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Abstract 

The study explores the historical influences and pedagogical practices of the Reggio Emilia 

approach to early childhood education, and how particular aspects of its environment work as a 

third teacher to influence and promote critical thinking. This thesis draws connections between 

constructivist theory, social constructivism, critical thinking, and the key values and principles of 

the Reggio Emilia approach. In particular, exploration of the atelier, space, colour, lighting, 

materials, provocations, and documentation reveals a powerful link between intentional and 

thoughtful design and the higher order thinking process known as critical thinking. The revised 

BC curriculum is used to anchor and direct critical thinking as a competency taught and 

cultivated by teachers. A handbook was created to help Reggio-inspired educators transform 

their learning environments to reflect Reggio beliefs and to promote the core competency of 

critical thinking in their classrooms. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Purpose of the Project 

BC teachers are now required to teach core competencies in all grades. With the arrival of 

BC’s revised curriculum in 2015 there is a sense of urgency among teachers to know how to 

teach competencies quickly and competently. This study will explore how the classroom 

environment is an active participant in the learner’s educational experience and how it can be 

used to foster the critical thinking core competency in the primary classroom.  

Research shows that the classroom physical environment has an effect on cognitive 

development and has an important role in the learner’s overall development (Ahrentzen, Jue, 

Skorpanich, & Evans, 1982). The Reggio Emilia approach places significant value on the role 

and importance of the environment in early childhood education (New, 2007); intentional and 

thoughtful classroom design supports learner development by providing opportunities for 

student-centred learning, hands-on opportunities, and project-work (Torquati & Ernst, 2013). 

This study will investigate how key values and practices from the educational philosophy Reggio 

Emilia can cultivate critical thinking. Paying particular attention to the teaching environment, 

this thesis will draw connections between constructivist theory, social constructivism, critical 

thinking, and key values and principles in the Reggio Emilia approach. The design product – a 

handbook for primary teachers – will provide teachers with valuable tools, reasons, and ways to 

model their classroom environment after Reggio environments with the intent of nurturing 

students’ critical thinking competency.  

As a primary teacher inspired by the aesthetic of Reggio Emilia this project is directly 

related to the work I do every day in the classroom. A deeper investigation into the unique 
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principles of this philosophy will allow me to understand the effect of my own classroom 

environment on my students. 

Justification of the Project 

In recent years there has been a push for educational reform in BC. In 2015 the Ministry 

of Education released a revised curriculum with the intent of providing students with a more 

innovative and flexible education (Government of BCa). Teachers are being asked to embrace 

21st century skills like self-direction, inventive thinking, curiosity, and higher-order thinking 

(Salmon & Lucas, 2011). As such, the role of the teacher is shifting. As educational facilitators, 

teachers design and create opportunities for problem-solving, collaboration, and interest-based 

projects. According to the new curriculum, a focus on teaching core competencies, in addition to 

content and big ideas, will help students “gain the knowledge, skills, and abilities they need to 

succeed in today’s world” (Government of BCa, para. 4). The three core competencies are 

communication, thinking, and personal and social responsibility. The thinking competency is 

divided into two aspects: creative thinking and critical thinking (Government of BCb). There is 

much debate among theorists as to what critical thinking really is (Mulnix, 2012); however, the 

Ministry’s critical thinking competency profile asserts that critical thinking is a set of abilities 

that extend across disciplines and are important skills for the 21st century (Government of BCc). 

Students should be able to analyze and critique, question and investigate, and develop and design 

(Government of BCc). Opportunities to explore materials, experiment with different ways of 

doing things, and reflect on their thinking and learning may be some ways in which children can 

interact with the environment to develop 21st century skills. 

Central to the philosophy of Reggio Emilia are the notions that students are fully engaged 

participants who routinely engage in unstructured play and exploration in a dynamic, evolving, 
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and inviting environment (Hewitt, 2001). While no two Reggio schools or classrooms are the 

same, core values are consistent (Tarr, 2001). Within the philosophy, these include that children 

are capable of constructing their own learning and may use many different ways to show their 

understanding, that adults serve as mentors and guides who aid students in uncovering meaning 

and understanding, and that a rich and dynamic environment encourages collaboration, 

communication, and exploration (Hewett, 2001). The environment is so essential in the Reggio 

Emilia approach that it is considered to be a third teacher, and just as influential as the adults and 

learners in the classroom (Gandini, 2002). It is carefully and deliberately organized to both invite 

and provoke learning and thinking (Torquati & Ernst, 2013); light, colour, and space are 

manipulated to enhance learning, collaboration, and exploration (Ceppi, 1998). Similarly, 

teacher-designed provocations provoke curiosity and thinking, and documented work encourages 

reflection and connection. The values underscoring the environment are rooted in social 

constructivism and support children’s rights to imaginative, exploratory play and learning.  

As a grade 1 teacher in an Éco-Immersion program - a unique program that combines 

French Immersion with nature-based learning - I have a vested interest in engaging and 

innovative teaching methods like Reggio Emilia. My core values as an educator align with 

Reggio philosophies and I have adopted components of this way of teaching (and parenting) out 

of interest and a genuine trust in their inherent value.  

In pursuing this project, I will develop my understanding by making connections between 

learning theories and Reggio practices and perspectives. I am curious to understand what impact 

Reggio-inspired classroom environments have on learners and in what ways they may aid in 

developing critical thinking. Piaget’s constructivism is premised on the notion that learning is 

ongoing and that children make sense of their world through experimentation (Sumara & Luce-
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Kapler, 2008). Vygotsky’s social constructivism asserts that learning is collaborative and 

knowledge is constructed socially (Mascolo, Kanner, & Griffin, 1998).  The BC Ministry of 

Education believes core competencies, including critical thinking, “come into play when students 

are engaged in ‘doing’ in any area of learning” (Government of BCb, para. 5). How do Reggio 

environments support experimentation? Do they reflect social constructivism, constructivism, or 

both? Do Reggio environments promote critical thinking competencies?  

Researching this topic will deepen my understanding of the work I already do and 

enhance my ability to nurture and grow this core competency in my classroom. I am also curious 

to understand the Reggio philosophy more deeply and to explore how it helps develop critical 

thinking.   

Overview of Project 

My method of interest is design. I will use research in the area of critical thinking, 

constructivist theory, social constructivist theory, and Reggio Emilia philosophies, practices, and 

pedagogies to develop a learning resource for primary classroom teachers. The learning resource 

will be a handbook that will provide photographs of authentic Reggio-inspired classrooms and 

will suggest ways to transform learning spaces by incorporating aspects of the approach, 

including provocations, rich and varied materials, light, colour, and documentation. Additionally, 

the handbook will promote teaching practices supported by BC curriculum expectations, namely 

the core competency of critical thinking.  

Research Question 

How does a Reggio Emilia classroom environment promote critical thinking?   

Definition of Terms 
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Constructivism in Education: A philosophical viewpoint that focuses on how students learn by 

making meaning from their experiences.   

Critical Thinking: The higher order thinking skills developed over time and with practice that 

can be advanced through hands-on activities, collaboration with others, and exploration and 

investigative research of topics of interest.  

Environment: The physical setup and layout of the indoor classroom, including presentation, 

materials, and the manipulation of those materials.   

Provocation: A teacher prompt intended to inspire exploration and thinking; it is purposeful and 

deliberate set up of materials and objects intended to support children's’ ideas, theories, and 

thinking to unfold. 

Reggio Emilia Approach: A philosophy of early childhood education originating from the city 

of Reggio Emilia in northern Italy. This approach is based on a set of unique values and 

principles that include image of the child, atelier, relationships and interactions, the role of 

parents, project work, provocations, documentation, and environment as third teacher. 

Social Constructivism in Education: A theory of knowledge that posits knowledge is 

constructed through social interaction. 

Third Teacher: A principle unique to Reggio Emilia that posits that the environment serves and 

acts as a teacher. The first and second teachers are adults and children, respectively. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Theoretical Foundations 

         This chapter explores Piaget’s constructivism, Vygotsky’s social constructivism, various 

theories on critical thinking, and the new BC Curriculum. The following literature review 

provides rationale to draw connections between these notions and the Reggio Emilia approach, in 

particular, the role of the environment, and how they connect to critical thinking.  

Constructivism  

Constructivism is a theory of learning that concludes that humans build, rather than 

acquire, knowledge. Perhaps most well-known constructivist in education is Jean Piaget 

(Mascolo, Kanner, & Griffin, 1998). Constructivism has been adopted and used by various 

academic disciplines. As such, there appears to be multiple and varied definitions. 

Constructivism in education, however, is grounded on Jean Piaget’s work (Davis, Sumara, & 

Luce-Kapler, 2008). Over 50 years Piaget examined knowledge scientifically by studying babies, 

small children, and adolescents (Kammi & Ewing, 1996). Consequently, his construction of 

knowledge studies are considered a scientific theory and play an integral role in many areas, 

including early childhood education.  Piaget was responsible for identifying the stages of 

children’s development and he is perhaps most well-known for his determination that there are 

four distinct stages of development in children (Kamii & Ewing, 1996; Mascolo, Kanner & 

Griffin, 1998).  

Piaget’s later work argued that genuine learning occurs through development and that 

development is influenced by physical structures, experience, social transmission, and 

equilibration (Ginsburg & Opper, 1969). In order to learn, children need to have physical access 
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to objects, to gain knowledge through experience, to acquire knowledge from others, and to 

assimilate new knowledge into a pre-existing schema of understanding.  

Piaget believed that learning is continual and developed over time as “children construct 

knowledge out of their own actions with the environment” (Harlow, Cummings, & Aberasturi, 

2007, p. 45).  Children build upon existing knowledge and learn through exploration (Mascolo, 

Kanner & Griffin, 1998). As children encounter new ideas and objects they attempt to make 

sense of them, relying on what they already know (Harlow, Cummings & Aberasturi, 2007). If 

they cannot make sense of it children experience “cognitive disequilibrium and [they are] 

motivated to mentally accommodate the new experience” (p. 45). Knowledge is constructed by 

repeating this process over time. 

