. Reggio Fanilia

Editor’s note: An encounter with the
schools of Reggio Emilia and Loris Mala-
guzzi reveals that Malaguzzi is among the
seminal thinkers
in early child-
hood education
of the past cen-
tury. Other ma-
Jjor philosophers
and theoreti-
cians such as
Piaget and Vy-
gotsky did not
provide direct
guidance about
how to implement their theories in schools;
although Dewey related his theories to
practice more clearly, his school did not
endure for many decades. Unlike those
who inspired and influenced his work,
Malaguzzi developed his theory and phi-
losophy of early childhood education from
direct practice in schools for infants, tod-
dlers, and preschoolers over a 30year
period. Lilian Katz has observed that in
Reggio Emilia, practice drives theory,
rather than the opposite, and may even be
ahead of theory development.

Int the following articley first published in
Bambini (Editorials from the following
1992 issues: 27[1], 6; 27(2], 5; 21[4], 4-5),
Malaguzzi discusses some key components
of his philosophy: education based on
relationships, communication networks,
and interaction among children working
in small groups. In translating these ar-
ticles we have sought as much as possible
to retain Malaguzzi's original language.
Readers of Young Children will find that
although many of the expressions are
new to us, the fundamental concepts are
both congruent with current thinking in
the United States and challenging to our
prevailing beliefs. We present Mala-
guzzi's views in hopes that groups of
early childhood professionals will dis-
cuss, reflect on, and reconstruct for them-
selves the meaning from his words.

(For more information on Reggio
Emilia and Malaguzzi’s philosophy, see
The Hundred Languages of Children:
The Reggio Emilia Approach to Early
Childhood Education, which is reviewed
on pp. 17-18 of this issue.)
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For

Education

Based on
Relationships

Loris Malaguzzi

(translated by Lella Gandini)

Ithough (from our experi-
A ence in Reggio Emilia)
we know how strongly
children represent the center
of our educational system, we
continue to be convinced that
without attention to the cen-
tral importance of teachers and
families, our view of children is
incomplete; therefore, our
proposition is to consider a
triad at the center of educa-
tion—children, teachers, and
families. To think of a dyad of
only a teacher and a child is to
create an artificial world that
does not reflect reality.

Our goal is to create an ami-
able school—that is, a school
that is active, inventive, livable,
documentable, and communi-
cative. Our aim is to make a
school that is a place of re-
search, learning, revisiting, re-
consideration, and reflection.
We strive to create an amiable
school where children, teach-
ers, and families feel a sense of
well-being; therefore, the orga-
nization of the schools—con-
tents, functions, procedures,
motivations, and interests—is
designed to bring together the
three central protagonists—
children, teachers, and par-
ents—and to intensify the in-
terrelationships among them.

Anyone who undertakes a
project or task thinks about
actions that transform existing
situations into new, desired
ones. In our approach we pro-
ceed by making plans, consid-
ering options, making cognitive
reflections and symbolic rep-
resentations, and refining com-
munication skills. Active explo-
ration and creative production
by educators and children pro-
ceed without complete certainty
but with a shared representa-
tion of the point of destination,
the ultimate goal. What is most
appreciated all along is the
shared sense of satisfaction
and accomplishment as indi-
viduals and as a group.

What always surprises us is
how strategies will be modified
along the way—how new meth-
odologies and ways of proceed-
ing will be mirrored in the corre-
sponding activities, strategies,
and methodologies used by the
children. If gaps and difficul-
ties arise in implementing our
design and when participation
is of uneven intensity, the sys-
tem can continue to function.
The supportive atmosphere of

Loris Malaguzzi is founder and
former director, Department of Early
Education, Reggio Emilia, and direc-
tor of the journal, Bambini.



old Lucia as she turns the pages of a catalog—
responds to the inquiry of the child, thereby
extending her field of exploration; the child then
finds further connections. Another teacher docu-
ments this event with a camera.
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the school by principle
is open and democratic,
inviting exchange of
ideas and suppressing
distance between
people; thus, in all cir-
cumstances, the school
maintains its effective-
ness and a welcoming
feeling to all concerned.

The loneliness, the
separation, the indif-
ference, and the vio-
lence that more and
more characterize
modern life under-
mine our proposal for
a system of education
based on relation-
ships. For us, how-
ever, the difficult so-
cial situation is a
reason for working
even harder at what
we do, and as a result
the families welcome
our efforts to counter-
act negative influ-
ences. On a concrete
level this means that
we attend with infinite
care to a continuously
renewed network of
communication: pre-
liminary meetings with
the families, meetings
to define and time the
goals and plans of work,
and meetings to en-
sure cooperation and
organization of activi-
ties and projects.

