local, cultural view can be 

interpreted locally in international contexts.  
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One experiences the self as part of others and that others are part of the self; 

this is learnt through reciprocity, obligation, shared experiences, coexistence, 

cooperation and social memory. 

(Moreton-Robinson, 2000, cited in Martin, 2008, p. 76). 

 

I experienced “reciprocity, obligation, shared experiences, coexistence, cooperation, 

and social memory” in Reggio Emilia, as I observed children, families and educators 

experiencing “the self as part of others” and “others as part of the self”: as outlined above, 

Chapter 4 tells many of these stories. A worldview of interconnectedness also encompasses 

one of the utmost concerns of our culture and society today: our relationship to and 

custodianship of the environment and the living things that share the environment. Thus the 

Value of Interconnectedness embraces within itself the values of sustainability and ecology, 

which are acted upon locally (and as such can be ‘local values’ within a community) before they 

can be engaged with globally: 

 

What pattern connects the crab to the lobster and the orchid to the primrose 

and all the four of them to me? And me to you? […] What is the pattern which 

connects all the living creatures? (Bateson, 1979, p. 7). 

 

All living things, be they mammals, birds, reptiles, insects or trees are our 

sisters and brothers and therefore we must protect them. We are their 

custodians. We not only share with them, we also guard them […] The time of 

learning in the Aboriginal world never stops. It goes on and on. As soon as the 

children are able to sit up, they are taught to observe the reptiles, animals and 

birds and to draw them in the sand. In this way they learn to recognize every 

creature in the bush. And they learn, too, how to imitate their calls and cries. 

(Oodgeroo, 1990 & 1984, cited in Martin, 2008, p. 70 & 72) 

 

A worldview of interconnectedness is a view that keeps, in the words of David Orr 

(2004) “Earth in Mind”. A culture of sustainability/ecology asks itself questions about the ties 

that bind us together, questions about the patters which connect; it is a culture and worldview of 

interconnectedness. Sustainability and ecology are conceptualised as ‘responsiveness to the 

patterns which connect’. When sustainability and ecology are viewed in this way, young children 

are offered the possibility to connect to the natural world, to love and experience empathy for 

those elements of the natural world that are closest to them (the trees in the garden, the 

chickens they feed, the plants they tend), to recognize and imitate the calls and cries of 

creatures. So they grow to custodianship, which is an empowering alternative to “ecophobia”, 

defined by Sobel (1996) as “a fear of ecological problems and the natural world” (p. 5): 

 

What’s important is that children have an opportunity to bond with the natural 

world, to learn to love it and feel comfortable in it, before being asked to heal 
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its wounds… Rather than force separateness, we want to cultivate [in children] 

that sense of connectedness so that it can become the emotional foundation 

for the more abstract ecological concept that everything is connected to 

everything else […] In our environmental wars, the emphasis has been on 

saving species, not becoming them. And so we must begin in empathy, by 

becoming the animals before we can save them […] If we want children to 

flourish, to become truly empowered, then let us allow then to love the earth 

before we ask them to save it (Sobel, 1996, p. 10;13;19;39). 

 

The words of the children in Reggio Emilia speak of this love: 

 

Today I kissed two trees… I would like to play with them, even though they 

don’t move with their trunk I can take a branch and I can move it slowly. 

(Gruppo di Approfondimento Identita' e funzioni dei Consigli Infanzia Citta' 

[Discussion Group Identity and functions of the Council for Childhood and the 

City], 2002, p. 35) 

 

Pedagogical documentation sustains a culture of sustainability, ecology, and 

interconnectedness and enables that responsiveness and empathy by posing questions about 

the patterns that connect, and by making the patterns that connect people, objects, 

experiences, knowledge, and learning the focus of its engagement. In 1979, Bateson asks: 

“Why do schools teach almost nothing of the pattern which connects?” (p. 7); the schools of 

Reggio Emilia put the pattern which connects at the heart of their daily experiences, and their 

pedagogical documentation tells of schools which teach, learn, and question themselves about 

the patterns which connect. Bateson sees these questions as “aesthetic questions” (Bateson, 

1979, p. 8); as such they are also questions of values. The fact that the Value of 

Interconnectedness embraces values of sustainability and ecology is an example of how it is an 

overarching, Connective Value. Both interconnectedness and interdependency are concepts 

that are in line with systems theory (Bateson, 1979, 2000) and complexity theory (Capra, 1996, 

2002), which have greatly influenced the educational project of Reggio Emilia (Giacopini, 2009, 

July; Rinaldi, 2005, July) and which acknowledge that living systems are interconnected and 

interdependent. In Chapter 1, I outlined the sociocultural perspective of the study and put forth 

an image of context as “that which weaves together” (Cole, 1996, cited in Dahlberg et al., 2007, 

p. 104); in Chapter 2 I discussed relatedness (Martin, 2003, 2008) as an ontological premise for 

the research framework. Therefore there exists a further link between the theoretical 

perspectives which framed the study and the propositions put forth here as a conclusion to the 

study. Thus this study puts forth the proposition that: 

 

Pedagogical documentation is premised upon and enables and sustains 

a worldview of interconnectedness in communities of learners. As such, 

pedagogical documentation can be viewed metaphorically as an art of 

weaving interconnections.  
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Difference 

  

You can’t have the soul that’s inside somebody else. 

(Giorgia, 6 years old, Scuola Pablo Neruda, 2001) 

 

Educating means to be involved, it means being able to listen to others, it 

means putting yourself in relationship and taking from the ideas of those who 

think differently to you (Luisa, parent, Gruppo di Approfondimento Identita' e 

funzioni dei Consigli Infanzia Citta' [Discussion Group Identity and functions of 

the Council for Childhood and the City], 2002, p. 55). 

 

 Though individuals in a community of learners are interconnected and interdependent, 

we are all different from each other: you can touch the soul that’s inside somebody else, you 

can’t have that soul but you can learn by taking ideas from those who think differently to you. 

Being different is a value and a right. Examples of instances in which being different is viewed 

as a value and a right in Reggio Emilia include: the image of the child with ‘special rights’ and 

the ‘rich normality’ lens through which educators and families view children, their experiences, 

their learning, and their relationship (Rich Normality: The Extraordinary in the Ordinary, Chapter 

4); the story of the ‘Ghost Horse’, a celebration of uniqueness and relationship (Narrative, 

Chapter 4); Paola’s invitation to “stop for a moment” and celebrate the uniqueness of each child 

(Transparency/Democracy, Chapter 4); the multiple glance of educators which, as Alessia and 

Rebecca say,  shows “the children that were there and the gestures” as they look “from far 

away and from close up” (Transparency/Democracy, Chapter 4). The Value of Difference 

underlies the inclusiveness that is practiced in daily life, where, as Ivana Soncini suggests, 

everyone has “the right to try” and “what’s important is not the beautiful result, what’s important 

is that we have had fun, that we have all tried and tried again, created and recreated, each one 

in his/her own way” (Language, Chapter 4). The Value of Difference sustains the right for 

everyone to “every possible use of words”, the effort to create “transformational dialogue” 

(Language, Chapter 4), and the willingness to ‘welcome the stranger’ and turn the experience of 

embracing different cultures into a research project (Language, Chapter 4). The project on 

Difference by the children of Neruda led them to theorise “you can’t have the soul that’s inside 

somebody else” and “we’re all different because tastes are different, voices, what you like to do, 

the things you like the best are all different” (Language, Chapter 4). The Value of Difference 

suggests the design of spaces where everyone is valued - spaces that speak of everyone, 

where each participant can experience empathy and belonging (Beauty/Relationship, Chapter 

4). Therefore, in the case of Reggio Emilia, a premise of Difference sustains and connects the 

Local Values of Rich Normality, Narrative, Memory, Locality, Identity/Relationship, 

Transparency/Democracy, Language, and Beauty/Aesthetics. None of these Values would be 

possible without a premise of Difference, and at the same time Difference enables the 

connection of each Value to another. 
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In Chapter 1 I discussed how participation in a community of learners necessitates 

“intersubjectivity”. Intersubjectivity – coming to know each others’ minds (Bruner, 1996b) – 

starts from the premise of subjectivity: you know yourself and then you know others. To know 

others, individuals must start from a premise of honouring their difference, acknowledging (as 

the children of Neruda have done) that we are all different from each other in many ways, from 

how we look and walk and talk and dance, our expressions, our tastes, our faces, our voices, 

our souls (Chapter 4).  

 

Remember that the other has another color, and you have to discover it. 

(Bosch, 2005, July) 

 

Discovering the “colour of the other” is at the heart of pedagogical documentation. 

Honouring difference requires several attitudes that are a part of and facilitated by pedagogical 

documentation: listening; discovering; relating; connecting; reciprocating; debating; loaning 

knowledge; sharing. Pedagogical documentation is an ongoing process of negotiating multiple 

perspectives; therefore it requires an attitude of honouring differences.  

 

Documentation … thus deeply involves questions of values. It offers a true 

experience of democracy because democracy also means exchange, and this 

exchange is made possible by the visibility and the recognition of differences 

and subjectivity. When differences and subjectivities are in dialogue, they 

become educational values that are not only declared but also lived. 

(Rinaldi, 2006, p. 130) 

 

Difference as a value underlies the experience of Reggio Emilia, and it also connects it 

to other experiences. In fact, by virtue of honouring differences, the Reggio Emilia educators 

exhort others internationally to construct their own cultural projects of childhood, not to imitate 

their place and practice. This understanding and acknowledgement of difference is essential to 

Reggio-inspired philosophy and practice; it is from this premise of difference that local 

communities of learners can be constructed. The metaphor of this process is a song, a musical 

score in which harmony is achieved through a complex process of honouring different 

contributions and perspectives: 

 

Listen to the song of life 

(Bosch, 2005, July) 

 

 Thus this study puts forth the proposition that: 

 

Pedagogical documentation is premised on and sustains multiple 

perspectives; thus it enables an attitude of listening to difference within 

communities of learners. As such, pedagogical documentation can be 

viewed metaphorically as a musical score. 
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Transformation 

 

Whoever tackles a project thinks of actions destined to transform existing 

situations into desired situations. 

(Loris Malaguzzi, n.d., cited in Gruppo di Approfondimento Identita' e funzioni 

dei Consigli Infanzia Citta' [Discussion Group Identity and functions of the 

Council for Childhood and the City], 2002, p. 21) 

 

 It is with intent that the experience of Reggio Emilia has been defined by its 

protagonists as “an educational project” rather than a ‘philosophy’ or ‘model’: in fact the essence 

of a ‘project’, as Malaguzzi points out, is the possibility to transform. Transformation occurs in 

the small things of everyday life and in the larger opportunities that linger over time. Stories of 

Transformation in everyday life in Reggio Emilia include: the ‘Grandi’ in Arcobaleno who 

transform their stories and drawings from an individual to a shared experience (Rich Normality: 

The Extraordinary in the Ordinary, Chapter 4); the transformation of the children’s drawings into 

The Story of The Last Paratrooper to Land, a celebration of participation and research 

(Narrative, Chapter 4); the infants and toddlers of Arcobaleno who crawl over their daily journal 

witnessing the transformation of self and others over the space of a few months 

(Identity/Relationship, Chapter 4); the transformation of a parent that chooses “to stop for a 

moment” and listen to her child (Transparency/Democracy, Chapter 4). Stories of 

Transformation that linger over time include: Malaguzzi’s interpretation of Laura’s encounter 

with the watch in 1979, which transformed the image of the child and still commands attention 

today, transforming educational practice internationally (Rich Normality: The Extraordinary in 

the Ordinary, Chapter 4); Lucia, who puts “interesting things” into “a bottle” and keeps them as a 

memory so that she can “use them to make paintings, or something else, or maybe to go in the 

forest and look at the animals, or to water the plants, many things” (Memory, Chapter 4); the 

value of time in the words of the protagonists who, like Mara Davoli, recognise that “the identity 

of Neruda today is made concretely of those who inhabit it, children, families, staff, but it is 

made of the layers of experiences and feelings that throughout the years have constructed 

Neruda as it is today” (Locality, Chapter 4); the experience of those people that, as Rebecca 

says, “come from far away […] to see […] and to understand” and then return to transform their 

practice in their places (Transparency/Democracy, Chapter 4); the “transformational dialogue” 

between those in Reggio Emilia who share their experience and those who “come from far 

away”, which has shaped the way we view children (Language, Chapter 4).  

 

A story of Transformation in daily life, that lingers over time, is the story of the children 

at Neruda who, faced with the dashing of their hopes that Momi would one day either ‘get better’ 

from his ‘sickness’ or ‘grow up’ from being ‘little’ and talk like them in their same words, 

transformed their relationship from “he doesn’t talk” to “he knows me, I try to understand what 

he says, I look at how he speaks, and then I learned” and “you are speaking his language”, thus 

gaining “access to the keys of knowledge which would allow them to dialogue with him, 
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meaning the keys to communication” (Language, Chapter 4). Therefore, in the case of Reggio 

Emilia, a premise of Transformation sustains and connects the Local Values of Rich Normality, 

Narrative, Memory, Locality, Identity/Relationship, Transparency/Democracy, Language, and 

Beauty/Aesthetics. None of these Values would be possible without a premise of 

Transformation, and at the same time Transformation enables the connection of each Value to 

another. 