According to constructivism, the role of the teacher is to provide opportunities for 

children to explore and construct their knowledge (Mascolo, Kanner, & Griffin, 1998). Since 

children are co-constructors of their own learning it is imperative they have opportunities to 

engage in activities that stimulate their thinking. Ginsburg and Opper (1969) argue that if 

learners are to be engaged, their educational curricula must be child-centred. BC’s revised 

curriculum is designed to be more flexible and allow for deeper inquiry based on student interest 

(Government of BCa). The focus on core competencies reflects a drastic shift in learning 

outcomes; intellectual, personal, and social proficiencies are now recognized as integral to 

student learning. The myriad of ways core competencies can be woven into disciplines allows 

coursework to be more self-directed, collaborative, and stimulating. This revised curriculum 

supports Piaget’s notion that students construct their own knowledge and advocates for 

exploration and deeper investigation. Children naturally ask questions and are prone to explore 

and investigate (Nicholls, 1998). Constructivism endorses the need for curricula to encourage 
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and allow for questioning and exploration. The early learning educational philosophy of Reggio 

Emilia is gaining popularity in North America as an innovative and progressive approach to 

teaching. This approach is unique in that while it is child-centred it lacks any formal curriculum 

(Hall, 2010). Rather, all learning activities and projects come directly from the students.  The 

Reggio Emilia approach is constructivist in nature; it posits that as children investigate they 

construct new knowledge (Malaguzzi, 1993).     

Social Constructivism 

         Social constructivism is a sociological theory under the branch of constructivism 

(Mascolo, Kanner, & Griffin, 1998). In opposition to Piaget’s constructivism, social 

constructivism argues that learning does not precede development; rather children have the 

capacity to acquire new information in relation to their actual developmental age (Vygotsky, 

1978). Lev Vygotsky argued that social learning precedes development and that children learn 

first with others and later on their own: “learning with others awakens, spurs and directs 

development toward socioculturally established endpoints” (Mascolo, Kanner, & Griffin, 1998, 

p.34). Social constructivism emphasizes the significance of learning with others, arguing that the 

acquisition of knowledge is in fact a collaborative process. Vygotsky coined the term zone of 

proximal development to describe the space where learning occurs; the zone of proximal 

development is the space between what a child knows and can do on his own and what he can 

achieve with support and with others (Mascolo, Kanner, & Griffin, 1998). More experienced 

peers or teachers assist learners to engage in thinking that goes beyond their cognitive 

development (Rogoff, 2003). As such, a learner can achieve more than what his developmental 

age assumes he can do. Additionally, the process of guided participation can propel a child’s 

learning (Rogoff, 2003). Guided participation refers to social interactions that occur outside of 
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intentional and explicit instruction; a lot is learned by doing, observing, participating, and talking 

with others (Rogoff, 2003). Practitioners of the Reggio Emilia approach spend a lot of time 

observing learners; they observe how their students move through and interact with it and make 

changes in response to their observations (Fernández & Feliu, 2017). Atmosphere, beauty and 

overall aesthetic of the environment are perceived as an essential component to student learning. 

In this approach, the learning environment is the space in which guided participation can occur; 

as students manipulate materials, investigate provocations with others, and reflect on their work 

through documentations, they move beyond their cognitive development. Because this approach 

is deeply rooted in the community’s social, political, and cultural values, the interactions that 

occur within the learning environment reflect and communicate the community (Rogoff, 

2003).  Reggio Emilia promotes social constructivist learning by focusing on student-centred 

cooperative learning opportunities and designing environments that enhance learning by 

provoking investigation. 

Critical Thinking 

         There are many different definitions of critical thinking (Mulnix, 2012). Researcher 

definitions of critical thinking vary from ‘a process’, to ‘a skill’, to ‘a set of procedures’, to “a 

mechanical set of guidelines” (Mulnix, 2012).  Rudd (2007) argues that critical thinking is “one 

of a family of closely related forms of higher order thinking” (p. 48). Meanwhile, Elder and Paul 

(2010) suggest that the most useful definition is “the process of analyzing and assessing thinking 

with a view to improving it” (p. 38). Some theorists argue that critical thinking is an action taken 

on by the thinker. Lipman (2003) defines critical thinking as reflective, while Barrel (2016) 

suggests it is the act of considering contemplative questions. The BC Ministry believes critical 

thinking involves the ability to analyze and critique, to question and investigate, and to develop 
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and design (Government of BCc). While there is no clear theoretical definition, critical thinking 

is certainly considered one type of important thinking (Mulnix, 2012). For the purposes of this 

paper my definition of critical thinking is the higher order thinking skills developed over time 

and with practice that can be advanced through hands-on activities, collaboration with others, 

and exploration and investigative research of topics of interest.   

         Ennis (1990) asserts that there are sixteen abilities of the ideal critical thinker, which 

include to observe, to deduce, to analyze arguments, to follow problem solving steps and to 

explain conclusions. The work of Elder and Paul (2012) adds to this by maintaining there are 

eleven standards, also known as intellectual traits or virtues that emerge from critical thinking: 

autonomy, integrity, humility, confidence in reason, perseverance, fair mindedness, courage, and 

empathy. Additionally, they argue that students who possess critical thinking competencies like 

gathering information, thinking open-mindedly, and communicating effectively are more capable 

of self-directed learning (2010). Critical thinking competencies need to be fostered in every 

subject and discipline and that students “need to think critically to learn at every level” (Elder & 

Paul, 2010, p.38). The BC Ministry of Education agrees. In response to research and 

developments in 21st century learning, the BC Ministry of Education designed a revised 

curriculum with a focus on core competencies including critical thinking (Boyer & Crippen, 

2014). And as of 2015, critical thinking is now one of the core competencies required to be 

taught in BC public schools (Government of BCb). The ministry concurs that critical thinking 

skills must be introduced and taught early in education: “children who have such transferable life 

skills as the ability to enquire, consider, reflect, reason, predict, evaluate and solve, will be better 

equipped to succeed in a world where a job is no longer for life and careers are constantly 

evolving” (Sargent, 2014, p. 37).  
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         According to Barrell (2016) there are three levels of critical thinking: Level I thinking is 

about gathering information and requires the individual to observe, describe, and record data. 

The second level is processing information in order to understand. Level II involves comparing 

and contrasting, classifying, analyzing, problem-solving, drawing conclusions, making decisions, 

and experimenting. The final level requires the ability to evaluate, judge, estimate, and speculate 

in order to apply and use knowledge to demonstrate understanding. Barrell argues that teachers 

must ask questions and provide opportunities to push students from Level I thinking to Level II 

and III in order to nurture deeper, more reflective critical thinking. He suggests that when 

students engage in intellectual processes like contrasting, analyzing, and problem-solving they 

are more likely to retain what they learn and think about. To accomplish this, Barrell asserts that 

students must be exposed to real-world problems, have choices in content, experience small-

group collaboration, engage in planning and decision-making, and have opportunities to reflect 

on their learning. The Reggio Emilia approach is rooted in democratic teaching principles like 

collaborative work and inquiry-based learning that embolden problem-solving and decision 

making opportunities (Gandini, 1993). The entire approach, including the physical design of the 

learning space, reflects a powerfully positive view of infants and preschoolers as intelligent, 

active learners who are capable of moving into Level II thinking. 

Recent research has found that children as young as three can think abstractly and 

critically in some situations (Byrnes & Dunbar, 2014). Preschoolers can develop metacognitive 

evaluative competencies, can demonstrate moral reasoning, and can deduce inferences. 

Unfortunately, research also shows that standard curriculum and traditional teaching methods do 

not support higher level thinking, effectively cutting critical thinking skills off at their knees 

before they have had a chance to internalize. Consequently, college-age students are lacking 



RETHINKING LEARNING SPACES  12 

essential critical thinking skills required for their coursework. The BC Ministry of Education’s 

newly revised curriculum addresses some of these shortfalls. The K-12 curriculum pays 

significant attention to core competencies, abilities and attributes deemed vital to a successful 

future (Government of BCb). Critical thinking is one core competency highlighted in the 

curriculum. Their core competency document suggests that young elementary students should be 

given opportunities to “explore materials and actions”, “use evidence to make simple 

judgments”, “ask questions and consider options”, “make predictions”, “ask open-ended 

questions, explore, gather information, and experiment purposefully to develop options” 

(Government of BCc, p. 6). This approach to learning may seem innovative to some educators. 

However, there are many educational approaches that have been focused on competency learning 

for decades. The Reggio Emilia approach, which emerged in the late 1940s, has been fostering 

critical thinking through its unique and principled philosophies of children and how they learn 

best. 

Byrnes and Dunbar (2014) assert that hands-on activities and work that involves 

uncertainty or surprise aid in developing critical-analytical skills. Additionally, they believe that 

working in groups, engaging in discussion, asking unanswered questions, and collecting data are 

possible instructional approaches that promote critical-analytical thinking. Barrell (2016) 

suggests that authentic inquiry like project-based learning is one of the best ways to teach critical 

thinking. Teachers are no longer required to give out information to students; rather, given that 

unlimited information is readily available to all students, teachers must help students interpret, 

navigate, and analyze information. BC’s revised curriculum promotes this social constructivist 

view in the way that it promotes inquiry-based and project-based learning. Its design allows 

authentic learning opportunities to be presented in any and all areas of the curriculum. 
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Consequently, it is possible to teach critical thinking across the curriculum, something that 

Barrell believes is paramount. The Reggio Emilia approach focuses heavily on student-centred, 

interest-based investigative research; project learning, provocations, and exploration of materials 

are unique and important principles in the approach (New, 2007). Project work plays a 

significant role in the Reggio Emilia approach. Practitioners, also known as pedagogistas, spend 

a lot of time observing students. From their observations, they facilitate group projects that 

promote inquiry and investigation (Moss, 2016). Because children have the natural desire to 

explore and investigate, project work works as it insists upon in-depth inquiry and child-based 

interests, thereby promoting higher level thinking including critical thinking (Curtis & Carter, 

2014; Sargent, 2014).  

21st century skills critical thinking can be nurtured by providing opportunities for 

children to pursue their interests in a meaningful way. When ideas come from the students 

themselves, responsibility and enthusiasm follow more easily. Students become active 

participants in their learning and co-constructors of their knowledge. Collaborative work, content 

choice, inquiry projects, and opportunities to reflect and making decisions are key components in 

developing critical thinking in young learners.  

