Reggio Emilia Study Group, April 2010

Reflections on infant-toddler provision – Anne Meade
I enrolled in a study group in Reggio Emilia, Italy, through the Reggio Emilia Aotearoa New Zealand, and participated in an intense week of lectures, visits to centres, and workshops run by Reggio Children, (an organisation set up to do research and publish, collaborate, incubate some businesses, and engage in international dialogues through professional development and exhibitions). There were 350 English-speaking participants from 12+ countries in the study group. 

Introduction to Reggio Emilia provision

Reggio Emilia Municipality is world-famous for its commitment to education and to early years education in particular, and for its implementation of a philosophy first developed by Loris Malaguzzi. Democratic participation is a key feature, as the first schools were developed by parents at the end of the war using funds raised by selling on abandoned German tank. Malaguzzi joined their project, and was a leader in the later extension into early years education. 

The first preschool for children aged 3 to 6 years was opened in 1963, and in 1971 the first infant and toddler (I-T) centre opened for chn aged 3 months to 3 years.  Now the network includes 21 preschools and 13 I-T centres administered by the Municipality, 19 Catholic preschools, 14 state preschools, and 20 services with special agreements (15 I-T centres and 5 preschools), mostly fully cooperatively-run services. Private provision is a tiny proportion of the provision in the city.  Reggio Children expect continued expansion as, unlike the rest of Italy, the city’s birth rate is increasing.

Features of Reggio Emilia services for its youngest citizens

The distinct features include: “the participation of the families, the collegial work of the staff, the importance given to the school environment, the presence of the atelier and the on-site kitchen, and the pedagogical-didactic coordinating team.” (Infant-toddler enrolment pamphlet, 2009-2010)

The image of the child as competent adhered to by Reggio Emilia is central to all they do. 

Each society, each historical period defines its own childhood, what it means, dedicates to and expects from childhood. ... The image of the competent child is, I believe, by now familiar to all those present, the image on which the very experience of the infant-toddler centres and preschools of Reggio Emilia is founded. Competent at doing what?  At forming relations with the world.” (Carlina Rinaldi (1990), Questions in educating today, cited in Reggio Children (2008),

During the Study Group, a facilitator added that a competent child knows the processes of and for learning.

Most children attend between 8am and 4pm, and extended time is available for parents who seek longer hours from a particular service for employment reasons and pay higher fees. Applications have to be approved by a Council. Another diversification is Meeting Space, which is for children aged 11 to 34 months who are not enrolled daily. They attend on a regular weekly basis with a parent or grandparent for 90 minutes after 4pm, and participate in play, discovery and research with a qualified educator.

Acclimitisation
The Reggio Emilia staff prefer to talk about continuity and acclimitisation (instead of transition).  Valuing relationships is a key principle of Reggio Emilia. Therefore, it was not surprising to find that particular attention is paid to acclimitisation for infants and toddlers, and that it involves forming personal relationships with children and parents. Before school opens in September, and a child begins to attend, parents and teachers have a meeting ‘where the parents introduce their child to the teachers’ and give them his or her ‘history, habits and preferences’ (Infant-toddler enrolment brochure, 2009-2010).  During this meeting, the parents and teachers agree on a strategy for the child’s entry and acclimitisation period – the starting date and role of the parent who will accompany him or her to begin with. Each child and family has a different date in September for beginning attendance so they receive personal attention. Before school starts, there is also an evening meeting for all the parents to meet with each other and the I-T centre staff. 

Reflection: while attachment theory was not explicitly communicated, it is evident that the Reggio practices attend to young children’s need for secure relationships.

Visit to Allende Infant-Toddler Centre, Tuesday

All study group participants made a visit to an infant-toddler centre, about 15-20 of us per centre. The visit was arranged for 4.15pm to 5.45pm when most children had gone home. Generally a teacher, the atelierista and the pedagogista were present to speak to us first and at the end, and to answer questions as we moved around the centre. I visited Allende I-T centre, named for the Chilean President Allende. (Note that all pedagogistas have doctorates and all whom I met spoke English.)

Allende Centre was founded in 1976 after a psychiatric unit was closed. The community asked that the facility be adapted for an infant-toddler centre. Architecturally it worked  as it is a single story building; and the architects adaptation is great for ‘transparency’ as low windows allow children to see through boundaries, such as from inside to the outside conservatories. The centre is part of a larger complex with a preschool and school.  Sharing outside space assists continuity between the centre and the preschool. 

