Localizing Reggio: Adapting the Reggio Emilia Approach to Early Childhood
Education in Three Childcare Centres on Prince Edward Island

A Thesis

Submitted to the Faculty of Education
In Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements
for the Degree of
Master in Education in Leadership and Learning

University of Prince Edward Island

Anna Baldacchino
Charlottetown, PE
November, 2010

© 2010 Anna Baldacchino



Library and Archives Bibliothéque et
Canada Archives Canada
Published Heritage Direction du

Branch Patrimoine de l'édition

395 Wellington Street
Ottawa ON K1A ON4

395, rue Wellington
Ottawa ON K1A ON4

Canada Canada
Your file Voltre référence
ISBN: 978-0-494-82245-6
Our file Notre référence
ISBN: 978-0-494-82245-6
NOTICE: AVIS:

The author has granted a non-
exclusive license allowing Library and
Archives Canada to reproduce,
publish, archive, preserve, conserve,
communicate to the public by
telecommunication or on the Internet,
loan, distribute and sell theses
worldwide, for commercial or non-
commercial purposes, in microform,
paper, electronic and/or any other
formats.

The author retains copyright
ownership and moral rights in this
thesis. Neither the thesis nor
substantial extracts from it may be
printed or otherwise reproduced
without the author's permission.

L’auteur a accordé une licence non exclusive
permettant a la Bibliothéque et Archives
Canada de reproduire, publier, archiver,
sauvegarder, conserver, transmettre au public
par télécommunication ou par I'internet, préter,
distribuer et vendre des théses partout dans le
monde, a des fins commerciales ou autres, sur
support microforme, papier, électronique et/ou
autres formats.

L’auteur conserve la propriété du droit d’auteur
et des droits moraux qui protége cette thése. Ni
la thése ni des extraits substantiels de celle-ci
ne doivent étre imprimés ou autrement
reproduits sans son autorisation.

In compliance with the Canadian
Privacy Act some supporting forms
may have been removed from this
thesis.

While these forms may be included
in the document page count, their
removal does not represent any loss
of content from the thesis.

Canada

Conformément a la loi canadienne sur la
protection de la vie privée, quelques
formulaires secondaires ont été enlevés de
cette thése.

Bien que ces formulaires aient inclus dans
la pagination, il n’y aura aucun contenu
manquant.



SIGNATURE PAGE

()

e ]

REMOVED



ii

Dedicated to
my husband Godfrey and

my sons James and Luke



iii
Abstract

This research is a situational, interpretative case study of three childcare centres in
Charlottetown, Prince Edward Island, Canada, which are inspired by the Reggio Emilia approach
to early childhood education. This study investigates how these centres came to be inspired by
the Reggio principles, the benefits and/or challenges they have encountered in the process, the
future goals these centres have for their programs, and the support the centres need to continue
implementing the Reggio Emilia pedagogy. Was it worth all the effort to change their former
way of teaching? Would the benefits to the children outweigh the challenges involved in
implementing the Reggio approach? Could this pedagogy be localized to Prince Edward Island?
And if so, with what results?

This study has been inspired by my own personal commitment to the Reggio Emilia
principles. Additionally, I had a keen interest to extend the extensive literature regarding the ‘
localization of the Reggio approach in other countries and cultural contexts, to Prince Edward
Island.

Four interviews were conducted with supervisors, early childhood educators, and parents
from each of the three centres (a total of twelve interviews). Twenty hours of observations were
also undertaken in each of the centres (a total of sixty hours). This data was analysed, using
situational, interpretive case study, in the light of both the existing literature about the Reggio
Emilia approach, and the author’s personal journal, which was kept while attending a study tour
in Reggio Emilia, Italy, in April 2010.

Findings from this research indicate that, although the process of becoming Reggio
inspired has not always been smooth, the three centres are implementing the Reggio principles

according to the needs of their children and their own cultural context. The three centres are
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practicing the fundamental principles of the Reggio Emilia approach. Supervisors and educators
have a positive image of the child. Parents are seen as partners in their children’s learning, while
educators are trying to get them more actively involved in their centre. Educators are working
collaboratively to co-construct their children’s learning. Children’s learning is being made
visible through documentation, and all three centres are using the environment as a means of
enhancing this learning.

This research also identifies a number of challenges that these centres faced in the
process of implementing the Reggio Emilia approach to early childhood learning. These include:
overcoming initial educators’ fears, apprehensions, and self-doubts; time demands for
comprehensively documenting children’s learning; and convincing parents that their children are
learning nevertheless through play.

As a result of this research, the study also offers a number of considerations for future
research, and some suggestions and recommendations to all stakeholders involved, including

policy makers.



Preface

Marsaskala Kinder School in Malta: my first experience as an early childhood educator
in 1993. From its name one would think that I was working in a large building, called a school,
which was focused on the key elements of kindergarten education. Well, in truth this was a five-
room, three-floor apartment block with a flat roof surrounded by a high wall, which was used as
a play area for the children. Not an ideal place for a kindergarten centre let alone a ‘school’.
There were two staff members, a cook/janitress and a principal. We had two kindergarten classes
and we taught three and four year olds. One has to note that in Malta there are two kindergarten
years: one for three year olds and one for four year olds.

Looking back, I realise that, when T was teaching there, I did not have a clear idea of
what an early childhood educator’s role was with regards to what was taught to kindergarten
children. We tried to teach these children how to write numbers, write letters, draw inside the
line, and gave them work to do at home. I did not know any better so I assumed I was doing the
right thing. How naive I was!!! Two years into my experience as an early childhood educator, the
school had to close down and I decided that I wanted to continue my education and get a diploma
in early childhood education.

Once I completed this diploma, in 1998, I found employment as a kindergarten teacher in
an English speaking, private school in Malta. What a different experience this proved to be.
During my diploma studies, I learned how children develop, how important the first years of
childhood are, and what we as educators should and should not ‘teach’ these children. I tried my
best to implement what I learned when I started working as a now ‘certified’ early childhood
educator. However, that was not always possible, as certain policies of the school had to be

adhered to.
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After spending five years in this particular school, my family and I migrated to Prince
Edward Island (PEI). Here I had the opportunity to learn even more about the importance of high
quality childcare - one that offers children the right environment and tools for them to grow
physically and developmentally. Through my work and volunteerism in a few childcare centres
on PEI, I learned that this way of teaching really works. Since we moved to PEI in 2003, I have
been to several professional development workshops and conferences about early childhood. I
found that I wanted to know still more about high quality childcare and how this impacts on the
development of the child.

In 2006, while at a conference organized by the Early Childhood Development
Association of PEI, I heard for the first time about the Reggio Emilia Approach. I was intrigued
by its use of the emergent curriculum and the image of the child as being the centre of learning.
The more I read about this approach, the more I believed that it really was the proper and most
respectful way to educate young children. I was lucky enough to be working/volunteering in a
centre on PEI at the time that this centre was also interested in the emergent curriculum, and the
Reggio Emilia principles; so I could see this approach to learning in action, along with its results.
I have also had the opportunity to go to Reggio Emilia in Northern Italy in April 2010, and
experience firsthand, how the centres for infants/toddlers and the three to six year olds looked
and how they were run. This helped me formulate my own conclusions about the Reggio Emilia
approach rather than just reading what others say or think about it in various books and journal
articles.

This thesis is part of my own journey of discovery.



Invece il cento ¢’¢

Invece il cento c’¢

11 bambino ¢ fatto di cento.

Il bambino ha cento lingue

cento mani cento pensieri

cento modi di pensare

di giocare e di parlare

cento sempre cento

modi di ascoltare

di stupire di amare

cento allegrie per cantare e capire
cento mondi da scoprire

cento mondi da inventare

cento mondi da sognare.

Il bambino ha cento lingue

(e poi cento cento cento)

ma gliene rubano novantanove.
La scuola e la cultura

gli separano la testa dal corpo.
Gli dicono:

di pensare senza mani

di fare senza testa

di ascoltare e di non parlare

di capire senza allegrie

di amare e di stupirsi

solo a Pasqua e a Natale.

Gli dicono:

di scoprire il mondo che gia c’¢

e di cento

gliene rubano novantanove.

Gli dicono:

che il gioco ¢ il lavoro

la realta e la fantasia

la scienza e I’immaginazione

il cielo ¢ la terra

la ragione e il sogno

sono cose che non stanno insieme.
Gli dicono insomm ache il cento non ¢’¢.
Il bambino dice: invece il cento c’¢.

Loris Malaguzzi

(Rechild, 2001, p. 10)
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No way! The hundred is there!

No way! The hundred is there.
The child is made of one hundred.
The child has a hundred languages
a hundred hands a hundred thoughts
a hundred ways of thinking

of playing, of speaking.

A hundred always a hundred

ways of listening

of marvelling of loving

a hundred joys for singing and
understanding

a hundred worlds to discover

a hundred worlds to invent

a hundred worlds to dream.

The child has a hundred languages
(and a hundred, hundred, hundred more)
but they steal ninety-nine.

The school and the culture
separate the head from the body.
They tell the child:

to think without hands

to do without head

to listen and not to speak

to understand without joy

to love and to marvel

only at Easter and at Christmas.
They tell the child:

to discover the world already there
and of the hundred

they steal ninety-nine.

They tell the child:

that work and play

reality and fantasy

science and imagination

sky and earth

reason and dream

are things that do not belong together.
And thus they tell the child

that the hundred is not there.

The child says: No way. The hundred is
there.

Loris Malaguzzi (Rechild, 2001, p. 10)
(translated by Lella Gandini)
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Chapter One

Introduction

Setting the scene

The town of Reggio Emilia, in Northern Italy, is not only known for its art, architecture
and agriculture. Child welfare and child care for dual earner families has been a key priority of
Reggio Emilia’s subsidized social services since the end of the Second World War (Rankin,
1997). Currently, no less than 16% of the budget of the city of Reggio Emilia is allocated to
early childhood education (Municipality of Reggio Emilia, 2010): there are some 22 schools for
children between the ages of three and six years, plus 13 centres for infant toddlers, three months
to three years (Edwards, Gandini & Forman, 1993; Gandini, 1993; New, 1990). Neugebauer
(1994) suggests that “the schools in Reggio Emilia ... have grown out of a culture that values
children, out of the intense commitment of a group of parents, out of the leadership of a
visionary man [Loris Malaguzzi]” ( p. 67).
Theoretical framework

The Reggio Emilia approach to early childhood education is constructivist and
progressive. To explain it effectively, it is helpful to look at the work and inspiration of
progressive educators like John Dewey, and constructivist theorists like Jean Piaget and Lev
Vygotsky. As a philosopher, Dewey argued for progressive education and democratic school
environments with a focus on curricula that are project based and follow student interests
(Epstein, 1999). He believed that education must be experience based, centering on ideals such
as open-mindedness, and aim-based activities. Dewey regarded teaching and learning as a
process of continual reorganizing and reshuffling of meanings and understandings. He saw

education as a dynamic process enhanced via social direction and through joint activity, where



individuals consciously refer to each other’s use of materials, tools, ideas, skills and applications
(Dewey, 1966). Dewey believed that learning is reciprocal and collaborative (rather than uni-
directional, hierarchical and competitive); during a projéct based activity, no one person should
know how things will eventually unfold or where they will go. Dewey reasoned that process-
based education is more “concerned with fluidity and interest inherent in the activity, than with
any particular goal or content of the activity” (Glassman & Whaley, 2000, p. 2). The essence of
Dewey’s philosophy is captured by this fluid mutuality of learning (Rankin, 1997).

As for insights into how children think, and how this thinking changes developmentally,
we are much enriched by the insights of Piaget and Vygotsky. As a cognitive constructivist,
Piaget argues that the child is inherently competent: education merely refines the child’s
cognitive skills that have already emerged. As a social constructivist, Vygotsky argues somewhat
differently: while he agrees that the child is competent, education plays a central role through the
process of the zone of proximal development (ZPD) whereby a child’s cognitive development is
advanced and nurtured through social interaction with skilled educators contextualized within a
socio-cultural and socio-linguistic setting (Vygotsky, 1978; Santrock, 2008). The educator must
maintain maximum flexibility, be able to recognize possible aims for child-driven activities, and
sets them as immediate goals. Nevertheless these goals are self-motivating; as the child’s activity
changes, the teacher must be willing to let the goals change so that they will optimally suit the
activity of the moment (Glassman & Whaley, 2000). Language and dialogue are very significant
in guiding a child to master the tools of the culture.

Embedded in the Reggio Emilia philosophy is the notion that children’s interactions and
relationships with their peers and adults are an important component of their learning (Shiller,

1995). In line with Vygotsky’s idea of scaffolding, Reggio’s educators offer just enough



assistance to help a child with his/her self-initiated learning activities to move to the next higher
level of awareness and competence (Elicker & Mathur, 1997). According to Shiller (1995),
educators involved in the Reggio Emilia way of teaching, promote an integrated curriculum that
is both child-centered and emergent. This means that the educators may have some curricular
goals but have to be flexible enough to follow the lead and interests of the children in their care.

Children aged four to seven typically find themselves in Piaget’s second sub-stage of pre-
operational thought: they are naturally inquisitive and curious; but they also seem to know many
things intuitively. They bring a process of reconfiguration to their thoughts: a process that
involves a shift from a primitive to a more elaborate use of symbolic language to express
themselves (Santrock, 2008). Reggio Emilia educators are reported as believing that children
have a hundred different languages available to express themselves as they make meaning out of
the world around them (Edwards, Gandini & Forman, 1998). Katz (1993) believes that children
can express themselves through drawing and other art media. She calls this “graphic language”
(p. 20). This language can be used by children instead of, or in addition to, writing to “explore
understandings, to reconstruct previous ones, and to co-construct revisited understandings of the
topics investigated” (Katz, 1993, p. 20). This is in line with Piaget’s concepts of accommodation,
assimilation and equilibration (Dimitriadis & Kamberelis, 2006).

The implications of Piaget’s and Vygotsky’s theories for education are that children need
support to explore their world and discover knowledge. Dewey believed in collaboration and
reciprocity. By a careful and smart blending of key elements from Piaget’s cognitive, Vygotsky’s
socio-cultural constructivist, and Dewey’s collaborative perspectives, Reggio children often
explore topics in groups. This fosters a sense of community, a respect for diversity, an

opportunity to consider different interpretations of a situation, and a collaborative approach to



problem solving (Santrock, 2008). All these educational philosophies are well supported by the
key features of the Reggio Emilia approach: collaboration, the image of the child, the role of the
parents, the role of the environment, and the project approach. An examination of the key
elements of the Reggio Emilia approach also reveals an alignment with both Vygotsky’s ZPD, as
well as Piaget’s pre-operational stages of development — specifically the sub-stages of intuition
and symbolic function. From the Reggio Emilia elements mentioned above, the project approach
is also closely aligned to John Dewey’s idea that education is a continuous process rather than
just a goal-directed activity (Glassman & Whaley, 2000).

Teachers inspired by the Reggio Emilia approach are actually facilitators, as Piaget and
Vygotsky both recommend. They are not directors, but guides, providing support to children for
exploring and discovering knowledge through topics and activities that sustain their interest and
curiosity (Gandini, 1993). However, Dewey also believed that educators needed to make sure
that the material being offered in an activity must be interesting. This will create a desire in the
child to engage further in the activity so that results can be attained (Glassman & Whaley, 2000).
The emphasis of this pedagogy is on authentic assessment via the use of portfolios, and detailed
documentation, rather than formal standardized tests.

Such theories as those of Piaget and Vygotsky, along with the philosophy of Dewey, have
contributed towards the creation of central operating principles and the core features of the
Reggio Emilia philosophy; these principles contribute to the crafting of an integrated and
culturally embedded approach to education which effectively engages the naturally creative

disposition of young children (Rankin, 1997).



Topic and purpose

My interest in early childhood education started in 1993 when I accepted an invitation to
go and help in an early childhood centre. Unfortunately, this centre closed after I had been there
for only two years. I had enjoyed working with children so much during those two years that I
decided to pursue a college diploma in early childhood education at this stage of my teaching
career. After I got my diploma I found employment as an Early Childhood Educator (ECE)
within an English speaking, private school in Malta. As I gathered experience in my field
working with children, I realized more and more the importance of high quality childcare. I read
a number of scholarly articles as I wanted to find out more about what makes and contributes to
high quality childcare. The Reggio Emilia approach is frequently mentioned in these articles, and
so I started researching that approach. As Gardner (1998) indicated in his foreword to the book:
The hundred languages of children, edited by Edwards, Forman & Gandini (1998), few of those
who read it would “remain unaffected by the experience” (p. xv). Through my research, I found
out that this approach has been successfully adapted to other cultures in countries around the
world. Delegations of visitors from Spain, Japan, Cuba, Bulgaria, Switzerland and France were
amongst the first foreign countries to show interest in the Reggio Emilia approach (Reina, 2005).
One can find schools that are Reggio-inspired in many countries including Germany, Denmark,
Japan, South Africa, Sweden, Thailand, Australia, Canada and the USA (Reina, 2005).

I had the opportunity to work and substitute as an ECE, and also volunteer in a centre on
Prince Edward Island (PEI) that was in its first stages of learning about and adapting to the
Reggio Emilia approach. This experience and literature I was reading about the Reggio Emilia at
the time, prompted me to start asking myself what benefits and challenges would be faced by the

childcare centres that chose to be inspired by the Reggio Emilia way of learning. Was it worth all



the effort to change the present way of teacher-directed and thematic teaching? Would the
benefits to children outweigh the challenges? This is what led me to focus on this topic in my
Master’s thesis.
Potential significance

If my research results suggest that the children who are in Reggio Emilia inspired
childcare centres benefit, based on analysis of positive experiences of this approach, I hope that
it will serve to encourage other centres on PEI to consider following suit. I also hope that the
three childcare centres which participated in this study will be able to act as mentors to any other
interested centres. My research could also guide policy makers to implement this type of
approach not only in daycares across PEI, but perhaps also into the elementary school system,
especially now that Kindergarten is moving into the public school system on PEI. The research
that I have conducted could also inspire further research into whether the Reggio Emilia
approach will work better in rural areas, where a stronger sense of community may be found,
than in urban ones on PEI.
Framework and general research questions

There are a number of fundamental principles of the Reggio Emilia approach to early
childhood education that weave themselves throughout the cultivation of the educational process.
The key principles are: the image of the child as a protagonist, collaborator, and communicator;
the teacher as a partner and a researcher; the parent as a partner; the environment as a third
teacher; and documentation of the process of children’s thinking and learning (Cadwell, 1997,
p.5-6; Hewett, 2001; Katz and Chard, 1996). These principles will be discussed in more detail in

the literature review which follows as Chapter Two.



