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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
Despite credible research to support a constructivist-based approach in Received 28 February 2019
early childhood programs, policymakers continued to push for a more Accepted 12 April 2019
academic-based philosophy in an effort to reach standardized testing

goals. Beggio Emilia, a constructivist-based early childhood philosophy Early childhood education;
that originated in Northern Italy, has been shown to be an excellent Reggio Emilia; constructivist-
model to facilitate optimum learning in young children. The purpose of based; parent choice;

this phenomenological study was to investigate parental experiences benefits of Reggio Emilia;
when choosing the constructivist-based early childhood program, preschool; philosophy
Reggio Emilia, for their children and to explore parents’ perceived

benefits after their children attended. Five parents who had enrolled

their children at a Reggio Emilia inspired program, Foundations Early

Learning Center, in the American Midwest for a minimum of 6 months

participated. Results indicated parents identified an overall satisfaction

for choosing a Reggio Emilia experience for their preschool children. Ten

perceived benefits were associated with their children after they

attended the Reggio Emilia inspired program. Findings of the current

study favour the choice of a constructivist-based Reggio Emilia inspired

program over alternative options.

KEYWORDS

Introduction

For parents, choosing an early childhood program to enrol their children in is an important and
complex decision. Historically in the United States, there have been two different approaches to
early childhood education that parents can choose from: the traditional, academic, educator-directed
(non-constructivist) philosophy versus the child-centred, constructivist philosophy (Glenn-Applegate,
Pentimonti, & Justice, 2011; Walsh & Petty, 2007; Wana, 2010). With the continued push for high-
stakes testing in public schools in the United States, the expectations for early childhood programs
are narrowly focused on academics with an educator-directed approach to learning (Apple, 2008;
Brown, 2015). However, past research has revealed that a constructivist-based learning model that
fosters open-ended, play-based exploration is most beneficial for preschool-aged children. Yet policy-
makers continue to push for an academic, predetermined curricular, non-constructivist approach
(Mathis, 2011; Oztiirk, 2016; Recchia & Bentley, 2013).

One constructivist-based learning model, Reggio Emilia, originated in Northern Italy in the late
1940s with the support of community members and co-founder, Loris Malaguzzi. Since the 1980s,
practices of Reggio Emilia infant, toddler, and preschool centres in Italy have inspired early childhood
programs to implement the ideas into programs in the United States (Reggio Children, 2012). There
was a gap in past research on parental experiences choosing this constructivist-based model as well
as perceived benefits that their children experienced after attending a Reggio Emilia program in the
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United States (Andrews, 2012; Hall, 2013; Pinata, Barnett, Burchinal, & Thornburg, 2009). The purpose
of the current study was to understand parental experiences in the United States for choosing a con-
structivist-based Reggio Emilia early childhood program and to further investigate what advantages
children experienced after attending.

Background

A review of literature revealed a gap in examining reasons why parents in the United States have
chosen one early childhood program, Reggio Emilia, over alternative, non-constructivist-based
program options and to further understand what perceived benefits parents identified after their chil-
dren attended a Reggio Emilia inspired program (Andrews, 2012; Grogan, 2012; Johansen, Leibowitz,
& Waite, 1996). Past research has been published on various topics regarding Reggio Emilia inspired
program philosophy in the United States (Abdelfattah, 2015; Andrews, 2012; Bond, 2015; Firlick, 1995;
McClow & Gillespie, 1998; Smith, 2014; Swann, 2008). Research has also been conducted on benefits
for children that have attended preschool (Hall, 2013; Hatcher, Nuner, & Paulsel, 2012; Mawdsley &
Hauser-Cram, 2013; Recchia & Bentley, 2013). However, there was a gap in the literature on parental
experiences for choosing a constructivist-based Reggio Emilia inspired program as well as exploration
of perceived benefits for children who attended a constructivist-based Reggio Emilia inspired
program in a Midwestern state (Andrews, 2012; Grogan, 2012; Johansen et al.,, 1996).

In the field of early childhood education, there is an on-going conflict between two different
program philosophies: the academic, teacher-directed philosophy versus the interactive child-
centred philosophy. The latter is constructivist in approach, and the former is non-constructivist in
approach. Evidence has indicated that an educator-directed, academic focused approach to learning
in preschool is not developmentally or age appropriate and does not benefit young children’s overall
growth (Apple, 2008; Brown, 2015; Diamond, 2010; Nitecki & Chung, 2013). Rather, the interactive,
child-centred, constructivist approach facilitates greater learning and developmental advances in
young children because it supports the way children learn naturally (Christakis, 2016; Copple & Bre-
dekamp, 2009; Nitecki & Chung, 2013). The problem is that despite credible research to support an
interactive, constructivist-based curriculum model for preschoolers, policymakers continue to push
for a more academic, sit-down, or ‘chalk and talk’ based preschool approach in an effort to
endorse standardized testing supporters (Barbarin et al, 2008; Bodrova & Leong, 2005; Brown,
2014; Kim & Darling, 2009; Oztiirk, 2016; Swann, 2008).

The Reggio Emilia educational philosophy has been shown to be an excellent model to facilitate
optimum learning in young children (Bond, 2015; Edwards, Gandini, & Forman, 2012; Firlick, 1995;
New, 1991). Reggio Emilia program are grounded in developmentally appropriate practices; emer-
gent, project-based learning; and an approach to learning that considers the whole child. The inten-
tion of the current research was to provide further data to support developmentally appropriate
practice and parents’ preferences for a constructivist-based preschool over policymakers’ insistence
on inappropriate elementary school standards in preschool (Barbarin et al., 2008).

