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We should use the Reggio experience to learn about ourselves —

to raise our awareness about the connection between culture and
educational practice in the U.S., Ms. Linn maintains. This is where true
change begins and is Reggio’s most important lesson.

BY MARGARET INMAN LINN

Y THE time Columbus
sailed to America, the
Italians had articulated a
philosophy of child rear-
ing. Around 1490, Loren-
zo the Magnificent, the
influential political lead-
er of Florence, stated, “If
the wild beasts love their young, the much
greater should be our indulgence towards
our children.”" Lorenzo was known to
take a great interest in the development
of his children and in their education,
in particular. In a refined form, his phi-
losophy is practiced today in Italy, most
notably in the municipal preschools of
Reggio Emilia.

This profound respect for children
— and for childhood — and the way
in which itis putinto educational prac-
tice in the preschools of Reggio Emilia
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has captured the minds of American ed-
ucators. It has captured many hearts as
well. Observers of the preschools of
Reggio Emilia come to embrace a way
of educating children that is at once re-
sponsive, inclusive, and intelligent.
The municipal preschools of Reggio
Emilia are deeply rooted in the Italian
culture, evolving into their present form
over decades of thoughtful work by Reg-
gio’s principal founder, Loris Malaguz-
zi, and many dedicated teachers and par-
ents. During my recent participation in
a Reggio study tour, sponsored by Reg-
gio Children, | observed the reactions of
my American colleagues, many of whom
arrived already steeped in the Reggio
lore. We were moved by the Italian art
of presentation, a masterly combination
of attention to detail and a sense of beau-
ty. One American participant expressed
the opinion that this was an idyllic place,
in which “all members of society sup-
ported each other and contented chil-
dren never threw tantrums.” For many,

Reggio has become more than an in-
tellectual and educational experience;
it has become a spiritual quest. In this
romantic vision lies a danger — and a
missed opportunity for the mostimpor-
tant lesson we can learn from the ear-
ly childhood schools of Reggio Emilia.

It is important to examine this infat-
uation with Reggio Emilia. Why has this
experience taken on for many a mean-
ing far beyond that of an enlightening
educational opportunity? First, the ex-
posure to the Reggio culture of child-
hood has tapped a deep need in many
of us to believe that somewhere in this
world children are nurtured and valued.
American educators are bombarded with
statistics suggesting thatour society has
run amuck — for example, nearly three
million children annually are reported
to child protective services because of
abuse or neglect.” Many gifted teachers
burn out and leave the profession be-
cause of a feeling of hopelessness, a prob-
lem particularly acute in our urban areas.



In addition, many early childhood edu-
cators do not feel supported by the sys-
tems in which they work. When asked
why they left the field of education, many
former teachers respond that they felt
disempowered and that they had little
influence over school policies and prac-
tices.” Contrast this with Reggio Emilia,
where reports of abuse are very rare, par-
ents are a supportive and essential pres-
ence, and social and political institu-
tions make early childhood education
a priority.* Our deep disappointment
with the American system of education
and our corresponding need to know that
somewhere all is right with the world
have clouded our perceptions of Reggio
Emilia and of the American system of
education.

Itis not surprising that American ed-
ucators are frustrated when faced with
these two very different worlds of edu-
cation. As early childhood profession-
als, we are naturally drawn to the nur-
turing model of education, which mo-
tivates and informs Reggio profession-
als. Because we care deeply about chil-
dren, we are moved emotionally by this
ideal educational world. Yet we must be
cognizant of the American reality. Our
society requires that we prepare children
for a competitive and often dangerous
world. When confronted with this in-
evitable tension between the Italian
ideal and our American reality, there is
the risk that we will romanticize the ideal.

Still, there is no doubt that we have
much to learn from the educators of
Reggio Emilia. Certainly, we can learn
the value of careful listening and obser-
vation.” On the study tour we listen to
the ltalians’ philosophy, see their phys-
ically beautiful schools, and observe
their sensitive teachers interacting with
the children. And, like the teachers in the
Reggio schools, we document our ob-
servations with careful notes and sketch-
es. However, for many American observ-
ers the documentation is an attempt to
crystallize an ideal rather than to lay the