This leads me to articulgte my research questions. Concurrently, this obliges me to probe
what features make the Reggio Emilia approach unique. My main research questions are the
following:

1. How has the Reggio Emilia approach been adapted by three childcare centres on
Prince Edward Island?

2. What were the benefits and challenges that these early childhood education
centres faced in adapting to the Reggio Emilia approach?

3. What are the future goals for the Reggio Emilia inspired centres on PEI, and what
do stakeholders identify as necessary supports to make these happen?

I planned my research in such a way that it included the following research components:
(a) interviews with supervisors and staff at three childcare centres on PEI; (b) interviews with
parents of children attending these centres; and (c) observation in the three childcare centres. The
focus of my fieldwork observations was to identify: (a) the benefits of the fundamental principles
of the Reggio Emilia approach; and (b) the challenges that are being faced by the staff in
implementing these principles. This identification process was undertaken via a translation of the
Reggio principles into a set of recognizable observational practices. I used such a framework
(Appendix N) to guide my observations, so that I was able to deduce whether the principles were
being implemented or not. If the principles were being implemented, then that will be a
manifestation of the Reggio Emilia principles in practice. If not, this served as an opportunity to
identify the challenges of implementing the Reggio Emilia approach. Both these issues could

then be further discussed with participants during their interviews.



A broad literature review is provided in Chapter Two. This examines the origins and
establishment of the Reggio Emilia approach, its eight guiding principles, and the spread of
Reggio-inspired schools across the world. It also gives an introduction to early childhood
education on Prince Edward Island and how the Reggio Emilia philosophy was introduced to the

centres on PEIL

Chapter Three will then review the design and strategies being used to conduct and
analyse this study. To facilitate the reader’s understanding of the methodology being used, a
description of the different sources of data is provided, as well as how this data has been
collected, organized and analysed. The findings that resulted from the interviews and
observational field notes will be presented in Chapter Four. Reflections from my personal journal
will be incorporated in the discussion of all the findings that will be reviewed in Chapter Five.
Finally, a summary of my research findings, the insights they provide to my research questions

and recommendations that have emerged from this study will comprise my conclusion.



Chapter Two
Literature Review
Introduction

While the time children spend at home with their primary caregivers in the first few years
of life is crucial for their development, as soon as children enter an early childhood education
program, they are exposed to a variety of new media, with which they can interact to develop
skills and attitudes. Physical, emotional, social, linguistic and intellectual development are often
enhanced and enriched. Considerable research now shows that the most crucial years for learning
are the pre-school years because the child’s brain is growing and developing rapidly at that time
(Doherty, Lero, Goelman, & Tougas, 2000; Essa, Young & Lehne, 1998; Friendly, 2008). This
suggests that, with appropriate stimulation from the early childhood centres, children should
develop deeply and vastly in these settings.

Considerable research into early child development has concluded that good quality early
childhood programs not only improve the life and knowledge of the child and family involved,
but also result in economic benefits to the community (Mitchell, Willie, & Carr, 2008; Muller-
Kucera & Bauer, 2001; Mustard, 2002). High-quality programs reduce the need for special
services as the child can be better integrated into the mainstream. They decrease welfare
dependence and also reduce delinquency in adulthood (Muller—Kucefa & Bauer, 2001).
Childcare centres generate money annually through fees from parents which are then spent on
salaries, rent, food, and supplies (Mitchell, Willie, & Carr, 2008).

This literature review will provide some key insights into the historical aspects of the

Reggio Emilia approach, its philosophy and pedagogy, and what research has conducted on this
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approach. Next, it will present how the Reggio approach spread to various regions in Ttaly. After
that, the Reggio-inspired schools across the globe are reviewed, followed by a brief history of
how early childhood education éame about on PEI and how some childcare centres in this
province began to implement the Reggio Emilia approach. The review will also identify centres
or schools in other provinces in Canada which have implemented the Reggio Emilia approach.
The Reggio Emilia Approach in Italy

Historical background

Reggio Emilia is a cosmopolitan metropolitan area of 160,000 people in the Emilia
Romagna region of Italy. It is a prosperous town nestled in the hills of northern Italy, rich in
culture and famous for its vintage basil vinegars, Parmigiano cheese, and Lambrusco wine
(LeBlanc, 2009). Over the past 50 years, their school system has initiated a distinctive and
innovative set of philosophical assumptions, curricula and pedagogies, methods of preschool
organization, and environmental designs which, when looked at holistically, have become known
as the Reggio Emilia approach (Edwards, Forman, & Gandini, 1993; “Research in Reggio”,
n.d.).

The Reggio Emilia approach was started in the town of Reggio Emilia, in 1945 after the
Second World War left the community in ruins and with no appropriate schools for its young
children (Gandini, 1997; McClow & Gillespie, 1998). This city has since been developing an
educational system for young children through collaborative efforts of parents, teachers, and the
general community, under the original guiding influence of a visionary man: Loris Malaguzzi
(Gandini, 1994; Hewett, 2001; Malaguzzi, 1993; New 1990).

The first school for young children in Reggio Emilia was literally built by the hands of

parents using earnings they made from selling a war tank, six horses and three trucks left behind
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by the retreating German army (Gandini, 1993; Hewett, 2001; Malaguzzi, 1993; Walsh &
Albrecht, 1996). Malaguzzi himself states:
It all seemed unbelievable: the idea, the school, the inventory consisting of a tank, a few
trucks, and horses. They explain everything to me: ‘We will build the school on our own,
working at night and on Sundays. The land has been donated by a farmer; the bricks and
beams will be salvaged from bombed houses; the sand will come from the river; the work
will be volunteered by all of us’ (Malaguzzi 1993, p. 50).
To this day, a fundamental element of the Reggio Emilia approach is “the essential role
and intimate involvement of parents in their children’s education...” (Hewett, 2001, p. 95).
According to LeBlanc (2009), the first preschools in Reggio Emilia were built amidst the rubble
and devastation of World War II, with the insistence of parents and the community. They
managed to build preschools that would far exceed the “mere custodial services such provision —
appropriated for the past twenty-odd years by Mussolini’s government — normally offered at the
time” (LeBlanc, 2009, p. 1). The fact that they built their first school from military scraps and
war-time wreckage is a powerful indication of the motivation these community members felt. It
could not have been an easy task to build and run a school in the challenging, post-war
environment. But it was this environment that really shaped the way the citizens were thinking
about their children’s education. Loris Malaguzzi himself explains:
...World War II, or any war, in its tragic absurdity, might have been the kind of
experience that pushes a person toward the job of educating, as a way to start anew and
live and work for the future. This desire strikes a person, as the war finally ends and the
symbols of life reappear, with a violence equal to that of the time of destruction

(Malaguzzi 1993, p. 56).
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As aresult of this community’s hard work and collaboration, and of many others since,
an approach to education has been created in this small Italian region which has spread to other
regions across Italy. These include Bologna, Pesaro, Rome, Salerno, Trento (Corsaro, 1996);
Naples (New, 2001) and Modena, Lazio, Milan, Venice, and Brescia (ZPZ Partners, n.d.).
Corsaro (1996) argues that these schools have evolved after a long process of “deep and often
controversial struggles and debate involving the national, regional, and local governments, the
Catholic church, civic organizations, and local citizen groups” (p. 217). Some early childhood
programs are more extensive and progressive in some Italian regions than others. It seems that
the programs in the North (particularly the Emilia-Romagna region) are especially extraordinary
given this area’s long history of “civic determination and passion” (Malaguzzi, 1993, p. 44). The
Reggio Emilia municipal early childhood programs, have created an educational approach that
other educators strive to achieve. Wurm (2005) says that “a 1991 Newsweek article identified the
programs in Reggio Emilia as the best early childhood programs in the world” (p. 1).

Soler and Miller (2003) contend that the Reggio Emilia approach can definitely be called
a progressive, learner-centered approach with beliefs that shape early childhood curricula in
these schools. However, “Reggio Emilia educators do not follow any predetermined national
framework and this is often referred to as an ‘approach’ or ‘educational system’” (p. 64). OECD
(2004) states that the school community — municipality, teachers, staff, parents and advisory
council — regularly meet and discuss the educational objectives for the schools in Reggio Emilia
in detail, but the yearly program is elaborated and set out by children and teachers, based on the
particular interests of children and current concerns and opportunities that might arise. The
Reggio Emilia approach is a localized and activity-based learning system which is a realization

of progressive education. It is progressive in that its curriculum is created based on the children’s
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interests and changes according to what they would like to learn about. It was inspired by the
late Loris Malaguzzi, rather than from centralized policy making and national guidelines (Soler
& Miller, 2003). Malaguzzi, as cited in Pramling Samuelsson et al. (2003), used to say:

What takes place within Reggio Emilia should not be seen as a preschool pedagogy but

as a philosophy where everybody involved with the children should be engaged in the

explorative phase in which the child discovers the world (p. 10).

Loris Malaguzzi’s thinking was influenced by Dewey’s notion of a learner-focused view
of learning, while also adopting Dewey’s project approach (Glassman & Whaley, 2000). It
recognizes and emphasizes the understandings and experiences that the child brings to his\her
every day setting (Soler & Miller, 2003). Central to accomplishing this is a view of the
development of knowledge through a collaborative partnership between children and adults
(Hewett, 2001). Malaguzzi was also inspired by Vygotsky’s social theory, which acknowledged
the central role of the relationship between child and adult, hence the scaffolding and zone of
proximal development taking place (Santrock, 2008). Kim and Darling (2009) agree that “the
Reggio Emilia approach is based on social constructivist theories that see children as social
actors active in the construction and determination of their social lives” (p. 138). Patricia
Ghedini, head of Early Years services in the Emilia Romagna region, highlights Reggio Emilia
practitioners’ belief in Malaguzzi’s progressive philosophy, “with its emphasis upon individual
difference, pluralistic approaches and processes, and their opposition to focus on standardization,
outcomes and economic productivity” (Soler & Miller, 2003, p. 65).

Administrative Setup

A brief outline of the administrative polices and organizational features of Reggio Emilia

schools would be appropriate at this point. A head administrator, who reports directly to the town
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council, works with a group of pedagogisti (curriculum team leaders), each of whom coordinates
and supports the efforts of teachers at each of five or six schools (New 1993; Cadwell, 1997,
Wien 2008). Each school is staffed with: (a) two teachers per classroom (each having up to 12
children in infant classes, 18 in toddler classes, and 24 in preprimary classes); (b) an atelierista
(a teacher trained in the arts who works with classroom teachers in curriculum development and
documentation); (c) a full-time cook; and (d) several auxiliary staff who help out in schools at
different times of the day as necessary (LeBlanc, 2009; New, 1993). There is no principal, nor is
there a formal, hierarchical relationship among the teachers. The staffing plan, coupled with the
policy of keeping the same group of children and teachers together for a period of three years,
facilitates the sense of community that characterizes relationships among adults and children
(New, 1993). Educators in Reggio schools work 36 hours a week. Thirty are contact hours with
the children while the other six hours a week are allotted to: planning, staff meetings,
documentation, professional development meetings, discussion about children’s learning; and
meetings with parents and/or pedagogista when necessary (Municipality of Reggio Emilia,
2010).

Another feature of the Reggio schools is the design of school buildings which reflect the
structure of the community. Patricia Tarr (2001) points out that, “the schools reflect a diversity
of ages and architectural styles; yet each school is designed around a piazza, or town square,
which reflects the central piazzas of the city” (p. 6). These are not solely places one moves
through to get to another place but serve as gathering places for children from all age groups and
comfortable meeting spaces for parents and teachers (Cadwell, 1997; Abbott & Nutbrown,
2001). According to Tarr (2001), as you enter one of the Reggio schools — Diana School — the

visitor:
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...looks down the piazza where floor to ceiling windows and plants blur the boundaries
between outside and in, supporting the concepts of transparency and osmosis. Lights and
shadows reflect and flicker across the floor. The piazza offers many possibilities: a store,
stocked with real vegetables during my visit; the kaleidoscope large enough to hold
several children; and fanciful dress-up clothes all invite investigation, lingering,
conversation and collaboration (p. 6).

Reggio educators always try to include aspects of home into the school: vases of flowers,
real dishes, tablecloths, and plants. They do not display cartoon like images that are assumed to
appeal to children, but instead they use objects that are “beautiful” in their own right, as they
believe that children are capable and intelligent beings and form an integral part of the
community: dried flowers hanging from the ceiling beams, and attractive jars with beans and
seeds which are placed on shelves around the dining area (Tarr, 2001). Tarr (2004) argues that
“the mass of commercial stereotyped images silence the actual lived experience of those
individuals learning together” (Tarr, 2004, p. 90).

The eight fundamental principles of the Reggio Emilia approach will be discussed in the
next section.

Reggio Emilia’s principles

The Reggio Emilia approach is based on a comprehensive philosophy, fortified by
several guiding principles, eight of which are fundamental (Cadwell, 1997). For the sake of
clarity, these eight principles will be presented individually below. However, they should be

considered as a tightly woven, integrated philosophy (Gandini, 1998).
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These are the eight core principles which Reggio Emilia practitioners acknowledge as

their fundamental guidelines (Cadwell, 2003; Edwards et al., 1993; Gandini, 1993; Spaggiari,

1993):

1.

The child as protagonist. Children are strong, competent and capable. All children
have awareness, capability, curiosity, and interest in constructing their learning,
interacting with everything their environment brings to them (Cadwell, 1997).
Children, teachers and parents are considered the three central protagonists in the
educational process (Gandini, 1993).

The child as collaborator. Gandini (1993) believes that education has to focus on
each child in relation to other children, family, teachers, and the community, and
not on each child in isolation. There is also an emphasis on working in small
groups, which is based on the idea that the child forms his/herself through the
interaction with peers, adults, and the environment (Lewin, 1995).

The child as communicator. Children have the right to use a variety of materials
in order to discover and communicate what they know, understand, wonder about,
question, feel and imagine (Cadwell, 1997). This approach promotes children’s
intellectual development through a systematic focus on symbolic representation,
including words, drawing, movement, sculpture, building, painting, collage,
shadow play, dramatic play and music.

The environment as third teacher. The design and use of space encourage
encounters, communications, and relationships (Gandini, 1993). It opens up the
possibility for children to engage in the environment together with their peers and

to respond to thoughtful decisions made by the educators in an effort to support
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the children’s engagement (Wurm, 2010). Lewin (1995) contends that there is an
underlying order and beauty in the design and organization of all the space in a
school and the equipment and materials within it. Wien (1997) refers to
pedagogist Tiziana Filippini, who, when speaking about systems theory, describes
the Reggio school environment as a “living organization, involved constantly in
interchange, self-nourishment, and adjustment” (p. 31).

5. The teacher as partner, nurturer, and guide. Reggio Emilia inspired educators fill
the simultaneous roles of partner, nurturer, guide and researcher (Edwards, 1998).
It is essential that teachers see themselves as partners in the co-construction of
knowledge with the children. Teachers do not view themselves as leaders who are
superior to children; but rather they work with the children, exploring,
discovering, and learning together (Gandini, 1993).

6. The teacher as a researcher. Teachers work in pairs and maintain strong,
uncompetitive relationships with all other teachers and staff (Cadwell, 1997).
Cadwell goes on to argue that teachers “engage in continuous discussion and
interpretation of their work and the work of children” (p. 6). Through their
discussions, teachers can see what the children’s interests are and build their
activities around that. Teachers see themselves as researchers, preparing
documentation of their work with children whom they also consider researchers
(Cadwell, 1997).

7. Documentation. Teachers’ commentary on the purposes of study and the
children’s learning process, transcriptions of children’s verbal language,

photographs of their activities, and representations of their thinking using a
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variety of media are composed in carefully designed panels or books to present
the process of learning in schools (Cadwell, 1997).
8. The parent as partner Parents’ participation is considered essential and takes

many forms. The ideas and skills that the families bring to the school, as well as
the exchange of ideas between parents and teachers, favour the development of a
new way of education, which helps teachers to view the participation of families
not as a threat but as an intrinsic element of collegiality and as the integration of
different wisdoms (Spaggiari, 1993)

A schematic representation of the fundamental principles of the Reggio Emilia approach

can be seen in Figure 2.1 below.

Figure 2.1 Fundamental principles of the Reggio Emilia approach
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Critical research on the Reggio Emilia approach

This section reviews a body of scholarly research that has looked critically at these
principles and their cultivation in early childhood education.

The study of the cultivation of the Reggio Emilia approach in early childhood settings
outside of Reggio Emilia, Italy, has been a key interest of many researchers (Corsaro, 1996;
Hewett, 2001; New, 1998). The benefits, challenges and limitations of implementing such an
approach have also been the subject of considerable research (Abramson, Robinson &
Ankenman, 1995; Goldhaber & Smith, 1997; Haigh, 2007; Kroeger & Cardy, 2006). The
research questions that are driving this study are similar to those that have inspired such
research:

1. How has the Reggio Emilia approach been adapted by three childcare centres on
Prince Edward Island?

2. What are the benefits/challenges that these early childhood education centres faced
during the process of adapting to the Reggio Emilia approach?

3. What are the future goals for the Reggio Emilia approach on PEI, and what do

stakeholders identify as necessary supports to make these happen?

