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As the designer of primary and 
secondary educational facilities, I have 
become familiar with educational 
thinkers such as Sir Kenneth Robinson, 
Peter Senge, Ewan McIntosh, Daniel 
Pink, Howard Gardner – each 
promoting an approach based 
on system-thinking, self-directed 
exploration and multidimensional, 
interactive learning. In 2009, I had the 
opportunity to design the Headstart-
operated Mount Hood Community 
College Early Childhood Center in 
Gresham, Oregon (pictured above). 

Being new to the subject, I began 
with extensive research and it was 
not long before I recognized many of 
these strategies in the early childcare 
education pedagogy of Montessori, 
Waldorf and Reggio Emilia.  

All three approaches were born out 
of a utopian desire for a better world. 
Each approach also understood early 
education of children to be the fi rst 
step in creating the building blocks 
for a society which affords all citizens 
a chance to live a healthy, peaceful 

and fulfi lled life, free from war and 
poverty. Each of these philosophies 
promote a balanced approach 
addressing all intelligences of the child, 
a baseline which Howard Gardner 
confi rmed again in 1983. However, 
there are several distinct elements in 
each strategy which could provide 
an interesting practical application 
in primary and secondary education 
today.  The illustrations represent my 
interpretation of the essential spatial 
expression characteristic of each early 
learning pedagogy.
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M A R I A  M O N T E S S O R I  ( 1 8 7 0 -1 9 5 2 ) 

Maria Montessori, Italy’s fi rst woman 
physician, opened the “Casa di Bambini” 
in the slums of Rome in 1907 after ten 
years of developing a method for working 
with disabled children1. Montessori based 
her theories on the critical analysis of 
essays about early childcare dating back 
two hundred years and continued to 
develop her approach, which she termed 
“scientifi c pedagogy”2, on observation and 
experimentation of how children interact 
with their environment. Convinced of the 
inherent inquisitive nature of children, 

Montessori built her approach on the principle 
that children should have the opportunity to 
follow their interest for long, uninterrupted 
periods3. Learning seems to happen 
effortlessly when children are engaged in 
a topic of interest. Providing exposure to 
subjects, observing which approach to a 
topic seems most interesting and “preparing” 
the environment to allow for deeper 
investigation of what intrigues a child became 
a cornerstone of Montessori education4. 
Learning occurs as a fl uid process refl ective of 
respect for the individuality of the child.

Stanford’s “d.school”, a scientifi c playground 
for educators to test and experiment with 
new educational strategies, is a 21st century 
expression of investigating the concept of 
the “prepared environment.” The school is 
organized around a central open space that 
can be programmed by anybody. Teachers 
and students create their own environment, 
defi ne boundaries, rules of conduct and 
range of tools. Montessori education 
strengthens student’s awareness of how 
to read the environment, detect behavioral 
clues and predict reactions. 
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R U D O L F  S T E I N E R  ( 1 8 6 1 -1 9 2 5 )

Rudolf Steiner, an Austrian scientist, 
philosopher and founder of Anthroposophy, 
was asked in 1919, after the cultural 
vacuum created by World War I, to found 
an independent school for the employees 
of the Waldorf-Astoria cigarette factory in 
Stuttgart, Germany5. Again, the hope was 
a new kind of school would create human 
beings able to form a just and peaceful 
society. This approach is deeply grounded 
in a philosophical framework and each 
educational strategy can been seen in 
context of Rudolf Steiner’s view of the world. 
One may disagree with his philosophy from a 
religious standpoint but it is quite intriguing 
from an educator’s point of view. In Steiner’s 
view, western civilization has lost contact 
with natural and spiritual realities and relies 
excessively on abstraction, resulting in loss 
of intuitive and clairvoyant experiences. He 
believed that a truly scientifi c investigation 
requires a combination of the clarity of 
intellectual thought with the imagination, 
consciously achieved inspiration and intuitive 
insights6. Waldorf education emphasizes 
the importance of imagination through the 
incorporation of drama, dance, music and 
art into all subject matter throughout the 
K-12 curriculum. Of specifi c interest in an 

application into 21st Century education 
is Steiner’s introduction of Eurythmy7, 
which relates movement to the tones and 
rhythms of language and music, expressing 
inner experiences, such as joy and sorrow, 
outwardly. It helps children develop expressive 
capacities and stimulates the use of creativity 
and imagination to manifest these inner 
experiences in a form of visual speech8. 