The theory of educa-
tion based on relation-
ships as described
above contains many of
the values that are part
of our work: interactive-
constructivist views of
learning, intensive re-
lations among all par-
ticipants, the spirit of
cooperation, empha-
sis on research as in-

dividuals and groups, attention to
context, consolidation of affec-
tions, two-way processes of com-
munication, and finally, acquisi-
tion of knowledge about politics
(policies and choices) that affect
young children. This description
presents evidence that we have
gone beyond Piagetian views of
the child as constructing knowledge
from within, almost in isolation.

In summary, our image of chil-
dren no longer considers them as
isolated and egocentric, does not
see them only engaged in action
with objects, does not emphasize
only the cognitive aspects, does not
belittle feelings or what is not logi-
cal, and does not consider with am-
biguity the role of the affective do-
main. Instead our image of the child
is rich in potential, strong, power-
ful, competent, and, most of all, con-
nected to adults and other children.

The growth of com-
munication networks

Of course, education is not
based solely on relationships;
however, we consider relation-
ships to be the fundamental, orga-
nizing strategy of our educational
system. We view relationships not
simply as a warm, protective back-
drop or blanket but as a coming
together of elements interacting
dynamically toward a common
purpose. The strength of this view
of education is in expanding the
forms and functions of relation-
ship and interaction. We seek to
support social exchanges that bet-
ter ensure the flow of expecta-
tions, activities, cooperation, con-
flicts, and choices, and we favor
discussion of problems that inte-
grate the cognitive, affective, and
expressive domains.

Among the goals of our ap-
proach is to strengthen each
child’s sense of identity through
recognition by peers and adults.
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Ensuring that every child feels a
sense of security and belonging
within the school enables each
child to accept and participate ac-
tively in transforming situations
that are part of learning experiences.
In this way we widen the networks
of communication, familiariz-
ing children with different
ways of communicating and
supporting the actions and ex-
changes of individuals and the
group. As aresult children dis-
cover that the value of com-
munication is in enhancing the
autonomy of individuals and
the group. The group be-
comes self-sustaining, devel-
oping its own conversation,
its own ways of communicat-
ing, acting, and thinking.

The educational approach
based on relationship best
reveals how a classroom is
composed of individual chil-
dren and subgroups of children
with different affinities and abili-
ties. The landscape of communi-
cation becomes more complex and
reveals itself through the voices
and thoughts of children, through
agreement and disagreement,
through continuous negotiation
that produces growth of thought
and representation through many
languages (that is, through many
modes of symbolically represent-
ing ideas, such as drawing, paint-
ing, modeling, verbal description,
numbers, physical movement,
drama, puppets, etc.).

Small-group interaction will in-
clude processes of imitation,
pauses, excessive leaps forward,
and requilibrations. Children dem-
onstrate sudden flares of ideas,
explicit or silent exchanges, and
dialogues into which the adult is
also drawn. Unanticipated port-
holes of observation open for the
adult. The adult discovers differ-
ent ways in which children partici-
pate, choose, and proceed. From
their observations, adults decide
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what activities to select and how
to respond, following as much as
possible the motivations and in-
terests of the children.

We consider small groups the
most favorable type of classroom
organization for an education

R

based on relationships. Small-
group activities involving two,
three, or four children are most
desirable, allowing for the most
efficient communication. In small
groups, complex interactions are
more likely to occur, constructive
conflicts take place, and self-regu-
latory accommodations emerge.

Analyzing this process in sys-
temic terms may be helpful. The
system of relationships in our
schools is both real and symbolic.
It is a physical system, a living
organism, but at the same time it
is a symbolic system of represen-
tation in which the adult is an
adult and the child is a child. To-
gether they ask questions, they lis-
ten, they refresh each other, and
they give answers to each other.
The children learn and communi-
cate through concrete experiences.
This fact escapes the censorship of
both culture and the usual cur-
ricula—a system of relationship has
in and of itself a virtually autono-
mous capacity to educate.

e s s
was planned and designed by chil-
dren and built by teachers and children together
for the small birds’ amusement park.
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The interaction of children
in small groups

The organization of small-group
work is much more than a simple
functional tool; it is a cultural con-
text that contains within itself a
vitality and an infinite net-
work of possibilities. In
schools of young children,
work in small groups encour-
ages processes of change and
development and is much de-
sired by children. Observing
small-group work informs
teachers about relationships
among children, their partici-
pation and the roles that each
child plays in the group; how-
ever, work in small groups
should not be considered the
only organizational model but
rather should be one of many
learning situations or choices
that are provided for children.