At least two major studies have compared Reggio-Emilia based curricula in different
cultural contexts. Soler and Miller (2003) examined the curricula of three very different contexts
in Reggio Emilia schools in Northern Italy, New Zealand and the United Kingdom. This study
concluded that the curriculum in the UK is an example of “centralised, competency-oriented
curriculum” (p. 66), as it establishes and specifies national educational goals and content in
advance; whereas the Reggio Emilia approach offers a more localized and place-specific model

“generated to meet local needs in order to support collaborative community visions for young
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children” (p. 66). Soler and Miller, (2003) put the New Zealand curriculum “somewhere in
between” the UK and Reggio Emilia practices since this offers a consultative framework which
provides the main values, orientations and goals for the curriculum but does not define how these
goals should be achieved (p. 66).

The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD, 2004), and
Pramling, Sheridan & Williams, (2003) also supported a significant study on five curriculum
approaches: Experiential Education (EXE); the High/Scope curriculum (H/S); the Reggio Emilia
approach; Te Whariki; and the Swedish curriculum. It set out to find what the next generation of
children need to learn; what types of thinking and learning work best for young children, and to
identify staff competence issues. These studies both concluded that teachers are now more aware
that “better curricula are based on the principle that children should decide and develop freely
their projects with their teachers” (OECD, 2004, p. 25).

OECD 2004 concluded that the Swedish curriculum is formulated in such a way that it
provides an answer to this dilemma as it has structure and educational direction but at the same
time it leaves room for flexibility according to the children’s interests and needs (Rinaldi, May,
Laevers, Weikart & Pramling, 2004). Pramling, Sheridan & Williams, (2003) argue that “the
most obvious characteristic of all the curricula is that the child is described as an active child
who initiates communication and who is interested in the surrounding world” (p. 6). However,
the view of the child seems to vary in the different curricula. In the Te Whariki, the Swedish
curriculum and the Reggio Emilia approach, “it is obvious that the child is seen as a cultural
citizen” (p. 13). In the EXE and H/S, it is “the developmental psychological child with different
needs and possibilities at different ages” (p. 13) that appears. The OECD study concluded that

the overall aim of these five curricula is to engage the children in life-long learning by focusing
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on qualities and abilities that help children to learn and develop in preschool, such as being
analytical, reflective and critical (OECD, 2004).

Child as the protagonist, collaborator and communicator

One of the fundamental principles of the Reggio Emilia approach is based just on that:
the child is seen as the protagonist, collaborator, and communicator. Children are seen as capable
and strong, competent and resourceful in their own learning (Strong-Wilson, 2007). Gillen,
Cameron, Tapanya, Pinto, Hancock, Young & Accorti Gamannossi (2007) conducted a
comparative study between five families — one each from Peru, Italy, Canada, Thailand, and the
United Kingdom - about the culturally diverse meaning of a “strong child” and focal points in a
child’s daily life that make the child stronger. When parents were asked what made a “strong
child” (p. 212), it was surprising how varied the answers of these different cultures were. For the
purpose of this paper I will only refer to the Italian and Canadian interpretation of what makes a
‘strong child’. The Canadian parents’ priority of a ‘strong child’ was “to be kind, independent
and sociable” (Gillen et al., 2007, p.212). For the Italian parents, the priority was that the child
was healthy, had the ability to act on his/her own initiative, had self-confidence and a sense of
security. The Italian child’s father said: “I am convinced that our presence is fundamental...we
think we are able to give her [their child] our good principles and for me this is a good starting
point” (p. 212).

Parents were then asked what would be an important activity during the child’s normal
day that would contribute to the child becoming a strong individual. Doing some sort of activity
with the child at home, such as building a bird house with her daughter, was an example given by
the Canadian parent. However, this mother also reported to the authors that “there was no

pedagogical motivation in her plan to engage in the activity other than that she [the mother] had



22

wanted to construct a bird house for some time, and this was an occasion to do it while still
supervising her children” (Gillen et al., 2007, p.213). On the other hand, the Italian parents
emphasized “their noon mealtime routine” (p. 213) as being very important for their child’s
development as a strong individual. The paper concluded that parents from different cultures
could have very different interpretations of what makes a ‘strong child’ depending on their
expectations, beliefs and values. The parents also pointed out that they were raising their children
mainly as they themselves had been raised, in accordance to the culture of that particular
country.

Edwards (2005) conducted a study with four early childhood educators in Australia about
how they envision the child differently after having implemented the Reggio Emilia approach. A
participant in this study believes that “...children can achieve many things, beyond our
expectations, if you broaden the horizons and allow children to be able to think in different
ways...” (p. 73). Another participant talked about how she viewed the child differently now that
she has been implementing the Reggio approach and believes that, if she provokes the children to
move forward in their thinking, they are capable of doing things beyond the teachers’
expectations (ibid.).

Kim and Darling (2009) conducted a study in a Reggio-inspired child care classroom of
four-year-olds in Canada. This study looked at how social interaction plays a role in young
children’s learning processes, and focused on in-depth observations of six children’s activities as
they undertook a project in their classroom. Through the process of the different activities
undertaken for this project, the children learned to see themselves as “...thinkers with unique
points of view. They also learned to accept other people’s opinions and feelings and offer their

own, whether they were in agreement or not” (Kim & Darling, 2009, p. 144). This project helped
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the children to develop metacognitive abilities as well as have respect for different ideas since
they were working in a small group (Kim & Darling, 2009). The Reggio Emilia approach
emphasizes the fact that children should work individually at times but also in small groups as
this is beneficial to them (Gandini, 1993). Children in learning groups experience knowledge as a
constant process of negotiation and reflection, argues Rogoft (1990). According to Malaguzzi
(1993), educators in Reggio Emilia prefer using small groups because they provide a social
context that fosters meaningful dialogue, collaborative problem solving and productive cognitive
conflict. Similarly, Haigh (2008) argues that the Reggio Emilia approach provokes children to
become problem solvers, decision makers, negotiators, collaborators and good communicators
who could express themselves in many ways.

Salmon (2008) conducted a study about nurturing a culture of thinking in young children
by means of a project approach as used in the Reggio Emilia way of teaching. The study
confirmed that, when thinking is part of the daily routine, as is implemented by the Reggio
Emilia approach, children become alert to situations that call for thinking. As a result, they build
up positive attitudes toward thinking and learning: “By re-visiting their documented work,
children developed metacognitive and critical thinking skills which make them more alert to
situations that call for thinking” (Salmon, 2008, p. 457). Similarly, Gordana Rabitti (1992)
conducted a study at the Villetta pre-school in Reggio Emilia, Italy. The author wanted to study
the way projects were carried out in that school according to the Reggio Emilia approach. She
hoped to answer two main questions: (a) is it possible to build a project based mainly on the
interests of the children “in an attempt to investigate and discover their own methods, the
development of their ideas, words, graphic representations, and play”? (Rabitti, 1992, p. 62); and

(b) is it possible that the project [investigating shadows] could hold the children’s attention for a
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long time? From Rabitti’s class observations and interviews with educators conducted during the
process of her research, she concluded that “it is possible, [to conduct such a project] if adults
share the belief of the importance of critical thinking and metaphoric imaging and believe that
children have these abilities” (Rabitti, 1992, p. 62). The author also concluded that this project
could take place, and be a success, because of certain factors: the environment was set out
carefully to gather and show children’s thinking; educators knew how to listen carefully to
children’s ideas; educators were ready to accept children’s ideas and provide supporting media
for them to carry out their ideas; educators knew how to work collaboratively and knew how to
provide children with situations where they could work together (Rabitti, 1992). This is in
accordance to what Wien (2008) argues in her book Emergent curriculum in the primary
classroom when she says that “teachers and children together decide what to do and teachers
participate in learning alongside children...” (p. 147).

Documentation

A theme in Reggio-inspired teaching is listening with care to children’s ideas and
theories about the world. There is a great emphasis on the documentation of children’s work in
the Reggio Emilia approach (Hall, Horgan, Ridgway, Murphy, Cunneen & Cunningham, 2010).
Various studies confirm the benefits of documentation. In her research, Gigi Schroeder Yu
(2008) found that the examination and documentation of the process of children’s learning
reveals much about the artistic development of the child and that the child can articulate this
process by means of different media. This issue has been reinforced in research done by Kroeger
and Cardy (2006). They contend that documentation “allows young children to construct their
own knowledge and curiosity, making learning more meaningful to them and more visible to

others” (p. 389).
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A study was conducted by Goldhaber & Smith (1997) amongst three childcare educators
in Vermont, US, who were trying to incorporate documentation into their practice. This study
found that the educators envisaged documentation as promoting staff development and
collaboration. They also concluded that documentation creates a climate of inquiry; makes the
thinking process of learning more visible to children, parents and families; invites meaningful
dialogue and advocates for the children in that it shows the process of their thinking and
learning. Through documentation, the child’s attention can be drawn to significant examples of
their thought processes (Goldhaber & Smith, 1997). Colledge (2002) argues that it is not merely
the non-verbal modeling that becomes important in social learning but the verbal descriptions of
thought processes, that is, the meta-language that should also be shared. As described by
Colledge (2002), when models demonstrate both actions and thought processes, the learners’
cognitive skills improve because the thoughts behind the action become more transparent
through documentation.

Five kindergarten classrooms in New Westminster, British Columbia, participated in a
study conducted by MacDonald (2007). This study concluded that documentation is useful to
both teachers and parents as a way to document the interests of the children in the class.
According to MacDonald (2007), the use of documentation allowed parents and teachers to
develop a deeper understanding of the children’s strengths, interests and curiosities. It also
highlighted the children’s learning process and, from this, “the teachers in the study felt that they
had a richer understanding of the child within the learning process” (p. 15).

Both Goldhaber and Smith (1997) and Kroeger and Cardy (2006) talk about challenges
faced by their teacher participants in their studies about documentation. According to their

research findings, some challenges came about because of limited understanding of the
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importance of documentation, what or how to document, and the effective use of documentation
(Goldhaber & Smith, 1997; Kroeger and Cardy, 2006). Similarly, both studies found that limited
resources (time, tools, and assistance) and/or predetermined curricular guidelines prevented the
proper implementation of documentation. Kroeger and Cardy (2006) also argue that “some
teachers, especially inexperienced early years teachers, have irouble simultaneously engaging
with children and documenting” (p. 389).

Journals, daily reflections, and documentation of children’s work displayed in various
media invite a shared communication that is honest, specific and mutually supported (Valik,
Freeman & Swim, 2003). Frilik (1996) argues that: “a powerful partnership... enables a more
thorough exploration of each child’s interests and strengths... and a strong sense of community
among the adults involved” (p. 217). Documenting children’s experiences with photographs,
video recordings and other representations using different media, invites the parents and the
community to have a more visible view and appreciation of the children’s learning process. What
and how they learn will also promote the children’s relationships with their families and with the
values and traditions of their community (New, 2001).

Parents as partners

Parents as partners of their children’s learning community, is another fundamental
principle of the Reggio Emilia approach. New (2001) speaks of her visit to a Reggio-inspired
school in Naples, Italy, and how the educator there involved parents and grandparents through a
growing interest that the children had of how to make wine. The children not only learned how to
estimate, measure and collaborate in early symbol-making, but also interacted and learned
through their parents and grandparents who came in to help the children prepare the wine (New,

2001). Similarly, the study conducted by Kim and Darling (2009) contends that parental and
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community involvement in a project that the children where undertaking during the study helped
to promote social interaction and children’s development through the guidance provided by these
persons.

A study by Huang & Mason (2008) was conducted amongst parents whose children
attended a Head Start Program in a large, mid-western urban city in the US. The authors
explored what motivated parents to be involved in a family education program that was available
in this school. They also examined parents’ views about their children’s education. This study
showed that parents found that “working with other parents and family educators who share
similar goals was essential for their involvement in the family education program” (Huang &
Mason, 2008, p. 24). Another result was that parents were motivated to be involved in their
children’s learning but most of the time they felt that they lacked the knowledge to do so. This
showed that “parents’ level of involvement related to their knowledge and ability to help their
children succeed in school” (p. 25). What also resulted from this study was that parents who
participated in this study more showed motivation to find out and attend educational
opportunities that would help them to assist their children to be successful in their learning. The
significance of this study is that it shows that family education programs should “recruit more
parents to participate in workshops and activities that will enhance their children’s learning...”
(Huang & Mason, 2008, p. 26). This study showed that, to develop an “effective family
education program, it is critical to understand and meet parents’ motivational needs for
involvement” (p. 25) and then address their concerns about their children’s education.

The importance of parental involvement can be seen through various references dealing
with the cultivation of the Reggio Emilia approach, not only in Italy, but also in other countries.

And yet, there seems to be limited research carried out about what parents think of this approach.
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One such research was conducted by McClow & Gillespie (1998) through a focus group study
amongst parents of a Reggio-inspired Head Start program in the US. The authors concluded that
the feelings expressed during the focus group meeting had several implications for the Head Start
staff: parents lacked enough information about the Reggio Emilia approach and how it worked;
educators needed to understand that the experience within Reggio-inspired classrooms are
different from the educational experience of most parents; parents need to be provided with
opportunities to become involved in the classroom as meaningful contributors; and that
communication between staff and parents needs to improve in order to create an environment
where everyone truly collaborates with one another in a way consistent with the Reggio Emilia
philosophy (McClow & Gillespie, 1998). Similar processes may be at play in early childhood
education centres trying to implement the Reggio Emilia approach on Prince Edward Island.

These critical implications are the basis of formulating my own interview guide which I
used when I conducted my interviews with parents from the three early childhood centres on
Prince Edward Island. I will also be addressing the degree of parental involvement in my
interviews with the childcare centre’s supervisors and staff during my interviews.

Environment as the third teacher

Since I conducted observations in early childhood settings as part of my study, research
about the environment as the third teacher (Rinaldi, 2005), was interesting to find and review.
Carol Anne Wien (2008) in her book Emergent Curriculum in the Primary Classroom describes
how, during one particular study tour to one of the Reggio Emilia schools in Italy, she and the
other participants had seen a low laying table full of natural plant items organized in transparent
containers. While these participants were looking at the display, a young girl came up and started

using some of the material on the table. One of the participants pulled something else out of
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another container and this girl came over and joined this participant in creating a collage. All of a
sudden, more children came over and invited more participants to join them. Wien (2008) points
out that it did not matter that the participants could not speak Italian: the materials provided for
the children carried forward interaction, creativity and learning. To Wien (2008) this was an
example of the environment as a third teacher, “a space organized for particular learning
possibilities by its placement, design, and content” (p. 9).

Research conducted by Strong-Wilson and Ellis (2007) about the environment as the
third teacher found that such a rich environment helps the educators to begin to notice how their
surroundings can take on a life of their own that contributes to children’s learning. Cadwell
(2003) explained how, before being introduced to the Reggio Emilia view of the environment as
being central to learning, teachers used to have materials for children in boxes and on high
shelves and the children would just dump blocks on the floor or empty containers on the light
table. Now that materials were being carefully selected and placed in transparent containers on
low shelves, the children were making better use of them (Cadwell, 2003).

The next section will discuss what research has to say about criticism and challenges that
come with implementing the Reggio Emilia approach in other cultural contexts as well as some
selected criticism of the approach itself.

Criticism and challenges

As with every model, approach, or curriculum, there are always some shortcomings.
During my research [ have come across some criticism of the Reggio Emilia approach.

Soler & Miller (2003) critique the Reggio Emilia approach because of the absence of a
pre-made curriculum which in turn leads to lack of accountability to the wider early childhood

community. However, advocates of the Reggio Emilia approach retort that there is a detailed
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recording of the curriculum process, which opens their practice to criticism and scrutiny
(Dahlberg, 2000). It is also argued by Dahlberg (2000) that this is achieved through rich
documentation of the children’s work through photographs, slides and film, and in the form of
publications and travelling exhibitions. According to Wexler (2004), teachers do not use “formal
lesson plans because they do not allow for the open-ended time necessary for the depth of
children’s interpretation of content” (p. 16). Rather, projects arise from collaboration.
Partnership is a critical part of the theory and practice of Reggio education (Wexler, 2004).

A second critique [ have come across is that teachers in Reggio Emilia schools, in Italy,
tend to ask persistent questions in order to provoke more thinking and problem solving from the
children. Educators in Reggio schools in Emilia Romagna do not give false praise to children for
work that is below their full capability. Instead, they are viewed as capable learners who can go
beyond developmental expectations (Warash, Curtis, Hursh, & Tucci, 2008). This might be a
challenge when taken out of the context of Italy and adapted to countries (like Canada) where
praise and positive reinforcement are usually the norm when dealing with children. In North
America, fostering self-esteem is often a more dominant concern. Teachers are encouraged to
use open-ended questions to help children obtain higher level thinking skills in North America
whereas teachers in Emilia Romagna are persistent in their questions “to the level of creating
cognitive disequilibrium” (Warash, Curtis, Hursh, & Tucci, 2008, p. 5). This encourages children
to further challenge their thinking and to value their own ideas.

A third stream of criticism concerns documentation. Kroeger and Cardy (2006) in their
paper Documentation: A hard to reach place, discuss how educators in Ohio, US, that took part
in their study found insufficient time to undertake proper documentation. Having an extra staff

member to help out, as in Reggio Emilia schools, would help; but it is not always possible to



31

have that extra staff on hand. Haigh (2007) conducted an action research study with the teachers
from her childcare centre in a Headstart program in Chicago, US, as they started to implement
the Reggio Emilia approach. In her research, she found that teachers in her centre were
concerned about the lack of time for discussing their thoughts and findings with each other about
the children’s interest with other teachers. From her research, it was clear that “professional
development must be seen as essential to the daily life of the teacher...” (p. 63). Haigh (2007)
also points out that a great challenge with her teachers was for them to become open to new ideas
and new ways of learning and teaching.

Like other initiatives that emerge from a particular set of historical and cultural features,
the Reggio Emilia approach is so context specific that it cannot be fully and faithfully replicated
in any environment other than the one in which it was spawned. Hewett (2001) states that Reggio
Emilia is:

Not a model nor recipe with a set of guidelines and procedures to be followed; therefore,

one cannot and should not attempt to simply import it to another location. Rather, it must

be carefully uncovered and redefined according to one’s own culture in order to

successfully affect practice elsewhere (p. 99).