 

Transformation also enables the connection between the educational project of Reggio 

Emilia and international contexts. In fact, this possibility to “transform existing situations into 

desired situations” is within the reach of many international early years settings and sustains 

many exhausting and inspiring efforts at change and innovation. This belief in transformation is 

what enabled the educational project of Reggio Emilia to evolve over many years, and to 

continue to evolve in the present and towards the future. It is also what generates inspiration in 

those who internationally look to Reggio Emilia for transformation of their pedagogies: those 

“who long for something else, another belonging” (Rinaldi, 2006, p. 19). The wonder of the 

Reggio Emilia educational project lies in its power to transform, and in its belief in 

transformation as inextricable to teaching and learning. Each act of teaching and learning, and 

the collection of those acts, has the power to transform ideas, people, objects, materials, 

experiences, environments, pedagogy, policy, and relationships.  

 

Change is both a right and a value. It is a quality of life and of living which 

requires awareness to give oneself direction. What is necessary is to give 

meaning to change and to accompany change (Rinaldi, 2006, p. 105). 

 

Pedagogical documentation enables and sustains that process of thinking of actions to 

transform existing situations into desired situations. Pedagogical documentation enables 

participants in learning communities to give meaning to change and to accompany change; thus 

it sustains the value of change and the right to change. The belief that it is possible to be 

transformed and to transform enables participation in a community of learners; for to belong to a 

community one must be prepared to some extent to be transformed by that community by 

negotiating, creating, and embracing values and relationships. This belief also must be a 

fundamental value for those in international contexts who wish to reconceptualise their 

pedagogies through the Reggio Emilia “mirror” (Dahlberg, cited in Mardell, 2001). The metaphor 

for this process is the invitation: an invitation to transform and be transformed. It is an invitation 

that may cause suspicion, doubt and uncertainty or joy and wonder, an invitation that may be 

resisted or welcomed. Thus this study puts forth the proposition that: 

 

Pedagogical documentation initiates, drives, sustains, and inspires 

transformation of ideas, people, objects, materials, experiences, 

environments, contexts, pedagogy, policy, and relationships. As such, 

pedagogical documentation can be viewed metaphorically as an 

invitation to transformation. 
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Intent 

 

 At the beginning of each year we write a declaration of intents, research 

intents and observational intents for each classroom... each classroom, based 

on how they know the children, or the new parents that are coming, 

hypothesises project paths and observational paths. We see this as a gesture 

of awareness (Paola Cavazzoni, Pedagogista, Nido Arcobaleno).  

 

 As explored earlier in this thesis, over the years international educators have attempted 

to make sense of the experience of Reggio Emilia through terms that belong to their own 

educational discourse. Amongst these, the widely understood (and misunderstood) ‘emergent 

curriculum’ is one of the most frequent ‘labels’ applied to the experience of Reggio Emilia. It is 

beyond the scope of this thesis to delve deeply into the debate surrounding the ‘emergent 

curriculum’, suffice to say that its misinterpretation has often resulted in a ‘lassaiz-faire’ attitude 

in classrooms, whereby children are understood to ‘do as they please’ with no apparent teacher 

‘control’ or ‘direction’. All of these terms beg further clarification, however it is important to note 

here that the likening of the educational project of Reggio Emilia to the emergent curriculum has 

led to similar views on the part of international sceptics: ‘doing Reggio’ is letting children do as 

they please, letting children ‘take control’ while the ‘teacher’ (adult) sits back and watches, 

waiting for the learning to ‘emerge’. This view is still prevalent, and the attempts to make Reggio 

into something that is known and familiar abound. Carla Rinaldi acknowledges this challenge 

when Gunilla Dahlberg and Peter Moss question her on the perceived relationship between 

Reggio and emergent curriculum:  

 

As a reaction against people who classify us in Reggio as working with an 

emergent curriculum, I have been thinking about a concept that might be 

called a ‘contextual curriculum’. Our interpretation of the concept of curriculum 

starts from the assumption that children have a stunning mastery of many 

languages and an appreciation that ‘other minds’ can share their own different 

beliefs and theories […] If the curriculum is conceived as a path or journey, it 

will be a path or journey that has, in our opinion, to sustain these 

competencies as fundamental values for knowledge and for life […] A 

curriculum of this kind can be defined as ‘contextual’ in the sense that it is 

determined by the dialogue among children, teachers, and the environment 

surrounding them. It can arise from a proposal by one or more children or 

teachers, from a natural event or from something found in the news. But the 

emphasis on context also values participatory strategies and the possibility 

that not only families but the community to which children belong could 

participate in curriculum (Rinaldi, 2006, p. 205). 
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Rinaldi concludes by admitting that the word ‘curriculum’ does not in fact belong to the 

educational discourse of Reggio Emilia, and that she uses the term because she wishes “to be 

understood by those who use the language of curriculum and believe in the importance of 

curriculum”. She suggests that “when I speak of contextual curriculum I am really attempting to 

explain the concept of progettazione” (Rinaldi, 2006, p. 206). Essential to progettazione is Intent 

or, as Paola Cavazzoni (above) suggests, “a gesture of awareness”. The key difference (among 

many other differences) between ‘emergent curriculum’ and the educational project of Reggio 

Emilia are these infinite ‘gestures of awareness’, choices that educators make with intent, 

intents that then define a path for research. These ‘gestures’ enable participation in a 

community of learners because of the nature of their ‘awareness’: intents are communicated to 

and negotiated with families and children and they become a part of a shared learning. So, 

‘curriculum’ or ‘progettazione’ (however we want to call it): is the result of a negotiation of intents 

between learners (adults and children), between participants in a learning community; is 

“determined by the dialogue among children, teachers, and the environment surrounding them”; 

and values “the possibility that not only families but the community to which children belong 

could participate in curriculum”. As such ‘the curriculum’ belongs to all participants in the 

learning community, it is not ‘owned’ or ‘controlled’ by anyone exclusively. It is ‘emergent’ in 

that, as Carla Rinaldi suggests, “it arises” but it is intentional in that it comes from the children, 

the families, and the educators, each approaching progettazione from a certain stance, each 

‘owning’ the experience and belonging to the experience, each researching around learning with 

intent. Thus the gesture of awareness becomes shared. The sharing of intents is also a gesture 

of welcoming to those who are new participants in a community (children, educators, families); it 

offers an opportunity to belong.  

 

Stories which are premised on intent and progettazione (or “contextual curriculum”) 

include: the “Daily Educational Contexts” project (Rich Normality: The Extraordinary in the 

Ordinary, Chapter 4); the research into Narrative that involved families, children, and educators 

in Arcobaleno, of which “The Story of Scapiglino”, “The Last Paratrooper to Land”, and “Stories, 

Drawings and Signs” are examples (Rich Normality and Narrative, Chapter 4); the story of 

Tommaso’s “Ghost Horse” (Narrative, Chapter 4); the project on Difference by the children and 

teachers of Neruda (Language, Chapter 4); the research project “Culture in Gioco” [Cultures in 

Play], through which the different cultures and identities that make up a changing city meet and 

dialogue (Language, Chapter 4); Arcobaleno’s ongoing research into the environment and 

design (The Semiotics of Entering and Beauty/Aesthetics, Chapter 4). More broadly, all the daily 

encounters and stories of learning that belong to my time in Reggio Emilia, which comprise an 

infinite number of ‘gestures of awareness’, are premised on Intent. 

 

This element of Intent is, in my opinion, essential for an international audience to 

understand in order to make sense of: the role of the teacher; the approach to progettazione (or 

‘curriculum’); and the building of communities of learners that is part of daily life in Reggio 

Emilia. It is often the most misunderstood value, primarily because the audience uses their own 

frame of mind and their own language to make Reggio into something they can understand. On 
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that note, intent is also different from ‘outcomes’ (another word that belongs to the dominant 

educational discourse): an intent does not exclude an outcome, however the focus shifts from 

the ‘answer’ to the ‘question’, from the ‘outcome’ to the ‘intent’. This has many links to an 

inductive and interpretative qualitative research approach, as will become evident in the next 

section entitled ‘Research’.  

 

The Connective Value of Intent thus underlies all Local Values. Without those gestures 

of awareness it would become extremely difficult to research and define a community’s values, 

and it is the collection of gestures of intent over time that enables a community’s Memory, 

Identity, Relationship, Language, Rich Normality (etc.) to unfold as signifying elements of 

experience. Pedagogical documentation is the tool that enables such gestures of awareness. 

Thus this study puts forth the proposition that: 

 

Pedagogical documentation builds traces of the gestures of awareness 
of all participants in a learning community (adults and children); it is 

premised on intent and generates intent. As such, documentation can be 

viewed metaphorically as a gesture of intent. 

 

Research 

 

Research represents one of the essential dimensions of life for children and 

adults, a cognitive tension that should be recognised and valued. Co-

participated research between children and adults is a priority of daily life, an 

existential and ethical attitude that is necessary to interpret the complexity of 

the world, of phenomena, of systems of shared living; it is a potent instrument 

of renewal in education. Research, made visible through documentation, 

constructs learning, re-formulates knowledge, is foundational to the quality of 

professional life, and proposes itself at a national and international level as an 

element of pedagogical innovation (Scuole e Nidi D'Infanzia Istituzione del 

Comune di Reggio Emilia, 2009, pp. 11-12). 

 

 One spring day in 2006 I had been in Reggio Emilia a few months. I remember it clearly 

as a glorious fresh morning with the smell of spring in the air and I was walking the now familiar 

route from my rented apartment to Pablo Neruda School. I was lost in my thoughts as I walked, 

repeating in my mind my research questions. I was trying to make sense. I was attempting at 

this fairly early stage in my research experience to connect the fragments to each other. One of 

the most bewildering aspects of joining the communities of Arcobaleno and Neruda had been 

for me to find my own identity in the place. I struggled: Was I a teacher?; Was I a researcher?; 

Who was I in relationship to this place and these people? When I was interviewing the teachers 

I felt somewhat ‘legitimated’ in my researcher role, with my list of possible questions and 

engaging in a conversation that was somehow initiated by me and thus was born of my own 

‘agenda’. Then I moved into the space of the classroom and was embraced by children crawling 
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over me, asking questions, seeking comfort, seeking conversation, wanting to be tucked in to 

sleep or encouraged to eat a lovely meal, holding a book to be read, wanting a story to be told, 

wanting to play, wanting me to join their world. So I felt like a teacher, the teacher I had always 

been in the classroom. I lived with this duality for some time and learned to recognize it as a 

part of my experience. That spring morning, the thoughts in my head went something like this: 

How is it that documentation builds a community of learners?; How does this process occur?; 

What are some of the conditions that I am observing? Suddenly feeling enlightened, I stopped 

in my tracks, quickly delved into my bag searching for my research notebook, and wrote in large 

print:  

 

It is through the metaphor of TEACHER AS RESEARCHER (and children as 

researchers) that a community of learners is built.  

 

I made a note for myself to ask the teachers what this metaphor of ‘teacher as 

researcher’ meant to them and I continued along towards Scuola Pablo Neruda, somewhat 

enlightened by my spring ‘discovery’. At the same time, I finally relaxed my stance and felt I had 

grown into my identity as a participant in those communities: what allowed me to do this was the 

awareness I had gained that in Reggio Emilia I was one among many teachers, researchers 

and learners (educators, children, families, citizens), and thus in this place it was natural for me 

to own an identity that was made of all these fragments and stances. Gaining this awareness 

was a turning point for me and for my research. I, like other educators in Reggio Emilia, found 

myself in Loris Malaguzzi’s words: 

 

We are like archaeologists who return in the evening with their finds and, 

reading over their sketches, notes and writings, not only seek to place that 

subject or that object in a time, in a space, in a culture, but to place their 

relationship to that subject or object and join their own destiny to those 

subjects/objects (Loris Malaguzzi, n.d., cited in Filippini, 2006, January). 

 

Thus I was (and still am) a researcher, educator, and learner. The child in Reggio Emilia 

is a researcher, educator, and learner. The teacher in Reggio Emilia is a researcher, educator, 

and learner. The parent in Reggio Emilia is a researcher, educator, and learner. The boundary 

between these roles is blurry, as each individual shifts between identities in the space of a day 

(as I did) and gains legitimation to own an identity that is made of all these fragments and 

stances. This is particularly evident in the fragments of data that give life to the Value of Rich 

Normality: The Extraordinary in the Ordinary and Narrative (Chapter 4), such as: excerpts from 

conversations of educators during meetings discussing documentation, researching children’s 

learning and learning about the meaning of daily life in the infant-toddler centre, gaining 

awareness of themselves by making choices in observation, data collection and data analysis; 

the children researching Narrative and teaching each other about the relationship between 

stories and drawing; educators researching the image of the child in the story of Laura and the 

Watch in 1979, teaching and learning with Laura as she herself teaches, learns and researches; 
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and families learning about narrative, researching children’s narratives, teaching educators 

about their children. Research however underlies all the Local Values. For example, in the story 

of Momi (Language, Chapter 4): the children are researchers, learners, and teachers of 

language and communication; the educators are researchers of children’s learning about 

communication, teachers of ways to build relationships and understandings, and learners of 

language and communication alongside the children; the families are learners, teachers, and 

researchers of building relationships and welcoming difference. I, in all this, was a learner, 

researcher, and teacher. 

 

The links between documentation and research became evident to me as I engaged in 

my own data collection, which so closely mirrored the ways in which the educators used 

pedagogical documentation in daily life. As I pointed out in Chapter 3, this endeavour of 

‘mirroring’ the educators’ approach to data collection was entirely consistent with my research 

framework which “requires fieldwork that immerses the researcher in the contexts of the Entities 

and to watch, listen, wait, learn, and repeat those methods for data collection” (Martin, 2003, p. 