Parental preschool choice

Parents face a difficult decision when choosing an early childhood program that is a best fit for their
child. It is the goal of many parents to determine if there is one early childhood program philosophy
that is superior over alternatives (Andrews, 2012; Ransom, 2012; Walsh & Petty, 2007; Wana, 2010). In
the United States, there are a multitude of early childhood program philosophies for parents to
choose from that may include, but are not limited to, Bank Street, High-Scope, Montessori, Reggio
Emilia, and Waldorf (Walsh & Petty, 2007). Previous researchers have examined various aspects of
Reggio Emilia inspired programs in the United States, but there is a gap in investigations on parental
experiences and associated perceived benefits for choosing a constructivist-based Reggio Emilia
program for their children (Abdelfattah, 2015; Andrews, 2012; Bond, 2015; Firlick, 1995; McClow &
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Gillespie, 1998; Smith, 2014; Swann, 2008). With minimal research published on how Reggio Emilia
philosophy has been adapted into early childhood programs in the United States, this study was con-
ducted to understand lived experiences for parents choosing a Reggio Emilia program in the Amer-
ican Midwest for their children and secondly to identify the associated benefits that parent perceived
were achieved after they enrolled their children in a Reggio Emilia inspired program.

Materials & methods

One challenge of the current study was to find a data collection site that was putting the theory of
Reggio Emilia philosophy into daily practice. Reggio Emilia philosophy has been adapted from the
infant, toddler, and preschool programs in Reggio Emilia, Italy. Although early childhood programs
outside of Reggio Emilia, Italy find inspiration from the Italian schools, there will never be a
program that will fully replicate the Italian program because of the contextual and cultural
influence. Every Reggio Emilia inspired program has implemented the philosophy of Reggio Emilia
in varying degrees (Abdelfattah, 2015; McClow & Gillespie, 1998).

Purposeful sampling determined the choice of the data collection site. The data collection site was
chosen, Foundations Early Learning Center, through the vetting process:

e Arecommendation from Kaminsky, North American Reggio Emilia Alliance (NAREA) Exhibit Project
Coordinator and Innovations Editor, was to choose an early childhood program that was ‘identified
as a centre that engaged in some form of study of the Reggio Emilia approach and their work has
been influenced as a result.’

e An early childhood program that was listed on the NAREA website. Reggio Emilia inspired pro-
grams that are listed on the NAREA website have identified themselves as following the Reggio
Emilia program philosophy.

e A checklist of main tenets that were developed by Italian Reggio Emilia educators and were
explained in an educational pamphlet named, ‘Indications Preschools and Infant-Toddler
Centres of the Municipality of Reggio Emilia’ (Istituizone of the Municipality of Reggio Children,
2010) was used to determine if the data collection site implemented the main tenets of Reggio
Emilia philosophy into their program.

o The data collection site was chosen in a geographic location that had at least five other early child-
hood program options for parents to choose from within a 30-minute driving distance.

After | researched and toured over 10 possible data collection sites in the American Midwest,
Foundations Early Learning Center was chosen as the research site for the current study. The
chosen data collection site was located in the American Midwest and was a Reggio Emilia inspired
early childhood program for 12 years.

Participants

Selected participants were parents of children who attended the Reggio Emilia inspired early child-
hood program, Foundations Early Learning Center. Out of 22 possible parent participants, five parents
agreed to be a part of my study. The criteria for parent participants included selecting parents who
chose to send their child to a constructivist-based Reggio Emilia inspired program, the Foundations
Early Learning Center, and one of their children had to be enrolled in the program for at least 6
months. All five participants were white, female, were married, had a bachelor’s degree, and had
household incomes over $100,000.

My data collection instrument with parents was in-depth interviews that lasted between 1 and
1.5 h each. After 2-4 weeks post interviews, transcriptions of the parent interview were given to
each parent to examine to ensure for accuracy. All participants approved of their interviews that
were transcribed, therefore follow-up interviews were not needed.
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Results

All transcripts were coded and themes emerged into 10 main categories that were organized into 34
subcategories. A textural description was compiled that described what participants in the study
experienced with the phenomenon; this process of ‘textural description’ described the lived experi-
ences through verbatim examples from the parent interviews (Moustakas, 1994). Significant verbatim
quotes from parent participant interviews were included in the results that were relevant to the ident-
ified themes. Results indicated that all 5-parent participants shared similar lived experiences and
identified similar beneficial aspects after their children attended a Reggio Emilia inspired program.

Themes based on research question 1

Five themes emerged from the first research question that sought to understand the lived experi-
ences of parents whose children attended a Reggio Emilia inspired program in the American
Midwest, Foundations Early Learning Center and to further understand the reasons why parents
were choosing to send their children to the Reggio Emilia inspired program.

Theme 1: Research of Reggio Emilia philosophy by parents

Results displayed that all five-parent participants did not have prior knowledge of what Reggio Emilia
philosophy was before they enrolled their child at Foundations Early Learning Center. Most partici-
pants conducted research to learn more about Reggio Emilia philosophy before they enrolled
their child at Foundations Early Learning Center. Marshall, mother of four with one daughter enrolled
in the preschool room at the time of the study, discussed her family’s decision to enrol after she
researched what Reggio Emilia philosophy was,

That's why we chose Foundations Early Learning Center over alternative programs because | didn't know a lot

about the Reggio method. But, the only things | knew was that it was nature based and it was child led.

Reggio Emilia philosophy meant nothing to me when | first was looking. | had no idea what it meant, | had no

idea it was even out there. Until | did a little bit of research and studied it. Just the nature and student-led learning
was enough for me to choose to enroll my daughter there.

Theme 2: Informed decision through program tours

All five participants toured alternative early childhood program options before they chose and
enrolled their children at Foundations Early Learning Center. The alternative early childhood
program approaches that parent participants toured included Montessori, and a traditional more
structured, sit-down program approaches. Smith described her decision to choose Reggio Emilia
inspired Foundations Early Learning Center after she observed the Reggio Emilia approach in
action, Through our tour, just watching the way that the teachers were interacting with the kids
and letting them kind of set the tone sparked my interest. | started to understand the philosophy
behind Reggio Emilia’.