Strong-Wilson (2007) stresses the fact that: “We cannot lose sight of the fact that Reggio
Emilia is rooted in concrete cultural p}actices. As such, the Reggio Emilia approach has very
specific ties to Italian notions of citizenship” (p. 2). However, she also contends that since it has
become “translocal”, the Reggio Emilia approach has responded well to local contexts in which
it has been applied (Strong-Wilson, 2007). “Its strength, in fact, is its capacity to become
culturally rooted” (p. 2). Susan Fraser (2007) studied a group of 20 four-year-olds and their two

teachers in a preschool in Vancouver, Canada, where many of the children did not speak English.
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The results of her study show that the children were able: a) succeed via different materials
supplied by the teacher to help them express themselves and lessen the language and cultural
gap; b) through socio-dramatic play to help with their communication; c) and through
documentation which helped the parents of the foreign student to engage in the process of what
the children were learning at the childcare centre. Fraser (2007) also states that with the teachers’
support, the children were able to carry out complex imaginative project work while engaging in
many of the pedagogical processes inspired by the Reggio Emilia approach.

Although the Reggio Emilia approach could likely never be transferred directly or fully
to other countries, research shows that it can still be adapted to other early childhood settings in
different countries (Kim & Darling, 2009; Pramling, Sheridan & Williams, 2003; Rinaldi et al.,
2004). Early childhood educators around the world have had, and continue to have the
opportunity to visit Reggio Emilia, where professional development opportunities are offered
through study tours organized by the Reggio Children (Reina, 2004). Here, educators have the
opportunity to visit the infant/toddler and preschool centres and listen to presentations by
pedagogistas and special art teachers who work in these centres. Educators can learn from
Reggio Emilia’s way of teaching and their efforts to concentrate on the child as a protagonist, the
parent as a partner, and the teacher as a learner and researcher. Any possible degree of emulation
of these pedagogical practices will surely enhance early childhood education (Fero, 2000).

From the town of Reggio Emilia in Northern Italy we now turn our attention to the rest of
world and take a look at other curricula with similar inspirations and at other Reggio-inspired

schools.
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The Reggio Emilia Approach and other similar inspirations: A global overview

The preschools of Reggio Emilia and their approach to learning have been generating
interest and inquiry as to how this approach could be implemented in other parts of the world.
This study looks at how three childcare centres, in Charlottetown, PEI are adapting the Reggio
Emilia approach and to make it work for their children’s needs, even though in a cultural context
different from the one in Reggio Emilia.

This section of the literature review discusses how a few countries, like New Zealand and
Sweden, that have formally prescribed curricula, have similar inspirations to those of Reggio
Emilia. Other countries have been inspired by the Reggio Emilia approach and strive to
implement its principles and philosophies around their own children’s needs in different cultural
contexts. The curricula of New Zealand and Sweden will be discussed first and in some detail,
since these are the two countries that acknowledge to having the same inspirations as the Reggio
Emilia approach. They will be followed by a review of practices from other countries.

New Zealand

ECE in New Zealand is a very diverse sector (IJEYE, 2003). The sector includes centres
that cater for: children from birth to five years of age; centres for children from three to five
years; full day or part day centres; and language immersion, English-based or bilingual
programs. The title of this curriculum — Te Whariki — is a central metaphor. First, the early
childhood curriculum is envisaged as a whariki, which in the indigenous Maori language means
a woven mat for all to stand on (May, 2002). The principles, aims and goals defined in this
curriculum provide the framework “which allows for different program perspectives to be woven
into the fabric of learning. There are many possible patterns for this” (May & Carr, 1997, p.

228). Secondly, it describes a ‘spider web’ model of curriculum for children, in contrast to a
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‘step’ model (Eisner, 1985, p. 143). The ‘step’ model invokes the image of a series of
independent steps that lead to a stage from which the child departs and at which point
measurable outcomes can be identified (May & Carr, 1997). According to May and Carr (1997),
the Te Whariki model envisages the curriculum for each child as more like a ‘spider web’ or
weaving, and stresses a model of knowledge and understanding for young children as being a
tapestry of increasing intricacy and richness. Thus, 7e Whariki in name and content envisages the
curriculum as a web or woven mat rather than a set of stairs (Soler & Miller, 2003). Drummond,
1997 argues that “(Te Whariki), instead of being preoccupied with specific skills, which children
do or do not have when they get to school, the concern is more for developing an overall
enthusiasm for learning” (p. 30).

Pakai (2004) contends that “ Te Whariki has been the catalyst for change and major tool
for governmental support to increase participation of all children in early childhood education
and support families (parents/whanau) in their role as teachers and agents of change” (p. 5). This
curriculum was intended to be relevant and applicable to all early childhood education in New
Zealand. As Cowie and Carr (2008) explain “the national curriculum document 7e Whariki
leaves considerable opportunity for local ‘weaving’ so the curriculum can be locally responsive”
(p. 3). Te Whariki developed a framework that has implemented a bicultural perspective, an anti-
racist approach and reciprocal relationships with the Maori community in New Zealand (Smith,
1999, p. 6). The indigenous people of New Zealand, the Maori, had a considerable input in the
making of Te Whariki. The Maori version of this curriculum is not just a translation of the
English version, but incorporates Maori knowledge and values (IJEYE, 2003).

The principles of Te Whariki are built on the learning theory related to the Vygotskyan

perspective in which the social context is a forceful indicator for learning and development
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(Pramling, Sheridan & Williams, 2003). Rita Walker (2007) in her paper Foundations of ECD in
Aotearoa/New Zealand states that “the curriculum guidelines are based on Bronfenbrenner’s
(1979) ecological model of human development where the child’s diverse environments assist
and encourage his or her development” (p. 34). Te Whariki’s foundational theory is that children
learn through collaboration and sound relationships with their peers and adults, through guided
participation and observation of others, and through individual exploration and reflection
(Walker, 2007). The four guiding principles of Te Whariki, are that ** the curriculum should
reflect the holistic development of children; that the empowerment of the child should be a key
factor; that family and community links should be strengthened; and that children learn through
responsive and reciprocal relationships™ (Ministry of Education, 2010, p. 30; May, 2002).

The Te Whariki curriculum looks upon the child as an individual with complete
capabilities, skills, knowledge, and attitudes. Ministry of Education (1996, p. 9) states that the Te
Whariki curriculum is founded on the following aspirations for children: “to grow up as
confident and capable learners and communicators; healthy in mind, body and spirit; secure in
their sense of belonging and in the knowledge that they make a valued contribution to society.”

Although this curriculum claims to be child-centered, however, Soler and Miller (2003)
challenge this by saying:

Although a learner’s needs are seen as central, the broader curriculum prescribes a

developmental sequence, even if that sequence is seen as relatively flexible. In this

situation, the individual learner cannot be the sole source of curriculum development, as

stated in the Te Whariki document (p. 64).

In a conference paper by Smith (1999), it is argued that:
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Opting to define a curriculum, even in a flexible manner, could restrict the child’s active
role in co-constructing and reconstructing personal meanings and limit the ability of
teachers to co-collaborate with children through shared meaning and understandings

where children take an active and inventive role (p. 6).

Another challenge is assessment. Because 7e Whariki’s emphasis is on holistic goals
rather than on ‘hard’ knowledge-based areas and the acquisition of selected skills, the assessment
of this curriculum is difficult (Carr, 2001). Carr and May (2000) go on to say that:

Recent research in New Zealand seems to favour ‘teaching stories’ as an approach to
evaluation of what goes on in early childhood education centres (Carr, May & Podmore, 2000).
The authors describe ‘teaching stories’ assessment in terms of the four Ds: describing,
documenting, discussing and deciding (Carr, May & Podmore, 2000).

The next section will briefly examine the Swedish curriculum which has similar
inspirations to that of New Zealand.

Sweden

Public pre-school in Sweden has had a long tradition of regulation and professionalism.
As early as the 1960s, the national Swedish government has set up committees to investigate
content and working methods in the pre-school class for six-year-olds (OECD, 2004). Educators
working in daycare and preschool were expected to have similar training and work on similar
subject matter for children of all ages. According to OECD (2004) “the educational function of
both daycare and preschool were recognized, as well as the key notions of interaction,
communication and dialogue” (p. 21).

There seems to be a strong sense of decentralization, egalitarianism, and deregulation in

all fields of Swedish society, and not least in the school system. Decisions are meant to be taken
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at municipal level, and within the municipal system, at the level of preschool centres, and in
classrooms, by children and their teachers. OECD (2004) contend that “the curriculum is based
on a division of responsibility where the state determines the overall goals and guidelines for the
pre-school and where the municipalities — and staff working in the centres — take responsibility
for implementation” (p. 21). Though the Swedish curriculum has formulated learning goals, it is
seen more as a service regulator than a detailed curricular guideline. It is up to the municipalities
and centres to determine how they will go about achieving the goals of the national curriculum,
where the content and range of these goals are clearly set out (OECD, 2004).

In the Swedish curriculum, the child is seen as competent and active, and so it is the
responsibility of preschool educators to give children the opportunity to develop their skills
further (Pramling Samuelsson, Sheridan & Williams, 2003). The activities offered by preschool
educators should stimulate play, creativity and joyful learning, and use children’s interest in
learning and mastering new experiences, knowledge and skills. Pramling Samuelsson et al.
(2003) state that “preschool should strive to ensure that children feel secure in developing their
own identity, free to develop their ability to listen, narrate, reflect and express their own views,
develop their vocabulary and concepts as well as their communicative skills” (p. 8). OECD
(2004) go on to state that “pre-school centres are encouraged to work on all the different aspects
of child development and learning, as well as focusing on values and norms” (p. 21). The
Swedish Ministry of Education and Science (1998) adds that “learning should be based not only
on interaction between adults and children, but also on what children learn from each other” (p.
10).

Just like the New Zealand curriculum and the Reggio Emilia approach, the value of

society and culture also forms an important part of the Swedish curriculum. Pramling
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Samuelsson et al. (2003) agree about this and state: “outstanding cultural qualities in Sweden are
the democracy and equality aspects; in New Zealand we see the close relation to the Maori
people...” (p. 19). OECD (2004) argue that preschools should actively and consciously
influence and stimulate children to develop an understanding of common democratic values in
Swedish society. The Swedish Ministry of Education and Science (1998) states that:

An important task of the pre-school is to establish and help children acquire the values on

which our society is based. The inviolability of human life, individual freedom and

integrity, the equal value of all people, equality between the genders as well as solidarity
with the weak and vulnerable are all values that the school shall actively promote in its

work with children (p. 7).

It seems that there has been little evaluation research done up to this day about the
Swedish curriculum and how its goals have influenced either pedagogical practices or children’s
learning outcomes (Haug, 2003). Brostrom (2003) has also criticized the Swedish curriculum for
being too loose and vague, and suggests that teachers can decide by themselves what content to
work on.

These readings show that, although New Zealand and Sweden have formally prescribed
curricula, as do most educational systems, they have not imposed rules about the implementation
of these curricula. These only serve as guidelines, allowing for considerable discretion at both
school and teacher level. These curricula look at the child as being able and competent and
therefore allow each teacher to construct planning in accordance with the children’s interests. In
this respect, the inspiration is similar to that of Reggio Emilia.

The following section will give a brief overview of some of the practices from other

countries across the world that have Reggio-inspired learning approaches.
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United States of America

There are quite a number of school/preschools in the USA that are trying to implement
the Reggio Emilia approach (Forman, Moonja, Wrisley & Langley, 1993; Fyfe & Cadwell, 1993;
LeeKeenan & Nimmo, 1993). La Scuola in Miami, Florida, is a state-of-the-art Reggio Emilia
inspired school for children from six weeks to fifth grade (La Scuola, 2009). La Scuola's mission
is to “create a dynamic, engaging, child-centered community characterized by developmentally
appropriate learning, risk-free exploration, mutual cooperation, genuine diversity, and consistent
respect” (para. 2). The school offers families the assurance of a safe and caring environment for
their children and an atmosphere of support and understanding for themselves.

Sanchez Elementary school in San Francisco, California, is another example of a Reggio-
inspired school in the USA. The centre serves about 40 four-year-olds. Sanchez Elementary
school celebrated the opening of a new child development centre in October 2006 (Ansell, 2006).
This child development centre “offers something not yet typical to child development programs
in San Francisco; it has been inspired by and modeled after the world renowned early childhood
system in Reggio Emilia, Italy” (para.1). Ansell (2006) states that, “we’ve been using many
elements of the approach at the K-5 level, including collaborative learning, professional
development, and inspiring environments for the kids. It was only natural that we apply these
elements to our child development program” (para. 4).

A three-year Danforth Foundation grant was awarded to ten schools, both public and
private, in St Louis, Missouri in 1992, from the city and county to study the Reggio approach and
try and implement it in their schools (Cadwell, 1997). The College School of Webster Grove is a
private, independent school for students from pre-school through to eighth grade, in St Louis.

Parents, teachers and the director of the College decided to study and implement the Reggio
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Emilia approach after experiencing the exhibit “The Hundred Languages of Children” (Cadwell,
1997).

Karen Haigh (2008) claims that “there are various types of programs in the Chicago,
Illinois area exploring aspects of the Reggio Emilia approach in harmony with their own
interpretations and contexts” (p. 2). The rationale of pursuing Reggio elements and being
inspired by the Reggio Emilia approach was to support and incite children to become problem
solvers, decision makers, collaborators, negotiators, and good communicators who could express
themselves in many ways (Haigh, 2008).

United Kingdom

Lesley Abbott and Cathy Nutbrown, editors of the book Experiencing Reggio Emilia:
implications for pre-school provision (2007) speak about the experiences of several educators in
the United Kingdom who have had the opportunity to visit and experience the Reggio Emilia
approach in Italy first-hand through various study tours. Abbott and Nutbrown (2007) state that:
“the structure of this book echoes the ethos of Reggio Emilia practice” (p. xvi). Each chapter,
written by different authors, includes their experience of exploring and/or implementing the
Reggio Emilia approach in their respective workplaces. Wendy Scott (2007) describes how
implementing the Reggio Emilia approach has-helped her to pay more attention to all the
expressive languages used by young children to represent their thoughts and feelings (p. 21). In
another chapter, Knight (2007) examines the implications of the pedagogista’s role for UK
practices with early childhood practitioners (p. 30). Bishop (2007) describes how one can create

an environment that would serve as a third teacher in his Reggio-inspired classroom in the UK.
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Others

In this section I will be giving a very brief overview of schools that have been inspired by
the Reggio Emilia approach. These are only a few examples of what amount to hundreds of
programmes that are Reggio-inspired. These include programmes that are self-advertised on
websites as Reggio-inspired schools such as the one in Japan called Bilingual Kids International
(Bilingual Kids, 2009); and one in Guatemala called Colegio Interamericano (Colegio
Interamericano, 2008). Three other schools claim to be Reggio-inspired in Australia: Bold Park
Community School in Perth (BPCS, 2008); Collingwood College in Victoria (Collingwood,
2009), and Findon Primary School in Northern Melbourne (Szymanski, 2000). In Malta, there
are four preschool centres that claim to be Reggio-inspired: Kidstart, Lelluxa, Pepprina and
Nannakola (Vista Coop, 2008).

These are just a few of the many Reggio-inspired schools/preschools that present
themselves as being inspired by the Reggio Emilia approach around the world. Their diverse
location is evidence of the global impact that the Reggio Emilia approach has had on early
childhood education provision.

In the next section of this literature review, I will provide a brief overview of practices in
at least six provinces in Canada that claim to have been inspired by the Reggio Emilia approach.
The information below has been collected from self-advertised websites of the relevant centres
and only represents a small portion of the many Reggio-inspired programs that exist across
Canada. More critical research of centres in Canada has been discussed in a previous section of

this literature review.
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National perspectives on the Reggio Emilia Approach

Ontario

The Glebe Reggio Centre in Ottawa became a Reggio-inspired centre in 2004. It is based
on the Reggio Emilia approach philosophy “which recognizes the desires and talents of each
individual child” (Glebe, 2004, para. 2). This centre claims that: “we remain proudly, the first
and most established Reggio-inspired Centre in Ottawa” (para. 5). The Glebe Reggio Centre
encourages parents to share their talents and skills through volunteering as they see it as a great
way for the parents to learn about their children’s learning.

The London Bridge Day Care in Ontario is a network of childcare centres in London,
Exeter and Sarnia that are inspired by the Reggio Emilia approach. They presently operate 14
childcare centres (London, 2009). These centres “provide a unique environment in which our
programs are developed by listening to, respecting, observing and documenting the children in
our care” (London, 2009, para. 2).

One particular school in Toronto, Ontario, implements a Reggio-inspired philosophy of
learning up till Grade six. This is the Bishop Strachan School for girls. It has integrated this
approach for the past six years. This school has been “an inspiration to many educators in both
the child care sector and in public schools” (Armstong & Hislop, 2008, p. 81). Armstong and
Hislop (2008), go on to say that Bishop Strachan School is at the forefront of the Reggio
movement in Canada. It seems that the adaptation of an emergent curriculum in elementary
schools is spreading across North America as stated by Professor Carol Anne Wien in her
introduction to the book, Emergent curriculum in the primary classroom: Interpreting the

Reggio Emilia Approach in schools (2008). Wien believes that “...emergent curriculum in early
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childhood education is a grassroots movement among creative, thinking teachers influenced by
progressive philosophies™ (2008, p.1).

Nova Scotia

Peter Green Hall children’s centre, in Halifax, Nova Scotia, has been a Reggio-inspired
centre since 1997. It caters for infants, toddlers, preschool, and also offers before/after school
programs (Peter Green, 2007). Peter Green Hall is a “progressive child care facility which works
with parents, teachers and community members to provide quality child care in a safe, healthy,
enriched environment” (Peter Green, 2007, para. 4). I have had the opportunity to personally
visit this centre during 2009 and I was impressed with the importance the educators in this centre
assign to documentation. They believe that evidence of the children’s work and their
participation in their own learning should be seen throughout the classrooms with various forms
of documentation.