213). However, I acknowledge that the understandings of the terms ‘research’ and ‘researcher’ 

are many and varied, and that those who believe in a more ‘traditional’ image of research might 

disagree with likening teachers to researchers and documentation to research; they might rush 

to state the differences and engage in exercises of separation while looking for new terms and 

definitions (e.g. ‘reflective educator’) in an effort to legitimise the power that comes from an 

established image of research. It is beyond the scope of this thesis to engage in an extended 

debate on the nature of ‘research’ and the ‘ownership’ of research. I do strongly believe 

however that in Reggio Emilia I experienced an environment that engaged in authentic research 

which is based on strong theoretical premises and established theoretical frameworks for 

research and analysis. In fact, in Reggio Emilia the researchers: engage actively and 

collaboratively in defining questions that invite complex and multi-layered investigations; collect, 

interpret and analyse data through consolidated and innovative approaches to data collection; 

continually re-define and question theory, cultural and societal practices and events, and 

educational practice by relating each of these to each other so that the boundaries between 

theory and practice are blurred. Furthermore, they generate new knowledge that engages with 

existing knowledge but pushes the boundaries of our understanding around pedagogy and 

make this knowledge visible, public, debatable, and open to interpretation and modification.  

 

Examples of this engagement in research which were observed specifically in this study 

include: the “Daily Educational Contexts” project (Rich Normality: The Extraordinary in the 

Ordinary, Chapter 4); Arcobaleno’s ongoing project on Narrative (Rich Normality and Narrative, 

Chapter); the “Cultures in Play” project (Language, Chapter 4); the “Dialogues with Places” 

project and exhibition (Locality, Chapter 4); and the development of the new travelling exhibition 

“The Wonder of Learning”. Many other examples can however be found in the numerous 

project-focused Reggio Children publications (Ceppi & Zini, 1998; Davoli & Ferri, 2000; Luigi 

Bellelli Infant-toddler Centre, 2008; Pablo Picasso Infant-toddler Centre, 2008; Reggio Children, 

1995a, 1995b, 1995c, 1996b, 1997, 2000a; Vecchi & Giudici, 2004) and in the publications of 
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each infant-toddler centre and school (Nido Arcobaleno, 2003, 2006a; Scuola Pablo Neruda, 

2002, 2005a, 2005b, 2005c, 2005d). Children, educators, and families are viewed as research 

protagonists, not only in the construction of elaborate projects, exhibitions, and publications 

such as those listed above, but in the minutia and fragments of daily life. The attitude of 

research is in fact lived and experienced in daily life, not only in the context of major projects: it 

is this attitude which affords the children, educators and families the identity of researchers. This 

attitude is initiated and sustained by documentation, which enables the possibility of “reading 

over sketches, notes and writings, not only seek to place that subject or that object in a time, in 

a space, in a culture, but to place their relationship to that subject or object and join their own 

destiny to those subjects/objects”. 

 

The practice of making the documentation of research visible and debatable through 

panels, publications, exhibitions, meetings, conferences, events and celebrations, and the 

practice of opening questions as a ‘conclusion’ to the research is the key to conceptualise the 

difference between pedagogical documentation and other child observation practices that are in 

use in early years environments internationally, which are more often focused on stating 

perceived truths about development and education rather than stimulating debate around 

pedagogical and cultural questions. It is also a condition for recognition of ‘scholarly’ research 

that it be published and shared, in order to contribute to the knowledge. Lucia, who was six 

years old when I was at Pablo Neruda and whom we have encountered several times before in 

this thesis, also identifies visibility as crucial: 

 

For me documentation is something that, how do you say it, ‘programs’ the 

things that we want to photograph and so it does it and then we stick the work 

on the walls and then we have to look at it otherwise we stick it up and why do 

we have it if we don’t do anything with it.  

 

Lucia sees herself and the participants in her learning community as researchers, who 

engage with the meaning of the work that is up on the walls in order to seek further. I would say 

the same of any research: why do we have it if we don’t do anything with it? Carla Rinaldi 

(2006) eloquently defines the meaning of research in the experience of Reggio Emilia, and 

questions the ‘ownership’ of the terms ‘research’ and researcher’: 

 

A new concept of research, more contemporary and alive, can emerge if we 

legitimate the use of this term to describe the cognitive tension that is created 

whenever authentic learning and knowledge-building processes take place. 

‘Research’ used to describe the individual and common paths leading in the 

direction of a new universe of possibility [...] Research as art: research exists, 

as in art, within the search for the being, the essence, the meaning [...] We 

need to create a culture of research [...] The word research, in this sense, 

leaves – or rather demands to come out of – the scientific laboratories, thus 

ceasing to be a privilege of the few (in universities and other designated 
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places) to become the stance, the attitude with which teachers approach the 

sense and meaning of life (Rinaldi, 2006, p. 101 & 148). 

 

The reader will recall that in Chapter 3 I engaged with Elliott Eisner’s image of research 

as “art” and his reflections on the differences between “artistic” and “scientific” approaches to 

research (Eisner, 1981): this view bears many similarities with Carla Rinaldi’s image of 

research. In Reggio Emilia, the Value of Research sustains and connects the Values of Rich 

Normality, Narrative, Memory, Locality, Identity/Relationship, Transparency/Democracy, 

Language, and Beauty/Aesthetics, leading to “a new universe of possibility”. Rinaldi relates 

research to values when she states: 

 

I am convinced that this ‘attitude of research’ is the only feasible existential 

and ethical approach in a cultural, social and political reality such as ours 

today, which is subject to changes, breakdowns and to hybridisations of races 

and cultures, which are positive as well as potentially risky. It is the value of 

research, but also the search for values (Rinaldi, 2006, p. 101, my italics). 

 

Thus this study, which is premised on an image of research as “art”, can be viewed 

indeed as a search for values through which I discovered the relationship between 

documentation and research. It puts forth the proposition that: 

 

Pedagogical documentation is premised on and drives a culture of 

research. Pedagogical documentation takes life from an image of each 

participant in the community of learners (educator, child, parent) as a 

researcher and legitimates and empowers each participant to be a 

researcher: thus engagement in research enables participation in the 

community of learners and the community of learners becomes a 

community of researchers. As such, documentation can be viewed 

metaphorically as an attitude of research. 
 

Uncertainty 

 

Those who lack all idea that it is possible to be wrong can learn nothing 

except know-how (Bateson, 1979, p. 24). 

 

 The risk of the profession of educator is that too often it is conceptualised as “know-

how”: a collection of ‘strategies’ to be applied, most if not all of which are based on perceived 

truths about the child, about development, about learning, about teaching, about education and 

cultures. This separation between ‘practice’ and ‘theory’ continues to characterize education 

and care to this day, and results in a view of the educator as ‘practitioner’ implementing theory 

and research developed by others; an image of the educator as holding truths about children 

that will be ‘passed on’ to families in need of being ‘educated’ about their children. The 
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experience of Reggio Emilia questions this image of the teacher and proposes an alternative 

premised on uncertainty: 

 

Our job is to learn why we are teachers. It means keeping our distance from 

an overriding sense of balance, from that which has already been decided or 

is considered to be certain. It means staying close to the interweaving of 

objects and thoughts, of doing and reflecting, theory and practice, emotions 

and knowledge (Rinaldi, 2006, p. 141).  

 

The educators I encountered during my case study in Reggio Emilia keep their distance 

from an overriding sense of balance, and are comfortable with keeping their distance. They 

welcome the uncertain. I reiterate here the words of Silvia and Giuliana, educators in 

Arcobaleno (previously quoted in Chapter 4): 

 

Everything can change and so we welcome the unexpected, it is also part of 

what you propose to do with children, part of what the learning experience can 

offer; the extraordinariness of daily life lies in the unexpected [...] when we 

document, we hope in the obstacle, in the unexpected, in the extraordinary, 

because in fact that is what gives you back so much  (Silvia). 

 

We try to document the things that surprise us day by day (Giuliana). 

 

Often the turning point in a story is the unexpected. In the story of Momi, for example, 

the turning point was the unexpected conversation between Antonia and the children, the 

conversation which dashed the children’s hopes of Momi ‘growing up’ to learn their words and 

‘getting better’ from his ‘sickness’. Antonia was uncertain however, she did not know the 

outcome of this challenge, and this doubt comes through in her documentation. Pedagogical 

documentation confronts those perceived ‘truths’ and those prevalent images of the educator as 

implementer of truths. Pedagogical documentation instead embraces uncertainty as essential to 

learning and essential to debate. Uncertainty is thus viewed as an essential way of knowing, of 

learning, of researching, of relating, of listening: 

 

Listening is not easy. It requires a deep awareness and at the same time a 

suspension of our judgments and above all our prejudice; it requires an 

openness to change. It demands that we have clearly in mind the value of the 

unknown and that we are able to overcome the sense of emptiness and 

precariousness that we experience whenever our certainties are questioned 

(Rinaldi, 2006, p. 65). 

 

[Listening] means that we accept uncertainty.  If you are uncertain you are 

open to new certainties, you are in process (Rinaldi, 2005, July).   
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Doubt and uncertainty permeate the context; they are part of the 

‘documenter’s context’. Herein lies true didactic freedom, of the child as well 

as the teacher. It lies in the space between the predictable and the 

unexpected, where the communicative relationship between the children’s and 

the teachers’ learning processes is constructed (Rinaldi, 2006, p. 70).   

 

 Doubt and uncertainty were part of Antonia’s “documenter’s context” over three years 

with the children, and she expressed those doubts clearly to me in our numerous conversations. 

It was evident to me that this doubt was her freedom, and the children’s freedom, and that it was 

in this space of doubt within the predictable and the unexpected (which accompanied them for 

three years) that they were able to construct learning and encounter each other.  

 

 The Value of Uncertainty is thus part of everyday life in Reggio Emilia and it connects 

the Values of Rich Normality, Narrative, Memory, Locality, Identity/Relationship, 

Transparency/Democracy, Language, and Beauty/Aesthetics, all of which are premised on 

uncertainty. For example: you cannot experience Rich Normality if you are not prepared to 

experience the unexpected; the ‘unexpected’ is the essence of Narrative and makes the 

narrative of normality ‘rich’; Uncertainty enables reflection and discussion on Identity and 

Relationship; and democratic dialogue is premised on a negotiation of certainties/uncertainties. 

Uncertainty enables listening, freedom, and research. If you are uncertain, if you acknowledge 

that you do not know all there is to know about children, then you are open to research, you are 

open to learn and you are comfortable to welcome the unexpected into your everyday life – you 

are also ‘free’ and a participant in a community of learners, part of a “communicative 

relationship”.  

 

Let us say that truth would mean a precise correspondence between our 

description and what we describe or between our total network of abstractions 

and deductions and some total understanding of the outside world. Truth in 

this sense is not obtainable. And even if we ignore the barriers of coding, the 

circumstance that our description will be in words of figures or pictures but that 

what we describe is going to be in flesh and blood and action- even 

disregarding that hurdle of translation, we shall never be able to claim final 

knowledge of anything whatsoever (Bateson, 1979, p. 25). 

 

Pedagogical documentation is a narrative; as such it describes and provokes, but it 

never “claims final knowledge of anything whatsoever”. There is no claim to any final 

knowledge, for example, in the story of Momi, a story which is documented uncertainly and is 

premised upon an ‘uncertain’ intent of enabling the children to “gain access to the keys of 

communication”. Throughout the diaries of Momi’s time at Neruda, the uncertainty of educators 

and children in encountering him and knowing him is documented; nowhere in the 

documentation that I read and observed is there a presumption of knowing what the outcome of 

the encounter will be or how the relationships will be built. The unexpected is welcomed at all 
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times in the story of Momi; the educators’ intents are clear (though they are open to modification 

and re-interpretation), but everyone’s attempts and gestures are uncertain, and this is how 

knowledge is created and shared. Momi’s story does not offer a truth; it does not tell us how we 

should encounter all children with Down’s syndrome – it is in fact a story and as such it offers 

inspiration and provocation to think differently, not answers.  

 

Thus pedagogical documentation is premised on uncertainty: it offers no truths. As 

such, the Value of Uncertainty is necessarily a Connective Value, underpinning all the 

narratives and relationships that are constructed through documentation. Uncertainty underpins 

and connects Values such as Rich Normality, Narrative, Memory, Locality, Identity/Relationship, 

Transparency/Democracy, Language, and Beauty/Aesthetics: these Values are not proposed as 

truths, but rather as provisional experience. The debate around the meaning of these Values, 

which is opened by pedagogical documentation, is enabled by the Value of Uncertainty: that 

debate is essential to building a community of learners. For it is in uncertainty that people 

authentically and ethically encounter each other and learn with and from each other: 

 

The place of encounter is the doubt, it’s not the truth. 

(Rinaldi, 2005, July) 

 

Pedagogical documentation, as research, enables that place of encounter by building 

“interpretive theory” that is provisional and thus uncertain: 

 

For adults and children alike, understanding means being able to develop an 

interpretive theory, a narration that gives meaning to events and objects of the 

world. Our theories are provisional, offering a satisfactory explanation that can 

be continually reworked; but they represent something more than simply an 

idea or group of ideas. They must please us and convince us, be useful, and 

satisfy our intellectual, affective and aesthetic needs (the aesthetics of 

knowledge). In representing the world, our theories represent us. Moreover, if 

possible, our theories must please and be attractive to others. Our theories 

need to be listened to by others. Expressing our theories to others makes it 

possible to transform a world not intrinsically ours into something shared. 