The Reggio Emilia Approach - History 

         The Reggio Emilia approach is an educational philosophy that emerged post-World War 

II in Italy during a time of great political, economic, and social change (Hall, 2010). To best 

understand the principles of Reggio Emilia it is imperative to understand the socio-cultural 

context and history of the region from whence it emerged (Hall, 2010). Italy was a fascist regime 

from 1922 to 1943, and the ideologies held by Italian fascists directly opposed those who lived in 

the Emilia Romagna region (Hall, 2010). Following the end of the National Fascist Party in 1943 
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and the end of World War II in 1945 Italians began rebuilding their cities, their homes, and their 

schools (Hall, 2010). Women at this time were influential in repairing and transforming many 

aspects of post-war Italy, including building the first post-war school in the city of Emilia 

Romagna (Hall, 2010). They worked together as a parent-cooperative to change the educational 

experience for the region’s children (Edwards, 2002). One man in particular, Loris Malaguzzi, 

was inspired by their work and vision and became instrumental in helping these women establish 

a school that reflected their social, political, and cultural values (Hall, 2010). Malaguzzi was a 

visionary and as the founding director of the Reggio Emilia approach he expanded the parent-

cooperative into a municipal program. Today, Reggio Emilia continues to inspire educators 

around the world. The unique values and principles of this approach resonate with many 

teachers. Malaguzzi was social constructivist who believed that young children were equipped 

with curiosity, intelligence and social capabilities (Edwards, 2002). Malaguzzi believed that 

children were the main priority (Fernández & Feliu, 2017). He focused exclusively on the 

development of infants and preschoolers and believed strongly that children were far more 

capable and resourceful than previously thought (Hall, 2010). Children, he argued, were active 

participants in their learning and they must be listened to and respected (Fernández & Feliu, 

2017). Malaguzzi’s social constructivist theories shaped not only the way practitioners saw 

children and taught in Reggio Emilia schools, but it also shaped the very layout of the space in 

which learning takes place (Fernández & Feliu, 2017). A thinker, researcher, and experimenter, 

Malaguzzi would dedicate his entire life to supporting and promoting the Reggio experience. 

Principles and Pedagogies of Reggio Emilia 

         The Reggio Emilia approach has several unique principles that include: image of the 

child, atelier, relationships and interactions, the role of parents, project work, documentation, and 
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environment as third teacher (Gandini, 1993). Malaguzzi believed that all children had the right 

to exceptional education that honoured their intelligence and capacities (Malaguzzi, 1993). 

At the forefront of this approach is a conviction that “all children have preparedness, potential, 

curiosity, and interest in constructing their learning, in engaging in social interaction, and in 

negotiating with everything the environment brings to them” (Gandini, 1993, p. 5). Educators 

view children as protagonists, collaborators, and communicators, and their duty as teachers is to 

nurture and guide children in their discovery and learning (Caldwell, 1997). The role of 

community is also apparent, as proponents of Reggio Emilia focus on building strong 

relationships with parents, families, and community members (Hall, 2010). Upon further 

examination of their principles constructivist theory becomes apparent. Much like 

constructivists, practitioners of this approach believe that children are complete, whole beings 

(Hall, 2010). That being said, Piaget’s distinct notions of development were too restrictive for 

Malaguzzi (Hall, 2010). He asserted that children were inherently social and thrived in 

environments that supported relationships with adults and other children. His social 

constructivist views on early childhood education established unique values and principles about 

children and learning (Fernández & Felui, 2017). Central to this philosophy is the belief that 

children, their capabilities, and their experiences are different and special (Stone, 2012). As 

active contributors to their learning, they co-construct their knowledge with others (Hall, 2010).  

 Unlike other early childhood educational philosophies, Reggio Emilia has no curriculum, 

scope, or sequence (Hall, 2010). Rather, teachers observe children, record their interests, and 

provide opportunities for intense research and exploration. As such, teaching and learning are 

negotiated processes that emerge over time and with practice. Teachers assist children as they 

engage with concepts and knowledge systems, and in doing so, advance their thinking and 
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learning (Stone, 2012). One way they support negotiated learning is by designing an 

environment with the child in mind; all decisions, including the layout of the classroom, are 

made with the child in mind. In order to espouse co-constructive learning the environment must 

be carefully and deliberately set up (Fernández & Feliu, 2017). It is impossible to talk about the 

role of the environment, however, without further discussion of the other unique principles of the 

Reggio Emilia approach: relationships, the image of the child, the hundred languages of children, 

and project work. 

Relationships. The Reggio Emilia approach places a high value on relationships (Emde, 

2001). Originally developed as a parent-cooperative, the approach continues to value the 

supportive roles of parents and the community in education (Emde, 2001). The spirit of 

cooperation is nurtured within the school and is reflected in the physical design of the 

environment (Gandini, 2008). Parents are viewed as partners and their involvement is expected 

and encouraged; the central meeting centre in each school, called a piazza, invites families to 

participate and collaborate with teachers and students. Students are seen as “social active actors 

in the construction and determination of their social lives” (Fernández & Feliu, 2017, p. 54). As 

such, the relationships between learners, teachers, the school, and the community are 

tremendously instrumental in aiding emerging thinking.  

The image of the child. The image of the child refers to how practitioners view the 

children in their classrooms (Ceppi, 1998). They may view their children as capable (or not), 

intelligent (or not), creative (or not) etc. The practitioner’s image is shaped by his or her social, 

political, and cultural conventions; it is conceived through experience, values, and beliefs 

(Malaguzzi, 1994). The significance is that one’s image of the child directly affects their 

education: “What we believe about children thus becomes a determining factor, in defining their 
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social and ethical identity, their rights and the educational contexts offered to them” (Ceppi, 

1998, p. 117). Malaguzzi believed children were born curious, with great intelligence and a 

capacity for wonder (Gandini, 2008). Children, he asserted, were full of potential and powerful 

(Malaguzzi, 1993). Consequently, they should be respected and honoured as active participants 

in their learning. One way the Reggio Emilia approach honours its students is by ensuring they 

are reflected in their learning environment. Careful and deliberate attention is paid to the 

classroom atmosphere (Strong-Wilson & Ellis, 2007). Practitioners spend a lot of time observing 

students, designing provocations based on their interests, and making student work visible, 

through the process of documentation. Since the environment is a reflection of values, Reggio 

teachers are acutely aware of the message the environment says (Fraser, 2000). Visible evidence 

of student learning says that thinking and process are important; carefully selected manipulatives 

that provoke the senses say that exploration and investigation are valued. Everything about the 

environment comes back to the image of the child.  

The hundred languages of children. Malaguzzi strongly felt that children were capable 

of expressing themselves in a myriad of ways (Gandini, 1993). Language, he argued, extends 

beyond verbal language (Fernández & Feliu, 2017). There are multiple ways of seeing and 

multiple ways of doing. Malaguzzi’s famous poem “The 100 Languages” captures the infinite 

number of ways a children can express, explore, and connect:  

“The Child  

Is made of one hundred. 

The child has  

A hundred languages 

A hundred thoughts 

A hundred ways of thinking 

Of playing, of speaking” (Calgari, et al,. 2016, p. 259).  
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Malaguzzi felt that many educational systems quashed children’s languages by thwarting 

creativity, self-expression, and freedom. His approach to early childhood education, Reggio 

Emilia, was designed to ensure the hundred languages of children were uninhibited, celebrated, 

and respected. 

 The learning environment is designed to honour and celebrate the hundred languages of 

children (Caldwell, 1997). Specifically, the abundance and variation of materials in the space 

support the endless ways of thinking, playing and speaking: “tempera paint, watercolour, wire, 

weaving, collage, natural materials, cardboard/paper construction, and light, colour and 

transparency” (p. 27). Children use these materials to construct and reconstruct, develop new 

perceptions, and expand their understanding of the world. 

Project work. The teacher’s role in the Reggio Emilia approach is to support children’s 

interests (Stone, 2012). Open-ended, student-based project work is one way that Reggio teachers 

assist learners in exploring topics of interest. As there is no set curriculum much of what children 

do revolves around projects (Abramson, Robinson, & Ankenman, 1995; Hall, 2010).  Piaget 

argued that children construct knowledge by doing (Mascolo, Kanner, & Griffin, 1998). Project 

work is learning by doing. Kokotsaki, Menzies, and Wiggins (2016) define project work as a 

student-centred form of inquiry-based learning “where the context of learning is provided 

through authentic questions and problems within real-world practices that lead to meaningful 

learning experiences” (p. 268). Similarly, Bell (2010) asserts that project-based learning 

promotes deep understanding and learning. She goes on to argue that project work in the 

classroom creates independent thinkers.  

In the Reggio approach, students research their interest topics through play, art, and 

manipulation of materials (Caldwell, 1997). Projects typically emerge from ongoing 
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investigations and are almost exclusively based on student-interest. Often, students will spend a 

long time on their projects; they may work individually or in small groups. The teacher’s role is 

to facilitate and encourage exploration of the project. She will also document projects using 

photographs, transcriptions of student words, and student art in a process called documentation. 

Project work encourages relationships and collaboration (Stone, 2012). Vygotsky's social 

constructivist theory maintains that a child’s potential emerges in the zone of proximal 

development (Mascolo, Kanner, & Griffin, 1998); project work sets the stage for dynamic 

interactions with experienced peers and teachers (Stone, 2012). Student engagement is high as 

projects are exclusively based on student-interest (Kokotsaki, Menzies, & Wiggins, 2016). 

Project work in the Reggio Emilia approach is about uncovering the unknown. Whether done 

with others or individually, project work challenges students to investigate, inquire, and explore 

interests more deeply.  

The Reggio classroom environment is intentionally designed for project work to occur: 

“All of the schools have unusual, open-ended, creative play structures and spaces that are often 

related to projects” (Abramson, Robinson, & Ankenman 1995). Typical rooms have open or 

empty spaces, moveable furniture, and walls to display project work and process (Ceppi, 1998). 

Because the environment is designed for children and adjusted based on observation of their use 

and interaction with it, the Reggio Emilia environment is ideal for long-term interest-based 

projects (Fernández & Feliu, 2017). School is the physical location for research and 

experimentation, and interest-based project work is how students construct their learning (Ceppi, 

1998). BC’s revised curriculum mirrors these values. With fewer content-specific requirements, 

and a focus on flexible learning, teachers can use this more learner-centred curriculum to provide 

opportunities for project work and competency-driven approaches. Bell (2010) argues that 
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project-based learning is a critical form of learning for preparing students for the 21st century. 

Similarly, Barrell (2016) argues that authentic learning experiences require communication 

skills, problem-solving abilities, reflective thought and critical thinking. It is clear then, that the 

inquiry-based project work in the Reggio Emilia approach supports the core competency of 

critical thinking. 

The Environment as Third Teacher 

The Reggio Emilia environment is a valuable teacher (Caldwell, 1997). It is considered 

so essential in learning, that it has been personified and given the name, “third teacher” (Gandini, 

2008). These spaces are not random; they are designed deliberately, thoughtfully, and with 

specific guidelines (Ceppi, 1998). Architects work with educators to design spaces that mirror a 

specific identity rooted in the unique principles of the philosophy. In Emilia Romagna, schools 

are considered a collective environment (Ceppi, 1998). As the philosophy is premised on 

expectations of participation and collaboration, so too are the spaces in which children learn. 