Theme 3: Intrinsic feeling for choosing Reggio Emilia program

Participants described that after they toured Foundations Early Learning Center, they chose the
program based on an intrinsic feeling that they got at the Reggio Emilia inspired program.
Johnson toured a Montessori program for her son and was interested, but after she toured Foun-
dations Early Learning Center she explained,

| walked into Foundations Early Learning Center and | said “this is home”. Like just the overall feeling of it. | really
did not have a lot of knowledge about what Reggio Emilia was. When | went to the Montessori school, it felt a little
colder kind of and I know it’s kind of a similar philosophy, but it just seemed cold to me. Where Foundations Early
Learning Center seemed so loving and nurturing.
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Theme 4: Chose against a non-constructivist-based approach

Participants described that despite societal pressures to choose a more traditional, non-constructivist
approach to early childhood education for their children participants found more value in choosing
the alternative constructivist-based Reggio Emilia approach. Johnson explained that she felt the
pressure from society to choose an academically focused early childhood program for her child.
Despite the pressure, Johnson chose a Reggio Emilia program over a traditional option,

I think that's what | was really drawn to was the whole idea that it's not worksheets, like that was very important to
me. | think that just a traditional worksheet is not how my son is going to process learning. It was kind of a leap of
faith because it goes against a lot of what society wants to tell us about how children should be learning. I think
every child needs the Reggio Emilia form of learning.

Theme 5: Satisfaction for choosing a Reggio Emilia program over alternatives

All five-parent participants had at least one child who attended Foundations Early Learning Center for
a minimum of six months. Participants identified a deep satisfaction for choosing a Reggio Emilia
inspired program over alternative program options. Smith described the satisfaction and benefits
for choosing the Reggio Emilia inspired preschool program for her two children. One of Smith’s chil-
dren attended Foundations Early Learning Center for two years and was at the time of the interview
enrolled in kindergarten while her daughter was enrolled in the preschool program at Foundations
Early Learning Center,

Attending the Reggio Emilia program helped my son, who is in kindergarten now, develop more. It kind of
expanded what we already saw in him. He was already real inquisitive and stuff, but | think it gave him much
more space to explore. | think that he may have been a little bit more reserved if he did not attend this
program. He might not have been as willing to take risks. | think that's definitely helping him in kindergarten
now. His kindergarten teacher says, “He wants to know. He asks and he explores and learns and he is asking
the other kids in his class really tough questions to promote their learning”. The Reggio Emilia program takes
the thing that my kids already have internally and intrinsically and then gives them space and an opportunity
to build and explore. If my children would have been in a real traditional space, | don’t know that they would
ever have that opportunity to do that.

Themes based on research question 2

Research question two investigated what parents felt their children gained from being enrolled in a
constructivist-based, Reggio Emilia inspired program in the American Midwest. Results of the current
study displayed that parents indicated associated benefits for their children in holistic terms that
aligned with the values of Reggio Emilia philosophy. Ten main themes emerged from results of
the parent participant’s interviews.

Theme 1: Access to creative opportunities

One aspect of Reggio Emilia philosophy that was identified as a perceived benefit from parent par-
ticipants was the value educators in the Reggio Emilia inspired program placed on providing oppor-
tunities for their children to be creative. Johnson explained one benefit of her son enrolled at the
Reggio Emilia inspired program was the focus on creative learning, ‘I feel like there is so much creative
learning and like a whole other side of my son is coming out that maybe wouldn’t have in a traditional
setting’. The one hundred languages of children was a term that Reggio Emilia infant, toddler, and
preschool programs in Italy were founded on. Smith explained the integration of the one hundred
languages in many aspects of learning at Foundations Early Learning Center,

My daughter is making mud-pies, there’s music playing almost every morning when we come in, and there are
dance parties. The children can swing while they paint on a big piece of paper on the ground. They take bottles of
paint and they let the kids swing and paint. There are a lot of creative outlets for the children.
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In the Italian Reggio Emilia early childhood programs, the inclusion of an atelier is a significant part of
the children’s daily lives (Gandini, Hill, Cadwell, & Schwall, 2005). Smith described a studio space in
one of the rooms at Foundations Early Learning Center, ‘They have one room inside the school
that has become the studio space. A teacher will bring some kids in there and they will do self-por-
traits or constructive play or other creative project work'. Marshall also described the inclusion of the
art studio at Foundations Early Learning Center,

They have an art studio. They use paint and any type of material to do with art. There is everything there, any type
of material you can think of. They give the children the materials and let them do what they want with it. The
children move through the process and create what they want. Whatever the children are thinking about or
have an idea about. So there is a lot of learning about different aspects of art.

Theme 2: Individualized care and learning

One aspect of Reggio Emilia inspired programs that parents identified as one associated benefit was
the attention educators took to individualize care and learning. The educators in Reggio Emilia pro-
grams tailored learning by setting individual goals for each child. Marshall explained how the indivi-
dualized care was implemented at Foundations Early Learning Center, ‘The teachers have
expectations, but they are different for every student. They make individualized goals for each
student. The teachers make sure every child is taken care of and is progressing on their individualized
goals'. One identified benefit from Johns of the Reggio Emilia inspired program was the individua-
lized care given from the educators, ‘It's more in-depth. It's more taking my child as an individual
and not just as a group’.

Theme 3: Interest, inquiry, and project-based learning

The learning approaches implemented in Reggio Emilia inspired Foundations Early Learning Center
were interest, inquiry, and project-based. Johnson described one identified benefit of her child after
she attended the Reggio Emilia inspired program at Foundations Early Learning Center was how cur-
riculum was constructed based on individual interests and inquires of the children in the classroom,

The approach to learning is child-directed. | think it's amazing when the kids will grab onto an idea and the edu-
cators take it as far as they possibly can. That's amazing to me. | think it is amazing for the teachers and that's a lot
more work than just handing out a worksheet.