Sharing theories is a response to uncertainty (Rinaldi, 2006, p. 65). 

 

The documenter looks at the events that have taken place with a personal 

view aimed at deep understanding of them and, at the same time, seeks 

communicative clarity. This is possible (though it could seem paradoxical) by 

bringing into the documentation the sense of incompleteness and expectation 

that can arise when you try to offer to others not what you know, but the 

boundaries of your knowledge; that is, your limits, which derive from the fact 

that the ‘object’ being narrated is a process and a path of research. 

(Rinaldi, 2006, p. 71) 
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Uncertainty is an epistemological premise to observation and pedagogical 

documentation is a path of uncertainty; thus the steps of pedagogical documentation are not 

certain strides in the direction of truth, but rather they are uncertain steps of an infant toddling, 

rich in expectation. They are the steps of a toddler encumbered by nappies, learning to walk - 

such strength, wonder and motivation in his/her toddling but at the same time a joyful 

uncertainty in both step and direction; they are not the steps of an adult who might somehow be 

certain of his/her direction. Thus the study puts forth the proposition that: 

 

Pedagogical documentation is built on an epistemological premise of 

uncertainty. As such, pedagogical documentation can be viewed 

metaphorically as uncertain toddling steps. 

 

Complexity 

 

[The spiritual] sense of oneness with the natural world is fully borne out by the 

new scientific conceptions of life. As we understand how the roots of life reach 

deep into basic physics and chemistry, how the unfolding of complexity began 

long before the formation of the first living cells, and how life has evolved for 

billions of years by using again and again the same basic patterns and 

processes, we realize how tightly we are connected with the entire fabric of 

life. When we look at the world around us, we find that we are not thrown into 

chaos and randomness but are part of a great order, a grand symphony of life. 

Every molecule in our body was once a part of previous bodies – living or 

nonliving – and will be a part of future bodies. In this sense, our body will not 

die but will live on, again and again, because life lives on. We share not only 

life’s molecules but also its basic principles of organization with the rest of the 

living world. And since our mind, too, is embodied, our concepts and 

metaphors are embedded in the web of life together with our bodies and 

brains. We belong to the universe, we are at home in it, and this experience of 

belonging can make our lives profoundly meaningful (Capra, 2002, pp. 68-69). 

 

Uncertainty is not ‘anything goes relativity’, it is not ‘randomness’ or ‘chaos’; it is an 

attitude of striving to know. As such, it gains meaning by being connected to a value such as 

Complexity. If one were to consider the Value of Uncertainty in isolation within an early years 

context, without engaging in the complex investigations and thoughts that lead to development 

of knowledge and theory, this might be considered vacuous early childhood practice: “those 

teachers don’t know a thing”, the parents might say when faced with educators embracing the 

Value of Uncertainty. But when uncertainty is accompanied by patterns of complexity, made 

visible through documentation, such a statement would have no place. In fact, the uncertainty 

that is valued in Reggio Emilia is based on a premise of complexity and an ongoing search for 

complexity in all things. Nothing is ‘simple’ (or simplistic) in Reggio Emilia: there is depth, care, 
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and complexity to every aspect of daily life and research. This complexity is linked essentially to 

an attitude of research and derives from the study and embracement of theoretical perspectives 

which view the world in terms of patterns and connections (Bateson, 1979, 2000; Capra, 1996, 

2002). The story of Momi, for example, is far from ‘simple’: it is uncertain but it is highly 

complex. Similarly, the “Daily Educational Contexts” project might appear simple or uncertain, 

but it is inherently complex in its efforts to search for the meanings and connections that 

sometimes pass us by in the rush of everyday life with children. ‘I don’t know but I am 

searching, would you like to see how and would you like to search with us?’ might be an answer 

to the questions of families, an answer that might have had a place in both those projects; it 

indicates uncertainty and doubt, but it also opens up research and builds complexity. Because 

each fragment of life in school and each fragment of documentation is connected to some other 

fragment (similarly to the data collected in the context of this study), the context of the 

community of learners is a web. Like in Capra’s “universe”, participants then feel they belong in 

this web, they feel at home in the learning community, “and this experience of belonging can 

make our lives profoundly meaningful”. Pedagogical documentation enables and sustains this 

sense of belonging by supporting a process of creating “mental images” of life and learning in a 

school community: 

 

The ability to hold mental images and project them into the future not only 

allows us to identify goals and purposes and develop strategies and designs, 

but also enables us to choose among several alternatives and hence to 

formulate values and social rules of behaviour. All of these social phenomena 

are generated by networks of communications as a consequence of the dual 

role of human communication. On the one hand the network continually 

generates mental images, thoughts, and meaning; on the other hand, it 

continually coordinates the behaviour of its members. From the complex 

dynamics and interdependence of these processes emerges the integrated 

system of values, belief, and rules of conduct that we associate with the 

phenomenon of culture (Capra, 2002, pp. 85-86). 

 

Culture is complexity: cultural beliefs, values, relationships, practices and existence are 

all interconnected in a complex web. To be part of a community is to contribute to weaving the 

web. The Story of The Last Paratrooper to Land and The Story of Scapiglino (Narrative, 

Chapter 4) are examples of families, educators, and children “weaving the web”. Therefore, 

documentation is a tool that supports the process of “weaving the web of culture” in early 

childhood learning communities. Thus as I near the conclusion of this study I return to where I 

started, by engaging in an understanding of the meaning of ‘culture’. I began this study by 

defining culture as ‘the understanding that is shared and the meaning that is created between 

participants in a community’ (Chapter 1). In the process of research I traversed the path of 

culture through lived experience and through an extensive analysis of ‘values’. Now, keeping in 

mind what I have concluded about constructing communities of learners that build culture and 
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are in relationship with the surrounding culture, I link understandings of culture to the Value of 

Complexity by quoting Fritjof Capra once more: 

 

The system of shared values and beliefs creates an identity among the 

members of the social network, based on a sense of belonging. People in 

different cultures have different identities because they share different sets of 

values and beliefs. At the same time, an individual may belong to several 

different cultures. People’s behaviour is informed and restricted by their 

cultural identities, which in turn reinforces their sense of belonging. Culture is 

embedded in people’s way of life, and it tends to be so pervasive that it 

escapes our everyday awareness (Capra, 2002, p. 87). 

 

A learning community premised on complexity, by virtue of its many connections, 

creates a web of identities and enables a sense of belonging. The stories from Reggio Emilia - 

all the stories told in Chapter 4 and those that have not been told here but are part of the 

experience - all tell of learning communities premised on complexity. The voices of all 

participants, which have been heard in the course of this study, tell of webs of identities and 

their experiences narrate a sense of belonging to a learning community and a shared culture 

within a wider cultural context (again I return to my research aims). Complexity is a Connective 

Value because it weaves together Local Values within an “ecological system”; it is the essence 

of the Reggio Emilia experience and it is a non-negotiable value in drawing inspiration from the 

educational project to transform early years environments internationally. Often, in front of the 

metaphorical language and complex drawings by the children in Reggio Emilia, international 

educators explain their amazement at the eloquence and detail by imagining that there must be 

something special about those Italian children; they often do not stop to consider the complexity 

of the question that the teachers posed, the web of experiences that those words and drawings 

build upon. By looking this way, they lose the essence of the experience of Reggio Emilia. It is 

only in embracing the complexity of the thinking, imagining, theorizing, acting of the educators in 

Reggio Emilia that others can glimpse the possibilities for their own contexts. To simplify is to 

lose the invitation, and ‘simple’, while a value within the modernist paradigm, is not the nature of 

an ecological system, of a community of learners. A web is not ‘simple’; it is a complex system 

of relationships and connections. Quality as “meaning making”, as discussed in Chapter 2, 

distances itself from a modernist paradigm and from the language of ‘simple’ in education; to 

this Reggio Emilia has offered, and I reiterate, the Value of Complexity. To think with complexity 

is essential to documentation - to enable those webs of relationships between people, places, 

images, events, and materials to be imagined. Thus this study puts for the proposition that 

 

Pedagogical documentation is premised on a multiplicity of connections 

and weaves a web of complexity; therefore it builds shared systems of 

values and beliefs, affording identity and belonging to participants in a 

community of learners. As such, pedagogical documentation can be 

viewed metaphorically as a web of complexity. 
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Possibility 

 

L’Occhio Se Salta il Muro (Loris Malaguzzi) 

 

 When Malaguzzi, in the 1970s, first conceived of a title for the exhibition from the 

schools of Reggio Emilia, he came up with “L’Occhio Se Salta il Muro” [If the Eye Jumps Over 

the Wall] (Hoyeulos, 2004). The ‘If’ is ingenious here: it communicates that sense of possibility. 

However, that first ingenious title proved difficult to translate into the many languages of the 

places to which the exhibition soon travelled, and a decision had to be made to change its 

name: it became “The Hundred Languages of Children” (Hoyeulos, 2004). It still holds this 

successful name, however people often miss the very important tag line: “Narrative of the 

Possible”. I suspect that the tag line was Malaguzzi’s way of holding on to the ‘If’ in the new title. 

The exhibition is in fact an evolving narrative of what is possible. Essentially, possibility has 

walked alongside the educational project of Reggio Emilia from the beginning, from the day in 

which Malaguzzi rushed on his bicycle to see the women building a school for their children out 

of the bricks and mortar they had purchased through the sale of an abandoned German war 

tank. All the stories told in this thesis are based on a premise of what is possible for and with 

children and families. Therefore Possibility is, I believe, the ‘most connective value of all’: 

possibility was so frequently in the words and experiences of those I encountered in Reggio 

Emilia that for some time I considered whether it should not be one of the Local Values 

discussed in Chapter 4 of this thesis, but in fact it was so pervasive that I considered it to be a 

Connective Value. Possibility is also a word (and an idea) that is found so often in the language 

of those who internationally have been inspired by the encounter with Reggio, so again it is 

primarily a Connective Value, in that it bridges the boundaries of culture and place. It is that 

sense of possibility, that Malaguzzi intended so clearly, that speaks so loudly to those who 

internationally “long for something else”: 

 

Reggio speaks to those of us who long for something else, another belonging. 

It gives comfort and hope by being different, by showing the possibility of 

different values, different relationships, different ways of living […] Reggio 

offers a sense of belonging to people longing for other values, relationships, 

and ways of living. At the same time, it erodes, even in a small way, the 

confidence of the dominant discourse, its critical thinking putting a stutter in 

that discourse’s arrogant narrative of necessity and absolute truth. By doing 

so it offers something very precious and in short supply today – hope […] 

Utopian thought … both provokes and enables radical critique of what exists 

and it can give direction for future change through the exploration by 

imagination of new modes of human possibility that can help us to reinvent the 

future (Dahlberg & Moss, Introduction, in Rinaldi, 2006, pp. 19-20). 

 

 Carla Rinaldi in fact concluded her keynote address to a large Australian audience 

gathered for a Reggio Emilia conference in Melbourne in 2005 with the following words: 
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Think about how easy it is to understand each other, to encounter each other, 

to negotiate. Think about how natural it is and think about the children as the 

best source for never forgetting this and to have the courage of utopia. What 

is the courage of utopia? To continue to come here, to encounter people, and 

to hope that it is possible to change – and it is possible. This is utopia, and the 

courage of utopia is to continue to dream and also to continue to encounter 

people like you and to go home enriched by the humanity that we can see in 

this room. And for humanity, thank you very much (Rinaldi, 2005, July). 

 

If the eye jumps over the wall it can see what is possible; it can imagine utopia, it can 

help us to reinvent the future in our daily lives with children in the small and large gestures of 

everyday awareness and belonging. I think for example of the story of Momi and the children’s 

conversation and interaction while sharing his “biography”. I think of The Story of The Last 

Paratrooper to Land and I remember the children’s faces rich in pride and immense surprise in 

seeing their drawings on the large screen as protagonists of a special narrative, created for 

such a large audience. In light of these stories and many more that I witnessed and took part in, 

I can say that Possibility is a fundamental value for constructing communities of learners, 

because it is a belief and as such it offers hope and gives energy, determination and 

commitment to travel along shared paths, be they smooth or rugged paths. Possibility enables 

belonging and participation. Jerome Bruner (1998, cited in Rinaldi, 2006) creates a link between 

possibility, community, and Reggio Emilia when he states: 

 

A Reggio school is a special kind of place, one in which young human beings 

are invited to grow in mind, sensibility, and in belonging to a broader 

community […] [I]t is a learning community, where mind and sensibility are 

shared. It is a place to learn together about the real world, and about possible 

worlds of the imagination (p. 12). 

 

A community of learners is constructed through participation “in possible worlds of the 

imagination”, through belonging to a culture of the possible. In the case of Reggio Emilia, a 

premise of Possibility sustains and connects the Values of Rich Normality, Narrative, Memory, 

Locality, Identity/Relationship, Transparency/Democracy, Language, and Beauty/Aesthetics. 

None of these Values would be possible without a premise of Possibility, and at the same time 

Possibility enables the connection of each Value to another. I borrow Malaguzzi’s words to put 

forth the proposition that:  

 

Pedagogical documentation speaks of gestures of hope, possibility, and 

imagination, enabling a shared sense of belonging to a community of 

learners/dreamers and building a new culture of childhood. As such, 

documentation can be viewed metaphorically as a narrative of 

possibility. 