At a recent conference Sir Kenneth Robinson 
stated that during his travels he noticed 
that every educational system on earth has 
the same hierarchy of subjects: at the top 
are mathematics and languages, then the 
humanities and arts at the bottom. Within 
the arts, art and music are given a higher 
status then drama and dance. There is not 
an educational system on the planet that 
teaches every student drama and dance daily. 
He asks, ”Why?” Rudolf Steiner was already 
aware of this tendency and was convinced 
that reestablishing contact with natural 
and spiritual realities was essential in saving 
humanity. 

T H E  R E G G I O  E M I L I A  A P P R O A C H

Just after World War II, the parents in a 
small village in northern Italy started to 
rebuild their lives, and after refl ecting upon 
the devastation left by the war and the task 
of creating a new society from the ground 
up, they came to the conclusion that a 
new kind of education was needed. Under 
the leadership of the local educator Loris 
Malaguzzi (1920-1994), they started what 
became a global movement, the Reggio 
Emilia approach9.

Since there never was any desire to create a 
formal curriculum for this approach which 
is deeply grounded in the local culture, the 
only schools referred to as Reggio Emilia, 
are the 22 schools for three- to six-year-olds 
and 13 infant toddler centers within the 
city limits10. However, the town has started 
to organize tours, sell pictorial and written 
documentation about the curriculum, and 
organize educational conferences and 
international exhibitions in order to allow 
organizations around the world to establish 
what is known as Reggio Emilia “inspired” 
early education centers. This is the only 
approach focusing solely on early education 
through six years old, with no primary or 
secondary curriculum.
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In Reggio Emilia, parents are seen as the 
child’s fi rst teacher and are fully integrated 
into curriculum as volunteers and decision 
makers about educational goal setting11. 
The families are expected to implement the 
educational philosophies into all aspects of 
raising the child and to provide a seamless 
transition from life at home to life at the 
childcare center. Reggio Emilia established the 
understanding of the “learning environment 
as the child’s third teacher”12, which has 
become a prevalent philosophy for the 
programming of 21st century school design.

Children are encouraged to symbolically 
represent ideas and feelings through 
their “100 languages” including words, 
movement, drawing, music, building, 
sculpture, shadow play, collage, and dramatic 
play13. Each child’s education is based on 
relationships with other children, family, 
teachers, society and their environment14. 
A strong emphasis is placed on collecting 
natural materials and organizing them by 
sensory categories such as color, shape, 
texture or smell, which strengthens the 
child’s ability to recognize patterns and 
create meaning15. Daniel Pink proclaimed 
in A Whole New Mind that we have 

started to move from the information age, 
which provided economic security for the 
knowledge worker, to the conceptual age 
which requires a different kinds of workers: 
creators, empathizers, pattern recognizers, 
and meaning makers. Reggio Emilia teaches 
exactly that: Pattern recognition and 
meaning making. 

Recent promises of increased federal 
and state funding for early childhood 
education16, 17 are representative of the 
renewed awareness of how important the 
fi rst years in the development of children 
are18, 19. Parallel to that, more school districts 
throughout the world are starting not only to 
rethink the current educational and energy 
performance of their facilities, but also the 
very structure of educational delivery20, 21, 22. 
The Montessori, Waldorf and Reggio Emilia 
approaches, which were developed in a spirit 
of re-building society as a response to social 
inequity and two world wars during the 20th 
century, may prove to be relevant models 
to address the educational needs of the 
evolving 21st century. The continued success 
of these approaches23 also emphasizes 
the importance of addressing the “whole 
child”24. It is unfortunate that many school 

districts in the US have had to cut funding for 
music, drama, dance and the arts25 while the 
federal government is promoting standards 
that focus on the development of the left 
brain through the introduction of STEM 
(Science, Technology, Engineering and Math) 
programs. Montessori, Waldorf and Reggio 
Emilia are exemplifying the importance of 
fully integrating right brain development in 
order to make learning more effective and 
to create well rounded citizens who will be 
better equipped to face the challenges of the 
21st century.
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