Saskatchewan

Lester B. Pearson is a public school in Saskatoon, SK. It is a close-knit school
community. The school believes that relationships are the foundation of the interactions that take
place between their staff, students, families, and throughout the wider community (Lester, 2009).
This public school values the involvement of parents: “...we seek to engage as many of our
parents and guardians as possible” (para. 1). The pre-kindergarten and the kindergarten
classroom environments are Reggio-inspired. This philosophy reflects a belief in each child as a
capable being (Lester, 2009).

Quebec

Another Reggio-inspired school that I came across during my research is the Garderie

School in Montreal, Quebec. The owner explains that “the teacher’s job is to provoke thought
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and encourage children to take their own interests to the next level” (Garderie, 2008, para. 3).
Teachers pride themselves with their meticulous documentation of each child’s interests,
activities and progress. Through these documentations, parents can follow what their children are
learning (Garderie, 2008).

Alberta

St. Monica is an elementary school in the Edmonton Roman Catholic School district. It
states that it places its “children first in all decisions which impact student learning” (St Monica,
2010, para. 3). This learning centre has a “special focus on the Reggio Emilia philosophy which
enables and promotes the many expressive languages of children. Teachers and students together
work to document the learning process, and content” (para. 3).

British Columbia

Roseberry Preschool is a Reggio-inspired school in Comox, British Columbia. The owner
of this preschool claims to provide a rich and exciting learning environment that promotes:
“exploration, creativity and cooperation, using children’s interest and questions to inspire
projects and promote learning” (Government of Canada, 2008, para. 12). The environment in
this preschool is enhanced by the involvement of community members in its program.

Another Reggio-inspired preschool is Little Ark in Vancouver, British Columbia. This
preschool views the child as a “protagonist, a philosopher, an investigator and a scientist” (Little
Ark, 2009, para. 1). It also believes that, while children are individuals with the environment
around them, they also have a sense of belonging to their group, their school, their family and
their community as a whole. That is why Little Ark values the parents’ involvement in their

preschool.
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The above examples of Reggio-inspired schools or preschool centres show that it is
possible to take the principles of the Reggio Emilia approach, and implement them in other

cultural contexts, as has been done in Prince Edward Island.

The next section of this literature review will focus on how early childhood education
came about and developed on Prince Edward Island, and how the emergent curriculum and the
Reggio principles were introduced to early childhood educators on PEI.

Early childhood education in Prince Edward Island

Although formal childcare did not come about until the 1960s on PEL, early childhood
programs appear to have existed on this province in one form or another from at least the early
1800s (Pence, 1992). PEI has always been a primarily rural province, with close-knit
communities and extended families being the norm. For many years, it was expected that, if a
woman was employed outside the home, she would give up her work once she got married or
had children. Primarily, children during this era were taken care of by their own parents, relatives
or neighbours, thus absorbing childcare costs as part of family practices. Religious organizations
also used to help out with the care of children, usually in the form of institutionalized care such
as orphanages (Essa et al., 1998). Another form of childcare in the 1940s and 1950s was through
a housekeeper. Large and relatively rich families used to have a live-in housekeeper/nanny and
part of her job description would be to take care of the children, especially when the parents were
not at home (McCormick, 2005). The provincial government’s involvement in this field at the
time was non-existent; firstly because it did not have the resources to fund such a program and
secondly because it seemed that the matter was being well taken care of at the household level,

even without the government’s help (McCormick, 2005).
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Changes in family styles and society - such as lower birth rates, smaller household size
and an increased participation of families in the workforce - moved hand in hand with a stronger
demand by parents for greater quality care and education opportunities for their children (Austin,
1976). According to a study by Jillian Ridington (1998), the first impact of women joining the
workforce in Canada dates back to World War I. The demand, for women (even married ones
with children) to join the workforce to fill in spaces in essential industries, which were left empty
by males going to war became greater. This created a demand for some sort of childcare. Jillian
Ridington (1998) argued that “Perhaps more importantly, from the government’s perspective, it
also hindered recruitment into essential industries” (p. 63). The number of women in the
workforce increased sharply again during World War II for similar reasons (MacDonald, 2000).
This of course was temporary and most women, especially women on PEI, returned back to what
was envisaged to be a women’s role in society at that time with the end of hostilities
(MacDonald, 2000). Although women’s employment was temporary during wartime and the
majority left the workforce once the war ended, the experience strongly changed women’s
perceptions about their role in society. Many women now took interest in advancing their
education so that, if the opportunity for a job arose, they could consider taking it (MacDonald,
2000).

By 1960, women started joining the workforce in greater numbers on PEI (MacDonald,
2000). By 2003, 83% of all island mothers of young children were in the paid workforce. This
was due, in part, to the fact that there was an increase in single parents who needed to work to
support their families (PEI Advisory Council, 2003). This is about 20% more than the Canadian
average at the time. This in turn left its impacts and demands on society (PEI Advisory Council,

2003). Women joining the workforce had an economic impact on society as well. More money
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was being generated. Demands for childcare would in turn generate more money in the
community. Research has shown, that for every dollar spent (on childcare), two were being
gained by the society (Cleveland, Forer, Hyatt, Japel & Krashinsky, 2008). All these trends
influenced the need for childcare centres to start operating on PEL

Kindergarten programs were the first to start developing in PEI during the 1960s,
particularly in the Charlottetown area. These programs did not yet fall under the jurisdiction of
any provincial government department, so no government standards or funding existed (Essa et
al. 1998). The first kindergarten centre to be established was at the newly built Confederation
Centre of the Arts, Charlottetown, in October 1964. It was a half-day program and was initially
aimed at attracting adults to the centre’s activities (Pence, 1992). This made it more convenient
for the adults to attend the activities organized by the Confederation Centre of the Arts while
their children attended the Kindergarten centre in the same building (Pence, 1992).

Day care centres, meaning full-day early childhood programs, actually originated out of
the kindergarten movement, but were still largely influenced by the orphanage atmosphere of the
1940s and 1950s, in that these places were seen as merely nurseries and not a learning
environment (Pence 1992). Major concerns in the province at the time were arising about the
needs of disadvantaged children (MacDonald, 2000). Social workers began to realize that these
needs could not be met properly in an orphanage environment where the numbers were large,
ventilation was inadequate, and lighting was generally poor. Half-day kindergarten programs
seemed to offer more benefits to disadvantaged children at this stage. So, social workers and
other public officials pressured some of the programs to expand to full-day operations. This
expansion was due to the needs of working parents, particularly single parents who were now

working longer hours (Flanagan-Rochon, 1983).
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Day care and kindergarten centres in rural areas began to develop later, between 1‘969
and 1971. This started happening when the consolidation of schools accelerated in the early
1970s under the PEI Comprehensive Development Plan (Flanagan-Rochon, 1983). The now
empty one-room school houses were made available to operators to be used for small
kindergarten programs for local children.

In the early 1970s, the provincial government was under pressure to improve the poor
conditions and sanitation in some day care centres in Charlottetown. Some programs took in too
many children with’in a confined space and without paying much attention to providing
appropriate learning experiences for the children. Operators usually justified this measure by
arguing that the children were not spending long periods of time at the centre (Pence, 1992). So,
in 1971, the Department of Social Services took over responsibility for the regulations of child
care facilities and for the management of any public funds that would be appropriate for day care
purposes (Pence 1992).

In 1973, the Child Care Facilities Act was enacted. This addressed only such basic
concerns as health and safety regulations. Other regulations were introduced following an
amendment to the Act in 1978. These regulations introduced indoor and outdoor space
requirements, first aid certification requirements, staff/child ratios, and fire and health safety
provisions. This Act was amended again in 1988 and in 2005 (Legislative Council, 2005). These
amendments included maximum centre size, types of early childhood programs, required
qualifications/certification for early childhood educators, and appeal provisions (Flanagan,
2010).

In 1974, the Early Childhood Development Association (ECDA) of PEI was formed by a

number of childcare centre operators who then went on to hold discussions with the provincial
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government about additional regulations to be added to the Child Care Facilities Act (Essa et al.
1998). The ECDA is a non-profit organization that is committed to promoting and supporting
quality early learning and child care programs and services for PEI’s children and families
(ECDA, 2010). The association relies heavily on grants from both provincial and federal sources.
The main goals of this association are to strive to:

¢ Build an educated workforce that is dedicated to life-long learning

o Contribute to partnerships and networks that support the healthy development of

young children

e Provide information to families about childcare services on Prince Edward Island

¢ Encourage research and projects that support early childhood education and care

e Promote a strong membership base (ECDA, 2010, para.2)

The Early Childhood Development Association (ECDA) of PEI is an affiliate
organization of the Canadian Child Care Federation, Canada’s largest organization concerned
with the health and well being of Canadian children (ECDA, 2010). On PEI, the ECDA is
instrumental in seeking out “solutions to promote and support high quality early childhood
educators, high quality programs, and a financially stable infrastructure for learning and child
care across PEI” (ECDA, 2010a, para. 4).

There are currently two other well-established organizations involved in providing
professional support to early childhood educators on PEL These are: La Fédération des parents
de Ifle-du-Prince-Edouard, and the Early learning operators of PE1 (ELOPEI), (Flanagan, 2010).

In September 2010, PEI public schools opened the doors to kindergartens for the first
time. This created new challenges to the early childhood centres such as “loss of revenue, higher

costs in delivering programs for younger children (due to requirements for additional staff for
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younger age groups), and difficulties in recruiting qualified early childhood educators for key
staffing positions™ (Flanagan, 2010, p. 1). Mella (2009), in Every child a better future — the
public kindergarten commissioner’s report, noted that since kindergarten on PEI was moving
into the public school system, a need and opportunity for a comprehensive review of early
childhood education was created. The author contended that this would strengthen the early
childhood development sector which would provide more access and higher quality early
learning to Island children (Mella, 2009). Recommendations outlined in Mella’s report resulted
in Flanagan’s (2010) report on early childhood education on PEIL

In 2009, Kathleen Flanagan started working on a report for the PEI government about a
new vision and framework for early childhood development on Prince Edward Island. The report
was completed and presented in May 2010. It represented:

...ideas, perspectives, and preferences of hundreds of Island parents of preschool
children, along with their grandparents, family members and friends...Island
professionals who work with young children participated in interviews or submitted their
opinions in writing...National and international experts were interviewed for their advice
in developing early childhood systems, and research from around the world was carefully
reviewed and studied (Flanagan, 2010, p. 1).

The report suggests a new holistic vision of the child — a vision that recognizes that
children “are parts of families, communities, their province, and their world” (Flanagan, 2010, p.
90). The author also contends that “children are learning and developing every minute of the day
— not just in organized programs, but wherever they are, whomever they are with, and whatever

they are doing” (p. 90).
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The framework proposed in the Early Years Report by Flanagan (2010) is intended to
describe how the child, in his/her family, will be supported throughout the early childhood years.
As a result of Flanagan’s report, the Early Years System was created. This included the initiation
of Early Years Centres (EYC) and Registered Infant Homes (RIH). Important features of the
EYC include: regulation of parents’ fees; wages paid to staff established on a scale based on their
qualification and length of service; centres funded according to a new unit funding model; a
centralized waiting list for the centres; centres required to follow a common curriculum; centres
to serve a minimum of 40 children “with provision for smaller centres in areas where local needs
must be taken into account” (EECD, 2010, p. 5); centres to be required to establish a parents’
advisory committee “to ensure a parent voice in the centre’s operations” (EECD, 2010, p.5);
centres to integrate an infant/toddler section, and children with special needs; and that new
centres opening as EYCs must be non-profit (Flanagan, 2010). The main features for the RIH
include: all registered infant homes to be licensed; parents’ fees to be regulated; providers who
do not have the necessary training to be “required to complete a 90-hour training course and be
certified” (EECD, 2010, p. 5); the infant homes to be supported by local family resource centres;
and a new infant toddler specialist to work with the local family resource centres to “provide
outreach to rural communities to bring information/resources/support to parents of infants and
toddlers” (Flanagan, 2010, p. 38).

As a result of the Early Years report by Flanagan (2010), the PEI government presented
the early childhood and development sector with a Preschool Excellence Initiative (EECD,
2010). Existing licensed centres had to decide whether to apply to become an Early Years Centre
and follow the set of criteria mentioned above, remain private, or retire their license. Out of the

95 centres on PEI, in July 2010, 55 decided to apply to become an EYC, 17 decided to retire
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their license, and 23 decided to remain private (CBC News, 2010). The transition of the 55 who
applied was to be undertaken in two cohorts. The first cohort, which consisted of 36 centres that
met the criteria for an EYC, would start operating as such in September 2010. The rest would be
included in the second cohort when and if they would have met all requirements to become an
EYC by January 2012 (Press Release, 2010).

Reggio on Prince Edward Island

It has been quite a task to find out how the emergent curriculum and the Reggio Emilia
approach came to be adapted on PEI. There are no official documents to provide this
information; so I had to rely on various personal communications I obtained from early
childhood educators.

The idea of the emergent curriculum as inspired by the Reggio Emilia approach has been
around since 2000 when a couple of early childhood learning managers from Holland College
attended a conference in Vancouver. After returning to PEL, they immediately integrated an
emergent curriculum/Reggio-inspired approach into an existing program - a two year diploma on
early childhood education at Holland College (H. Moses, personal communication, March 4,
2010). In 2002, two other early childhood educators went to the US for training about the project
approach which is an element of the Reggio approach (S. Flynn, personal communication, March
1, 2010). In 2006, four early childhood coaches embarked on a project whereby they would lead
four training sessions for the director/s and staff of various childcare centres across PEIL,
exploring the concepts of the Reggio Emilia approach and the emergent curriculum (B. Goodine,
personal communication, February 27, 2010). Some of the centres were more receptive to the
idea than others and commenced with the cultivation of these concepts. In February 2007, Carol

Anne Wien from York University in Toronto was the guest speaker at a conference for ECEs
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organized by the ECDA in Charlottetown (M.M. Dumville, personal communication, March 5,
2010). Wien considers herself a student of the Reggio Emilia approach and a supporter of those
who wish to attempt Reggio-inspired interpretations in our culture. She discussed the Reggio
Emilia approach with the educators present. In June 2008, Wien was invited back to PEI by the
Early Childhood Development Association to take part in a conference where educators from
eight different programs on PEI presented a project their centre had carried out with the children
as they proceeded towards the adaptation of an emergent curriculum (M.M. Dumville, personal
communication, March 5, 2010).

To answer my research questions about how three childcare centres on PEI are being
inspired by the Reggio Emilia approach to learning, and to see what the benefits and challenges
of such an implementation are, I collected data through in-depth observations as well as
interviews with directors, staff and parents of three childcare centres in Charlottetown. My
investigations suggest that these are the three centres that have decided to be inspired by the
Reggio Emilia philosophy to learning on the Prince Edward Island.

Conclusion

This literature review has attempted to provide an overview of how Reggio Emilia
schools started out of the rubble of World War II, pushed on and built by the determination and
collaboration of parents, community members and their founder Loris Malaguzzi. The eight
fundamental principles of this approach were outlined and discussed in some detail, while taking
a critical look at research on the Reggio Emilia approach. Interest in Reggio-inspired schools has
grown internationally and can now be found in about 80 countries across the globe. This
literature review has looked at a few examples in Canada — giving a more detailed overview of

the history of PEI and its early childhood education initiatives - and a few other countries that
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have Reggio-inspired schools. Te Whariki in New Zealand and Sweden’s curriculum were also
discussed in some detail as their respective curricula have similar inspirations to that of Reggio
Emilia but operate in different cultural contexts.

Chapter Three reviews the research methodology that have used for this study. This
includes the data analysis process, sample selection, and other data strategies that have been

carried out.
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Chapter Three

Methodology

Introduction

Since my research questions were intended to connect me with the feelings,
interpretations and understandings of parents, and staff working at the three Reggio-inspired
childcare centres on PEI, I chose to conduct this study through qualitative research. Bryman and
Teevan (2005) argue, “one cannot understand the behaviour of members of a social group other
than in terms of the specific environment in which they operate” (p. 155). According to Key
(1997), qualitative research “emphasizes the importance of looking at variables in the natural

setting in which they are found” (p. 1).

After much thinking and discussion with my supervisor, I concluded that a situational
interpretive case study would be the right research design to use for my research. Such an
approach allows the researcher to explore individuals or organizations within their context, using
a variety of data sources (Baxter & Jack, 2008). Baxter and Jack suggest that “this ensures that
the issue is not explored through one lens, but rather a variety of lenses which allow for multiple
facets of the phenomenon to be revealed and understood” (p. 544). Key (1997) suggested that
the “principle (sic) difference between case studies and other research studies is that the focus of
attention is the individual case and not the whole population of cases” (p. 4). An advantage of a
case study approach is the close collaboration between the researcher and the participants, while
enabling the participants to narrate their stories at the same time (Crabtree & Miller, 1999). My

case study is a single case with embedded sub-units (Baxter & Jack, 2008), as I will be looking at
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the single case of Reggio Emilia childcare centres on PEI with the three different centres as the

embedded sub-units.

