Early Childhood Australia—Professional Learning: Supporting tool

The role of the environment
How to use this tool

The principles of the educational project of
Reggio Emilia in the Australian context
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Watch and reflect
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Delve deeper

Step three:
Plan and implement

Watch the videos from the ECA Learning Hub YouTube channel

Step one: Watch and reflect

Watch the following
videos on YouTube:

y
y
y
y

Gaia’s Nest: A tour—Indoors
Gaia’s Nest: A tour—Outdoors
Mia Mia Child & Family Study Centre: A tour
KU Lance Children’s Centre: A tour

Choose one or more of the questions to
reflect on your current practices:
1. How does the physical environment in
your setting acknowledge and support
children’s agency?
2. Consider the ways in which the environment
in your setting influences and is influenced
by the children’s engagement within it.
3. Think about the environment in your setting.
Think about what you see, hear and feel
while in the space and the effect this has on
you. Now consider how children, families
and visitors might feel in the space.
4. How is the identity of your setting influenced
by its surroundings? Consider children,
families, educators, community, and
geographical location.

‘ Learning environments engage
and foster a sense of ownership
and respect when they are
aesthetically pleasing, reflect the
identity and culture of children
and families, and encourage a
connection to place’
(ACECQA, 2018).
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The environment as the ‘third teacher’

Step two: Delve deeper

The principles of the educational project of
Reggio Emilia acknowledge the importance
of the environment in providing a space for
learning, teaching, living, being and creating.
Within the Australian context, it is not
uncommon for a setting or organisation to
categorise particular aesthetics as ‘being Reggio’.
However, when delving deeper into what it
means to draw inspiration from the principles of
a particular theoretical approach, it’s important
to consider the underpinnings of the principles
rather than replicating or imitating what we see.
When drawing inspiration from these principles,
consider them within each individual context,
taking into account the children, families,
educators and wider community and how
they influence and are influenced by the
educational setting.

On our virtual tour of the Mia Mia Child and
Family Study Centre, the environment was
described as a ‘stage’ that is set intentionally
by educators. The environment is not the only
important aspect of an educational setting, but
it does influence the actions of those within
it, just as it is influenced by those learning and
living within the environment.

‘ Epigenesis—the environment’s
openness to manipulation and
modification by the children’s
learning processes, and in turn its
ability to interact with and modify
the learning processes ’
(Giamminuti, 2013, p. 27).

The environment includes (but is not limited to)
the physical components of the space such as:

y types of furnishings and resources
y lighting
y architecture.
It also includes the relational aspects of the
space such as:

y how the arrangement of furniture and

objects affects people within the space

y how physically and socially comfortable
the space is

y the engagement within the space
(active/passive)

y what children and adults bring to the space.

‘ The attention to aesthetics
and the pedagogical attitude of
listening to the competent, social
child and to the adults in his/her
community are reflected in the
carefully designed environment of
Reggio Emilia schools ’
(Giamminuti, 2013, p. 26).

Principles in focus:
Participation refers to the many points of view
and cultures of the setting and its surroundings,
an inclusive and welcoming culture where
all children, families and educators feel
they belong.
Environments and spaces that are cared for as
an educational act by all within it in a way that
promotes psychological wellbeing, a sense of
familiarity and belonging, and are enjoyable to
be within. The environments and spaces interact
with and evolve in relation to the people,
projects and learning experiences within them.
Environments are places to live and learn
together (Reggio Emilia Approach, 2020).
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Develop a plan for your own service or organisation
Consider an environment within your own
setting or organisation and identify a goal for
improving this environment, drawing on your
developing understanding of the principles
explored in these videos.
Goal: what would you like to change/improve?

When setting your goal, you may find
it helpful to frame it as a SMART goal.
A SMART goal is specific, measurable,
achievable, results-focused, and timebound.



Specific: Who? What? Where? Why?



Measurable: How will you know you’ve
achieved the goal?



Step three: Plan and implement

SMART goals

Rationale: why have you chosen this goal?
How does it relate to the concept of the
environment influencing and being influenced
by those within it?




What do you hope to achieve with this goal?

Attainable: How realistic is the goal, based
on other constraints?
Relevant: It’s important to choose goals
that matter. A relevant goal can answer ‘yes’
to these questions:
• Does this seem worthwhile?
• Is this the right time?
• Does this match our other efforts/needs?
Timebound: This criterion highlights the
importance of grounding goals within a
timeframe.





‘ Environments that support
children’s decision-making are
set up in ways that provide
children with a variety of
resources to choose from and
allow children to make choices
independently of adults ’
(ACECQA, 2018a).
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