These environments are the physical representation of the teacher’s values (Fraser, 2000). Tarr 

(2004) argues that classrooms are “public statements about the educational values of the 

institution and teacher” (p. 89). She maintains that everything in the room - including furniture 

and materials - send messages about how teachers’ values and beliefs about children: “The image 

of the learner is embedded in our classrooms” (p. 89). The image of the child in the Reggio 

Emilia approach is a positive one, where children are capable, intelligent, and creative (Ceppi, 

1998). Democracy and children’s rights are other core values in this approach, and the spatial 

design of Reggio schools reflects them (Ceppi, 1998); all spaces are easily accessible and there 

are no areas where children are forbidden. Schools are built horizontally without corridors so 

students and staff can move freely from room to room. Perhaps there is no greater place that 
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reflects the ideals of social interaction, connection, and relationships than the central piazza, or 

meeting place (Ceppi, 1998). The choice to have a piazza in every school cements the notion that 

Reggio schools are built for social constructivist learning. Because Reggio Emilia practitioners 

believe that knowledge is constructed socially, schools are intentionally designed to promote 

negotiated learning (Fernández & Feliu, 2017); each classroom is designed to provide 

opportunities for interaction, discussion and collaboration (Fraser, 2000, p. 55). With freedom of 

mobility, children are able to learn alongside others, and with support and guidance from more 

experienced peers, they are able to push their thinking.  

Ceppi (1998) likens the Reggio school to “a workshop for research and experimentation, 

a laboratory for individual and group learning, a place of constructivism” (p.22). With BC’s 

revised curriculum pushing for more student-led and student-centred opportunities, it makes 

sense to consider how a Reggio environment could promote essential core competencies. 

Questions to consider include: What specific aspects of the Reggio environment promote critical 

thinking? How does the third teacher facilitate higher level thinking? How does the Reggio 

environment reflects and honour the children, their, learning, and their thinking?  

Malaguzzi felt strongly that children had the right to beautiful spaces and that included 

the classroom (Rinaldi, 2006). He also felt that students had the right to co-construct their 

learning environment. Strong-Wilson and Ellis (2007) suggest that teachers pay close attention to 

what their instructional space looks like to a child. This includes being mindful of decor, 

placement and type of furniture, lighting, and colours. Making the conscious effort to see the 

room through a child’s eye allows teachers to craft a magical, invitational, and inspirational 

learning environment. It is also important not to complete or finish the room; in fact, bare walls 

at the beginning of the school year communicate that the environment will evolve as learning 
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and thinking emerge. Caldwell (1997) asserts that every space, no matter how small or seemingly 

insignificant, is important: “every space needs to be alive, flexible and open to change” (p.93). 

         In her action-research project, Fattal argues that “critical thinking occurs more easily 

when the environment is reflective of the students” (Fattal, 2017). She asserts that the 

environment has “exploratory ecological potential” that, when filled with student-made work, 

can be powerful (p.358). An exploratory culture is open-ended by nature. As a result, it bolsters 

critical thinking by accommodating divergent thinking and opportunities for problem solving. 

The Reggio Emilia environment can be defined as an exploratory ecological space. At the very 

core of the approach is the child, and everything that is accomplished in the space is about 

nurturing, supporting, and respecting the child. The classroom’s visible culture, thus, reflects the 

children, their work, process, and thinking.  

Renowned Reggio Emilia pedagogista and successor to Malaguzzi, Carla Rinaldi, 

maintains that educational spaces must be organized to enable children, teachers, and parents 

(Ceppi, 1998). A well-designed Reggio Emilia space enables children to express themselves 

freely, to explore independently and with others, to socialize and communicate, and to reinforce 

a positive image of the child (Rinaldi, 2006): “The best environment for children is one where 

the quality and quantity of relationships is as high as possible” (Caldwell, 1997, p.93). The 

Reggio space enables teachers to have meaningful relationships with parents and be able to 

collaborate with others.  

Lee, Morrone, and Siering’s 2018 study of large active learning spaces revealed that 

space enhances the learning environment. Collaborative, learner-centred approaches to teaching 

require the physical learning environment to be student-focused and designed for collaboration. 

The participants in the study, undergraduate students and their professors, found that group 
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tables personalized their learning experience and encouraged discussion and group work. They 

also appreciated spaciousness and natural light in a room; students reported feeling comfortable 

and alert. Moveable desks and a centre space for collaboration were also design components that 

positively impacted the learner’s experience. Although this quantitative study features data from 

a university, it provides insight into how the space or configuration of an environment can affect 

how learners feel, especially in a program where active participation is supported and required. 

Regardless of age, if the goal is to promote discussion, collaboration, and higher level thinking, 

then a learning environment must be designed to nurture and provoke these.  

Interest in how a space affects learning has prompted research into school interior design. 

According to Frith and Whitehouse (2009), “School interior design is used to construct and 

shape experiences and relationships, environments and ambience, flow and movement, notions 

of time and place, and group identities through spatial organization, furniture design and 

selection, choice of furnishings and fittings, incorporation of technology, access to tools and 

resources, and the use of colour, texture, materials and light - both natural and artificial” (p. 94). 

Their research underscores how progressive schools used design to influence and reflect social 

constructivist pedagogy. The featured schools placed children at the centre, valued their work, 

and aimed to promote a learning space of exploration and investigation. Reggio Emilia schools 

have been in tune with how interior design influences learning right from the start. Since its 

inception in the 1940s, the Reggio Emilia approach has placed significant weight on space, 

believing that the environment plays an important and integral role (Gandini, 2002). Special 

attention is paid to the environment because it is considered a powerful teacher and is even 

personified and given the name, the third teacher (Fernández & Feliu, 2017; Strong-Wilson & 

Ellis, 2007).   
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Designing a learning environment that espouses problem-solving, cooperation, and 

communication is essential (Fernández & Feliu, 2017). Fraser (2000) asserts that a rich 

environment leads to rich experience: “the wider the range of possibilities we offer children, the 

more intense will be their motivations and the richer their experience” (p. 52). When the visual 

culture of a space reflects the student experience, students will continue to be encouraged to 

investigate and explore (Fattal, 2017; Fernández & Feliu, 2017).  

The interior design of a Reggio school contrasts greatly with western schools and 

preschools, where building design reflects a less progressive and more traditional way of 

teaching. A Reggio school is considered “a unitary living organism, a place of coexistence… 

where students can think, discuss and learn” (Fernández & Feliu, 2017, p.53). It is intentionally 

designed to promote communication, to reinforce identities, and to encourage self-expression 

and exploration (Rinaldi, 2006). In the past, classrooms have been considered containers in 

which learning is transmitted from teacher to pupil. Today, with shifts in thinking, practice and 

curricula, more and more teachers are embracing the need to change. With that said, the design 

and decor of many western classroom environments continue to reflect archaic and out-of-touch 

values. In fact, when Malaguzzi saw images of American classrooms he compared them to attics, 

devoid of natural light and overwhelmed with unattractive furniture (Caldwell, 1997). While 

Reggio environments value a broad spectrum of colours, traditional classrooms tend to be 

decorated brightly with primary colours (Tarr, 2001). Similarly, Reggio environments look like 

students co-constructed it because students have contributed to their space. In contrast, 

traditional environments look clean and perfect and are teacher decorated (Tarr, 2001). This 

aesthetic reflects the values of the institution; while it is organized and presents an image of 

energy and fun, it ultimately fails to reflect the learners. In contrast, the Reggio Emilia classroom 
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aesthetic considers the child and the many ways and languages he uses to express himself (Tarr, 

2001).  

How classrooms appear is significant because the environment has a strong influence on 

how students feel (Feeney & Moravcik, 1987). Humans are born equipped with the capacity and 

need for sensory stimulation. Feeney and Moravcik (1987) argue that aesthetic appreciation is 

developed in infancy; yet, attention is rarely given to nurturing this appreciation in childhood. 

Children have the right to learn in beautiful and comfortable environments (Curtis & Carter, 

2014). In her examination of North American kindergartens, Tarr (2001) asserts that classrooms 

tend to have a particular aesthetic: an overwhelming space cluttered with a “bombardment of 

images”, cluttered, crowded centres, bright colours, and an abundance of commercial and 

teacher-made materials (p. 35). Feeney and Moravcik’s (1987) observations of early childhood 

education classroom environments were overwhelmingly decorated with consumer products, 

bright colours, and crowded shelves. These environments were doing little to support the image 

of the child and they sent the message that learning was about entertainment (Curtis & Carter, 

2014). Commercialized classrooms “disregard and disrespect children’s innate eagerness to 

explore, inquire, and make meaning of what is around them” (Curtis & Carter, 2014, p. 

155).  Fattal (2017) goes so far to say that commodity-rich learning environments thwart critical 

thinking skills because they are closed and inflexible by design. In other words, an environment 

that promotes critical thinking must have aesthetics that match it.  

 Attending to the design of the classroom environment is essential in the Reggio Emilia 

approach (Gandini, 1984). Special attention is given to the choice of colours, the arrangement of 

furniture, space, balance, light, student work and art, and incorporation of nature wherever 

possible. The environment aesthetic is so important in the Reggio Emilia approach that its school 
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designers place what children need to learn in a space at the forefront of their design (Ceppi, 

1998). There is deliberate effort to make the environment “highly personal” (Gandini, 1984, 

p.18). Student work, art, words, thoughts, and ideas cover the walls. Natural objects, pictures of 

family members, and sensory-invoking materials are incorporated (Caldwell, 1997). The 

environment is not just a space; it is inhabited (Vecchi, 2010). And the inhabitants are the most 

important element of the school. The fundamental belief and core value of this approach is that 

children are the most important and their rights must be protected (Caldwell, 1997). Children 

have a right to have a positive and healthy physical environment to learn (Vecchi, 2010). The 

architecture itself upholds the rights of children. Malaguzzi’s pedagogy demanded that children’s 

rights be respected and be at the forefront of the learning environment: children should be free to 

move around and to think freely; there should be a centre area for communication; there should 

be many opportunities for social play. The Reggio environment respects these rights. While no 

two Reggio Emilia schools are identical, each school is designed around a piazza - an open 

square that mirrors the public spaces of the region (Tarr, 2001). The piazza is designed to reflect 

the values of collaboration, discussion, relationship, and cooperation. The piazza is inviting, 

inclusive, and inspiring (Tarr, 2001). Typically, natural and consumer products are displayed 

carefully and with intent. 

A broad definition of aesthetics is “the awareness and appreciation of pleasant sensory 

experiences” (Feeney & Moravcik, 1987, p.7). Colour, light, and texture enhances children’s 

experiences in the learning environment (Curtis & Carter, 2014). The conscious use of design 

aesthetics invites children into the environment. As natural scientists and investigators, children 

who learn in an aesthetically rich environment feel persuaded to explore, develop, hypothesize, 

and construct. In the Reggio Emilia approach, no one aesthetic element is favoured more than 
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another. Each one works with the third teacher to inspire, invite and to drive thinking. The 

following section highlights particular aspects of the Reggio environment: atelier, space, light, 

colour, materials, provocations, and documentation.   