This research is also a descriptive case study since I will be giving an in-depth
description of how each centre is implementing the Reggio Emilia philosophy. Yin (2009)
suggested that this type of case study is used to describe an involvement or occurrence that takes
place in a real-life context. According to Stake (1995), the design I used for my research is an
intrinsic case study since the subject is being researched for its own sake rather than as an
example to apply to other situations. Baxter and Jack (2008) suggest that when the case study is
intrinsic “it is not undertaken primarily because the case represents other cases or because it
illustrates a particular trait or problem, but because in all its particularity and ordinariness, the
case itself'is of interest” (p.548). Through this in-depth description, I have attempted to outline
the benefits and challenges of becoming a Reggio-inspired centre. If the data analysis shows that
benefits outweigh the challenges, I hope that this study will encourage other early childhood

educators to embark on the journey of being inspired by this approach.
Site and population selection

I used purposeful sampling in choosing my participants. Yin (2009) suggests that
researchers will often use information-oriented sampling, as opposed to random sampling, when
conducting a case study. Moreover, purposeful sampling gives the researcher the ability to select
“information-rich cases for study in depth” (Patton 2002, p. 230). For this reason, I have
conducted my research in the only three early childhood centres on PEI which have been
inspired by the Reggio approach. These three centres were introduced to the emergent

curriculum in 2006 through the Measuring and Improving Kids Environment (MIKE) program



57

conducted by the Early Childhood Development Association (ECDA) of PEI (B. Goodine,
personal communication, February 27, 2010). This led these three centres to become Reggio-
inspired as the year went on. I chose to work with these three particular centres because they are
the only three centres on PEI that are adapting the Reggio Emilia approach to their centres. To
verify this, I had contacted the three early learning coaches who are responsible for early
childhood centres, in each region of PEI, and these three centres in Charlottetown were
confirmed as having taken up the emergent curriculum initiative set out by the ECDA in 2006

(S.Flynn, B.Goodine, M.Dumville, personal communication, March, 2010).

A total of twelve interviews were conducted in this study. I interviewed three supervisors
(one from each centre), and three staff members (also one from each centre). I also interviewed
the parents/guardians of two children from each of the three centres (a total of 10 individuals), to
investigate their involvement in their child’s learning, and what benefits/challenges they saw
arising from such an involvement. The population of parents in the three centres varied from
middle class to upper middle class and included both single parents and married couples. The
parents’ sample in this research is not representative of the whole parents’ population of the three
centres since the sample size in this study is small. I wanted to interview a selection of parents,
teachers and supervisors, so had to limit the numbers of each. All supervisors and staff
interviewees were female as there are no male staff persons in these centres. However, four male

parents attended with their spouses for the parents’ interviews.

Researcher’s role

I have been in the field of early childhood since 1993 and I have since then been

interested in the impact that high quality childcare has on the development of children. High
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quality child care is based mainly on these characteristics: high adult-child ratio; small group
sizes; well trained staff; positive care provider-child relationship; well-defined spaces; parental
involvement and low staff turnover (Doherty, 1995).

I have had the opportunity to work or volunteer in all three centres taking part in this
study which demonstrated the above characteristics in their early childhood setting. I have also
had the opportunity to volunteer at various centres that did not have all the above characteristics.
I was always intrigued by the question of why not all childcare centres on PEI had the same level

of quality.

I first heard of the Reggio Emilia approach through a conference held here on PE],
organized by the ECDA, in 2006. I was quite impressed and intrigued by the Reggio Emilia
approach as presented to us by the conference guest speaker, Dr. Carol Anne Wien. I have since
read quite a considerable amount of literature on the subject. I also attended a study tour in
Reggio Emilia, in Italy, in April 2010, as I wanted to experience this learning approach first hand
and then develop my own critical appreciation and assessment of the approach. I kept a personal

journal of my week in Reggio Emilia and have used it as a source of data for my research.

After receiving approval from the UPEI Research Ethics Board, I approached the
supervisors of the three childcare centres and discussed my research plans with then;. On gaining
their approval, I sent out information letters and consent forms to all participants being involved
in the study (Appendices D-J). I also spent a couple of days in each centre prior to starting my
observations interacting with children and staff during their daily routines. This helped me to
orient myself with the settings and it also gave the children an opportunity to get to know my
face a little and get used to my presence at the centre. I then conducted my observations and

interviews on site. Each interview was transcribed and forwarded to the respective interviewees
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for their approval. At the end of my research, I plan to share my findings with the three childcare
centres and share any recommendations that have emerged from my investigations. I have kept
my participants’ names anonymous, using a pseudonym, and I have treated all data collected for

my research with strict confidentiality.

Data collection

I used qualitative triangulation for my data collection. This was done through the
collection of data from observations, interviews and my personal journal. Bryman and Teevan
(2005) suggest that triangulation helps researchers check their observations with interview
questions for any misunderstanding of what they had observed. Moreover, they argue that
“triangulation refers to a process of cross-checking findings...” (p. 325). Denzin and Lincoln
(2000) go on to say that “triangulation serves also to clarify meaning by identifying different

ways the phenomenon is being seen” (p. 444).

I conducted on-site observations of daily activities in the three childcare centres, with
reference to the main principles of the Reggio Emilia approach relevant to this study, as outlined
earlier in the literature review (Cadwell, 1997, p. 5-6; Hewett, 2001; Katz & Chard, 1996). The
data from these observations consisted of detailed descriptions of the staff and children’s
activities throughout a period of time, until a saturation point was reached and no more insights

were forthcoming (Patton, 2002; Burgess, 1997).

For my observations and based on the fundamental principles of the Reggio Emilia
approach, I developed an observational framework (Appendix N), which concentrated on the

following:
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The image of the child as a protagonist, collaborator and communicator. That is, I
was on the lookout for those activities going on that are child-centered and child-
initiated, and where the child is taking an active part in these activities. I was also
noting the child’s interaction/relationship with peers and adults around him/her.
The documentation that the teachers undertake to illustrate the children’s process
of attaining a goal. I looked at the instances when documentation was taking place
and the process of how it was being done.

The parent is a partner in the child’s learning. I attempted to look out for instances
when the parent partook, in any way, in the child’s activities or learning. This was
a challenge since these occurrences mostly took place when I was not in the
centre as [ was not present the whole day. To counter balance this, I also
conducted interviews with parents about their involvement in their child’s
learning. Moreover, I also addressed this issue with the supervisors and staff
during their interviews.

The environment as the third teacher. I looked to see if the environment provoked
the children’s interest and curiosity; if there was a variety of media being offered
to the children for their symbolic representation; if shelves were at the child’s
reach; if the use of real life objects was being used to decorate the classroom/play
area.

The teacher as partner and researcher. I tried to observe if the educators provided
stimulating environments for the children; interacted with the children and their
parents/guardians; listened and observed children; followed the children’s lead in

what they wanted to learn; and documented the children’s process of learning.
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A more comprehensive framework of my observations can be seen in Appendix N.

Since I have had the opportunity to work or volunteer in each of these three centres, I did
feel it necessary to be a participant in my observations conduct participatory observation, as |
already have experience in all of the settings, and their surrounding environments (Mason, 2002).
However, 1 felt that it was not possible for me to be just an observer in the setting. Instead, I
agree with Coffey (1999) who argues that, instead of trying to “place oneself on the participant-
observer continuum”, one should be “actively reflexive” of what is going on in the settings one is
in (p. 36). So Itried to stay as objective as I could during my observations, with as little
interaction as possible so as not to influence in any way the child or the educator’s actions. 1
conducted 20 hours of observation in each centre successively: during which time, I specifically
looked out for a set of criteria (both environmental features and behaviour patterns) and analysed
whether, and the extent to which, they conform to the Reggio Emilia pedagogy (See Appendix

N).

Another method of data collection used in this study was interviewing. I interviewed the
supervisor of each centre, and one staff member from each centre whom the directors pointed out
to me as being educators with more years of experience with the Reggio principles. This was
done so that the person chosen was able to give me more detailed information during the
interview about the issues under question. However, I acknowledge that this might create a bias
and lack of anonymity on the director’s side, since she knew the staff member that I was going to
interview. Two sets of parents (of two children from each centre) were also chosen (where
possible) by the director for the above reason. As Patton (2002) argues: “interviews yield direct
quotations from people about their experiences, opinions, feelings and knowledge,” (p. 4). He

goes on to say that “qualitative interviewing begins with the assumption that the perspective of
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others is meaningful, knowable, and able to be made explicit” (p. 341). I used semi-structured
interviews as these provide the researcher with opportunities to develop a rapport with the
participants and get information about “critical areas that are not readily assessed through
standardized questionnaires” (Bickman & Rog, 2009, p. 336). Patton (2002) had this to say about
interviewing: “An interview is an interaction where the interviewer provides stimuli to generate a
reaction and where the interviewee’s stimulus in turn generates a reaction from the interviewer”
(p. 374). Each interview took between 45 — 60 minutes, and included issues about: the benefits
and challenges of being a Reggio-inspired centre; parental involvement (to what extent;
benefits/challenges to parents); staff training; and any staff conflicts arising from this

implementation (Appendix A-C).

The third method of data collection is my personal journal and collection of materials
which I kept during my study tour in Reggio Emilia, Italy, in April 2010. According to Patton
(2002), documents “prove valuable, not only because of what can be learned directly from them
but also as stimulus for paths of inquiry that can be pursued only through direct observation and
interviewing” (p. 294). Byrman and Teevan (2005) argue that documents are an important source
of data collection since they are an unobtrusive measure: “they are non-reactive, thus removing
one common threat to the validity of the data” (p. 122). I kept a detailed journal during my study
visit in Reggio Emilia and which served as an additional and valuable source of data collection. 1
believe that, through data analysis and discussion of the findings, I have been able to compare
and contrast my journal entries of observation in Italian centres, with what I observed in the PEI

centres and also with questions tackled during the interviewing sessions.
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Data management

Interviews were transcribed. Observations notes were made for each observation by
hand/computer. Documents were collected and stored according to chronological dates and
purpose. For the security and confidentiality of my participants, I kept all hard copies of the data
collected from my observations in a locked filing cabinet at my residence for use in my analysis.
Since I digitally audio recorded my interviews to help with the transcribing, I kept two copies of
each interview, for backup purposes, on two separate pen drive devices which were kept in the
locked filing cabinet as well. The recordings of each interview were downloaded onto my
password protected personal laptop, in my residence, only for the duration of the transcription

process. In any case, the transcripts, and their recordings, will be destroyed in the year 2016.

Data analysis

A deductive strategy was used to analyze my data since my research questions are based
on existing principles (Charmaz, K. 2009). I have outlined what the literature on the Reggio
Emilia approach says, with particular reference to the main principles that make up this study,
and then compared these outlines to the findings of the observations, interviews and documents. I
used theme coding throughout my observations, according to the principles of Reggio, and the
observational framework that I compiled for this study, after the data was collected (Charmaz,
2009). When all the observations were done, I read them several times and colour coded similar
categories that came out of the observations such as: child’s interaction with peers, problem
solving, being creative, role playing, outdoor and indoor environment, various types of
documentation, educator interacting with child, educator dealing with behavioural problems, and

problem solving with the child. Then I gathered similar examples that had occurred several times
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in each centre, and put them together in relation to a particular theme that corresponded to my

observational framework (Appendix N) such as: child, teacher, documentation, environment, and

parents.

Figure 3.1 Data analysis flow chart
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Figure 3.1 gives a graphical layout of the data analysis strategy for this study.

In the semi-structured interviews, I developed three sets of semi-standardized questions:
one for the supervisors, one for the staff members, and one for the parents. In this way a
systematic analysis could be undertaken after the data from the interviews was collected. These
sets of questions were informed by existing literature, my reflections from my visit to Reggio
Emilia in Italy, and my own experience in early childhood development. The interview questions
for supervisors and staff members covered and included issues about how and when they became
interested in the Reggio Emilia approach, the benefits and challenges of being inspired by the
Reggio Emilia approach, what future goals the supervisors have for their centres, and what
further support do they think they need to meet these goals (Appendix A-C). The interviews
conducted with the parents covered different aspects of their involvement in their child’s
learning and what it meant to them, and what their thoughts were about the learning approach
being used in their child’s early learning centre. After a thorough analysis of the interview
answers, I colour coded them based on similar questions asked to supervisors, early childhood
educators (ECE), and parents during the interviews, and their responses (Charmaz, K. 2009). 1
narrowed the categories down to: thoughts about the Reggio Emilia approach and its benefits and
challenges; training opportunities offered to staff; parental involvement; documentation; and
what further support, if any, is needed by ECEs and supervisors. To differentiate between
similarities and differences amongst the responses, I colour coded them further to facilitate my
analysis. The themes were specifically related to the questions that I asked the interviewees
which were later on confirmed by all interviewees.

The personal journal, compiled during the Reggio Emilia trip, helped me compare and

contrast what I observed in Italy to the observations in the three childcare centres on PEL It also
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provided first hand information from professional people who are working directly in Reggio
schools.

Finally, I offer a synthesis of my findings which emerged from an analysis of themes and
a comparison of experiences and literature sources. This is followed by a conclusion to the study
in which I submit various recommendations to both the directors of the centres and to policy
makers beyond that came out of the study. These recommendations are very much an outcome of
the different approaches I have used in my study, each with their particular sources of

information and inspiration.
Trustworthiness features

Lincoln and Guba (1985) say that the basic issue of trustworthiness in qualitative
research is to “persuade the audience (including self) that the findings of an inquiry are worth
paying attention to” (p. 290). Key (1997) suggests that in case studies “the focus may not be on
generalization' but on understanding the particulars of that case in its complexity” (p. 4).

I believe that this study satisfies the trustworthiness criteria through the triangulation of data
collection from rich, descriptive, and detailed on-site observations, semi-structured interviews
with the participants, and the researcher’s own journal. The different sources of data and the
thick descriptions (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) will provide a strong basis to the research being done,
and strengthens the transferability of the study (Key, 1997). The same set of questions used in
this study can also be used again by other researchers to conduct similar studies.

The purposeful sampling strategy taken up in this study also reinforces the
trustworthiness of the research. According to Patton (2005), “what would be “bias™ in statistical

sampling, and therefore a weakness, becomes intended focus in qualitative sampling...” (p. 230).
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Since the centres and participants chosen for this research are persons practising or involved in
the Reggio-inspired approach, this then validates the argument Patton (2005) makes when he
says that the logic behind purposeful sampling lies in selecting participants who have rich
information about what the researcher is seeking (Patton, 2005).

To enhance the credibility and dependability of this research, I conducted a member
check with all the interviewees to verify and validate that the transcripts contain data that
faithfully represents what the participants wanted to say. Each interviewee was given a copy of
the transcript, whose veracity was subsequently confirmed in writing or by word of mouth by all
respondents. To validate this study further, interviewees were sent a copy of the themes [
identified from their transcripts during the analysis, for each of them to verify if indeed those
were the ideas and concepts they wanted to communicate. All interviewees confirmed in writing,
that they agree with the themes, derived from the interviews. Both my reflective journal and the

triangulation method add to the credibility of this research (Key, 1997).

Limitations

It is generally assumed that early childhood education takes place through the actions of
many people and therefore to study it well one has to use a qualitative research process to be able
to uncover what and how these different people feel and think about the issue (Bryman &

Teevan, 2005).

A limitation of qualitative research is that it can be seen as too subjective. Bryman &
Teevan (2005) argue that such criticisms usually mean that findings from qualitative research
rely a lot on the researchers’ views and values about what is important or relevant in their

findings (also Patton, 2002; Mason, 2002). Since high quality childcare and the Reggio Emilia
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approach in particular, are concepts that I highly value, this might have affected the analysis
being done in this research. I tried however, to counter balance this through my data collection
by using methodological triangulation. This involves the convergence of data from multiple data
collection sources (Denzin, 1978). In this particular research these include: a personal journal of
my own experience at Reggio Emilia, Italy; a perusal of other documentation available at the
childcare centres being studied such as children’s portfolios and the daily sheet activity binder;

conducting interviews; and detailed observations.

Another limitation concerns the process of the interpretation of data. As this is a
situational, interpretative research, the process of interpreting ‘findings’ is a challenging one. Did
the themes that I elicited from the collected data faithfully represent what my informants have
experienced? How could I ever know for sure what my informants meant to say? I have tried to
address this issue also by seeking a validation of my interpretations arising from the data by
conducting a member check to confirm both the authenticity of transcripts, and the appropriate
interpretation of respondents’ ideas in the ensuing analysis.

Another potential limitation to this study is that I conducted the observations and
interviews in three centres that may still be in the process of fully adapting the Reggio Emilia
approach. It has only been four years since these centres were introduced to the emergent
curriculum approach which then led these same centres in Charlottetown to become inspired by
the Reggio Emilia approach to learning. Gardner (1998) contends that it takes a full ten years of

daily practice for a centre or school to become fully immersed in the Reggio principles.

I also conducted my data collection at a time when the Early Childhood sector on PEI
was going through a lot of changes, namely: the kindergarten moving into the school system; the

sector’s concern with having enough certified staff left in childcare centres still open after the
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Kindergarten transition in September; the loss of certified educators as a result of this change;
and the introduction of the Preschool Excellence Initiative and the Early Years Centres
(Flanagan, 2010). This created a lot of pressure on the three centres in my study as they had to
decide, in a two month time frame, whether they wanted to convert to an Early Years Centre,
remain private, or retire their licenses. As a consequence of these events, the staff being observed
and interviewed might have been unduly anxious, or might not have been acting to their full
potential and this might limit the information that was collected through my research. Indeed, I
planned (and succeeded) to complete my fieldwork before the end of June 2010, in order not to

get caught in the heat of this transition.

Conclusion

The ideas and philosophies of the Reggio Emilia approach have, for over 30 years, been
reflected upon, expanded and adapted within the context of the unique culture of Reggio Emilia,
Italy, “thus resulting in the creation of a singular, cohesive theory” (Hewett, 2001, p. 99). And
yet, Reggio schools in Italy cannot be replicated or exported fully. However, educators can learn,
benefit from their philosophy and then create Reggio-inspired settings in their communities. PEI
started its first steps of the cultivation of the Reggio Emilia philosophy in 2006, so it can be

considered that it is in its first stages of creating Reggio-inspired centres.

This research study explores and seeks to discover the extent to which three childcare
centres on Prince Edward Island have been inspired by the Reggio Emilia approach, while being
critically aware of the challenges involved in undertaking such an adaptation. If my research
results suggest that the children who are in Reggio Emilia-inspired childcare centres benefit from

this approach, I hope that it will serve as a stepping stone so that other centres on PEI would
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consider following suit. I also hope that the three childcare centres being studied will then be
able to act as mentors to the other centres. My research could also guide policy makers to
implement this type of approach not only in other childcare centres across PEI, but also perhaps
introduce it into the elementary school system, especially now that Kindergarten has moved into
the public school system on PEI.