 - 254 - 

 

Conclusion 

 

 To summarise, the Theoretical Propositions emerging from the present study are 

theorised as ten ‘Connective Values’: 

• Encounter 
• Interdependency 

• Interconnectedness 

• Difference 

• Transformation 

• Intent 

• Research 

• Uncertainty 

• Complexity 
• Possibility 

 

 

The Connective Values construct the following ten metaphors of documentation 

 

• Instrument and place of encounter 

• Dance of interdependence 
• Art of weaving interconnections 

• Musical score 

• Invitation to transformation 

• Gesture of intent 

• Attitude of research 

• Uncertain toddling steps 

• Web of complexity 

• Narrative of possibility 
 

 

Pedagogical documentation that acts as an instrument, a place, a dance, an art, a 

musical score, an invitation, a gesture, an attitude, a toddle, a web, a narrative, enables the co-

construction of communities of learners. It is “a pattern which connects” (Bateson, 1979). In 

these communities, values are made visible, debatable, and shared, and the rights of all 

participants (children, educators, families, citizens) are at the heart of the educational process. 

The school thus becomes a place where culture – through values - is constructed and made 

visible, and a place that is in dialogue with the surrounding culture: a community of learners 

engaged in intersubjectivity (Bruner, 1996b). Thus the research questions ‘How does 

pedagogical documentation contribute to constructing communities of learners situated in a 

cultural context?’ and ‘How does the surrounding culture and context influence processes and 

interpretations of documentation?’ have been addressed in terms of an interaction between 
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Values, constructed and made visible and debatable through documentation. The boundary 

between Local Values and Connective Values is “a smoke” (Davoli & Ferri, 2000): there is no 

separation but rather encounter and connection, as the term Connective implies. Similarly, the 

boundary between the two research questions is a smoke: throughout the process of research, 

and as expressed in the Theoretical Propositions emerging from the research, those questions 

have blurred into one. Once again using Bateson’s (1979) words, there is a “pattern which 

connects”; this view is consistent with the study’s ontological premise of relatedness (Martin, 

2008). The study thus shifts the focus “from the parts to the whole, from objects to relationships, 

from contents to patterns” (Capra, 1996, p. 298). 

 

This pattern which occurs in the interaction between Local Values and Connective 

Values enables debate around the meaning of quality in early childhood education: quality is 

framed as a process of meaning making around layers of values (the layer of Local, community 

Values and the layer of Connective Values). Thus the Theoretical Propositions outlined in this 

chapter underpin a theory of Quality as Interaction between Local Values and Connective 

Values, which is developed in the chapter to follow (Chapter 6). 
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CHAPTER 6 

 

Discussion and Conclusion: The Meta-Pattern 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

“Il Pensiero” [Thought] 

Drawing by Cecilia, 5 years old, Scuola Pablo Neruda, Reggio Emilia 
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This concluding chapter, organized in three main sections, summarises the study’s 

unique contribution to knowledge. The chapter addresses the following questions: 1) what can 

be learned from the case study; 2) what can be learned from the study’s research framework; 3) 

what are the study’s implications and recommendations for practice and research. Accordingly, 

in the first section of the chapter I present the substantive theory of Quality as Interaction 

Between Values: I argue that quality can be conceptualised as a value-laden cultural construct 

and as such it can be constructed through an understanding of the interaction between layers of 

values. In the second section, entitled ‘The Research Interface: ‘Coming Alongside’, I 

summarise the study’s contribution in the area of research methods and, specifically, research 

relationships. In conclusion, I farewell the reader by: discussing the study’s implications; 

outlining recommendations for policy and practice in early childhood settings; offering 

suggestions for further study; and by advocating the right to a world of the possible for all 

participants in learning communities.  

 

Substantive Theory: Quality as Interaction Between Values 

 

The Development of a Substantive Theory 

 

This study was inspired by a web of interconnected aims, outlined in detail in Chapter 1, 

which gave life to the research framework and influenced choices in data collection and 

analysis. The core aim of this study was to observe whether and how schools develop culture 

through pedagogical documentation, and how the wider cultural context situates this 

development; to illuminate how the school’s culture is developed through documentation in 

Reggio Emilia, and to propose how this might occur in other cultural contexts internationally. 

The intent was to contribute to the knowledge on the potential of pedagogical documentation to: 

improve the quality of pedagogy in the early years; enhance the experience and advocate for 

the rights of children, families and educators; and increase the visibility of early years 

environments internationally, for the benefit of children and childhood as well as educators and 

families. The study aimed to fill a gap in the study of quality as meaning making and to extend 

the invitation to view quality as “meaning making” to an international audience. Ultimately, the 

study aimed to contribute to creating “a new culture of childhood”.  

 

Accordingly: Chapter 4 sought to illuminate; Chapter 5 sought to propose; in this 

Chapter I bring the “illuminations” and ‘propositions’ together, to contribute to creating a ‘new 

culture of childhood’ by extending the invitation to view quality as meaning making. The 

substantive theory that emerged in the course of this research is underpinned by both the 

illuminations (the stories from Reggio Emilia and the Values that emerged from and within them) 

and the ten theoretical propositions; thus the theory addresses not one aim, but rather the web 

of interconnected aims of the study. Therefore, together with and drawing from the ten 

theoretical propositions, the theory of Quality as Interaction between Values outlined below 

offers a significant contribution to the knowledge. 

 



 - 258 - 

 In Chapter 4, I discussed the Local Values that are part of the experience of the 

educational project of Reggio Emilia. In Chapter 5, I outlined Connective Values as Theoretical 

Propositions and suggested that these: establish the links between Local Values; can support 

others, internationally, to reconceptualise their place, their cultures of childhood, their views on 

quality, and their pedagogical beliefs and practices; while non-negotiable, are also not 

exhaustive and open to interpretation. The Connective Values of Encounter, Interdependency, 

Interconnectedness, Difference, Transformation, Intent, Research, Uncertainty, Complexity, and 

Possibility, presented as Theoretical Propositions, are a major contribution of the present study.  

 

In the initial stages of research, it was envisaged that the theoretical propositions might 

be the extent of the study’s contribution to the knowledge. However, upon reflection in the final 

stages of analysis, it appeared evident that the study’s contribution had extended to the 

development of a substantive theory. A substantive theory is a theory that “applies to a specific 

aspect of educational practice” (Merriam, 1998, p. 190) and is grounded in the data (Corbin & 

Strauss, 2008; Denzin & Lincoln, 2008). This study’s substantive theory emerged from the need 

to establish a further relationship between the Local Values and Connective Values (Theoretical 

Propositions), and in response to the need to address the web of interconnected aims of the 

study, particularly in regards to the view of quality as meaning making. Thus the theory 

emerged from a process of moving towards “a more conceptual overview of the landscape” to 

“no longer just [deal] with observables, but also with unobservables, and [to connect] the two 

with successive layers of inferential glue” (Miles and Huberman, 1994, cited in Merriam, 1998, 

p. 187). As Merriam (1998) suggests: 

 

Data often seem to beg for continued analysis past the formation of 

categories. A key here is when the researcher knows that the category 

scheme does not tell the whole story- that there is more to be understood 

about the phenomenon. This often leads to trying to link the conceptual 

elements -the categories- together in some meaningful way (p. 188). 

 

 The substantive theory of Quality as Interaction between Values links illuminations and 

propositions of the present study in a meaningful way and with a broad scope by offering a 

contribution to the knowledge on interpretations of Quality in early childhood settings 

internationally – to extend the story if not tell it fully. 

 

Quality as Interaction Between Values 

 

 Eulalia Bosh (2005, July) tells the story of a 4-year-old girl whom, after observing for 

some time her mother reading a book, inquires:  

 

“Mum, what are you looking at, the white or the black?” 
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In reflecting on this child’s question, Bosh (2005, July) asks: “Is the meaning in the 

black? Does the black have meaning without the white? What happens to the white without the 

black?” I borrow a child’s insight, and Bosch’s questions, to invite the reader to understand the 

complex interaction between layers of Values, and how that interaction enables dialogue around 

quality – or “meaning making” (Dahlberg et al., 1999, 2007). The first ‘layer’ of Values, those 

that are ‘Local’, closest to the community and constructed by the community, are the black; they 

have no meaning however without the white on which they stand, and the white is the layer of 

Connective Values. Thus the written page is a metaphor for how quality is constructed: meaning 

making occurs through an interaction between interconnected layers of Values. Quality is a 

written page: you are only able to read the black on a piece of paper because it sits on the 

white, and you are only able to identify the white as white because the black words sit on it - 

one does not have meaning without the other. Meaning making is a similar process, where the 

black words emerge on the white sheet, giving meaning to the white. The Local Values (the 

black words) emerge in the space of the connective values (the white sheet) and as such they 

give meaning to each other. So the school builds its own culture, in dialogue with the 

surrounding culture. Just as in reading a story – the black words on the white paper – one 

makes meaning, so in defining the interaction and relationship between Local and Connective 

Values a community of learners engages in quality as meaning making. Pedagogical 

documentation enables that story to be read, and thus enables meaning making.  

 

This study thus puts forth the theory that: 

  

Quality in Early Childhood Pedagogy can be framed as Interaction 

between Local Values and Connective Values. As such, quality can be 

viewed metaphorically as a written page, where the black and the white 

gain meaning only in relationship to the other. 

 

Quality thus can be viewed as a “meta-pattern”:  

 

The pattern which connects is a meta-pattern. It is a pattern of patterns. It is 

that meta-pattern which defines the vast generalization that, indeed, it is 

patterns which connect (Bateson, 1979, p. 10, italics in original text). 

 

Local, community Values are a pattern; Connective Values are a pattern; quality is a 

meta-pattern- a pattern which connects. Pedagogical documentation gives life to those patterns 

and makes them visible. Pedagogical documentation is the tool that: enables debate and 

construction of values; underpins research on values; and makes visible the interaction between 

interconnected layers of values. Thus quality cannot be conceptualised as a stated truth, or as a 

series of static truths, but rather it is continually reconceptualized in a dance between the 

cultural elements that are values. As Bateson (1979, p. 12) states: 
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We have been trained to think of patterns, with the exception of those of 

music, as fixed affairs. It is easier and lazier that way but, of course, all 

nonsense. In truth, the right way to think about the pattern which connects is 

to think of it as primarily (whatever that means) a dance of interacting parts.  

 

The possibilities of the meta-pattern are infinite, as are the possibilities of the written 

page: there are infinite ways of relating the black to the white, and there are infinite ways of 

connecting Local Values to Connective Values. As in the written page, the issue in quality is its 

meaning: what it is able to communicate to others, its readability and its relationship to the 

reader and user, not so much its content. The ‘readability’ is Bateson’s “dance of interacting 

parts”; the ‘reader’ or ‘user’ in early childhood settings is the participant in the learning 

community. As outlined in this study, pedagogical documentation sustains that dance of 

interacting parts, enabling readability and extending participation to members of the learning 

community.  

 

The theory of quality proposed in this study is grounded in the data that gave life to the 

stories of Chapter 4 and to the Theoretical Propositions of Chapter 5. The reader might surmise 

that I consider the educational project of Reggio Emilia to be an example of quality; this is not 

my interpretation alone, indeed this is a conclusion that could be drawn without reference to my 

own study. The more than reputable recognition, both locally and internationally, that the 

educational project has enjoyed over many years might in itself be viewed as a statement of 

quality. However, it might be interesting to note that the discourse of quality does not effectively 

belong to the educational project itself, rather it is more an interpretation that is constructed 

within the dominant educational discourse. ‘Quality’ is not a term that appears profusely in the 

language of Reggio Emilia – perhaps because of its questionable connotations, or because it 

does not belong to the Italian culture as much as it does to the culture and discourse of English-

speaking contexts and those which have been influenced by dominant Western ways of 

viewing. I leave the question open of whether and how the educators in Reggio Emilia engage 

with the construct of ‘quality’; the theory of quality proposed in this study emerges from the 

encounter with Reggio Emilia, rather than being told through the voice of Reggio. I do not 

present here the Reggiani’s view of what quality is or might be; what I do offer is an 

interpretation that the construct of quality in Reggio Emilia might be viewed entirely through the 

lens of values and relationships. Therefore I suggest to others who might be inspired by this 

experience that quality might similarly be viewed, in other contexts internationally, as an 

interaction between values rather than an absolute and measurable construct.  

 

The educational project of Reggio Emilia engages with the Local Values of: Rich 

Normality: The Extraordinary in the Ordinary; Narrative; Memory; Locality; Identity/ Relationship; 

Transparency / Democracy; Language; Beauty / Aesthetics. These Local Values interact with 

the Connective Values of Encounter; Interdependency; Interconnectedness; Difference; 

Transformation; Intent; Research; Uncertainty; Complexity; and Possibility. As this study has 

outlined, it is this interaction that enables the construction of communities of learners, 
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participation, and the negotiation of culture. The theory this study proposes is that Quality be 

viewed as a meta-pattern; the coherence that is achieved by connecting these Values to each 

other enables the construction of communities of learners in places such as Reggio Emilia. 

Through my encounter with Reggio Emilia, I propose that ‘quality’ be conceptualised as a 

complex cultural and value-laden construct rather than a fairly unproblematic and measurable 

‘truth’. 