Allende has 70 children organised by age into four groups of increasing size – there are 11 in the infant group (under 12 months) and 24 in the oldest group (24 to 36 months).  There are 12 full-time teachers (possibly including the atelierista who focuses on visual arts experiences with all children); I think two or three qualified teachers per class, plus an auxiliary staff member. The cook has some time with the infants as well as in the kitchen, perhaps because ’the diet for infants is personalised’. Additional part-time staff responsibilities include working with the children who attend long day.

The pedagogista works with the teachers on their shared learning focus. At Allende it is how the group relationships develop day by day. She said this project is now in its second year. There is some variation class group by class group. The focus for the infants is on the environment as a space for fostering relationships between the infants, between the infants and adults, and with the space. In one middle toddler group, the project is on relationships to do with balance and verticality of objects. The other middle toddler group has a project on circularity. (Both of these connect with my personal-professional research focus on children’s thinking and schema learning!) The 24-36 month old group are researching friendships and how they can be encouraged.

In addition, the Municipality is focusing on ‘welcoming families’, as part of its multicultural-intercultural working group. The pedagogista said we might be wondering how we could do something on this with infants and toddlers. Today they had done ‘Tea for you’, where the children had helped the cook prepare biscuits for us to welcome us to their centre.

Like the preschools we saw during the week (four institutions in total; only one when children were attending), the environment was presented simply and in an aesthetically-pleasing way, with many natural materials or materials commonly found in family homes, gardens or garages. For example, in one conservatory opening from infant space, there were terracotta pots, pipes and half-round pipes, with cones, prunings and other plant material in them. A large mobile hung from beam to ground that had pottery pieces made by children and shells threaded onto the twine. The next door conservatory (accessible to all children) had a metal theme with pots and pans and utensils, and metal objects from cars and bikes. Its mobile was of metal objects that made quite different sounds when the wind blew. 

Outside was an expanse of long grass with some surprises in it, such as a circle of wood ‘biscuits’ and another huge circle made with woven willow.  There was a simple hut made with two posts and a beam woven together with thick twine and walls of bamboo poles leaning on the beam.  These structures were all likely to foster the strengthening of relationships and places for dialogue. A pair of ducks was comfortable in a space made for them.

Inside, the environment was set up with beautifully-arranged materials that related to their focus of research – on the floor, on low platforms, on the OH projector and some shelves. There was no junk, and all materials were stored grouped in categories; e.g., in the room researching circles, all cones were together, circular flat objects together, concentric circular materials were together and so on.   On a mat, the new provocation for tomorrow was a skipping rope laid down in the form of a circle. In it were clusters of circular objects such as film canisters, kitchen containers, lids and so on. 

Art materials are readily available. All felt pens were in their colour-groups in jars.  Each child has an art portfolio in the form of a named A1/ A2 photocopy sleeve. They were hung up on a hook on a board for visibility and easy access by parents.

Reflection: this presentation by category was thought-provoking for me. Later in the week we were told that one sort of ongoing research they notice children do is with the concepts of ‘constant versus variation’.  I know this and how it is important for brain development. What is different from New Zealand practices is the Reggio teachers explicitly attending to this learning process in the way they set up the environment to satisfy children’s innate interest in same and different. In a small space, there were curtain tracks and small hooks fixed to the ceiling, and various gauze curtains hung down to the floor for sensory experiences and games of peek’a’boo.

On the wall outside each classroom were photo displays of the children and their families, the daily plan and documentation (A3 page on a clip that could be slipped into a weekly folder for later reference and research), and the menu for the day.  There was large wall documentation using text and pictures in several places, each drawing together work from proggetzioni (projects). 

One of the roles of the atelierista is to focus on such documentation, albeit in collaboration with staff.  In the lobby, called the centre’s piazza, is a wall document that included this text:

Is it possible to speak of learning without well-being or of well-being without learning? Learning means offering children possibilities and awareness of their own knowledge as they relate with others through play. (Paola Cagliane, notes for a seminar on Learning in Children and Parents’ Expectations for Participatory Education, 2008)

The one outside the kitchen included the following:

Cooking means composing shapes, colours and smells, adapting different techniques, and also taking a trip into a world made of pleasing stories and traditions. 

When talking about cooking, we cannot overlook our backgrounds, or the past that lives on in us and in the dishes that we eat every day.

Conclusion

It seems to me that Reggio Emilia centres for infants and toddlers are creating multi-sensory experiences in the present that will become a ‘past that lives on’ in them in their sense of well-being, grounded in positive relationships, and in learning experiences that are intentionally shaped to enhance children’s thinking about places and things, as well as about people.

The centres are simple, aesthetically pleasing and cognitively challenging for children. They are places of learning for adults too through continuous and deep theorising of practice by the teachers, atelieristas and pedagogistas, parents and cooks.