groundwork for further learning and ap-
plication in the U.S. setting. The next step
in the process must be to reflect on our
observations and to interpret what we
see in order to engage in self-assessment.
Our experiences at Reggio should pro-
voke a dialogue, initially within ourselves
and later with others, that ends in in-
creased self-knowledge. If we are to in-
ternalize the process of educating young
children that Reggio so elegantly pre-
sents, we must begin, as indeed the Reg-
gio children themselves begin, by ac-
cepting responsibility for our own learn-
ing. The Reggio experts cautioned the
study tour participants against seeing the
preschools of Reggio Emilia as a model
or approach to be duplicated in the Unit-
ed States. They appreciate, as we must,
that the central issue is more complex
than copying the technical points of the
Reggio schools. As visiting educators,
we were encouraged to find our own
way, through thought and reflection. This
intellectual work must come first if we
are to effect real change at home.
Howard Gardner tells us that “good
schools . . . arise from the crucible of
their cultures.”* All educational values
reflect the values of society. In order to
improve preschool education in Amer-
ica, educators need first to identify and
understand the meaning of childhood
in our culture. For example, the Reg-
gio vision sees the child as possessing
an “extraordinary wealth of inborn abil-
ities and potential, strength, and crea-
tivity.”” Reggio’s core value of the com-
petent child directs choices about all
aspects of the child’s development. Emo-
tional development is, attimes, encour-
aged by exposing children to material
that may be frightening to some. The
idea is to help them develop necessary
coping skills in the context of a suppor-
tive group.” Intellectual development is
encouraged through a similar belief in
the child’s ability to make meaning of
material that is serious. Children with
special needs (or “special rights,” as they
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are called in Reggio Emilia) are not lim-
ited by adult perceptions of their cog-
nitive functioning and are included in
all activities.

For all children, both the process and
the products of their learning are taken
seriously, giving a dignity to children’s
work that is often lacking in American
preschools.” Even the physical environ-
ment in Reggio schools is considered an
important element in a child’s learning
and is designed to maximize social, cre-
ative, and aesthetic development. Spaces
are constructed with respect to a child’s
choice to be away from adults, either
alone or in a small group, thus imply-
ing the ability to behave appropriately
when not under direct supervision.

In contrast to the Reggio image of the
child as strong and competent is the
American image of the child as the em-
bodiment of needs. Above all, children in
the United States are perceived as need-
ing protection. (The sharp contrast be-
tween the two visions of child compe-
tence was illustrated by a sign | was in-
structed to hang outside an Italian hotel
room if | left my child alone for the eve-
ning. Itread: “lam alone. If | cry, please
tell the concierge.”) Inthe U.S., parents
and teachers alike view their role as pro-
tectors of the emotional, intellectual, and
physical development of each child.

To protect children emotionally, we
shelter them from social rejection and
the perceived damage to self-esteem
by enforcing rules such as “You can’t
say you can'tplay.” This approach elim-
inates the possibility of dialogue and
negotiation between children. We pro-
tect children from failure in the intel-
lectual sphere by ensuring that all ac-
ademic tasks are within their perceived
zone of proximal development. The re-
sult is often a lack of sophistication both
in our presentation of material and in the
child’s products. Such protectiveness de-
prives children of the opportunity for
growth that comes with coping with oc-
casional failure. In constructing physi-
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cal spaces for children, we have made
safety a priority. Given the litigious so-
ciety in which we live, educators op-
erate under rules that insist that every
child be in sight at all times, thereby
reducing the possibility of accidents —
at the cost of a child’s privacy or inde-
pendence. Many of the tools and ma-
terials (e.g., sharp tools for carving clay;
bits of metal, wire, and glass) used by
Reggio children to express themselves
would be forbidden in American pre-
schools — in the name of safety.

In a broader sense, Americans feel
that adults know what is best for chil-
dren, while Reggio adults both encour-
age children to speak for themselves
and, importantly, listen to their voices.
Many American early childhood pro-
grams have curricula that are planned
well in advance. In contrast, the pre-
schools of Reggio Emilia have an emer-
gent curriculum that grows out of the
children’s interests and differs from year
to year and room to room. Rather than
decide what the children need to learn,
the Reggio educators encourage the
children to explore in ways that will be
enriching. Itis the teacher’s role to sup-
port that development through careful
observation and guidance. This involves
trust. First, the educators must believe
in the child’s ability to display initiative
and intelligence. Second, parents must
trust educators to nurture their child’s
development without a prescribed for-
mula for doing so. The parents of Reggio
children feel reassured by their relation-
ship with the educators. American par-
ents need more tangible assurances.

To be sure, education is culture-bound,
as Gardner stresses, but it is equally true
that what we do in our classrooms can
come to shape our culture. If our visit
to Reggio Emilia has inspired us to work
for change at home, we as preschool
professionals are in a perfect position
to begin that process. If we choose to
bring the values of Reggio into our class-
rooms — and then, we hope, into our

society — some excellent resources pro-
vide thoughtful translations for us." These
educators caution us, as do the Reggio
professionals, against naively copying the
educational philosophy and practice of
Reggio Emilia.

Viewing current American education-
al practice through the lens of Reggio
Emilia provides an important perspec-
tive and raises questions that may not
arise without such cross-cultural com-
parisons. But the experience must be
used with care and recognition of the
wider environments that shape our own
programs and those of Reggio Emilia.
We should use the Reggio experience
to learn about ourselves — to raise our
awareness about the connection between
culture and educational practice in the
United States. This is where true change
begins and is, in my belief, Reggio’s most
important lesson. This is serious and dif-
ficult work — let’s not romanticize it.
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