Michaels agreed with Johnson because the curriculum in the Reggio Emilia inspired program was not
repeated, theme-based, or generic. Instead, it was carefully designed based on the individual stu-
dents in the classrooms, ‘It is not a curriculum that they use every single year for every kid that
comes through'. Marshall explained that the way the educators involved students in the creation
of curriculum in the Reggio Emilia program was another associated benefit, ‘The children come up
with some of the ideas and there’s not a set we have to get this done today curriculum’. Johns
also pointed out that Reggio Emilia approach to education was an associated benefit, ‘In my mind
when you say Reggio Emilia all | think is that it is impressive. The way that they work with my
child is different than a standard curriculum’.

Reggio Emilia programs followed children’s interests and tailored learning to the individuals in the
classrooms. Johns identified one associated benefit of her daughter after she attended the Reggio
Emilia inspired program was how Foundations Early Learning Center followed a project-based
approach to learning, ‘The approach at Foundation’s Early Learning Center is more interest-based.
And it is project-based. It is more authentic the way teachers do curriculum here rather than just
to give students something out of the binder’. Smith explained the benefit she found in project-
based learning as in Reggio Emilia, even with her education and background in public education.
Smith found deep value in a project-based approach to learning for her children at Foundations
Early Learning Center,
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The Reggio Emilia program does project-based things that are really interesting to the kids because it's something
they can relate to. It's letting the children explore and be who they are and expand on their interests. It's not just
“here’s a piece of paper”. So, it is starting where the children are and then expanding from there. They are doing a
house project currently in the preschool room. The teachers asked parents to turn in pictures of everyone’s home
and brought them in the classroom to share. They talked about what a home is and what to do in a home and
what the rooms are in a home. That's a really big project-based thing that they've done this year that is really
interesting to the kids because it's something they can relate to.

Theme 4: Communication and making learning visible through documentation

Documentation is viewed as a vital part of communication with families, children, and the school
community in Reggio Emilia programs. All parents articulated that communication between families
and educators with documentation being the cornerstone of the program was an advantage. One-
way Foundations Early Learning Centers communicated daily experiences in the classroom
through documentation was with daily learning stories. Learning stories at Foundations Early Learn-
ing Center provided daily documentation through text and pictures that were sent electronically to
parents that described specific details of what individual classrooms were engaged in each day.
Johnson explained one benefit of the Reggio Emilia inspired program was the daily documentation
of the learning stories that parents were given, ‘Every single day we got documentation. The learning
stories they send home were great with pictures and quotes from kids. It is wonderful.’

Theme 5: Classroom environment and choice of materials

From parent participants, the intentional classroom environment and choice of materials were ident-
ifled as one associated benefit of their children after they attended the Reggio Emilia inspired
program. In Reggio Emilia programs, educators created classroom environments with the intentional
choice of materials, aesthetics, and space arrangements that were unique to the Reggio Emilia phil-
osophy. Part of the Reggio Emilia philosophy is that materials are offered to children intentionally and
purposefully. Typical materials found in Reggio Emilia classrooms include natural and recycled
materials that are open-ended such as metal rings, flower petals, blocks, pinecones, seashells, and
clay (Bond, 2015; New, 1989). Marshall identified the selection of purposeful materials offered to chil-
dren at Foundations Early Learning Center as one associated benefit, ‘There are different materials
that the children can use in play that are unique. Materials such as natural materials and materials
specific to projects the children are doing. They bring in sand and rocks and pumpkins.” Marshall
further described how educators in the Reggio Emilia inspired program offered materials as part
of the classroom environment, ‘The teachers give children time to play, explore, test, and see what
the materials are before telling them how to use it. The materials are open-ended but the children
naturally end up being creative with them.

Theme 6: Educators approach to teaching

Educators in Reggio Emilia programs typically approach teaching differently than in a traditional,
teacher-directed preschool program. Participants articulated the approach educators used in the
Reggio Emilia inspired classrooms at Foundations Early Learning Center as beneficial for their chil-
dren. Smith described the approach educators used in Foundations Early Learning Center classrooms,
‘The teachers kind of guide the children’s learning and interact, but not always. | see the teachers
more as facilitators of learning instead of directors. The teachers guide the children, but also let
them explore’. Another aspect of teaching in Reggio Emilia programs is the value placed on continu-
ing education and professional development of the staff. All five parent participants acknowledged
the benefit that educators at the Reggio Emilia inspired program were committed to professional
development opportunities, further expanding their knowledge and abilities in their children’s
classrooms.
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Theme 7: Viewing children as capable

Parent participants identified one associated benefit of their children enrolled at Foundations Early
Learning Reggio Emilia inspired program for how educators viewed their children as capable. One
of the overarching values of Reggio Emilia practice is how educators view children as capable,
with profound respect given to each child. Smith identified the way educators spoke with children
at Foundations Early Learning Center showed that the educators viewed children as capable, Tea-
chers speak with children in the most respectful way’. One aspect of Reggio Emilia philosophy
that was part of the day-to-day practice at Foundations Early Learning Center was the educators
trusted children in their physical capabilities and gave children opportunities to take risks. Smith
recognized the benefit of children being given opportunities to take physical risks, ‘The teachers
explain why it is important to take risks. When your child jumps off that rock it will help them to
be more brave and not be afraid to try something new’.