 

It follows that to conceptualise quality simply in terms of structural features (such as 

adult-child ratios, qualifications, and allocations of space) is insufficient and simplistic. However, 

as acknowledged by Mooney et al. (2003), the structural conditions have relevance in creating 

contexts where an attention to values and research is a possibility: attention to the structural 

features creates a fertile premise for the effective construction of quality. Essentially, structural 

features must be viewed as a starting point, as a premise for quality, rather than the ending 

point; this study argues that quality cannot simply be achieved or explained by features such as 

high adult-child ratios, spacious settings, and qualified educators. The structural features are not 

enough, and early childhood settings must advocate for views of quality that more accurately 

recognise and legitimise their role as places of culture, in relationship to the surrounding culture. 

This requires attention not only to pedagogical practices and philosophies such as those that 

may be outlined in national curriculum documents or quality assurance mechanisms but, 

significantly, it requires construction of values and dialogue around values, in order to 

conceptualise quality as a value-laden cultural construct. Similarly however, it is inadequate 

(and somewhat relativistic) to conceptualise quality simply from the point of view of Local, 

community Values. Instead, a conceptualisation of quality as meaning making around 

interconnected layers of values (Local and Connective Values) honours the complexity of inter-

relationship of the patterns that connect and acknowledges that education is both local and 

global. This complex conceptualisation of quality acknowledges and honours the complexity of 

relationships in communities of learners: relationships between people, places, objects, spaces, 

ideas, knowledge, values, cultures, rights, etc. Quality is re-framed within a worldview of 

relatedness and interconnectedness. Relatedness, as discussed in Chapter 3, is also the 

ontological premise for this study – it is both the starting point and the ‘ending’. Thus in some 

way, borrowing the words of T.S. Eliot, here we are at the end of all our exploring, we have 

arrived where we started and now we know the place for the first time. 

 

We shall not cease from exploration 

And the end of all our exploring 

Will be to arrive where we started 

And know the place for the first time 

 - T.S. Eliot  

 

In conclusion, not only is quality a value-laden concept (Dahlberg et al., 1999, 2007; 

Moss & Pence, 1994), but it is a concept that puts into relationship the Local, community Values 

with the overarching, connective and pedagogical values that are shared across communities 



 - 262 - 

and contexts. Pedagogical documentation, as meaning making, defines those Values and 

makes them visible and thus contributes to constructing an image of what constitutes quality in 

the context of the local community and across wider national and international contexts. The 

theory proposed in conclusion to this study therefore addresses the web of interconnected aims 

that were outlined in Chapter 1. In this respect, quality has been discussed as a cultural 

construct embedded in the process of developing culture in early childhood settings. In addition, 

the identified interaction between values acknowledges the relationship between the culture of 

the setting and the culture of the surrounding context. Pedagogical documentation as meaning 

making has been observed to sustain dialogue and debate around issues of quality; it enables 

the development of awareness of values, and makes the interactions between values visible. 

Furthermore, the theory of Quality as Interaction between Values offers international contexts a 

deeper understanding of the educational project of Reggio Emilia and a more meaningful key 

for interpretation of the relationship between Reggio Emilia and their own local experiences. 

The theory of Quality as Interaction between Values is also a significant contribution to the 

dialogue around how to improve the quality of pedagogy in the early years and how to enhance 

the experience and advocate for the rights of children, families, and educators. Finally, a theory 

of Quality as Interaction between Values may contribute to creating ‘a new culture of childhood’, 

for the benefit of children and childhood as well as educators and families. 

 

In conclusion, the propositions and theory that have emerged from this study in Reggio 

Emilia have international relevance and resonance. The educational project of Reggio Emilia is 

strong in its articulation of values and rights, and strong in its use of documentation as a tool 

that makes those values and rights visible to the participants in the educational project (children, 

families, educators, citizens of Reggio Emilia) and other learners, educators, and researchers 

internationally. This possibility is, however, open to all who have the courage, the participation, 

the intent, the vision, the determination, and the hope to construct communities of learners 

centred on values and rights – quality places for all children, families, educators and citizens. I 

remind the reader however that the search is an ongoing and evolving one, for I caution that: 

“Values are not universal, nor are they eternal” (Rinaldi, 2006, p. 138). 

 

The Research Interface: ‘Coming Alongside’ 

 

This study is based on the ontological premise of relatedness (Martin, 2008); within this 

premise lies the belief that everything we encounter and experience becomes a part of us. I 

prefaced this thesis with the words of Gianni Rodari (1973), using his image of the “stone 

tossed into a pond” as a metaphor for the complexity in my research. Following Rodari, I 

constructed research as a process of connecting fragments which begins from tossing the stone 

and “generates concentric ripples”; the connections are infinite, the links many, the relationships 

diverse and rich. I now conclude this thesis by borrowing the words of another author/poet: Walt 

Whitman (1955), who told us the story of the child who “went forth every day”. As a researcher I 

went forth with that child, with the children and all the other participants in this study. Gianni 

Rodari’s words were presented in the Preface as a metaphor for my study; Walt Whitman’s 
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poem is a metaphor for my own transformation over the last few years, as I encountered 

people, stories, objects, places, experiences – and now those I have become. A metaphor for 

my own ‘becoming’, I am the ‘child’ in Walt Whitman’s poem; thus There was a child went forth 

every day becomes for me There was a [researcher] went forth every day: 

 

There was a [researcher] went forth every day, 

And the first object [she] looked upon and received with wonder or pity or love or dread, that 

object [she] became, 

And that object became part of [her] for the day or a certain part of the day… or for many 

years or stretching cycles of years. 

 

The early lilacs became part of this [researcher], 

And grass, and white and red morningglories, and white and red clover, and the song of the 

phoebe-bird, 

And the March-born lambs, and the sow's pink-faint litter, and the mare's foal, and the cow's 

calf, and the noisy brood of the barnyard or by the mire of the pond-side… and the fish 

suspending themselves so curiously below there… and the beautiful curious liquid… 

and the water-plants with their graceful flat heads… all became part of [her]. 

 

…. 

 

The family usages, the language, the company, the furniture… the yearning and swelling 

heart, 

Affection that will not be gainsayed… The sense of what is real… the thought if after all it 

should prove unreal, 

The doubts of daytime and the doubts of nighttime… the curious whether and how, 

Whether that which appears so is so… Or is it all flashes and specks? 

 

… 

 

These became part of that [researcher] who went forth every day, and who now goes 

and will always go forth every day, 

And these become of him or her that peruses them now. 

 

 

 This re-interpretation of Walt Whitman’s poetry foregrounds one of the contributions of 

the present study: to extend the knowledge in the area of research methods and research 

relationships, and to build connections with indigenous worldviews. I had premised in Chapter 3 

that while taking inspiration from Martin’s framework for Indigenist research (Martin, 2003, 

2008), I have not engaged in research with indigenous people and therefore I cannot claim to 

be framing Ways of knowing, Being, and Doing for the purpose for which it was developed and 

designed. However, I also stated in Chapter 3:  



 - 264 - 

I therefore ask forgiveness from the author for adopting the framework for 

purposes other than those for which it was intended; it is my hope that the 

attempts of this study to take this framework into consideration might reveal its 

wider applications and thus that the study might contribute to the knowledge of 

how Aboriginal worldviews can offer ways of thinking and making meaning 

that can be most usefully applied elsewhere. The purpose of my efforts being 

to demonstrate that we all have much to learn from Aboriginal worldviews; I do 

not propose to understand or explore these worldviews within the context of 

this thesis, but rather I offer a provocation to imagine the possibilities and 

interconnections. 

 

 This hope and provocation can be considered one more aim of the present study, one 

that relates specifically to research methods and research relationships. What I have ‘become’ 

through those objects, people, thoughts, experiences that have become a part of me as I “went 

forth every day” and will go forth every day, are an indication of the “relational knowledge” that 

defines this study: 

 

An indigenous paradigm comes from the fundamental belief that knowledge is 

relational. Knowledge is shared with all of creation… It is with the cosmos, is it 

with the animals, with the plants, with the earth that we share this knowledge. 

It goes beyond the idea of individual knowledge to the concept of relational 

knowledge (Wilson, 2001, cited in Martin, 2008, p. 82). 

 

 In different words and within a different genre, Wilson and Martin share the image of the 

researcher who ‘goes forth every day’ while “the early lilacs, the grass, the lambs, the family 

usages, the language, the company, the furniture, the sense of what is real, the thought if after 

all it should prove unreal, the doubts of daytime and the doubts of nighttime, the curious 

whether and how, whether that which appears so is so” all become a part of him or her, and so 

become a part of his or her story. This researcher “walks one way together” (Martin, 2008) with 

those adults, children, places and entities that he/she encounters along the way: “walking one 

way together”, or cooperating, is one of the conditions that Martin identifies for Outsiders to 

regulate their behaviours and come amongst and alongside indigenous communities. Martin 

(2008) distinguishes “coming amongst” and “coming alongside” as increasingly respectful and 

deep processes of relational engagement in research: 

 

The processes of ‘coming alongside’ occur as relatedness is expanded, 

strengthened and deepened from that of waybal (being known about) to 

jarwon (being known) (Martin, 2008, p. 127 italics in original text ). 

 

 In this study, relatedness has expanded, strengthened and deepened to jarwon: 

Francesca calling me “Arcobalenica” (refer to Chapter 3) is a clear example of jarwon. To 

Martin, undergoing transformation to jarwon is one requirement for an indigenous researcher; 
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similarly to my interpretation of Whitman’s poem, where the researcher (or child) encounters 

plants, animals, feelings, places, birdsongs and languages, this occurs not only with People, but 

with Waterways, Climate, Plants, Animals, Skies, and Land (Martin, 2008, p. 138). This 

transformation occurs at the “research interface”: Martin (2008) defines the “research interface” 

as “the space where the core contexts of research come alongside each other” (p. 138). The 

core contexts she identifies are: the personal context of the researcher; the institutional context 

of the enrolling institution and/or funding bodies; and the context of the research study (Martin, 

2008). At the research interface, these core contexts come together and “come alongside” each 

other (Martin, 2008). The possibility of “walking one way together”, and the transformation from 

“coming amongst” to “coming alongside” is enhanced by the researcher’s reflexivity, or critique 

of existing assumptions. The reader might recall that this was a feature of the conclusion to 

Chapter 1; however what might not appear as evident are my efforts at reflexivity throughout the 

research. In encountering the participants in Reggio Emilia, my stories were shared as I “talked 

the true word”, another of Martin’s conditions for Outsiders (Martin, 2008), making evident to 

others where I was coming from and how this affected my interpretations. Furthermore, in 

sharing my stories with Australian audiences upon return from Reggio Emilia, the question of 

‘Who Am I’ (Giamminuti, 2006, November) formed the heart of my initial reflections, and still 

today I premise conference presentations with an image of myself and how I was shaped by this 

encounter. Martin (2008) invites Indigenist researchers to ask the questions of “who they are” 

and “where they come from” (p. 138). The contribution of this study, conveyed through the 

words of Walt Whitman, is to invite researchers to also ask themselves the questions of ‘who 

they have become’.  

 

The core contexts of the research study context and the personal context of the 

researcher have come together in this study. I thank the readers for representing the core 

context of the institution and thus for considering whether and how I have become “a re-

searcher, able to search again, to look again and bring the Stories back” (Martin, 2008, p. 141). 

 

Conclusion: The Right to a World of the Possible 

 

 The implications and recommendations of this study are closely related to the web of 

interconnected aims outlined in the first part of this chapter. I invite policy-makers to consider 

their views on ‘quality’ and to conceptualise and reconceptualise their ‘mechanisms’ and 

approaches to defining, observing, and facilitating quality by looking through the lens of values 

and cultural experience. I invite educators to re-define quality as an interaction between Local 

and Connective Values and to advocate for their settings to be viewed as places of culture in 

relationship to the surrounding culture, through the use of documentation as a powerful 

advocacy and awareness tool. I invite communities of learners to enable participation by 

engaging in creating, observing, and debating pedagogical documentation. These are only 

some of the implications and recommendations of the present study, which has offered an 

illumination on how documentation is experienced in Reggio Emilia, Italy; there may be further 

implications that extend beyond the study’s initial aims.  



 - 266 - 

 

The “illumination” of the experience of Reggio Emilia viewed through the lens of this 

particular study may offer educators in international settings inspiration and practical advice on 

how to embrace documentation within their practice, and thus contribute to enabling a 

construction of their settings as places of culture, welcoming participants into a learning 

community that exists and breathes within a local culture. The stories of educators, children, 

and families in Reggio Emilia engaged in constructing and making sense of documentation will 

hopefully assist those who wish to engage in documenting their experiences in schools and 

classrooms. By engaging in meaningful documentation over time, educators, children, and 

families can initiate and sustain debate around the values that define their experience, their 

practice, and their relationships. The stories from Reggio Emilia, and the interpretations offered 

in this study, might provide educators with the inspiration and tools to embark on local 

educational projects, to question dominant cultures and practices and to engage in debate 

around the values of their own contexts. The approach to observation and research taken in this 

study might be used as an example of ways to conceptualise values and make values visible 

within an educational experience. This study invites educators to view pedagogical 

documentation as a tool through which to identify, question, and construct their own values, and 

to put these values at the heart of their educational and relational experience. 

 

For settings and educators that are inspired by the experience of Reggio Emilia and/or 

have been engaging in dialogue with Reggio Emilia for some time, understanding how the 

Connective Values are relevant to their own educational projects can assist them in developing 

a more meaningful and complex relationship to the educational project of Reggio Emilia. This 

will contribute to discouraging a view of Reggio Emilia as a powerful and at the same time 

simplistic marketing tool – the latest educational fad which can be ‘adopted’ by purchasing 

materials and spaces that ‘look’ like those which feature in some schools in Reggio. 