This chapter described the research design and strategies being used to conduct and
analyze data in this study. To facilitate the reader’s understanding of the methodology being
used, a description of the different sources of date was provided, as well as how this data has
been collected, organized and analysed. The findings that resulted from the interviews and
observational field notes will be discussed in Chapter Four. Data from my personal journal will

be incorporated into the discussion of the findings that will be presented in Chapter Five.
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Chapter Four
Research Findings

Introduction

This chapter will present, and discuss, thematic analyses with supporting data collected
from on-site observations and interviews with selected participants for this qualitative research
study. The method used to elicit these findings was through a situational, interpretative case
study using coding as described in Chapter Three. Three early childhood centres in
Charlottetown were purposely chosen for this study as all of them started implementing the
Reggio Emilia approach in 2006. The clientele of these three centres varies from middle to upper
middle class households and each centre has a mix of single parents and couples. One particular
centre had about 20% of its clients coming from other countries, at the time of this research.

Pseudonyms for the childcare centres will be used: Sunshine, Butterfly, and Sandy. Sixty
hours of observations in total were carried out in the three centres, and twelve semi-structured
interviews were conducted amongst the participants. Interviewees consisted of: three early
childhood centre supervisors, who will be referred to as ‘Sup 1, 2, 3”; three early childhood
educators, referred to in the analysis as ‘ECE 1, 2, 3°; and six sets of parents who had children
attending these centres. These will be referred to as ‘Par 1 — 6 for females’ and ‘Par 1a — 4a for
males’. Four out of the six sets of parents came to the interview as a couple, while only the
female parent attended the interview in the case of the other two sets of parents, as the male
parent was unable to attend. The interviews were conducted concurrently with the observation
sessions.

These interviews and observations attempt to address the following research questions:

(1) how has the Reggio Emilia approach been adapted by three childcare centres on Prince
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Edward Island?, (2) what are the benefits/challenges that these early childhood education centres
faced in adapting the Reggio Emilia approach?, (3) what are the future goals for these early
childhood education programs in PEI and what do early childhood educators identify as
necessary support to make these happen? (Figure 4.1) An additional source of data that will be
discussed and related to this analysis in the final chapter is a personal journal which I kept during
my study tour in Reggio Emilia, Italy, in April 2010. This experience proved to be pivotal in
helping me to me to compare and contrast the data gathered from the literature review,
interviews and on-site observations.

The findings in this chapter will be divided in two sections: (a) observations; and (b)
interviews. Section A will present and discuss the findings from my observations in the three
centres, while the following section, B, will discuss the findings from the interviews.

Section A: Observations

Introduction

The focus of my observations was to identify (a) the benefits of the fundamental
principles of the Reggio Emilia approach; and (b) the challenges that are being faced by the staff
in implementing these principles. To help structure and guide the observation process, I
constructed an observational framework (Appendix N), based on the Reggio Emilia principles
(Cadwell, 2003; Edwards et al., 1993; Gandini, 1993; Spaggiari, 1993).

I conducted my observation sessions in three early learning centres in Charlottetown
which are implementing the Reggio Emilia approach. Due to ethical reasons and to maintain the
anonymity of the centres, I will use pseudonyms and will be concentrating on the pedagogical
environments of these centres in my analysis rather than the geographical ones. Two centres,

Sunshine and Sandy, are for profit and affiliated with an educational institution. The third centre,
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Butterfly, is not-for-profit and affiliated with a religious institution. All three centres pay rent for
the use of their space. Each one has access to a gymnasium. Sunshine and Sandy make use of
the gym once a week with prior booking, while Butterfly has daily access to the gym without any
booking needed. Sunshine and Butterfly centres have an open attic (part of an open plan design)
which the children can climb up to and engage in various activities there. This is called a ‘loft’
and under it is also a space that is used by children and staff in the centre.

All three centres have an outdoor play area that they can access. Sunshine and Sandy
need permission from the educational institution with which they are affiliated for any large
structural changes to their outdoor area. However, other minor changes or equipment needed is
left to the discretion of the supervisor. Butterfly makes use of a public park at the back of its
premises; a small section of the park was rented out to this centre, where a shed was built. This is
the space where outdoor equipment and tricycles are kept. A proposal to enhance the public park
was submitted by one of the staff to the municipal authorities responsible for the park. It was
being reviewed as this thesis was concluding.

Sunshine has mixed-age groups and an open plan structure. Butterfly has specific age
groups and an open plan structure. Sandy has specific age groups and is classroom based. All
centres have a full-time cook to serve snacks and lunch to the children.

I visited these centres prior to starting my observations and spent some time engaging
with the children in their activities so that they could get used to me being with them in their
environment. I conducted 20 hours of observation in each centre consecutively, spending ten,
two hour sessions daily, for a total of two working weeks at each centre moving on immediately
from one centre to the next at the conclusion of each 20-hour block. In this way, I was able to see

all activities during a regular day at each of these centres.
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In the Sunshine and Butterfly centres, I was observing two to five year olds concurrently
since I could smoothly move from one group to the other because of the open plan structure of
these two centres. The Sandy centre, however, has separate classrooms for each age group. So I
decided to observe the four and five year olds for the first week and then moved on to the three
and four year old classroom during the second week. When both classes were in the outdoor
area, | observed them concurrently.

I did not participate in any of the activities taking place in the centre during my
observations, in an attempt not to interrupt. I knew that my presence was being felt, more so by
the staff than by the children, especially in the classroom based centre, and that it might have
somehow affected activities that took place while I was present in the centres. Because I was in
the centre for a maximum of two hours a day, I could not be present for all of the activities each
day. I tried to compensate for this by scheduling my two hour sessions to ensure that a whole day
routine was observed at each centre.

During my observations, [ kept detailed field notes which I then used for this analysis. To
analyse the field notes, I read through them several times, each centre at a time, and coded them
using categories from the observational framework that guided my observations. These were: 1)
child, 2) educator, 2) documentation, 4) environment, and 5) parents. Various subsections
resulted from this coding. I then colour-coded the three centres and looked for connecting or
similar themes.

Quotes from my field notes will be included in this section to reinforce the themes being
analysed. Figure 4.1 outlines the fifteen themes emerging from the observation sessions,

organized in terms of five categories.



Figure 4.1: Themes emerging from observations
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Child

Theme 1: Positive strength-building peer interactions

In all three centres I observed the children interacting well with their peers especially
during free choice play and also with the staff throughout the day. The following excerpts from
my field notes serve to substantiate this theme:

A group of children were sitting at the snack table and discussing a trip to Florida that

one of them had just had. Some of the other children had been to Florida too so they

shared experiences together. Other children were more interested in birthday parties and

whom they were going to invite (Field notes, May 17, 2010).

A two and a half year old boy was parallel playing, that is playing alongside his peers but

not interacting with them, with two older boys from Kindergarten who were using a train

track. The younger boy kept taking the bridge off the track that the older boys had built.

However these boys did not seem to mind this and they just told the younger boy to put it

back on and kept on playing alongside him. Another two boys were playing under-loft

which is nicely lit up with little fairy lights. They were pretending that they were

workers, so one of the boys took out a measuring tape from the toolbox and started

measuring the windows that are under-loft. Both boys were wearing work hats (Field

notes, May 31, 2010).

Theme 2: Children engaged in genuinely collaborative learning

This theme is closely connected to the first, and was also evident in all three centres. In
the Sunshine centre, I noticed how the older children helped the younger ones and how the
younger children observed the older ones and then modeled what they were doing. Bandura,

(1977, 1986, 1997) contends that: “Most human behaviour is learned observationally through
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modeling: from observing others, one forms an idea of how new behaviours are performed, and
on later occasions this coded information serves as a guide for action” (Bandura 1977, p. 22). In
the Butterfly and Sandy centres, I observed frequent incidents of children of the same age
collaborating and helping each other out, depending on their level of development:
A group of mixed-age children were at a table working with a staff member in creating a
musical instrument. There were paper tubes of different lengths on the table and a
container with corn kernels in it. The educator was modelling how to cut a circle out of
paper for the bottom, and then tape it at one end of the tube, put in some kernels in the
tube, and then close off the other end with another paper circle. While doing this she
asked children questions about what step came next. The older children started drawing
and cutting out the circles and attaching them to the tube and finishing off their musical
instrument. A toddler who had been observing for a time, came to the table, took one of
the tubes, put in some corn kernels and lifted it up to shake it like the other children were
doing. All the corn kernels spilled over the table and she looked so surprised. The
educator asked: “What do you think you need to do first?” The little girl replied: “Clean
up”. She thought that the educator was referring to the corn on the table. Immediately her
older sister came up to the little girl and said: “No you have to put this circle at the
bottom first”. She then turned to the educator and said: “I can help my sister do it” (Field
notes, May 28, 2010).
The following story shows the child not only as being a model to her friend, but also as
being competent and able, without getting any help from the educator. From what I observed, 1
could see that this was taking place because there were no directed activities going on and

children were free to use their imagination and had enough time to do the task they set out to do:
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A four year old girl found a dot-to-dot activity with the paper in the studio (art area). She
decided to try it out. When she finished she cried: “T did it! I did it! It’s a bunny.” You
could see the pride in her eyes. She was not pushed into doing it by the educator. It was
her choice. Some of the other children just used it to scribble on or draw on the reverse
side of it. She was then asked by her friend to help her do hers as she was having trouble.

The four yéar old started explaining to the other girl which direction to go according to

the numbers. When she saw that the other girl did not understand, she got another one

herself and started doing it again. Her friend observed her and then tried to copy her. This
time she could finish the task. When they finished, they both coloured the bunnies (Field

notes, June 1, 2010).

For me, the next situation revealed that through collaboration and problem solving, these
children managed to accomplish a task that would have been much more difficult by themselves.
These four year old girls were playing in the outdoor area in the sandpit. A staff member was
outdoors, supervising and interacting with the children:

One of the girls became interested in a bucket full of small rocks that was near a picnic

table outside the sandpit. She ran to the bucket and tried to lift it to take it over to her

friend to play with the rocks in the sand. She could not lift it so she called over to her
friend to come and help her. Her friend came and they tried to lift the heavy bucket full of
rocks. They soon realised that they could not carry it over to the sandpit as it was too
heavy. One of them said: “I know what we can do. We can get that wheel barrow and put
the rocks in it. That way it would be easier.” They got the wheel barrow, and emptied half
the rocks into it. One pushed the wheelbarrow and the other carried the half full bucket

over to the sandpit... (Field notes June 18, 2010).
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Theme 3: Children as competent, able and independent learners

During my observations, I witnessed several instances in all three centres where children
were demonstrating competence and independence, although not all staff members were
confident enough, at times, to trust in their abilities to succeed.

Among my observations there were the following:

I witnessed a 3 year old boy from Pakistan interacting with a 4 year old girl from Nepal.

Both of them had limited English language skills. It was so intriguing for me to watch

them communicate, both in their own language, and somehow understand each other and

role play in the kitchen area together. This really showed me that, no matter what country
children come from or what language they speak, they are still competent, able and
resourceful enough to figure out a way to communicate with each other without needing

any help from the adults around them (Field notes, May 27, 2010).

Susan Fraser (2007) contends that children “who do not share a common language or
culture will be able to engage successfully in many of the pedagogical processes such as
representational work, {and] collaborative group work...in early childhood programs that
embrace the Reggio Emilia approach...” (p. 21).

This scene took place in the building blocks area between two boys whom I noticed
returned to this particular area every day I was there doing my observations. This particular
instance shows these two four year old boys as not only being competent, but also being creative
and able to problem solve on their own through discussion and sharing of ideas:

Two boys were building a long tunnel by placing wooden and cardboard blocks on top

and alongside each other. This tunnel was built so that they could pass their little cars

inside it. They started pushing the cars inside one end of the tunnel and waiting for them
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to come out at the other end. At one point, one of the boys pushed a car inside the tunnel,

but this time the car did not appear at the other end. His friend came to help him look for

the car by looking into the tunnel and all around it. They could not see it so the boy that
lost the car said to his friend: “It’s gone”. The other boy replied: “The car cannot go away
on its own, without a driver or you pushing it.” They talked about it a little bit more and
then they decided to break up the tunnel to look for the car. They eventually found it
underneath a cardboard block. Both boys had big smiles on their faces and the second
boy said: “See, I told you that it was still here”. They started rebuilding their tunnel again

(Field notes May 28, 2010).

Both Butterfly and Sandy centres have an activity called “Show and Tell/Share”.
Children bring in something from home, once a week, which they really want to show and share
with their peers. [ witnessed one such activity at the Butterfly centre, involving both the three
and four year old and the four and five year old groups:

Each child comes up one at a time and speaks about what they got from home and then

their friends get to ask them questions about it, for example, why is it their favourite toy,

where do they keep it in the house, who gave it to them, how long have they had it, and
so on. You could tell from the children’s faces and their body language that they were so

proud to be able to show their possessions to their peers. This activity gave the children a

sense of ownership and the opportunity to show that they are competent and able to come

up and speak to their friends about something that they owned. After the activity was
over, the children had a choice to either share their possession with their peers and play

with it for a while or else if they were not ready to share they could go and put it away in
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their locker. During this particular activity, all the children were ready to share what they

got for the show with their peers (Field notes June 9, 2010).

This story was taking place during snack time in the two and four year old classroom
where the children can serve themselves. In this particular case, this boy realises that he was
competent and capable to pour his own milk without spilling, after having tried a number of
times:

I was observing a two and a half year old boy trying to pour milk into his cup during

snack time. This same boy had always spilled all or some of his milk while pouring

during other instances that I had been observing during snack or lunch time. However, on
this particular day, he poured his milk in his cup without spilling any. The pride in his
voice and the look on his little face were not to be missed! He shouted to his educator and
friends: “I did it! I did it! No spill on the table! Look, none on the table!” (Field notes,

June 24, 2010).

Theme 4: Real opportunities for active problem-solving

I witnessed quite a number of instances where children problem solved while they were
carrying out an activity. I noticed children who were problem solving conflicts that came about
while they were playing, without relying on an educator. I also observed that children were more
capable of problem solving in situations where the educator took a step back, trusted the
children’s capability, and let them try to problem solve the issue on their own. Through my
experience as an early childhood educator working or volunteering in these three centres, I found
that most of the staff were taking a step back and observing how the conflict would be dealt with,
whereas before they would have intervened prematurely and tried to resolve the conflict

themselves.
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This episode took place in the outside play area where all the children from the centre

were playing together. In this particular instance, there was a lot of discussion and problem

solving taking place between educators and with the children on how best they could resolve the

issue:

A group of 5 year old girls were doing some gymnastic movements while some of their
friends were watching them. One girl did a handstand and the crocks she was wearing
flew out of one of her feet and landed in the roof gutter. At first they were surprised at
what happened but then they started laughing about it and went off to tell one of the staff.
She asked them what they thought they could do to get it back. There were many
suggestions from the children. A girl suggested that they get a broom and try reaching it
that way. When they tried unsuccessfully, another child suggested that the educator put
her on her shoulders. When this solution failed, a boy suggested bringing a cannon into
the yard, placing the girl who lost the crocks in it, and then shooting her up to the roof.
When the educator pointed out that that would be a hard thing to do, another boy suggest
getting a long ladder to reach the gutter. It took the children quite a while to solve their
problem but eventually they did on their own. (Field notes June 25, 2010).

I noticed that problem solving took place frequently while children were role-playing or

being creative with the task that they were doing. The next story unfolds in the outside play area.