Theme 8: Authentic relationships and social-emotional development

Parent participants identified the value placed on building authentic relationships and supporting
social-emotional development in children as one associated benefit of the Reggio Emilia inspired
program. Marshall explained one benefit for her daughter being enrolled at a Reggio Emilia inspired
program was the value the program placed on building social relationships for children,

My daughter has completely developed self-confidence from coming here. She’s got the social skills now and has
blossomed. | wanted my daughter to be compassionate, to be kind to people, to have friends, to have very strong
relationships with others and that is what they do at Foundations Early Learning Center. My daughter will have a
solid foundation when she leaves here.

Parent participants also described how educators at Foundations Early Learning Center supported
healthy emotional development through supporting and honouring all emotions.

Theme 9: Constructivist-based learning: learn through doing

At Foundations Early Learning Center, a constructivist-based foundation like in Reggio Emilia philos-
ophy is implemented. One identified benefit from parents of the Reggio Emilia inspired Foundations
Early Learning Center was that children had the opportunity to actively participate in their own learn-
ing. Smith described her interpretation of how Foundations Early Learning Center fostered construc-
tivist-based learning with the children, It's not just “here’s a piece of paper and write an A”. It's making
meaning and building upon those ideas that the children already have, explaining that knowledge,
and bringing it to another form through action.” Johnson gave examples of how educators at Foun-
dations Early Learning Center have integrated an active approach to learning, ‘I love that children
write in the sand with pipe cleaners, mould letters with their hands, use their bodies to move. The
teachers integrate the learning into doing'.

Theme 10: Nature and outside classroom experiences

Reggio Emilia programs in Italy are known for the integration of learning outside the classroom walls
with offering daily outdoor opportunities for children. Foundations Early Learning Center followed
the Reggio Emilia philosophy by extending the classroom to the outdoors for children daily. At Foun-
dations Early Learning Center, a large aspect of the children’s classroom experiences was centred on
the access and availability to a state recreation area within walking distance from the school. The
state recreation area was a sanctuary for nature experiences that included a pond, trees, living
animals, and insects. Nature walks were embedded into the daily practice and curriculum at Foun-
dations Early Learning Center. The integration of nature and outdoor experiences into the everyday
learning at Foundations Early Learning Center was very important to Smith,
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| don't think that my daughter would have cared about rocks or animals or the bugs on the ground. After she
attended Foundations Early Learning Center, she is very attuned to all that nature stuff. Being outside and
being a part of nature and having that integrated into the curriculum was just huge for both my husband and
I. The director was talking about nature being another teacher. | was like, “that is exactly it. This is how kids
learn. A natural way of learning”.

Discussion

It was the intention of the current research to bring awareness of the advantages to a non-traditional,
constructivist-based, developmentally appropriate, early childhood educational approach in the
context of the United States. The Reggio Emilia philosophy differs from traditional, non-constructivist
early childhood programs because Reggio Emilia philosophy was centred around viewing children as
rich in potential, competent, and included children’s theories in their day-to-day learning (Fyfe, 2011;
McNally & Slutsky, 2017). Results from the current study concluded that all parent participants had a
deep satisfaction for the non-traditional Reggio Emilia early childhood approach for their children.
Results may provide policymakers, educators, childcare centres, parents, and early childhood advo-
cates the evidence for the positive advantages of implementing non-traditional, Reggio Emilia phil-
osophy into early childhood programs in the United States.

All five-parent participants shared similar lived experiences and identified similar beneficial
aspects after their children attended a Reggio Emilia inspired program. Overall, parent participant’s
confirmed similar results for advantages after choosing to send their child to a constructivist-based
Reggio Emilia inspired program. Findings of the current study have the possibility to extend knowl-
edge in the field of early childhood education related to Reggio Emilia philosophy in the United
States. Results shared in the current study have the power to bring awareness of how educators in
an early childhood program in the American Midwest have had success implementing the Italian
Reggio Emilia philosophy into their classrooms. Results of the current study represent lived experi-
ences of parents who chose a Reggio Emilia inspired program over alternative options for their chil-
dren. Within the results, parents identified the core foundational tenets of Reggio Emilia pedagogy as
a valuable choice for the approach to early childhood education for their children.

Reggio Emilia advantage: constructivist-based

The vision of children as active participants in their own education is the foundational idea of con-
structivism and the base of Reggio Emilia philosophy. Data collected from the current study indicated
that parents were in favour of a constructivist-based Reggio Emilia inspired program because it gave
children opportunities to be active participants in their education. One value that was integrated
from educators in the constructivist-based Reggio Emilia program was the inclusion of children as
active participants and constructers in their learning (McNally & Slutsky, 2017). In Reggio Emilia pro-
grams, children are given opportunities to be involved in the process of learning because children
were viewed as having rights as citizens of the world (Bond, 2015; New, 1989; Schneider et al,,
2014; Swann, 2008). Part of the foundation of constructivism and Reggio Emilia pedagogy lies in
the importance of listening to children in order to create a democratic and supportive learning
climate and was identified from parents in the current study as one benefit (Zorec, 2015). Parents
from the current study described the strategies for how educators implemented constructivism in
the classroom through following children’s interests in the creation of classroom projects, how edu-
cators viewed children as capable, and how classrooms were designed with the inclusion of ateliers
and materials that honoured the individual strengths of all children.

With the intention to specifically examine how constructivist-based Reggio Emilia early childhood
program instilled advantages in children from the parents perspective was explored in the current
study. Ample evidence supports an interactive, developmentally appropriate, play-based approach
to early childhood programs as in Reggio Emilia programs (Hirsh-Pasek, Golinkoff, Berk, & Singer,
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2009; Miller & Almon, 2009). Results of the current study displayed a high level of satisfaction for
parents who chose a constructivist-based Reggio Emilia inspired program, Foundations Early Learn-
ing Center, over alternative program options for their children in the American Midwest. One major
implication of the current study that could be implied through the results was that parents identified
that their young children learned through an active participatory approach to education. Parents
explained that when children were seen as capable and were given opportunities to be involved
in their education, children thrived. Reggio Emilia, a constructivist-based early childhood philosophy
that originated in Northern Italy, proved to be an excellent model to facilitate optimum learning in
young children. The early childhood programs that were created in Reggio Emilia, Italy in the
1940s took the opposite method of a traditional educational approach.