Following is a set of principles for
organizing and understanding the
interactions among children when
they are active in small groups.
These principles are derived from
our study of the literature (see
Endnote) and from our direct expe-
rience, documented through our re-
search in Reggio Emilia:

e Children learn by interacting
with their environment and ac-
tively transforming their relation-
ships with the world of adults,
things, events, and, in original ways,
their peers. In a sense, children
participate in constructing their
identity and the identity of others.

¢ Interaction among children is a
fundamental experience during
the first years of life. Interaction is
a need, a desire, a vital necessity
that each child carries within. Chil-
dren seek opportunities for posi-
tive interaction with adults and
other children.

e The interaction of children in
small groups provides opportuni-
ties for negotiation and more fre-
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quent, dynamic communications
with other children. Such negotia-
tion and communication produces
more exchange than in adult-child
interaction, or, at least, different,
and no less relevant, exchanges.

» Children’s self-learning and co-
learning (construction of knowl-
edge by self and co-construction
of knowledge with others), sup-
ported by interactive experiences
constructed with the help of
adults, determine the selection
and organization of processes and
strategies that are part of and co-
herent with the overall goals of
early childhood education.

o Interaction among children af-
fects social, emotional, communi-
cative, and cognitive behavior and
development; however, the con-
tent, form, and interactive proc-
esses will vary depending on qual-
ity, quantity, modifications, and
coordination of different points of
view. The results of these experi-
ences will therefore be different
from those usually reached by
children working in isolation.

¢ Each interaction among children
can produce different reactions, en-
riching personal relationships and
enhancing listening and verbal and
nonverbal communication skills.
Interaction produces rediscovery
of peers, heightened awareness of
similarities and differences among
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Pedagogisti and the director of the early childhood
education program hold weekly meetings.

people, and the acquisition of new
curiosities, knowledge, and sym-
bolic awareness.

e Interaction minimizes negative
results or, at least, provides chil-
dren and adults with many possi-
bilities to adjust and learn.

¢ In our experience, for exchanges
among children to become more
cooperative, the ages and devel-
opmental levels of the children in
the group should not be too differ-
ent. When adults initiate the
choice of projects and the setting
of situations, a more homogenous
age-group helps to inform the plan-
ning and decisions.

e As we learn
from social psy-
chology, interac-
tions among chil-
dren are the
natural site for
cognitive con-
flicts and other
possible conflicts
that result from
the exchange of
different actions,
expectations, and
ideas. These con-
structive con-
flicts transform
the individual's cognitive experi-
ence and promote learning and
development. Placing children in
small groups facilitates this proc-
ess because among children there
are not strong relationships of au-
thority or dependence; therefore,
such conflicts are more attractive
and advantageous.

¢ Even when cognitive conflicts do
not produce immediate cognitive
growth, they can be advanta-
geous because by producing cog-
nitive dissonance, they can in
time produce progress. If we ac-
cept that every problem produces
cognitive conflicts, then we be-
lieve that cognitive conflicts ini-
tiate a process of co-construction
and cooperation.

» Children’s interactions provide a
fruitful ground for symbolic con-
struction, which derives in large
part from cognitive abilities and
from the forms in which they are
manifested. Interactions increase
the capacity on the part of children
to step back from reality and to
describe it anew, to demonstrate
the emerging process of abstraction
and recombination of ideas.

¢ At the same time, we should not
forget the relevant role of make-
believe play. This type of sym-
bolic play is pervasive in young
children’s experience and has an
important role in the social devel-
opment of intelligence, develop-
ment of the skills needed for reci-
procity among children, the
potential for children to persist in
activity and conversation to-
gether, and development of the
ability to create symbols.

In conclusion, we must know
that children, although naturally
inclined, do not acquire the art of
becoming friends or teachers of
one another by finding models in
heaven or in manuals; rather, chil-
dren extract and interpret models
from adults when the adults know
how to work, discuss, think, re-
search, and live together.

Endnote: When Malaguzzi speaks of
the literature, he refers to authors
who have been writing about the
social aspects of cognitive develop-
ment, some of whom are familiar to
American audiences, such as
Vygotsky and Piaget, and others
whose work is not as familiar, such
as Carugati, Doise, Kaye, and Mugny.
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