Atelier. At the heart of the Reggio Emilia school is the atelier (Fernández & Feliu, 2017). 

Considered the “jewel of the school”, the atelier is a large area accessible by all and visually 

connected to each room (Caldwell, 1997, p.14). The teacher in charge of the atelier is called an 

atelierista. The atelierista provides opportunities for research and guides students in their art 

exploration. As with project work, art research is based on student-interest.  

In this approach, arts education is “seen as a way to develop critical and scientific 

thinking through artistic work, stimulating values and encouraging children to express their 

feelings, promoting the development of communication and social skills and motivating 

cooperative work and discussion as key elements in a free and democratic society” (p.51). 

Teachers hold an image of the child whereby they are talented artists, capable of creative 

expression and critical thinking. The atelier boasts rich, vibrant, and varied colours that provoke 

the senses and creativity and is equipped with rich and varied materials (Fernández & Feliu, 

2017). Students experiment with tactile materials like clay, fabric, paint, pencils, recycled 

materials, as well as digital materials and tools. Rather than copy or reproduce art, Reggio 

children express their thinking and communicate their ideas in an uninhibited and fully supported 

environment (Fernández & Feliu, 2017); they are free to express their knowledge in a hundred 

different ways.  

Space. A Reggio environment is designed with movement in mind. Multi-level spaces 

with moveable pieces of furniture not only allow for freedom to move, but also encourage new 

ways to explore and think (Curtis & Carter, 2014). In her article “Consider the Walls”, Tarr 
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(2004) examines the classroom environment from four perspectives: “reading the environment, 

walls that silence, the purpose of display, and aesthetics” (p.89). She argues that cluttered walls 

and commodity materials actually silence the voices of children. More space between student 

work and fewer teacher-made or store bought materials allow student voices to be heard. Space 

is so valued in this approach that often a Reggio Emilia space may appear bare or 

underwhelming, especially when uninhabited. The emptiness, however, is intentional: “Empty 

space allows the eyes to rest” (Tarr, 2004, p.92). Additionally, when designing a space educators 

and architects consider what the space will look like when being occupied. It is important that 

the environment allow room for the bright colours of children’s clothing, their bodies, and their 

materials (Ceppi, 1998). 

Light. Personification of the environment extends to the materials found within it as well: 

“The spaces, materials, colours, light, microclimate, and furnishings must be direct and integral 

participants in the great alchemy of growing within a community” (Ceppi, 1998, p.135).  Light, 

both natural and artificial, is considered a living material that can be wielded like clay or natural 

materials to extend learning and thinking (Ceppi, 1998).  

Natural light allows children to connect with the outside environment.  It is so significant 

in this approach that schools and classrooms are designed to maximize it: “To maximize and 

utilize light best, educators may enhance their environments by incorporating glass doors or 

dividers, bamboo shades, transparent materials, flowing fabric of various textures hanging from 

the ceiling or covering windows, or placing light sources like lamps and light tables in various 

corners of the room” (Ceppi, 1998, p. 136).  

Artificial light is equally important and essential to setting up a classroom primed for 

research and exploration. The Ceppi Metaproject (1998) suggests that a Reggio Emilia lightscape 
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should include differentiated, varied, textured, polychromatic, and dynamic light. Overhead 

projectors and light tables are tools that enhance exploration of materials (Kang, 2007). Other 

lighting ideas include aquariums, clamp-on lights, floor and table lamps, battery-operated 

candles, and mirrors (Curtis & Carter, 2014). Whether natural or artificial, light is considered 

another medium for children to manipulate, experiment with, and interact with. 

Colour. Colour in the Reggio Emilia classroom is an integral part of the third teacher 

(Ceppi, 1998). It has an incredible transformative power. Typically, classrooms have a balanced 

colour design, which favours neutral, softer colours. Warm, neutral colours have been proven to 

affect mood and make people feel more comfortable (Curtis & Carter, 2014). Floors and walls 

are neutral in colour, allowing images and student work to be accentuated (Ceppi, 1998; Tarr, 

2004): “Children’s work usually shows to best advantage on neutral walls or against 

backgrounds that do not compete with the work” (Tarr, 2004, p.92).  

While primary colours do exist in Reggio environments, they are often undersaturated 

(Ceppi, 1998). The polychromatic and polyunsaturated space is favoured for more than its 

aesthetic appeal. Reggio proponents argue that a rich and varied chromascape allows “children to 

develop sensitivities and understanding which, if not set in motion at a young age, are difficult to 

recover as an adult” (Ceppi, 1998, p. 68).  

Materials. Malaguzzi maintained that children were born capable of expressing 

themselves in a hundred different languages (Gandini, 1993). One of the ways children can 

express themselves is through the materials in their learning environment (Kang, 2007). In his 

observational study of preschools and community centres in Emilia Romagna, Italy, Kang 

recognized that materials were used by children to create languages. The mini-atelier, filled with 

dozens of natural materials and clay, enables children to combine and create with materials 
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sourced nearby including rocks, twigs, shells, seeds, dried leaves, and flowers. The construction 

area houses recycled materials from a local recycling centre; wire, nets, glass, bottles, hoses, 

computer parts are dismantled, experimented on, and combined to create new objects. Intriguing 

rhinestones and gems are manipulated on light tables and mirrors to recreate scenes and tell 

stories: “Dried flowers, leaves, and rhinestones became a beautiful bunch of flowers, wrinkled 

green paper became the grass around the flowers, and a cluster of sliced green plastic became a 

bush” (p. 47). Materials selected for the environment reflect the teacher’s image of the child; if 

we believe children are creative constructors then the materials we provide must support their 

learning. 

The natural, recycled, and colourful materials described in Kang’s observations are also 

known as “loose parts” (Daly & Beloglovsky, 2015). Loose parts are any found objects that can 

be manipulated through play. This can look like deconstruction, construction, moving, building 

on, incorporating into art etc. While the Reggio Emilia approach does not use the term “loose 

parts” to describe the materials in their environments, it is clear that the objects they include 

share the same values. Ceppi (1998) argues that materials are instrumental in encouraging 

ongoing investigation. Authentic materials like artifacts, real telephones and kitchen items, and 

environmental print, allow children to manipulate objects from the real world (Faulk & 

Evanshen, 2013); they connect the classroom with the outside world by providing safe 

opportunities to manipulate. Authentic materials are not designed specifically to be used in 

classroom settings; rather, they are found in homes and communities. In the Reggio classroom 

authentic materials can be found in the dramatic play area, kitchen, construction area, and mini-

atelier. The significance of authentic materials in learning centres is that they provide multiple 
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and varied representations of ideas; as children investigate them, their understanding of the world 

is enhanced.  

A Reggio environment is designed with sensory in mind. Natural materials in a learning 

space invoke the senses (Curtis & Carter, 2014). Branches, dried leaves and flowers, shells, 

rocks, and feathers provide textured and aromatic stimuli. Educators in this approach have a 

“respect for the complexity and beauty of the natural world” and have a “deep understanding of 

the power of materials” (Caldwell, 1997, p. 23). They believe that natural and artificial materials 

are essential in the environment as they invite interaction and manipulation. Multisensory 

materials, like loose parts, are captivating, open-ended, and mobile (Daly & Beloglovsky, 2015). 

They encourage active participation and experimentation; in this way, these materials engage 

children in constructing knowledge through exploration.  According to Daly and Beloglovsky 

(2015), loose parts enhance critical thinking skills: “When children interact with loose parts, they 

enter a world of “what if” that promotes the type of thinking that leads to problem solving and 

theoretical reasoning. Loose parts enhance children’s ability to think imaginatively and see 

solutions” (p. 1). Because they provide endless manipulative possibilities, loose parts challenge 

children to investigate, analyze, question, and to remain curious. For example, loose parts in the 

construction centre challenge students to test their theories of how things work. Exploring these 

materials can be compared to active research; through manipulation, problem-solving skills are 

nurtured. In doing so, children become more interested and excited. This can lead to deeper 

investigations or project work, another important component of the Reggio Emilia approach.  

Documentation. The Reggio Emilia classroom is not simply decorated. Rather, its walls 

are used to show process and projects (Tarr, 2004). The process of recording and presenting 

learning is called documentation. Documentation is an ongoing process that makes learning 



RETHINKING LEARNING SPACES  32 

visible to all within the classroom and school (Tarr, 2004). Its purpose is not to show what is 

going on inside the classroom, but to show what is going on inside the children: “In a nutshell, it 

is a process that first makes visible the subject of interest, for example children’s learning 

processes and strategies or democratic practices, through a wide variety of documenting (e.g., 

hand-written notes of what is said and done, audio and video camera recordings, still 

photographs, computer graphics, children’s work, etc.); then subjects them to processes of 

interpretation or meaning-making through listening, dialogue, reflection and negotiation, an 

essential element being that this meaning-making is undertaken in a democratic relationship with 

others” (Moss, 2018, p. 83).  Documentation reflects Malaguzzi’s image of the child. It 

celebrates the child as intelligent, capable, and curious, and honours the child’s work (Katz & 

Chard, 1996).  

  The classroom teacher is a resource and guide who facilitates engagement by 

thoughtfully documenting and displaying the learning process (Edwards, 2002). Documentation 

can include transcriptions of discussions, students’ words, and photographs of activities, and 

student art (Gandini, 2008; Katz & Chard, 1996). By documenting the learning process, students 

can see where they are going in their learning (Gandini, 2008). Moss (2018) argues that 

documentation challenges students’ metacognition. When students confront their learning they 

are challenged to analyze their ideas and thoughts. In their quantitative study of visible learning 

in Reggio-inspired classrooms Salmon and Lucas (2011) set out to see if documentation would 

influence students’ notions about their own thinking. They introduced a visible thinking teaching 

method to two private preschools, and after conducting tests and analyzing their research, 

concluded that even children as young as 4 and 5 can engage in more sophisticated types of 

thinking. In particular, their study revealed that visible thinking methods like documentation, 



RETHINKING LEARNING SPACES  33 

have a positive correlation to strategic and metaresponse thinking. Making learning visible, 

through the process of documentation, allows students to reflect on their creations and to find 

other ways of doing (Rinaldi, 2001; Tarr 2004). Upon seeing their work, students are inspired to 

revisit their learning “and thus, re-think, re-consider and re-know past work work and previous 

understandings” (Moss, 2018, p.83).  