Limitations

One limitation related to the demographics of the participants in the study was that all 5 participants
were white, of higher socio-economic status, and had completed at minimum a bachelor’s degree in
education displaying a lack of diversity in ethnicity, socio-economic status, and education level. Foun-
dations Early Learning Center was tuition based and may have excluded families who were not able
to financially afford to enrol their children in the program. As many Reggio Emilia inspired programs
in the United States are privately owned and tuition-based, accessibility for families of lower income
levels can sometimes be limited (Smith, 2014). It is important to note that the chosen data collection
site, Foundations Early Learning Center, did not offer scholarships or discounts for families of lower-
socioeconomic status.

Indications for future research

Results from the current study indicated a need for further investigations that included one area of
future research to examine how children transition from a Reggio Emilia inspired program into a tra-
ditional, public school kindergarten. Four out of five parent participants of the current study were
concerned for how their children would transition from a constructivist-based Reggio Emilia inspired
preschool program philosophy into a traditional, non-constructivist-based public school educational
philosophy for kindergarten. Parents, educators, policymakers, and those people who are invested in
early childhood education may benefit from future research that would focus on the transition from a
Reggio Emilia program into a public school kindergarten. With ample research displaying results for
early childhood programs that are interactive, and play-based, it is vital to preserve and advocate for
an educational philosophy in early childhood that supports and benefits children’s natural way of
learning. It is my hope that results of the current research will provide support for implementation
of the constructivist-based, interactive model from Reggio Emilia educational philosophy into
more early childhood programs throughout the United States.

Conclusion

Early childhood education is in a state of crisis in the United States as standardized testing in
elementary public schools have been pushed down onto expectations in preschools that are not
developmentally appropriate (Apple, 2008; Christakis, 2016; Hirsh-Pasek et al., 2009; Miller &
Almon, 2009). With ample research displaying results for early childhood programs that are inter-
active, and play-based, it is vital to preserve and advocate for an educational philosophy in early
childhood that supports and benefits children’s natural way of learning. It is my hope that
results of the current research will provide support for implementation of the constructivist-
based, interactive model from Reggio Emilia educational philosophy into more early childhood pro-
grams throughout the United States.



EARLY CHILD DEVELOPMENT AND CARE . 1

Acknowledgments

A loving acknowledgment to my faithful family. To my love, Steven Riley Harris, who never faltered in his belief in me
while | achieved my dream. My children and best friends, Barrington Hotchkin Leo, and Riley Alene, who showed me
the most important and joyous job in life is to be their mama. To my mother and father, who lovingly raised me to
believe in myself and taught me to never give up, be adventurous, stay committed, and create my own path in life.
My sister, Megan, who never stopped praying for my journey and my loyal brothers, Max and Brandon. To my Heavenly
Father who is always my biggest fan.

In my first college human development course, | recall the stories of research conducted on babies living in
Romanian orphanages of something | will never forget. The outcome of these studies displayed malnourishment,
neglect, and resulted in severe cognitive, social, emotional, and physical delays of young children who lived
there. Caregivers lacked the ability to love, nurture, and give appropriate care to the children that they needed
in order to thrive. The influence of these early studies and with God’s direction, | have been given a strong
desire to complete my doctorate in order to bring awareness of the impact that early experiences have on children’s
lives. Thank you to all of the early childhood professionals who have dedicated their time to create change in the
field. To my professors, especially Dr. Helen Hagens from Central Michigan University, who spurred a love for early
childhood in me from the beginning. Thank you to my colleagues over the years: Roxy Greenspan and my colleagues
at Google Children’s Centers who | felt honoured to learn alongside of. Thank you to my dear friend, Silvia Ferguson,
who did nothing but encourage me

To Loris Malaguzzi and the community who worked tirelessly to bring about an educational project, Reggio Emilia
that has changed the way the world views young children. Dr. Grace Lappin who faithfully walked alongside me
during this never-ending doctoral process. To the late Dr. Darragh Callahan who passed away before | could complete
my dissertation, but the influence she brought to my research will always be remembered. Dr. Terri Edwards who
stepped in and has been so gracious to support my efforts. To all the early childhood educators who work tirelessly
and are dedicated and passionate about providing a loving, engaging, and intentional experience without what feels
to be little acknowledgment from our society. Let us be the change to shine a light on the importance and significance
of experiences in early childhood.

Disclosure statement

The aim of the current doctoral study was to bring awareness to others of perceived benefits and overall lived experi-
ences of parents who chose a constructivist-based Reggio Emilia early childhood philosophy over alternative program
options for their children in the American Midwest. Results from the current study indicated the approval from
parents who chose a Reggio Emilia early childhood philosophy for their children. Parent participants in the current
study explained that part of their satisfaction for choosing the Reggio Emilia inspired program for their children was
because the philosophy honoured children’s capabilities and included children as active participants in their education.
The integration and expansion of Reggio Emilia philosophy into more early childhood programs in the United States has
the potential to result in developmentally appropriate, beneficial, valuable, and joyous learning experiences for young
children and their families.

Note on contributor

Heidi Harris, Ph.D. is an adjunct professor in Early Childhood Education at Northwest State Community College in Arch-
bold, Ohio and Spring Arbor University in Spring Arbor, Michigan. Heidi has a passion for integrating and understanding
for the main tenets of Reggio Emilia practices with her pre-service educator students. Heidi lives with her husband and
two children outside of Ann Arbor Michigan where they enjoy spending time at church, homeschooling, and embracing
nature and the great outdoors all year long.