With the help of her friends, this child found a way in which to protect her drawing;:

A four and a half year old girl was trying to draw a rabbit on the paving with coloured
chalk. At one point, she realised that the drawing looked more like great big pigeon so
she added on some details and did quite a good representation of a pigeon cartoon

character. She called her friends over and started telling them all about how it was
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supposed to be a bunny but turned out to be a pigeon. Some younger children who were
also outside playing at that time were running after each other, ignored the drawing on
the paving and stepped onto it and kept going. The girl was quite upset and soon realised
that she had to find a way that the other children in the yard would notice that they could
not step on the drawing. She discussed this with her peers and they came up with the idea
of putting something around the drawing as a barrier. They looked around in the yard and
some went and got car tires, others got tree branches, while others got small plastic
buckets. They collaborated and placed them around the drawing. This seemed to not only
deter other children from stepping onto it, but also to make them stop and admire the
drawing (Field notes May 19, 2010).
Theme S: Creativity being nurtured at many levels
During my observation sessions, I observed a lot of role play in the Sunshine and Sandy
centres, and creativity from the children in all three centres. However, in the Butterfly centre,
children seemed to be less interested in dressing up and role playing. They seemed to be more
interested in creative activities, such as building or constructing items themselves:
A group of three and four year old children were making swords out of paper and role
playing prince and princess. They were showing each other how to construct a sword.
Through trial and error the children discovered that, when they rolled up a sheet of paper
sidewise at an angle, it would have a pointed end and then another boy suggested that
they tape two or three swords together to make them longer. There were some other
children who started to create a different sword which still had the pointed end but they
added paper to the end of it to make it fit their hands like a mitten (Field notes May 27,

2010).
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A four year old boy started experimenting with a small empty box, tape and paper. Soon
he decided that he was making a guitar. He showed it to his friends and pretended to be
playing it. After a while he discovered that he could use the guitar as a baseball bat, just
like the one he had printed on his shirt. So he made a ball out of paper and then helped
his friend to make a bat and they played baseball together (Field notes May 17, 2010).
The following story takes place in the ‘daily living area’ where children have access to a
play home environment and a carpeted area in the middle. In one of the containers in this area
they had barbequing gear together with a play barbeque. The children in this scene are not only
role-playing, but also collaborating and problem solving while they play:
A three year old girl and a four year old boy were pretending that they were at a picnic
and were going to barbeque some food. They set out a blanket on the carpet, and put out
play food, lanterns, plates and cups. The girl wanted to start cooking the food on the
barbeque so they collaborated in choosing what each of them wanted to eat. While the
girl was cooking, the boy noticed that not all the food fitted on the barbeque, so he looked
around the area and saw a tray. He wanted to check out if it fitted on the barbeque, so
they would have more space for their food. He asked the girl if she would take off the
food she was cooking so he could try the tray. The girl took the food off the barbeque and
the boy tried the tray. He tried it in different ways but still it would not fit. So finally with
a sigh, he turned to the girl and said: “It doesn’t fit. You can cook again”, and went to put
the tray back in the cupboard (Field notes May 20, 2010).
In the next story, we see that the ECE initiated the activity by putting some shaving foam
on a table and putting some paint shirts on the chairs that were around the table. She let the

children come and experiment and explore the shaving foam. This shows that the educator sees
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the children as competent, creative beings. She wanted to observe how the children would
experiment with this medium:
Three girls from the three and four year old group were gathered around a table that had
lots of shaving foam sprayed on it. One of the girls was intrigued by its texture and kept
rubbing her hands together and saying how smooth it was. Another girl said that it smelt
like her daddy and then went on to put some of the shaving foam on her hands and put it
on her chin. She turned to her friends and said: “Look I have a beard now.” The third girl
discovered that she could make marks in the shaving foam with her fingers. She also
started experimenting with drawing letters with her fingers (Field notes June 2, 2010).
The next scene took place outside, in the sandpit. The children were being creative as
they explored the different properties of the sand: dry and light, wet and heavy. Role-play,
collaboration and modelling were taking place during this activity. All this was possible because
of the richness of materials available to the children at this centre:
A group of four children had a small bucket full of water which they were filling with dry
sand. They were pretending to prepare a chocolate cake for a birthday party, and took
turns to stir the mixture. One of the boys got a flat round piece of log for the cake’s base
while a girl started taking the wet sand out of the bucket with a spade and piling it on this
log. When they had a big pile the boy started to smooth it with his hands until it
resembled a cake. One of the girls said: “We need candles. It’s a birthday cake”. Another
girl went running out of the sandpit and to a part of the yard that was covered with wood
chips. She picked a few up and came back with them saying: “Look, I found candles”.
The others smiled, took them and put them on the cake. The boy tried to pick up the cake

from the table but it was too heavy. So he called his friend over to help him carry it to the
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little house at the end of the sandpit. They placed it on the table there and pretended it
was their friend’s birthday. Meanwhile, two younger girls who were watching all this
decided to put some sand in another bucket of water. They went up to the educator and

said: “We have all the ingredients.” The educator asked them what they were making. “A

cake soup” they both replied, and continued mixing their soup. (Field notes June 25,

2010).

Theme 6: Thinking creatively and critically when given opportunities to do so

Emergent learning occupies a key function in the Reggio Emilia approach for early
childhood education. In this approach, both curriculum and pedagogy are created through real
experiential projects based on the emerging ideas and interest of young children (Wien, 2008;
Rinaldi, 1993).

During my observations, I could see various instances of emergent learning when the
children started out doing one task but, through experimentation and exploration, they ended up
discovering something new and different from what they had set out to do. The following
episode describes how children can use their creative thinking when faced with the right
opportunity:

Two four-year-old girls were at the art area drawing on different sheets of paper that the
educator had left in the paper basket. These papers were light pink in colour and had
carbon paper like qualities with a shiny finish. While these two girls were talking away
and drawing on these papers, one girl accidently forgot to take off the marker cap and
went ahead and scribbled on the paper. To her surprise, she saw that the marker could
still make marks, even though the cap was still on. She immediately told her friend abbut

it who then tried it out herself. They both noticed that, no matter what colour of marker



87

they were using, it still produced a brown line. They discussed why this was happening.
One child said that it was because this paper was pink while the normal paper was white
and it only works on pink paper. They were really intrigued with this and kept
experimenting with different markers, with caps on, and drawing various symbols. One
of the girls decided to experiment even further. She looked up at her friend and said:
“Look, I can do it with my fingernail too!” (Field notes May 26, 2010).
A three year old girl was drawing at the art table with her friends. She went to pick up
another colouring pencil to use when all of the pencils fell out of the container onto the
table. She started laughing, left what she was drawing and started putting the pencils in a
line near each other. Another girl who had also been colouring joined in and told her to
count them. They both started counting and went up to ten and then skipped to other
numbers that they knew (Field notes June 1, 2010).
A three year old girl was using glitter glue at the art table. She was trying to decorate a
piece of art work that she had done. After a while, she decided that she wanted to touch it
to see how it feels. So she put some on her fingers and rubbed it into her hands. She first
looked at the pretty colour on her hands. Then she put her hands together and realised
that they were very sticky. She turned to another girl who was at the table and said: “It’s
sticky like ‘hanitizer’ [sanitizer].” She kept sticking her hands together and giggling
(Field notes June 23, 2010).
These were just a few of the recorded observations of the children at the centres from my
field notes. For the purpose of this analysis, I presented separate abilities of the children being
observed in different scenarios. However, all the above abilities are inter-related and should be

looked upon holistically. The findings from the observational analysis show that the children in
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the three centres interacted well with each other and with their educators. Furthermore, 1
observed substantive evidence of their competence and capability for collaboration with each
other. Children in the Sunshine and Sandy centres demonstrated interest in role-play while the
children in the Butterfly centre were more focused on building and constructing. Children in all
three centres showed an interest in exploring and experimenting with various properties of
different materials.

In the following section, I will describe how the educators in these three centres interact
with the children; problem solve with them, how they resolve behavioural issues, and how they
manifest trust in children’s capabilities.

Most of the early childhood educators in the centres that are included in this study have at
least a two year diploma in early childhood education. Each educator at the Butterfly centre has a
laptop to use for research with the children, and for any documentation that needs to be done.
Another computer attached to a printer is in their staff room. Educators at the Sandy centre each
have a computer with a scanner and a printer in the classroom and another computer and printer
in the staff room. The educators at the Sunshine centre can make use of a computer and a printer
in their staff room. All educators each have a digital camera to enable them to take photos of
children’s activities, which would later on be included in their documentation.

Several themes came out of the coding of this section. [ will try and quote from my
observations and provide a sample of all the themes that turned out to be similar in the three
centres. These consist mainly of how educators problem solve with the child while asking
provocative questions; how behavioural issues were dealt with; how they interact with children
during the day; and how some educators demonstrated respect for the children by trusting in their

capabilities. These themes were based on my observational framework criteria (Appendix N).
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Educator

Theme 7: Educators actively and intentionally engaging children in their own
problem solving.

There were several instances during my observational sessions that I could see educators
rising up to the occasion and problem solving with the children by asking provocative questions
which challenged the children’s thinking. Some of these examples have already been quoted in
the ‘child’ section as all the observations are inter-related. The following examples are of
instances when the educator felt the need to ask challenging questions so that the children could
get to a solution, or learn more about the issue from their own answers. This in turn helps the
children to learn to problem solve.

The following episode was taking place under the loft area which this particular group
use for their morning and afternoon gatherings in which literacy takes place and where children
and educator discuss what their plans are for the day:

The four to five year old group was meeting under-loft with their educator where they

share their news and practise some literacy skills. This particular morning, the educator

was reading a book that the children had chosen about insects. They told her that they
picked out that book because they wanted to learn more about ladybugs. As she read the
book, she kept interacting with the children by asking provocative questions and
challenging the children to think and come up with ideas about the insects in the book.

One boy said: “Look, the ladybug has two wings. The soft wings can break easily and the

hard ones do not break easily.” The educator took this up and continued asking the group

more questions about why they thought that the soft wings would break and the others

not. I also noted that the educator was not afraid to use big words like /arvae and this in
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turn provoked more challenging questions. The educator encouraged the children to

explore the word and get to know what it means. At one point a child asked a question

about a beetle that was in the book. The educator did not have an answer for him so she
told him that they could look it up together after snack on the computer [she did look it
up with the boy after snack]. She then left the book on the table for the children to be able

to look at it later on in the day if they so chose (Field notes May 31, 2010).

The following activity was taking place in the three to four year old section during their
group time. The educator was discussing with the children about where butterflies live. They had
been discussing butterflies the previous day as well, so the educator was building up on the
knowledge that the children had acquired about butterflies and pushing it further:

The educator asked the children: “where do you think butterflies live?” One child said:

“in the sky”, while another one said: “on the ground as they have to eat nectar”. Another

child said: “in big holes”. Other children suggested that butterflies live in trees and

jungles. The educator accepted all the answers suggesting that they might be true. She
then asked if they would like to find out the answer on the Internet. The children all said

yes and seemed very interested and excited to be going on the Internet. The educator did

some research on the internet, on her laptop, and found some information. She read that

out to the children while showing them some pictures of butterflies. She also listened to
the children’s comments and questions and reinforced their learning by asking more

challenging questions (Field notes June 1, 2010).

Theme 8: A sense of real learner accomplishment through task completion

I witnessed this happening frequently in the three centres while I was doing my

observations. The adults were interacting in one way or another with the children, especially
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while they were indoors. However, when the children were outside, I could not see a lot of
interaction between the educator and the child. There were only a couple of instances where [
saw an educator actually taking an active part in an activity that the children were doing. This
could be due to the fact that all the outdoor play areas of these three centres have a lot to offer to
the children so they are engaged in all sorts of activities during their time outside and do not feel
the need to interact with the educators, they get more engaged in what they are doing with their
peers. Another reason could be that the educators have to supervise the children more when they
are in the outdoors to prevent any accidents, and so it would not be practical for them to be fully
engaged with children’s games while having to keep an eye on the other children in the group:
A two year old child was trying her hand at scissoring. She was pushing it closed with her
fingers while holding it with her other hand. The educator, who was at the table
interacting with the children during this activity, did not intervene and continued to
observe this little girl. After a while the educator took up a pair of scissors herself and
started cutting a piece of paper with it. The girl was observing her and then she said to the
educator that she would like to try those scissors to cut her paper. The educator passed on
the pair of scissors and the girl managed to cut an edge from the paper. This reinforced
her efforts and she kept on practicing her scissoring (Field notes May 20, 2010).
A four year old boy came up to the educator and asked if she would help him with a
puzzle he wanted to do. The educator said yes and they sat at a table and took out all the
puzzle pieces. I noticed that this boy needed a lot of encouragement and direction from
the educator to be able to find the pieces for the puzzle and try to fit them in. The
educator was very patient and asked challenging questions to make the boy think which

puzzle piece would fit where. When he finally got his first puzzle piece in place, he
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looked so proud and pleased with himself. The educator continued reinforcing and

encouraging this child until all the pieces of the puzzle were done and you could see the

sense of achievement in this child’s face as he went around telling his friends that he had

finished the puzzle (Field notes June 2, 2010).

Theme 9: More choices achieve fewer behavioural issues

I observed that in two of the centres there were very few behavioural issues occurring
between the children, while I could observe more instances of behavioural issues in another
centre. However, in all instances, the behavioural issues were either solved by the children
themselves or were gently dealt with (speaking with the children in a gentle voice about the
issue) by the educator. From my observations, I could see that, the more the children were
engaged in an activity which was something that they chose that they were interested in the
fewer behavioural issues there were. Another observation was that, the more intriguing and
different opportunities and choices given to the children, the more engaged they are likely to be
and the fewer behavioural problems are likely to arise:

It was the end of the day and there were only four boys left in the four to five year old

classroom. The educator noticed that one boy was acting up and needed to calm down so

she suggested that they play a game of cards. They all set around a table while she

shuffled the cards. One boy suggested what game to play and started telling his friends

and the educator what the rules of the game were (Field notes June 18, 2010).
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Theme 10: Calming, effective educator interventions when potential behavioural
challenges arise.

The following episodes took place in the outdoor play area where children aged between
two and five were playing together. These two incidents show how staff members dealt with
behavioural issues in a calm and gentle way, while respecting the feelings of the children
involved:

A two year old boy was preparing to go down a slide while another toddler was right

behind him. This toddler could not wait for his friend to go so he pushed him down the

slide. The ECE nearby was very quick and caught the boy before he could get hurt. When
she made sure that the boy was ok, she took the toddler aside and gently explained to him
that it was not ok to push his friends as they get hurt and that he had to wait his turn

before he could go down a slide (Field notes June 11, 2010).

A three year old boy accidently hit a three year old girl while he was throwing a stone,

and cut her on the forehead. It was a surface scratch and it was bleeding. The educators

handled this situation calmly by taking the hurt child to the side and tending to her, while
another educator went over to the boy and took him over to the hurt girl to show him
what happened when he threw the stone. He had some time out in a quiet area to think
about what he did and that he could join the group again, once he was ready to excuse
himself to the girl and ready not to throw stones again. The older brother of the hurt girl
went to see if his sister was okay and then he told her: “If somebody tries to hurt you, you

’33

should say no thank you!” and gave his sister a hug and a kiss (Field notes June 17,

2010).
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Theme 11: Respecting children’s right to choose and trusting in their capabilities to
act on their own ideas.

I observed educator respect for each child in all three centres. The educators respected the
child’s right to choose and to have his’her own ideas about what to do. There were some
instances where I could see children climbing up trees, sitting on tables, and standing on chairs.
In mainstream North American culture, this is not a usual scene one would see in a childcare
centre because of safety issues. But, since Reggio-inspired educators trust the children’s
competence and capabilities, these things take place with close supervision from ECEs (Edwards
et al., 1998). Some educators trusted the children in helping themselves to snack and lunch while
others helped the children out with pouring and spreading jam or cheese on muffins (Field notes
June 22, 2010). This showed me that not all educators were completely comfortable yet with one
of the fundamental principles of the Reggio Emilia approach — respecting and trusting the child.
This could be due to the fact that the norm in early childhood centres is to protect children from
harm, and not let them do ‘dangerous’ activities such as: climbing trees, standing on chairs, or
pouring out their own milk. Others, on the other hand, respected the children by listening to
them attentively when they had ideas to share during story telling (Field notes, May 28, 2010).
Edwards (1998) contends that: “listening means being fully attentive to the children” (p. 181).

A staff member at one centre gathered the children in a group at the start of the day and
asked them individually: “What is your plan for today?” She listened to all of them, respected
and accepted their decision of what they would like to do that day. Since this had been the
strategy that this educator used on a daily basis, the children were very comfortable and looked

forward to planning their day together with their educator (Field notes June 11, 2010).
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Through this analysis of my observations of the ECEs, I had a strong sense that all of
them knew about the principles of the Reggio Emilia approach and viewed the children under
their care as being capable and competent, and worthy of respect and trust. Behavioural issues
were being treated gently and calmly by the educators. Educators interacted fully with the
children in activities indoors and asked provocative questions to enhance learning. However, |
also noticed that there was not a lot of interaction by the educators in the outdoor play area,
perhaps because of the many explorative opportunities that the children had to engage with, and
their supervisory role to prevent any accidents. I also observed that, while some of the centres
had very little time restrictions around activities, others were still bound by the clock for certain
routines and children had to stop whatever they were doing to get to the next activity.

What follows are the findings from the observations that will discuss documentation; the
indoor and outdoor environment; and the episodes where I observed parents taking an active part
in their children’s learning and in the centre in general.

Documentation

Theme 12: Documenting children’s learning

Two centres offer daily sheets to document for the parents the progress their children are
making each day. These record sheets are placed at a prominent place either in the classroom or
in the individual group areas and parents can freely access them and see at a glance what the
children’s experiential learning activities were for that day. They consist mainly of dated
snapshots of different times of the day and activities the children participated in, with some text
and children’s conversations also provided. One centre updated these sheets each day as time
allowed. The Sunshine centre was still in the planning stages of implementing the record sheets

at the time of my visits.
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Another method of documenting the children’s learning is through portfolios. These offer
richer documentation about projects that would have taken place in the centre besides other
documentation of the child’s representations using different media. Documentation in these
binders is usually first exhibited on the walls and, once it is taken down to be replaced by other
documentation, the ECEs photocopy the documentation and place it in the binders of those
children who would have taken part in that particular project. These binders are started once the
child joins the centre and then move along with them from one group/classroom to the next. The
child gets to take it with home when s/he leaves to go into the school system. Two centres have
such portfolios in their centre. The other centre is planning to start these binders in the autumn of
2010. The two centres that have these portfolios have them readily available any time the parents
may wish to come and have a look. One centre sends the portfolio home twice a year and
includes a feedback form for the parents to fill out when they return the binder to the centre. The
other centre has them available for parents and children on child’s level shelves as one comes
into the centre. These portfolios are also used during parent/teacher meetings that take place
twice a year (Field notes May 23, 2010).

The third method of documentation that these centres use is through posters with the
children’s process of learning during a particular project or events, which are displayed on the
walls of the centre. These get changed from time to time according to what is going on in the
centre. The Sunshine and Butterfly centres had a variety of projects displayed on their walls,
while the Sandy centre had posters of one particular project that had just been completed.

During my observation sessions, I did not have the opportunity to see a big project in
action. I did see some educators taking photos, especially at one centre where they have sheets

for parents that are updated every day. In the other centres, I did occasionally see educators
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taking photos and sometimes writing notes about what the children were saying. However, when
I had the opportunity to look at the portfolios and binders of the three centres, I could see a lot of
documentation of projects and events that had taken place during the year. The following
episodes were either taken from my direct observations or were sourced from these portfolios
and binders.

The following story was taking place at the water table. In this instance, the educator sat
down by the children, observed, took photos and even recorded in writing the children’s
conversations which would later on accompany the finished documentation:

Two, three year old children were playing at the water table inside the centre. The

educator had put some blue food colouring in the water. One child realised that when he

put in the yellow cup and filled it with the blue water, the water turned to green. He
repeated this process a number of times and then he decided to try different coloured
containers to see if the water would change to a different colour. The educator noticed
what the child was doing and so got out her camera, took some photos of the process
while recording on a small notebook the child<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>