Provocations. Malaguzzi viewed schools as public spaces intended for active 

participation, and a provocation, in essence, is an invitation to participate (Moss, 2016). 

Provocations are teacher prompts intended to inspire exploration and provoke thinking in 

children (Sargent, 2014). The absence of formal curriculum allows for the freedom to design 

truly interest-based learning. Provocations must be designed with the knowledge of the interests 

of the child. In the Reggio Emilia classroom, provocations are designed by teacher practitioners 

after observing students interact with their environment and with each other. Teachers take note 

of anything that generates interest and discussion. They also introduce things to spark curiosity: 

provocations. Provocations can be “an event, question, picture or object that triggers 

conversation and debate” (p.5). In other words, anything that provokes exploration, research, and 

interest can be a provocation.  

Reggio Emilia at its core is child-centered, and provocations are one way that 

practitioners can promote meaningful inquiry. Provocations are intended to surprise learners and 

to pique their interest (Strong-Wilson & Ellis, 2007). As children become excited discussion and 

collaboration follows. Students work with each other to explore the provocation and uncover 

meaning in it. In this way, Reggio children are active participants in their learning, 

demonstrating that this approach is a social constructivist one. Rogoff’s (2003) guided 

participation argues that a lot is learned outside of intentional and explicit instruction. 
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Provocations provide opportunities for observation, participation, and discussion. Moreover, 

when students pursue their own interests they inherently “develop skills in applying knowledge 

to inform reasoning” (Sargent, 2014, p.5). Because provocations are designed to elicit deeper 

thinking it can be argued that they support a higher level of critical thinking abilities, such as 

Barrell’s Level II processing information skills (2006). A provocation is a purposeful and 

selective organization of space that invites learners to explore, engage, share, and reinterpret 

understanding (Ainsworth, 2013). As such, provocations help create the conditions for deep 

inquiry and exploration; they provide opportunities for students to analyze, classify, infer, 

hypothesize, and compare and contrast.  

For provocations to be successful a teacher must possess a positive image of the child 

(Sargent, 2014). Malaguzzi believed that all children “are rich, better equipped, more talented, 

stronger and more intelligent than we can suppose” (Cagliari et al., 2016, p. 397). Like project 

work, provocations play an important role in getting students thinking (Sargent, 2014). Engaging 

in higher ordered thinking requires assistance and teachers assist learners by providing open-

ended opportunities. Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development - the space between what 

children know and can do on their own and what they can achieve with support and with others - 

can be used to describe what occurs during a provocation. The provocation serves as another arm 

of the third teacher; they assist learners to engage in thinking that goes beyond their cognitive 

development and are one significant way in which teachers can incite rich learning in their 

classrooms. 

Transforming a Learning Environment 

In her personal narrative Bringing Reggio Emilia Home, Louise Caldwell (1997), 

describes how to adapt the Reggio Emilia approach in the United States. As one of only three 
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American educators invited to intern in Emilia Romagna in the early 1990s, Caldwell offers 

unique and personal insight into embracing aspects of this approach in a system that traditionally 

opposes the fundamental values of Reggio Emilia. She suggests that before a physical 

transformation of the space begins, teachers must consider and reconcile their opinions and 

beliefs about children. For the classroom to authentically reflect the voices, thoughts, and ideas 

of children, children must genuinely be valued and respected. Additionally, teachers must engage 

in ongoing genuine dialogue with their students and listen to their ideas earnestly; they must 

offer “a wide range of the highest-quality materials in the highest-quality setting” (p.72).  

In their book Designs for living and learning: Transforming Early Childhood 

Environments, Curtis and Carter (2014) recommend seeing the space through the eyes of a child. 

Adopting a child’s perspective can help a teacher think beyond traditional design and create 

areas that will provoke wonder and curiosity. It is also important to observe learners interacting 

in the environment. Seeing how children manipulate and use materials and furnishings enables 

teachers to direct their intentions and create new goals for the space. Taking stock of what is 

working and what is not can help teachers develop a vision for their space. Collecting, 

organizing, and placing materials to invoke wonder and curiosity brings the transformation to 

life. A teacher’s work is not done, however, once a space has been transformed; ongoing 

reflection and observation are essential to maintaining, nurturing, and growing an environment 

that supports the child.   

Justifying having a large, collaborative art space is likely impractical; however, there are 

ways to mimic the mini-atelier in a classroom. Dedicating a space for art is imperative: “the 

atelier is used for research, experimentation, and manipulation of a variety of materials” (Ceppi, 
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1998, p.39). Incorporating a variety of pens, colouring pencils, paints, as well as loose parts like 

feathers, rhinestones, and beads sends the message that art research is important. 

Creating a Reggio-inspired environment can feel intimidating. They are no specific steps 

or rules to follow (Caldwell, 1997). Rather, the inspiration comes from the deeply-rooted beliefs 

in the nature of children held by those that teach them. Perhaps, then, it can be relieving and 

freeing to know that a space can be inspired when core values align. From there, teachers can 

begin to experiment with materials, colour, light, texture, and space. The transformation will 

surely be a process, and it may even elicit new perceptions, ideas, and knowledge for the teacher. 
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Chapter 3 Project Design  

Description and Rationale 

This project design was created to assist primary educators in transforming their 

classroom environments by illustrating how the unique principles of the early educational 

approach of Reggio Emilia can support the core competence of critical thinking. Focus was 

placed on the 21st century skill of critical thinking as proficiencies and core competencies have 

become essential to BC’s curriculum. In particular, the handbook looks at the concept of 

environment as third teacher, including space, light, colour, atelier, documentation and 

provocations.  A research question was developed: How does a Reggio Emilia classroom 

environment promote critical thinking?   

Topic Relevance 

For the last few years I have been slowly transforming my classroom space in an attempt 

to incorporate and reflect Reggio Emilia principles. My personal interest in the impact of the 

environment on learning seems to be mirroring a general trend in education today. Movements 

like makerspace, inquiry-based learning, outdoor education, and nature-based learning are being 

talked about with greater fervor than ever. My own program, Éco-Immersion, combines French 

Immersion, which has historically included more traditional aspects of teaching, and 

environmental learning, which is more progressive and innovative. Educators are curious and 

have the professional freedom to explore and experiment with different approaches to education. 

The revised BC curriculum echoes this. Core competencies are strongly favoured over specific 

content and the pursuit of student-led and student-centred curriculum is at the forefront of these 

new documents. While this is an exciting time for many teachers and students, these changes are 

not revolutionary. Reggio Emilia has been conducting inquiry projects, collaborative 
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opportunities, and hands-on learning opportunities for close to 70 years. Having held an interest 

in this approach for a long time I wanted to know how Reggio Emilia compared to our new 

curriculum, especially in the area of critical thinking.  

Understanding Critical Thinking 

While I have been using BC’s new curriculum for two years I still find myself struggling 

to understand what some of the core competencies are and how to actually teach them. Before I 

conducted this research it would have been hard for me to define “critical thinking”. I would 

have likely answered that it was about decision-making and problem-solving. It made me uneasy 

that know that even though I was expected to teach critical thinking I could not explain it. When 

I searched for ways to teach critical thinking I was often disappointed. I realized I might not be 

alone in my confusion. I also realized that I could create something that would help teachers 

understand how their classroom spaces could already be informing critical thinking and that 

excited me. 

Available Resources 

Although the Reggio Emilia approach is gaining popularity in many parts of the world 

there is a noticeable lack of “how-to” resources available for those who are inspired by the 

philosophy. A quick search on Pinterest yields hundreds of stunning classroom transformations 

and provocation ideas; however, there is an obvious disconnect between the aesthetically 

pleasing environment and how to recreate it, how to use it, and what benefits it provides. I did 

not have the luxury of flying to Italy to see first-hand what a Reggio school looks like and I 

imagined that most teachers would be in the same boat. Designing a handbook that showcased 

features of the Reggio learning environment would be one way to bring Reggio to BC. 

Background 
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I have taught grade 1 French Immersion since receiving my Bachelors of Education in 

2011. Despite having taught the same grade in the same classroom in the same school for my 

entire career, I have always made a habit of removing all items at the end of the year and putting 

them back in each September. The process of cleaning out and taking stock allows me to reflect 

on what worked and where improvement is needed. It also provides an opportunity for me to 

imagine the possibilities of my space with each new group of students. 

The physical appearance of my classroom has changed over the years. As a new teacher I 

spent a lot of time buying, making, and laminating teacher materials to put on the walls. Brightly 

coloured posters, alphabets, and word walls made my classroom look organized and ready to go. 

With experience and confidence, however, I began to see the value in not having everything 

prepped or teacher-made. I noticed that my students really enjoyed filling up our space with their 

own work and seemed more enthusiastic to use materials they had made by themselves. I also 

noticed that students spent more time playing with the natural objects they brought in at recess 

than with the plastic toys and tools I had so eagerly thrifted for them. These observations had a 

profound impact on how I evolved as a teacher. I listened to my students. I watched them interact 

with each other and with our space. I picked up on their moods and looked for patterns. 

Eventually (and with difficulty), I relinquished my need to appear organized and gave into the 

uncertainty of what my space could look like if my students co-constructed it. And that is when 

the magic happened.  

A few years later my classroom looked very different. It was warm, filled with natural 

materials, soft lighting, and neutral colours. My classroom was now my oasis, a beautiful, fluid 

environment to spend most of my waking hours. Yet, it was only until I began my Masters of 

Education in Educational Leadership at Vancouver Island University in 2016 that I recognized I 
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had been mimicking the look of Reggio Emilia environments. There was something about the 

aesthetic I was drawn to; I just didn’t know what it was. I really wanted to dig deep and better 

understand why I was doing what I was doing. I knew I was on to something, but I lacked the 

understanding of why my classroom transformation was working for me and my students. 

Consequently, I decided to focus my research on the impact of Reggio Emilia classroom 

environments on critical thinking. 

I began by creating a board on Pinterest called “Reggio Emilia”. I collected pictures of 

Reggio and Reggio-inspired classrooms and started to notice some themes. All of the 

environments were filled with beautiful light, neutral colours, and real, authentic materials. Of 

note, I saw very little of the teacher, and very much of the students. These environments looked 

like they were co-created by the children and that really inspired me. 

I wanted to take my learning deeper and I enrolled in an online development course 

called “Third Teacher Bootcamp”, provided by Fairy Dust Teaching, an online educational 

business guided by the principles of Reggio Emilia. I thought this workshop would be a gentle 

and exciting way to step into transforming my space and my ideas. I learned that transformation 

can take years. Truly shifting our image of our students requires deep reflection, 

experimentation, and time. For a lasting impact, the transformation process would not be instant. 