ORCID
Heidi Alene Harris () http://orcid.org/0000-0002-1542-0484

References

Abdelfattah, M. (2015). Realizing a progressive pedagogy: A comparative case study of two Reggio Emilia preschools in
San Francisco. Universal Journal of Educational Research, 3(12), 1074-1086. doi:10.13189/2015.031217

Andrews, T. (2012). Effectiveness of preschool preparing students for kindergarten: A comparison of early childhood curricu-
lum models (Doctoral dissertation). Retrieved from ProQuest Dissertations & Theses database. (3542060).


http://orcid.org/0000-0002-1542-0484
https://doi.org/10.13189/2015.031217

12 (&) H.A HARRIS

Apple, M. W. (2008). Can schooling contribute to a more just society? Sage Publications, 3(3), 239-261. doi:10.1177/
1746197908095134

Barbarin, O. A, Early, D., Clifford, R., Bryant, D., Frome, P., Burchinal, M,, ... Pianta, R. (2008). Parental conceptions of school
readiness: Relation to ethnicity, socioeconomic status, and children’s skills. Early Education and Development, 19(5),
671-701. doi:10.1080/10409280802375257

Bodrova, E., & Leong, D. J. (2005). Uniquely preschool. Educational Leadership, 63(1), 44-47. doi:10.1207/515566935eed 16
04_4

Bond, V. L. (2015). Sounds to share: The state of music education in three Reggio Emilia inspired North American pre-
schools. Journal of Research in Music Education, 62(4), 462-484. doi:10.1177/00224294114555017

Brown, Christopher P. (2014). Conforming to reform: Teaching pre-kindergarten in a neoliberal early education system.
Journal of Early Childhood Research, 13(3), 236-251. https://doi.org/10.1177/1476718X14538602

Brown, C. P. (2015). Conforming to reform: Teaching pre-kindergarten in a neoliberal early education system. Journal of
Early Childhood Research, 13(3), 236-251. doi:10.1177/1476718X14538602

Christakis, E. (2016). The importance of being little: What preschoolers really need from grownups. New York, NY: Viking.

Copple, C., & Bredekamp, S. (2009). Developmentally appropriate practice in early childhood programs serving children from
birth through age 8 (3rd ed.). Washington, DC: Pembroke.

Diamond, A. (2010). The evidence base for improving school outcomes by addressing the whole child and by addressing skills
and attitudes, not just content. Early Education and Development, 21(5), 780-793. doi:10.1080.10409289.2010.514522

Edwards, C., Gandini, L., & Forman, G. (2012). The hundred languages of children (3rd ed.). Santa Barbara, CA: Praeger.

Firlick, R. J. (1995). Early childhood education and beyond: Can we adapt the practices and philosophies from the preschools
of Reggio Emilia, Italy into our elementary schools in America? Retrieved from ERIC database. (ED 381264).

Fyfe, B. (2011). Ways forward towards a socially just and humane world: The Reggio movement. SAGE Publications, 41(4),
585-597. doi:10.1177/004908571104100406

Gandini, L., Hill, L, Cadwell, L., & Schwall, C. (2005). In the spirit of the studio: Learning from the atelier of Reggio Emilia.
New York, NY: Teachers College Press.

Glenn-Applegate, K., Pentimonti, J., & Justice, L. (2011). Parents’ selection factors when choosing preschool programs for
their children with disabilities. Retrieved from ERIC database. (ED J923314).

Grogan, K. E. (2012). Parents’ choice of pre-kindergarten: The interaction of parent, child, and contextual factors. Early
Child Development and Care, 182(10), 1265-1287. doi:10.1080/03004430.2011.608127

Hall, C. (2013). Implementing a Reggio Emilia inspired approach in a mainstream Western Australian context: The impact on
early childhood teachers’ professional role. Edith Cowan University. Research Online. Retrieved from http://ro.ecu.edu.
au/theses/1082

Hatcher, B., Nuner, J., & Paulsel, J. (2012). Kindergarten readiness and preschools: Teachers’ and parents’ beliefs within and
across programs. Early Childhood Research & Practice, 14(2), 1-17.

Hirsh-Pasek, K., Golinkoff, R. M., Berk, L. E., & Singer, D. G. (2009). A mandate for playful learning in preschool: Presenting the
evidence. New York, NY: Oxford University Press.

Istituizone of the Municipality of Reggio Children. (2010). Indications, preschools and infant-toddler centres of the munici-
pality of Reggio Emilia. Reggio Emilia: Reggio Children Publications.

Johansen, A. S, Leibowitz, A., & Waite, L. J. (1996). The importance of child-care characteristics to choice of care. Journal of
Marriage and the Family, 58(3), 759. doi:10.2307/353734

Kim, B. S., & Darling, L. F. (2009). Monet, Malaguzzi, and the constructive conversations of preschoolers in a Reggio-
inspired classroom. Early Childhood Education Journal, 37(2), 137-145. doi:10.1007/510643-009-0323-2

Mathis, C. (2011). What are supports and barriers to using social constructivism and the Reggio Emilia approach in state
funded preschool programs in California? (Doctoral dissertation). Retrieved from ProQuest Dissertations & Theses.
(UMI 3474428).

Mawdsley, H. P., & Hauser-Cram, P. (2013). Mothers of young children with disabilities: Perceived benefits and worries
about preschool. Early Child Development and Care, 183(9), 1258-1275. doi:10.1080/03004430.2012.719896

McClow, C.S., & Gillespie, C. W. (1998). Parental reactions to the introduction of the Reggio Emilia approach in Head Start
classrooms. Early Childhood Education Journal, 26(1), 131-136. d0i:10.1023/a:1022915732362

McNally, S. A., & Slutsky, R. (2017). Key elements of the Reggio Emilia approach and how they are interconnected to create
the highly regarded system of early childhood education. Early Child Development and Care, 187(12), 1925-1937.
doi:10.1080/03004430.2016.1197920

Miller, E., & Almon, J. (2009). Crisis in the kindergarten: Why children need to play in school. College Park, MD: Alliance for
Childhood.