Furthermore, engaging in discovering, uncovering, unpacking, and conceptualizing their Local 

Values through pedagogical documentation can enable educators to more clearly define how 

their relationship to the educational project of Reggio Emilia is grounded in their local culture 

and context, and how it evolves over time. This responds to the Reggiani’s invitation to view 

their educational project as an inspiration, not a model. The insights of this study offer educators 

internationally ways of conceptualizing how this may occur; by unpacking the relationship 

between Local Values and Connective Values educators will position themselves in dialogue 

with the experience of Reggio Emilia and with their own local context, thus building a more 

effective and meaningful relationship and honouring the complexity of the Reggio Emilia 

experience. Pedagogical documentation is a powerful tool to enable and sustain this process of 

culture-building, awareness, dialogue, and relationship. 

 

On the complex issue of quality, the theory of Quality as Interaction between Values 

offers a provocation to policy-makers in particular, as well as educators and families, to consider 

quality through the lens of culture and context rather than universality and measurement. The 

theory is an invitation to policy-makers to enable opportunities for early childhood settings to 
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define multiple meanings of quality. The Connective Values, which are grounded in current early 

childhood theory and research (and not only in the experience of Reggio Emilia) can offer an 

overarching structure of values, which should then be defined, debated, and discussed in 

relationship with Local Values at the level of each educational setting. Provisions should be 

made for early childhood settings to define quality in relationship to overarching values, within 

the meanings that are constructed in the context of their own community and experience. 

Pedagogical documentation should be viewed as a ‘reliable’ tool to communicate quality and 

make meanings around quality in early childhood settings, as opposed to a focus on ‘quality 

checklists’, which imply and promote a view of quality as a measurable truth composed of 

discrete elements of information about a place, its features, and its participants. 

 

For the communities of learners in Reggio Emilia, Italy, it is my hope that this story here 

shared offers a further invitation to dialogue, reciprocity, relatedness, complexity, and possibility. 

It is my hope that this path of research might continue to be viewed as a shared path, and that 

this study be recognized as a strong and valuable contribution to evolving reflections on their 

own experience. It is my hope that the insights gained in the context of this research might 

enrich the reflections of my colleagues and friends who continue to engage in a project of 

possibility. 

 

On the issue of further research, the present study would invite research around quality 

that addresses the above points and embraces complexity, culture, and values while being 

based on an ontological premise of relatedness. The question of quality has in fact remained 

open in this study; the theory that has been developed within the context of this study would 

invite further research into how early years settings conceptualise and experience Quality as 

Interaction between Local and Connective Values. My invitation applies not only to ‘researchers’ 

in the ‘traditional’ sense, rather it extends to communities of learners, to places of childhood for, 

as Rinaldi (2006, p. 100) suggests: “the places where research on learning is carried out must 

be extended to the schools and must enable both educators and students to reflect in their daily 

lives on the ways they learn and build knowledge”. This study invites educators to view 

themselves as researchers in connection with children and families, and to make their voice 

relevant and heard around issues of values, rights, and quality in their own communities. As the 

experience of Reggio Emilia demonstrates, local reflections and local projects of childhood can 

have far-reaching and resounding implications for many others, contributing to creating a new 

culture of childhood and a new image of research. A groundswell of experience exists – those 

voices should be heard. Pedagogical documentation is the tool that enables those voices to be 

heard. Particularly, it is the voices of our youngest children and their places of childhood – or 

communities of learners – that should be heard. For too long these voices have been silenced. 

Quality is a word that is associated specifically with the places that welcome our youngest 

children (places that go by the diverse names of ‘child care’, ‘infant-toddler centres’, ‘early 

learning centres’, etc.): it is these places that more than others have been silenced, and thus 

the risk is that quality becomes something that we respond to rather than something that we 
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construct, in dialogue. This study invites an image of quality as something that is constructed in 

dialogue in communities of learners, rather than something that is ‘responded to’.  

 

In conclusion, 

 

Education is a right for all children and as such it is the responsibility of the 

community. Education is an opportunity for growth and emancipation of the 

individual and the collective, it is a resource for knowledge and living together, 

it is place of encounter where the values of liberty, democracy, solidarity are 

practiced and the value of peace is promoted. Within the plurality of cultural 

perspectives, ideals, political and religious, education lives through listening, 

dialogue and participation; it strives towards respect, towards valuing of the 

different identities, competencies, and knowledges that each individual brings 

with her/him (Scuole e Nidi D'Infanzia Istituzione del Comune di Reggio 

Emilia, 2009, p. 7). 

 

The values and rights of all participants in communities of learners – children, families, 

educators, citizens - should be at the forefront of educational practice, policy, reform, 

curriculum, and relationships. Of these, I choose to conclude with the right to hope. 

 

The right to hope, and the right to the future, must always be the right of 

children and adults (Rinaldi, 2006, p. 60). 

 

In sharing the stories of the educational project of Reggio Emilia, this study puts forth 

the recommendation that all members of communities of learners view themselves as 

custodians of rights and values, possessing a strong voice that needs to be heard. The study 

invites all places that welcome children from birth to view themselves as places of culture, 

places with values and rights. The study thus encourages members of communities of learners 

to research, debate, construct, define, and defend values and rights as part of the educational 

process. The study also invites advocacy for children and families to be at the forefront of 

choices in government (local, national, and international). The study argues for the voice of 

children to be not only heard but honoured and acted upon in all matters that concern them. 

Essentially, this is an invitation to hope and to advocate for the right to hope. The implications of 

this study show that pedagogical documentation is a powerful tool to achieve all these aims. 

Ultimately, this study puts forth the recommendation that: 

 

A child’s world should be the world of the possible. 
Loris Malaguzzi  (1998) 

 

 Thus the study has come full circle. Starting from a premise of the world of the possible 

(refer to Preface), I now propose a right to the world of the possible as a recommendation as I 

farewell the reader and thank him/her for listening. 
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CODA 

 

I borrow words from the five-year-old children who were at Scuola Pablo Neruda in 

2000, to now wish for… 

 

“Voglio sognare dei sogni belli” 

[I wish to dream some beautiful dreams] 

(Federica) 

 

“Vorrei imparare per sempre” 

[I wish to learn forever] 

(Giorgia) 

 

“Vorrei sdraiarmi nell’erba per sentire il 

profumo del vento” 

[I wish to lie down in the grass to smell the 

wind] 

(Ilaria) 

 

“Vorrei che tutti i bruchi si trasformassero in 

farfalle” 

[I wish all caterpillars would turn into 

butterflies] 

(Giorgia) 

 

“Vorrei il cielo di tutti i colori” 

[I wish for the sky in all colours] 

(Enrico) 

 

“Vorrei una giornata sempre bella” 

[I wish for a day that’s always beautiful] 

(Francesca) 

 

 

“Vorrei che cresceranno sempre i fiori” 

[I wish flowers would grow forever] 

(Elisa) 

 

 

“Vorrei sdraiarmi sopra le nuvole” 

[I wish to lie down on top of the clouds] 

(Simone C)  
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A poem 

 
From the place where we are right 

flowers will never grow  

in the spring. 

The place where we are right 

is hard and trampled  

like a yard. 

 

But doubts and loves 

dig up the world 

like a mole, a plough. 

And a whisper will be heard in the place 

where the ruined house once stood. 

 

Yehuda Amichai 

 
 

 
 

“Maggio” [May] 

Drawing by Federica (approximately 5 years old), Scuola Pablo Neruda. Reggio Emilia 
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APPENDIX 1 

Sample Interview Questions: Preliminary 

 

Teacher Interviews 

• On what basis do you select material for use in documentation? 

• On what basis do you choose your own comments to support the children’s work in 

documentation? 

• What are your preferred strategies for documentation? 

• What are your reasons for choosing such strategies? 

• How would you define your role in the documentation process? 

• What do you perceive as the goals of documentation? 

• How do you express these goals in the use you make of documentation? 

• To what extent do you feel that documentation might contribute to constructing a school 

culture in your environment? 

• To what extent do you feel that your context influences the documentation you practice? 

• How have you approached any difficulties that you may have encountered in 

documentation? 

• To what extent does documentation allow you to make your own goals and achievements, 

and the children’s learning, visible, to be accountable to others? 

 

Family Interviews 

• Do you participate in the documentation process? How do you contribute? 

• How would you define your role in the documentation process? 

• How often do you observe documentation? 

• When you observe documentation, what do you look for? 

• How does it help you understand what goes on in school? 

• What does documentation tell you about the children’s learning? 

• How has documentation changed your perception of the value of young children’s learning? 

• What do you perceive as the goals of documentation? 



- II - 

• To what extent do you feel that documentation might contribute to constructing a school 

culture in your environment? 

• To what extent do you feel that your context influences the documentation you observe? 

• To what extent do you feel that documentation increases visibility of the teaching and 

learning that occur in your children’s environment? 

 

Interviews with Children 

Interviews with young children will be carried out around examples of documentation, in order to 

allow them to make connections with concrete experience. 

• Tell me about what you were doing here. 

• Why do you think the teachers collected all your work and wrote about it? 

• What did you do to help the teachers in creating this journal/panel/book/exhibit? 

• How do you use this journal/panel/book/exhibit in the classroom? 

• What do you think it show us about what you are learning? 

• How does it help you understand your work better? 

• How does it help your teachers understand your work better? 

• How does it help your parents understand your work better? 

• What do you think people that come to visit the school can understand about what you do in 

school? 
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APPENDIX 2 

Introducing Participants (Educators) 

Nido Arcobaleno 2005-2006 

 Paola Cavazzoni visiting the children at Nido Arcobaleno 

In 2006, Paola Cavazzoni was the pedagogista at Nido Arcobaleno. In her words: “I have been a 

pedagogista for 13 years. Before then I was a teacher for 13 years. I was also a teacher in 

Arcobaleno for a few years. As a pedagogista, I am a member of a ‘coordinating team’ - this is one 

of the characteristics of Reggio, to work together within a 0-6 project – therefore I coordinate both 

schools and infant-toddler centres...The [pedagogista’s role], coming from a different training and a 

different point of view, is to support [teachers] in reading experiences: therefore finding ways to 

develop awareness of the educational path through observations, reflection, and questions. I like to 

see this as my role: to support and respect the research that the teachers already engage in. They 

are research protagonists, never executors of a project or a model, rather always authors [of 

research] together with the children. I believe that our role is to orient professional development and 

suggest paths to take, but we must also learn from the experiences, trying to always keep the 

relationship between theory and practice alive”. 

 

 Eluccia Forghieri peeping through the window of the atelier 

Eluccia Forghieri was teacher of the Lattanti in 2005/2006. She has worked in Nido Arcobaleno for 

the past 30 years, since it first opened. She is a formidable presence in the infant-toddler centre, 

training new teachers and often presenting to delegates from the world who come to visit 

Arcobaleno. Her words play a part in my story. 
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 Marica Cocconi  documenting children’s learning 

Marica Cocconi is a new teacher in the Lattanti classroom: 2005/2006 was her first year in 

Arcobaleno. She participated in an interview, where she reflected on her experience as a 

teacher/researcher: “I am still learning how to research. In the beginning I concentrated on 

observing and listening, I tried to follow the children. I let myself be led by them this year” 

 

 The children greeting Tiziana Bini in the kitchen 

Tiziana Bini has been the cook in Arcobaleno since it first opened 30 years ago, and merits a 

mention in this section for her role in enriching my experience through delicious meals shared with 

the staff (lunch is an important relational moment of the day in Reggio Emilia).  She also appears in 

my study as the observer of documentation. The kitchen is one of the hearts of the centre, and 

Tiziana is one of the hearts of Arcobaleno. From her transparent kitchen, ‘la Titti’ waves to the 

children, chats with them and shares delicacies. You always know when lunchtime in near in 

Arcobaleno: delicious aromas fill the spaces, taking over from the kitchen and making you wonder 

what’s for lunch today.  

 

 Raffaella Rossi painting with the children in the atelier 

Raffaella Rossi was a teacher of the Piccoli in 2005/2006 and has been teaching at Arcobaleno for 

several years. She is a member of the ‘Narration’ group of educators and parents which promotes 

opportunities for reflection and development of narrative representations for children, and whose 

work I share in this thesis. 
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Giuliana Campani documenting children’s learning  

Giuliana Campani has been a teacher at Arcobaleno since it first opened in 1976. She worked with 

Loris Malaguzzi and Carla Rinaldi, and is involved in professional development for teachers in Italy. 

Giuliana is one of the hearts of Arcobaleno: full of positive energy, interested in culture and the arts, 

she inspires and supports new teachers. She is particularly interested in the development of design 

in the environment of the infant-toddler centre. In 2005/2006 she was the teacher of the Medi. 

Giuliana, owing to her extensive experience, participated in two interviews. 