The workshop also introduced me to the significance of colour, light, texture, and authentic 

materials. I began to see my environment in a completely new and exciting way. The furniture 

and items came alive in a way I could never have imagined; they became tools and teachers. I 

was so excited by this I committed myself to researching the philosophy of Reggio Emilia with a 

focus on the environment as third teacher. 
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While undergoing my own transformation as learner, I was curious about how to better 

understand and utilize core competencies. The language in the curriculum was vague and open, 

which made me feel anxious. Perhaps sensing some of this anxiety, my school district began 

supporting teachers by providing professional development workshops on core competencies and 

by creating an online group on our district portal. I began to see that core competencies were not 

intimidating, but that a clear understanding of them required some support. I felt strongly that I 

understood “social and personal” and “communication” but the area I felt least confident in was 

“thinking”, particularly “critical thinking”. This prompted my decision to better understand what 

critical thinking is, what it is not, and how to support it in the primary classroom. 

Over time I noticed many parallels between core competencies and the Reggio Emilia 

philosophy. Reggio Emilia views the child as protagonist (Caldwell, 1997). Children are co-

creators of their learning; they are capable, competent and curious. I suspected there was a strong 

correlation between the third teacher and critical thinking and decided that I needed to start 

applying the philosophy in a more meaningful way. I began with documentation. My first 

attempt at documentation was to photograph student work and the process. This timed in 

perfectly with our district’s switch from traditional reporting to the eportfolio process - the 

electronic documentation of student progress. In addition to eportfolios I created a blog that 

showcased weekly learning in our classroom. The next step I took in experimenting with 

documentation was by posting photographs of student learning in the classroom. This enabled 

my students to revisit their learning and encouraged natural and authentic discourse among 

students about their learning. I was so impressed by how effective documentation was that I 

made it a part of my teaching practice. 



RETHINKING LEARNING SPACES  42 

Provocations enthused me the most. I began using provocations to support student 

inquiry and critical thinking. In the past I had used questions to inspire, however, after 

researching provocations, I realized I had been designing questions with the intent to illicit a 

desired result. Provocations, on the other hand, were about observing students, documenting their 

learning, and providing prompts to extend and deepen their learning. As a watched my students, I 

took note of what I saw and heard, and also what I did not see or hear. From there, I made note 

of my wonderings. Would this promote critical thinking? Would this enable students to become 

more critical thinkers? How would I know? 

The Project 

This portion of the chapter will explain the key aspects of the project I made. My product 

design is a handbook for primary educators. It provides options and examples for teachers 

looking to draw inspiration from the Reggio Emilia approach. Specifically, the handbook 

features descriptions and images of Reggio-inspired environments. 

To inform my design I explored the layout and features of other educational guidebooks 

and resources. Central to the Reggio Emilia approach is the idea that appearances matter. 

Consequently, the design of my handbook needed to reflect the values and principles of the 

approach I intended to promote. I wanted my handbook to look clean, organized, and interesting. 

I settled on Canva, a free design app that provides professional looking templates and access to 

millions of images. I spent a lot of time designing each page, paying attention to the empty 

space, colour, readability, and font.  

I knew my handbook would be more effective if it showed real, varied environments 

rather than only from my own classroom. Using social media I posted an advertisement 

(Appendix A) seeking photographs of Reggio-inspired environments. I was shocked by how 
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well-received my ad was and soon my inbox was flooded with pictures and stories from people 

all over the world eager to show and share how they were transforming their spaces to align with 

Reggio philosophies. 

I used a graphic design-tool website called Canva to design my handbook. Its features 

and tools were relatively easy to learn and their database of millions of high-quality free stock 

images made it easy for me to incorporate beautiful imagery to support text and real classroom 

photographs. All of the images featured in the handbook are permitted for use and publication.  

 The handbook briefly highlights the history of Reggio Emilia as well as key values and 

principles. It also underscores the Ministry of Education’s definition of critical thinking. The 

remaining portion of the book is dedicated to each aspect of the environment: space, authentic 

materials, colour, loose parts, lighting, texture, nature, atelier, documentation, and provocations. 

Each section explains why the aspect is important, how it is used, and how it can be used to 

support critical thinking. Gorgeous stock photos as well as photos from real Reggio-inspired 

classrooms provide inspiration and ideas.  

In my research, I noticed that designing a provocation took deep and intentional listening. 

I thought this could be overwhelming or confusing to some teachers. My handbook needed to 

explain the process easily and so I designed a simple worksheet and diagram to refer to. I also 

included recommended resources and other worksheets to assist teachers undergoing the process 

of transformation. 

Goals 

I had several goals for my handbook. Principally, I wanted to use it to assist me in the 

transformation of my space. An aesthetically pleasing classroom environment was very 

important to me; I wanted my handbook to be a practical resource for all educators interested in 
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transforming their spaces. Additionally, I was curious about how the third teacher could support 

the core competency of critical thinking. Other goals of the handbook included: 

-          Providing practical tools and tips, including checklists and worksheets 

-          Alleviating some of the guesswork for newly inspired educators 

-          Providing realistic and achievable goals 

-          Using authentic images from varied educational environments 

-          Designing a resource that reflected the aesthetic values of Reggio Emilia, including 

special attention to the layout, colour palette, and general aesthetic 

-          Providing a free electronic resource for anyone to use 

Conclusion 

The handbook was designed for educators interested in incorporating a Reggio-inspired 

environment in their workplace. By designing a space that supports social constructivism and by 

using the powerful third teacher, a Reggio-inspired environment can support the core 

competency of critical thinking. It is my hope that this handbook will be used in tandem with 

personal exploration of these subjects to improve teaching and learning. 
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Chapter 4: Project Design 

The following section displays the handbook I designed in completion. Given that it is in 

handbook format, the following pages are horizontal in design. A copy of the handbook can be 

found here (https://bit.ly/2Ogc9lK). A copy of the teacher resources can be found here. 

(https://bit.ly/2Ohc691).  

 

 

  

  

  

  

https://www.canva.com/design/DAC3kDda9uE/TUlqDgYldOY5xH6eNPRZMw/view?utm_content=DAC3kDda9uE&utm_campaign=designshare&utm_medium=link&utm_source=sharebutton
https://bit.ly/2Ogc9lK
https://www.canva.com/design/DAC4q6Zrw8g/Wx7YCMyMdteauV4wJfm0Cg/view?utm_content=DAC4q6Zrw8g&utm_campaign=designshare&utm_medium=link&utm_source=sharebutton


RETHINKING LEARNING SPACES  46 

  



RETHINKING LEARNING SPACES  47 

  



RETHINKING LEARNING SPACES  48 

  



RETHINKING LEARNING SPACES  49 

  



RETHINKING LEARNING SPACES  50 

  

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



RETHINKING LEARNING SPACES  51 

 



RETHINKING LEARNING SPACES  52 

 



RETHINKING LEARNING SPACES  53 

 



RETHINKING LEARNING SPACES  54 

 



RETHINKING LEARNING SPACES  55 

 



RETHINKING LEARNING SPACES  56 

 



RETHINKING LEARNING SPACES  57 

 



RETHINKING LEARNING SPACES  58 

 



RETHINKING LEARNING SPACES  59 

 



RETHINKING LEARNING SPACES  60 

 



RETHINKING LEARNING SPACES  61 

 



RETHINKING LEARNING SPACES  62 

 



RETHINKING LEARNING SPACES  63 

 



RETHINKING LEARNING SPACES  64 

 



RETHINKING LEARNING SPACES  65 

 



RETHINKING LEARNING SPACES  66 

 



RETHINKING LEARNING SPACES  67 

 



RETHINKING LEARNING SPACES  68 

 



RETHINKING LEARNING SPACES  69 

 



RETHINKING LEARNING SPACES  70 

 



RETHINKING LEARNING SPACES  71 

 



RETHINKING LEARNING SPACES  72 

 



RETHINKING LEARNING SPACES  73 

 



RETHINKING LEARNING SPACES  74 

 



RETHINKING LEARNING SPACES  75 

 



RETHINKING LEARNING SPACES  76 

 



RETHINKING LEARNING SPACES  77 

 



RETHINKING LEARNING SPACES  78 

 



RETHINKING LEARNING SPACES  79 

 



RETHINKING LEARNING SPACES  80 

 



RETHINKING LEARNING SPACES  81 

 



RETHINKING LEARNING SPACES  82 

 



RETHINKING LEARNING SPACES  83 

 



RETHINKING LEARNING SPACES  84 

 



RETHINKING LEARNING SPACES  85 

 



RETHINKING LEARNING SPACES  86 

 



RETHINKING LEARNING SPACES  87 

 



RETHINKING LEARNING SPACES  88 

 



RETHINKING LEARNING SPACES  89 

 



RETHINKING LEARNING SPACES  90 

Chapter 5: Conclusions 

Project Overview 

This project began as an in-depth look at how the Reggio Emilia approach to early 

childhood education can influence critical thinking. Special attention was paid to defining what 

critical thinking is as well as highlighting the unique principles of the Reggio Emilia philosophy, 

including the environment. An examination of Piaget’s constructivism and Vygotsky’s social 

constructivism was conducted to draw parallels between the Reggio Emilia approach and BC’s 

core competency of critical thinking as found in the revised curriculum.  

Critical thinking was defined as the higher order thinking skills developed over time and 

with practice that can be advanced through hands-on activities, collaboration with others, and 

exploration and investigative research of topics of interest. Analysis of the Reggio Emilia 

approach revealed that multiple aspects of the learning environment support higher order 

thinking skills. Inquiry-based project-work, diverse materials, provocations, and documentation 

promote investigation, collaboration, and reflection. Intentional design and use of colour, light, 

and space support processing skills including contrasting, classifying, analyzing, problem-

solving, drawing conclusions, making decisions, and experimenting. 

The project design was a handbook intended for BC educators who are drawn to the 

Reggio Emilia approach and are wanting to adopt some of the chief principles into their learning 

spaces. The handbook featured pages dedicated to specific aspects of the Reggio environment 

including space, authentic materials, colour, loose parts, lighting, texture, atelier, provocations 

and documentation. Links were made between these features and the core competency of critical 

thinking. In particular, each page explained how these features could support critical thinking in 

the primary classroom. An advertisement was posted on social media requesting photographs of 
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real Reggio-inspired classroom environments. Responses were received from educators from 

Canada, the United States, Australia, and New Zealand. Their photographs were featured in the 

handbook. Teacher resources, including a transformation journal and “I can” statements from BC 

Ministry of Education documents, were designed to facilitate and guide teachers through their 

classroom transformation.  