Moustakas, C. (1994). Phenomenological research methods. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.

New, R. S. (1989). Early childcare and education, Italian style: The Reggio Emilia daycare and preschool program. Retrieved
from ERIC Digest. (ED 319483).

New, R. S. (1991). Projects and provocations: Preschool curriculum ideas from Reggio Emilia. Montessori Life, 26-28.

Nitecki, E., & Chung, M. (2013). What is not covered by the standards: How to start emergent literacy in preschool classrooms.
Albany, NY: New York State Reading Association.


https://doi.org/10.1177/1746197908095134
https://doi.org/10.1177/1746197908095134
https://doi.org/10.1080/10409280802375257
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15566935eed1604_4
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15566935eed1604_4
https://doi.org/10.1177/00224294114555017
https://doi.org/10.1177/1476718X14538602
https://doi.org/10.1177/1476718X14538602
https://doi.org/10.1080.10409289.2010.514522
https://doi.org/10.1177/004908571104100406
https://doi.org/10.1080/03004430.2011.608127
http://ro.ecu.edu.au/theses/1082
http://ro.ecu.edu.au/theses/1082
https://doi.org/10.2307/353734
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10643-009-0323-2
https://doi.org/10.1080/03004430.2012.719896
https://doi.org/10.1023/a:1022915732362
https://doi.org/10.1080/03004430.2016.1197920

EARLY CHILD DEVELOPMENT AND CARE . 13

Oztiirk, S. D. (2016). Is learning only a cognitive process? Or does it occur in a sociocultural environment: “constructivism”
in the eyes of preschool teachers. Journal of Education and Training Studies, 4(4), doi:10.11114/jets.v4i4.1268

Pinata, R., Barnett, S., Burchinal, M., & Thornburg, K. (2009). The effects of preschool education: What we know, how public
policy is or is not aligned with the evidence base, and what we need to know. Association for Psychological Science, 10
(2), 49-88. d0i:10.1177/1529100610381908

Ransom, M. (2012). Choosing a great preschool: A parent’s perspective. Childhood Education, 88(4), 266-269. doi:10.1080/
0009456.2012.699864

Recchia, S., & Bentley, D. F. (2013). Parent perspectives on how a child-centered preschool experience shapes children’s
navigation of kindergarten. Early Childhood Research & Practice, 15(1), 1-10. doi:10.1057/9781137485120_10

Reggio Children. (2012). One city, many children: Reggio Emilia, a history of the present. Reggio Emilia: Author.

Schneider, B. H., Manetti, M., Frattini, L., Rania, N., Santo, J. B., Coplan, R. J., & Cwinn, E. (2014). Successful transition to
elementary school and the implementation of facilitative practices specified in the Reggio-Emilia philosophy.
School Psychology International, 35(5), 447-462. doi:10.1177/014303434313511003

Smith, S. (2014). Parental Engagement in a Reggio Emilia-inspired head start program. Early Childhood Research & Practice,
16(1), 1-9. Retrieved from ERIC database. (EJ 1045235).

Swann, A. C. (2008). Children, objects, and relations: Constructivist foundations in the Reggio Emilia approach. Studies In
Art Education, 50(1), 36-50. doi:10.1080/00393541.2008.11518754

Walsh, B. A., & Petty, K. (2007). Frequency of six early childhood education approaches: A 10-year content analysis of early
childhood education journal. Early Childhood Education Journal, 34(5), 301-305. doi:10.1007/510643-006-0080-4

Wana, J. (2010). How to choose the best preschool for your child: The ultimate guide to finding, getting into, and preparing for
nursery school. Naperville, IL: Sourcebooks.

Zorec, M. B. (2015). Children’s participation in Slovene preschools: The teachers’ viewpoints and practice. European
Education, 47(2), 154-168. doi:10.1080/10564934.2015.1039878


https://doi.org/10.11114/jets.v4i4.1268
https://doi.org/10.1177/1529100610381908
https://doi.org/10.1080/0009456.2012.699864
https://doi.org/10.1080/0009456.2012.699864
https://doi.org/10.1057/9781137485120_10
https://doi.org/10.1177/014303434313511003
https://doi.org/10.1080/00393541.2008.11518754
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10643-006-0080-4
https://doi.org/10.1080/10564934.2015.1039878

	Abstract
	Introduction
	Background
	Parental preschool choice

	Materials  methods
	Participants

	Results
	Themes based on research question 1
	Theme 1: Research of Reggio Emilia philosophy by parents
	Theme 2: Informed decision through program tours
	Theme 3: Intrinsic feeling for choosing Reggio Emilia program
	Theme 4: Chose against a non-constructivist-based approach
	Theme 5: Satisfaction for choosing a Reggio Emilia program over alternatives

	Themes based on research question 2
	Theme 1: Access to creative opportunities
	Theme 2: Individualized care and learning
	Theme 3: Interest, inquiry, and project-based learning
	Theme 4: Communication and making learning visible through documentation
	Theme 5: Classroom environment and choice of materials
	Theme 6: Educators approach to teaching
	Theme 7: Viewing children as capable
	Theme 8: Authentic relationships and social-emotional development
	Theme 9: Constructivist-based learning: learn through doing
	Theme 10: Nature and outside classroom experiences

	Discussion
	Reggio Emilia advantage: constructivist-based
	Limitations
	Indications for future research

	Conclusion
	Acknowledgments
	Disclosure statement
	Note on contributor
	ORCID
	References