 

  

Francesca Forenzi documenting children’s learning 

Francesca Forenzi was teacher in the Grandi classroom in 2005/2006 and has been teaching at 

Arcobaleno for five years. She acted as mentor, guide, and friend to me during my time in Reggio 

Emilia, enriching my experience with her enthusiasm, sense of fun, and insight. She is inspired by 

her role, and keenly feels the sense of responsibility and possibility which comes from being a part 

of the Reggio Emilia educational project. Francesca plays a great part in my study, as I observed 

her classroom and her teaching extensively. She participated in one interview, where she shared 

with me her thoughts on her role as a documenter: “When I document, when I am with the children, 

I always ask myself if I am doing not the right thing, but the best I can do, the best I can ask them, 

the best I can document and write...” 
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Silvia Campani documenting children’ learning 

Silvia Campani was a teacher in the Grandi classroom in 2005/2006 and has been teaching at 

Arcobaleno for several years. She shared her experience with me with generosity, sincerity, and 

friendship, enriching my time in Arcobaleno with shared laughs inspired by her great sense of 

humour and openness. She is inspired by her role and seeks to find the extraordinary in the 

ordinary in each day with the children. As an educator, Silvia seeks to ‘guarantee a space where 

thinking, voice, and relationships are privileged”.  Silvia also played a great part in my study, as I 

observed her teaching and she participated in an interview. During this interview, Silvia shared with 

me her thoughts on the image of the teacher: “an adult who continuously reflects and engages with 

his/her own role, who tries to build, together with the children, a context of relationships that is rich 

in daily life and in the extraordinariness of daily life”.  

 

  
Mauro Giudici making rosemary bread 

Mauro Giudici, teacher of the Grandi in 2005/2006 and the only male staff member, brings a great 

sense of humour to his lonely role, and builds strong relationships with the children. He shared his 

experience with irony and generosity. Mauro is also a member of the Narration group along with 

Raffaella. I observed Mauro’s teaching when I was in the Grandi classroom. 
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Scuola Pablo Neruda 2005-2006 

 

It is worth mentioning here, for the importance it plays in the lives of the participants, that 

Scuola Pablo Neruda has suffered in recent years from a frequent changeover of staff. During my 

time in the school, the educators organized and hosted several events to create awareness in the 

community of the difficult issues associated with ‘precariato’ [precarious employment] in infant-

toddler centres and schools throughout Italy. The educators are concerned that new employment 

regulations have strong repercussions on the rights of children and educators to establish strong, 

lasting, and secure relationships. 

 

  
Elena Giacopini, pedagogista 

Elena was instrumental in supporting my request to research in the municipal infant-toddler centres 

and schools of Reggio Emilia. She coordinates Scuola Pablo Neruda and Panda Infant-toddler 

Centre. She has worked as a pedagogista for many years, accompanying Loris Malaguzzi in his 

travels and presenting at conferences in Reggio Emilia and worldwide. She coordinates the 

pedagogical team and REmida, the creative reuse centre in Reggio Emilia.  

 

  

Mara Davoli, atelierista 
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Mara has been the atelierista in Pablo Neruda since it first opened in the 1970s. Mara is part of the 

identity and history of Neruda, and has made a significant contribution to the Reggio Emilia 

Educational Project. She worked with Loris Malaguzzi and Carla Rinaldi, and the research projects 

she has shared with educators and children in Neruda have been published by Reggio Children and 

are an integral part of the travelling exhibition ‘The Hundred Languages of Children. 2005/2006 was 

Mara’s last year as atelierista, and I feel privileged to have shared it. Mara shared her story and 

experience with me with generosity and sensitivity: she welcomed me into her school allowing me 

to understand from the beginning the sense of memory and history which envelops Neruda. During 

an interview, Mara shared with me her experience of documentation: “to make ourselves visible, 

transparent and readable is a responsibility, at times exhausting, but it is something that I think no-

one who works in our schools could now do without, because it is the beating heart of living the 

profession”. Mara opened my eyes onto her image of school; she allowed me to experience ‘the 

beating heart of the profession’. Mara is the ‘beating heart’ of Neruda 

 

  
Luisa Soragna accompanying the six-year-old children to the end of year dinner in a pizzeria in the 

centre of town, Reggio Emilia 

Luisa Soragna has been the cook at Neruda for several years. She greets you each morning with 

biscuits and freshly brewed coffee. The children run down to her kitchen each day, to eagerly find 

out what’s for lunch and to let her know how many children are in school that day. They then rush 

up back to the classroom with their mouth full of biscuits and try to remember the details: “pasta al 

sugo di pomodoro... carne e verdure!” [pasta with tomato sauce... meat and vegetables!]. 

 

The teachers of the three-year-old and four-year-old classrooms, though I spent less time 

with them, all played a role in supporting my study and were always willing to open their classrooms 

and share their point of view. I mention their names here for future reference:  Roberta Moscatelli 

and Aurora Pigozzi (3-year-olds); Lara Salami and Simonetta Bottacini (four-year-olds). Lara 

participated with me in interviewing the parents of the four-year-old classroom. I also observed a 

parent meeting of Lara and Simonetta’s class, and shared two excursions into the city with their 

class. 



- IX - 

 

  

Barbara Ciccola taking attendance at the morning meeting. 

Barbara Ciccola has been teaching at Neruda for several years. She welcomed me into her 

classroom, sharing with me special moments from the last of three years together with this group of 

children. I observed Barbara’s teaching and her meetings with the families for an extended period of 

time. In saying goodbye to the children and parents at the end of the school year, Barbara wrote: 

“Together in these three years we have refined individual and group tools of knowledge by 

reflecting on the many questions of the world. We have refined a sensibility which we now believe 

belongs to us; a sensibility that will accompany each one of us in the stories and experiences which 

are waiting for us”. 

 

  
Matilde Panunzio playing the guitar 

Matilde Panunzio is a relief teacher in the five-year-old classroom, substituting for Erica, a teacher 

on maternity leave. Matilde comes from the south of Italy, and she shared with me her wonder in 

coming into a school and a system so different from what she has known before. She marvelled at 

the transparency of the documentation - visible for all to read without asking for permission - and 

she worked hard to make the language of the school her own. 
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Antonia Ferrari and Momi, Neruda 

Antonia Ferrari has been teaching in the municipal schools since the 1970s. For the last three 

years, she took on the new and challenging role of support teacher to Momi, a child with Down’s 

syndrome. Antonia possesses a rare sensibility and strong insight; she shares her rich experience 

and thoughts with generosity, humility and irony.  Antonia taught me about listening to children and 

asking questions that challenge the thinking of both children and adults. I spent time with her, 

observing and listening to how her respect for children and belief in their competencies is visible in 

the questions she asks and the challenges she poses. I interviewed Antonia several times, and she 

also led most of the interviews we shared with the five-year-old children around my research 

questions. In an individual interview I asked Antonia about her experience in documenting children’s 

learning throughout the years. She replied: “I understood that without documentation I wouldn’t 

have known the children”. 2006 was Antonia’s last year of teaching, and I feel privileged to have 

shared a part of it. 
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APPENDIX 4 

The Last Paratrooper to Land 

 

Silence envelopes the park at Arcobaleno as we are welcomed to the show: ‘L’ultimo 

Paracadutista Atterrato’ [‘The Last Paratrooper to Land’]. A strong voice resounds from the 

darkness:  

 

This is the story of the fantastic journey that a little boy named Martino took 

aboard a special aeroplane... Children, come aboard and be passengers on this 

aeroplane with Martino... Are you ready to fly? What a terrible sound... what a 

noise! The engine is warming up! 

 

 
 

 Young children’s drawings appear on the screen: faces, objects and signs with identities 

and stories. These are the drawings that the teachers have collected throughout the year, along 

with the children’s words about their drawings: 

 

          
Aereo   Torre di Controllo Nuvole 

[Aeroplane]  [Tower Control]  [Clouds] 
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Paracadutisti [Paratroopers] & L’Ultimo Paracadutista Atterrato [The Last Paratroper to Land] 

                       
Aereo che Spinge l’Altro [An Aeroplane Pushing Another Aeroplane] Aerei [Aeroplanes] 

Above drawings by Daniele, 3 years (Nido Arcobaleno, 2006) 

 

                                          
Cielo Stellato (La Palla e La Luna)                              Gli Elefanti e Le Bolle 

 [Starry Sky (the ball and the moon)]                          [The Elephants and the Bubbles] 

Above drawings by Elena, 3.1 years (Nido Arcobaleno, 2006) 

 

 

                            
                Le Palline                            La Pallina Parlante (Il Sole) 

             Little Balls                       Talking Ball (the Sun) 

Above drawings by Gaia, 3.2 years (Nido Arcobaleno, 2006) 
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Conchiglia [Shell]: drawing by Simone, 3.2 years (Nido Arcobaleno, 2006) 

 

                                                 
Dinosauro [Dinosaur]: by Asia, 3 years   Chitarre [Guitars]: by Filippo, 2. years 

(Nido Arcobaleno, 2006) 

                                                      
 Tamburo [Drum]                       Bambino [Little Boy] 

Above drawings by Aya, 3 years (Nido Arcobaleno, 2006) 

 

 
Mamma e Bambino (Martino) [Mummy and Child (Martino)]: drawing by Alice, 3.5 years (Nido 

Arcobaleno, 2006) 

 

 These drawings tell the story ‘of a fantastic journey’: a story that the teachers and parents 

have created by taking inspiration from the children’s own characters and narratives. ‘The Last 

Paratrooper to Land’ is their own ‘fantastic journey’ into children’s learning, and tonight it is their gift 

to the children, and to us. The voice continues from behind the screen:  
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Tower control here, we are about to announce departure. The aeroplane is about 

to take off, the sky is blue, the sun is shining... But there are some clouds here 

and there...  Three two one blast off! 

 

 
 

There, our plane has taken off, it flies high in the sky...it’s already far away I 

wonder where it will end up... 
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There it is, it is crossing a beautiful starry sky… He went so fast and so high that 

it is dark already. Martino is very happy to undertake this trip, but he still does not 

know where the airplane will take him. Perhaps towards other unknown planets? 

We’ll see... Where are we? – says Martino -  What a strange place this is… 

 

 
 

There are many little balls spinning round and round.  

Can someone tell me where I am? 

 

 
 

Hello little boy – says the little ball that talks - you have arrived in the Little Ball 

planet, there are many of us and we are very colourful, we like to spin round and 

round and dance without ever stopping... but how did you get here all by 

yourself? We never saw a little boy before!  
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I came with my special aeroplane– says Martino – and I was hoping to find some 

fun things! 

 

Well, if that’s what you’re looking for then you must continue your trip and visit 

other planets. I must say goodbye now because I need to continue my dance 

with the other little balls... bye bye and have a good trip!  

Martino replies: Thank you! Bye 

 

Martino’s plane flies through the sky when all of a sudden, in the distance, he 

thinks he can make out a strange planet with a little spot...  

 

 
 

No, in fact, the spot gets bigger and bigger, bigger and bigger, but... It looks like 

a shell. All around there is no one to be seen. Hey! You look like a shell... Aren’t 

shells usually in the sea? Why aren’t you answering me? My name is Martino, I 

forgot to introduce myself... Oh my goodness! You are sleeping! I hadn’t realized! 

And snoring too! Better be quiet and get back on board... let’s fly away! 

 

The trip continues easily until, suddenly, the plane is violently tossed to and fro 

Where am I? I hear the sound of giant footsteps! Let’s get a little closer... 
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It was the Elephant planet; there was a family of elephants, mummy daddy and 

two little elephants playing with soap bubbles. From the aeroplane Martino could 

see the fun they were having. But he wasn’t sure whether it was a good idea to 

get off the plane... they seemed to be very taken with their game. Better to go on 

ahead. 

 

 
 

Oh dear, look where I’ve ended up! And I was worried about the elephants!  

These are dinosaurs! The dinosaur planet! What am I to do? I am a little 

scared.... Don’t be scared of us – said the dinosaur - come see, we’re playing 

ring-around-a-rosy. We look dangerous but in fact we like to play like children do, 

come, play with us! Thank you for the invitation but... slowly, slowly...Hey you are 

making my head spin ohi ohi ohi... My dinosaur friends, it is best if I leave you, 

otherwise I won’t be able to drive my plane! Bye and have fun! ... oh, finally some 

peace, let’s see what we can find next... 
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What’s this sound? It sounds like drums...  

 

 
 

I’ll get off now and ask the name of this planet. Hello little boy, can you tell me 

where I am?  

You are on the guitar planet, says the little boy. Here we always play music and 

we give the gift of music to everyone. The dinosaurs play ring-around-the-rosy to 

our music and sometimes the elephants come here to dance! 

How wonderful, replies Martino! My trip is full of surprises! I wonder whether 

there will be any more, I would like to travel more Can you tell me where I can 

find other planets? 

I know the airplane planet. It’s not very far but you might encounter a storm – be 

careful!  

Thank you. You’ve been very kind. Don’t worry, I don’t fear storms with my 

special aeroplane! ...there... I can see something down there 
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It must be the airplane planet, there are some paratroopers… So many of them... 

Martino would have stopped to admire the paratroopers for hours and hours but... 

 

 
 

....the last paratrooper to land came up to him, with great haste, and said: 

Martino Martino can’t you hear your mother calling you? She’s been calling you 

for hours! You had better answer her, she’s getting worried... 

Martino woke up suddenly, rubbing the sleep out of his eyes... 

It was only a dream! The voice of tower control was none other than his mother’s, 

calling him to get ready for breakfast, it’s time to go to school... 
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Come on Martino, it’s late. What are you doing with that sheet over your head? 

It’s not a sheet it’s a parachute 

What are you saying? What parachute? 

My parachute, I tell you! I was on my plane... Well... oh dear it was only a dream, 

it was a wonderful dream mummy wait till I tell you about it... 

Martino began to tell his mother his story, the story of a fantastic journey aboard 

a special airplane......... 

 

 
Closing credits 
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