The Case for Social Constructivism 

         BC’s revised curriculum is aligned with social constructivism. Core competencies 

encourage project-based group work in an effort to develop collaboration and cooperation skills. 

Now more than ever, teachers are embracing change and acknowledging the power of learning 

with others. By working with more experienced peers and teachers pushes student thinking 

beyond cognitive developmental stage (Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development).  

 Reggio Emilia is a social constructivist approach to teaching (Fernández & Feliu, 2017). 

It is premised on the notion that knowledge is built in social interactions and is designed for 

group work and learning. The physical design of the Reggio environment is aligned with these 

values; the piazza, atelier and mini-atelier, walls, floor, lighting and materials, are constructed to 

promote interaction, cooperation, and investigation (Ceppi, 1998). At the heart of the approach is 

the child. Educators honour the child by acknowledging their inherent abilities and need for 

social interaction.  

The Case for Critical Thinking 

Despite no clear definition, critical thinking is an important proficiency that takes years to 

develop (Byrnes & Dunbar, 2014). Children as young as three are capable of exhibiting critical 

thinking skills. In order to nurture their thinking, teachers must provide opportunities to exercise 

critical thinking from the early years onward. The argument that critical thinking is a higher 
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order thinking skill is the very reason it must be nurtured in the early years, including in the 

primary classroom: “critical thinking skills must be introduced early in order for children to 

develop as learners and thrive in the future” (Rudd, 2007; Sargent, 2014, p. 37). BC’s revised 

curriculum backs this up. The Ministry of Education believes critical thinking to be one of the 

most important proficiencies to develop and it is now required teaching for all public school 

educators. The critical thinking core competency supports students in learning to ask questions, 

predict, observe, interpret, and manipulate materials. The Reggio Emilia approach is designed to 

do these very things. The environment itself provokes students and asks them to dig deeper, 

evaluate, investigate, and manipulate.   

The Environment as Powerful Promoter of Critical Thinking 

Student-designed learning environments directly lend themselves to critical thinking 

(Fattal, 2017). Fattal’s research on the visual culture in the elementary-school classroom shows 

that the environment can either hinder or promote critical thinking; commodity-based classrooms 

are in “opposition to open-ended constructs of critical thinking” (p.353). More often than not, 

classroom environments are commercially produced (Tarr, 2004). Commercially-produced 

materials not only thwart deeper thinking, but they can also suppress thinking; brightly-coloured 

materials, borders, and commercially generated images distract from student work, in effect 

silencing students’ words and thoughts (Tarr, 2004). For these reasons, it is imperative to look 

critically at what the environment says or does not say.  

The Reggio Emilia approach regards children as collaborators and communicators; they 

are the protagonists in their learning and negotiate everything in their environment (Caldwell, 

1997). Therefore, the Reggio learning environment reflects these values. Every detail and every 

space is thoughtfully and deliberately designed to support, honour, and respect the child. Rich 
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and diverse materials encourage manipulation and creation, long-term project work emphasizes 

collaboration and discussion, and provocations and documentation promote investigation and 

reflective thinking.  

Conclusions 

 What surprised me the most about researching the Reggio Emilia approach is how 

interconnected everything is. One aspect of the approach influences the other. For example, the 

image of the child is woven throughout every aspect of this philosophy. It confirmed to me that 

the most significant and powerful aspect in Reggio Emilia is how educators view children. This 

realization forced me to reflect on my image of the child. Years of working in an overcrowded, 

underfunded and under-supported school system has left me a little bitter. Although I am a 

relatively new teacher - with five years of full-time experience - I feel burnt out. How has my 

exhaustion and frustration affected my image of the child? How has it affected my ability to 

listen deeply to my students? Have I been providing an environment that respects and honours 

them? The answer is not definitive: I strive wholeheartedly to support my learners with engaging 

opportunities, but I also know that some days I am just trying to make it to the end bell. I wonder 

how I would feel working in a system where children are viewed as the most important, schools 

are well-funded, and teachers receive ample time to observe, reflect, discuss, and plan.  

 Following the completion of my research and the creation of the handbook, I sensed a 

feeling of defeat. The tremendous power of the Reggio Emilia approach resonates with me so 

deeply, however, working within a more traditional model of schooling I started to consider how 

adopting this approach could actually work. Could Reggio-inspired teachers be successful in a 

traditional school? I have been slowly transforming my own classroom for the last four years, 

initially because I was drawn to the simple beauty of Reggio environments. Now, having 
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questioned my own beliefs about the nature of children and reflecting on my years working as a 

public school teacher in BC, I recognize some opposing ideas and beliefs within my own school. 

This realization leads me to wonder if the entire school, including the school and staff cultures, 

must have the same values and understandings in order for a Reggio-inspired space to be truly 

influential. What will it be like for students once they leave a Reggio-inspired classroom? Is it 

enough to be exposed to Reggio philosophy for a short time? How do conflicting values among 

teachers affect student thinking? The Reggio Emilia approach was designed for and is used for 

early childhood education, namely for children three to six years of age (Tarr, 2001). Afterward, 

they move on to a different system of teaching. As a grade 1 teacher, my students range from 

five to seven years old. I believe that this approach can be used in a grade 1 classroom, but what 

about grade 2 or 3? Should this approach be adopted in older grades? Teachers are expected to 

teach core competencies from K-12, so there is an expectation that collaborative work and 

inquiry research will be taught beyond grade 1. But what about the environment? Is it realistic or 

practical to design Reggio-inspired environments in high schools?  

Implications for Teaching 

Being a Reggio-inspired teacher is a choice. BC public school teachers are lucky that 

they have the autonomy to choose what their space looks like and how they teach. But a Reggio-

inspired room also costs money. While my school provides a $100 annual budget to each teacher 

and the Parent Advisory Committee (PAC) offers teachers an additional $100, I typically surpass 

this amount within the first month of the school year. $200 only goes so far when you want to 

use quality materials like watercolour paper or clay. I personally have spent close to $2,500 in 

the last few years to transform my space. This includes thrifting for furniture, fabric, and loose 

parts, and eliciting help from my mom to create beautiful pillows, discovery bottles, and mobiles. 
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I love my environment, but there has been a real financial cost. The municipality of Emilia 

Romagna dedicates 12% of their funding for education (Caldwell, 1997). As a result, their 

schools can buy the best materials and fill each classrooms with plants, digital tools, and 

beautiful wooden furniture. They can also hire an atelierista to work full-time in the atelier, 

which is stocked with different kinds of paints, materials, and tools. What about the BC 

classroom and the BC teacher? BC teachers inspired by this approach would most definitely have 

to self-finance their classroom transformation. Beautiful environments support aesthetic 

development and rich environments lead to rich experiences. I would add that beautiful 

environments and rich environments require deep pockets. 

The Reggio Emilia approach is an ideal one in the right, supportive setting. Italian 

culture, politics, and values support children. Their schools – Reggio or otherwise – are based on 

best practices for children. The amount of time, money, and energy they put into developing 

curriculum and designing schools with students in mind is obvious. Educational values differ in 

Canada. The last twenty years in BC have been rife with turmoil: job action, bills that stripped 

class-size and staffing, provisions eliminated, and promises abandoned. I find it hard to imagine 

having a publically-funded Reggio Emilia school operating in BC given our social and political 

climate and history. BC teachers are some of the lowest paid teachers in Canada and their 

classrooms often have the most students per educator. Four years after our last job action BC 

schools are still trying to recover; we are short-staffed, the classroom remedies promised to 

teachers have yet to be established, and Parent Advisory Committees are still having to fundraise 

for new playground equipment, breakfast programs, and field trips. We are all doing our best, 

however, I do not think the Reggio Emilia approach could be used as successfully as in the city 

of Reggio Emilia itself. That being said, there are many inspiring, purposeful, and do-able 



RETHINKING LEARNING SPACES  96 

aspects of this approach that I feel can be used, in spite of any financial, political, or social 

hardships. Specifically, as my handbook demonstrates, there are ways to transform any 

classroom to incorporate values of the third teacher: authentic materials, natural objects, soft 

colours, and a dedicated art space are realistic Reggio options for BC teachers. Similarly, with a 

supportive staff and administrator, steps can be made to improve the spaces outside of the 

classroom. Common areas, entrances, and hallways free of clutter and commodity materials 

lighten the visual impression of a school. Adding plants and keeping a consistent neutral colour 

palette unifies the school. In this way, an entire school does not have to be Reggio-inspired in 

order to benefit from the school environment.  

My research into the Reggio Emilia approach has led me to some hopeful realizations. 

Principally, I have learned that I can change my practice so it aligns more with my students. I 

have a type-A personality and history has shown that I like to feel in control and have my 

classroom organized and ready-to-go even before the first day of school. While this is inherently 

me, I now recognize that taking a step back, observing, and listening deeply to my students is 

both powerful and freeing. This up-coming school year, I have decided to not have my room 

completely set-up in September. Rather, I intend to let the design emerge organically and with 

the help of my students. Students will be creating the class alphabet, number wall, schedule, and 

calendar and together we will create the space that we want and need.  

I am committed to incorporating the Reggio Emilia approach in my classroom despite 

any external challenges. With my limited budget and realistic expectations I do think I can 

sustain a Reggio-inspired classroom. In the end, I am convinced that some Reggio is better than 

no Reggio. As my classroom transforms I also expect to see an inner transformation. 

Surrendering control and embracing the unexpected will be an exciting and revitalizing process. 
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Limitations 

The biggest challenge in designing my handbook was the program I used: Canva. I chose 

to use this design program because it was free and had a wide selection of beautiful fonts and 

images. That being said, I found many of the tools and features limiting. Specifically, formatting 

my handbook was extremely challenging. Reggio Emilia cares about presentation and I really 

wanted my handbook to reflect this value. While it is not exactly as polished as I had hoped, I am 

proud of it and plan on publishing it.  

One regret I have is not incorporating anecdotal evidence in the handbook. I wish I had 

recorded more conversations between students in my classroom or included their words, 

thoughts, and feelings so I could have included them. I spent so much of the year researching 

critical thinking and the Reggio Emilia approach that I did not do any research in my classroom. 

I feel like I only scratched the surface. In retrospect I wish I would have conducted some action-

research in my own classroom. I did not come across any empirical studies on inspired 

classrooms in relation to critical thinking. My next step is to contribute to the research by 

conducting my own action-research project. I am curious to know how my environment is 

influencing critical thinking. How does it compare to a Reggio Emilia classroom?  How 

successful are inspired rooms in matching the fundamentals of the approach? What defines a 

Reggio-inspired classroom? The aesthetic environment or the intent behind the design? 

Investigating my own practice will hopefully answer some of these questions. I look forward to 

my growth and development, and hopefully my transformation as a teacher. 
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