Popular Preschool Curriculum
A Comparison of Reggio Emilia
and Montessori
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Introduction

C

reatively Shine™ based on Reggio

Emilia philosophy, which was
established by parents, educators

and children in the Italian city of Reggio
Emilia in the years after World War II.

The Reggio Emilia philosophy is a child

centered approach to ECE that involves
the understanding that children, even very

young children, are full of creativity and
curiosity and are partners in learning.

They have the desire to learn and

deserve the respect of adults and their
peers

through

relationship-driven

learning. Teachers should act as a guide

in cooperative learning, while helping
children to actively participate and lead in
their own learning.

History of Reggio Emilia
and Reggio-inspired
approach to ECE

“Children, even very

The history of Reggio-inspired education

young children, are

where parents, children and teachers

full of creativity and
curiosity and are
partners in learning.”

begins in the city of Reggio Emilia, Italy,
came together to build an exemplary

system of municipal preschools in the
aftermath of World War II. Led by founding

director Loris Malaguzzi, the system is now
internationally recognized for its leadership

in early education philosophy and practice
(Edwards, 2002).
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Reggio Emilia Principles
Core principles of the Reggio approach,
including the Reggio-inspired curriculum at
Little Sunshine’s Playhouse®, are drawn from
up-to-date knowledge of early childhood
education and brain development.

• Emergent curriculum. Children are
viewed as active co-participants in the

learning process, while the teacher
serves as a partner, guide, nurturer and
researcher.

child’s progress helps teachers pinpoint

specific ways to refine the curriculum
and improve teaching methods for
optimal learning outcomes.

• Parent involvement. Reggio-inspired

preschools recognize the important

role of parents in the education process.
Parents receive regular updates on

their child’s progress, and involvement
at school is strongly encouraged.

• Relationships in research. Children

The importance of a positive classroom

and use a variety of materials to explore

any early childhood learning center across

learning encourages development of

classrooms can mean the difference in

and their peers, teachers and parents.

This will lead to fewer issues and problems

engage in long-term hands-on projects

environment can be seen by walking into

and

Project-based

the world. Well designed, and maintained,

healthy relationships between children

positive or negative impact on the children.

express

ideas.

• Environment as third teacher. The

child’s first two teachers are the

parent and the preschool teacher.
The

carefully

designed

classroom

also teaches through learning centers

such as science, math, kitchen, writing
and more.

• Documentation. Under the Reggio

approach, teachers and students learn
together. Detailed records of each

within the learning environment. Our

educators are not spending their time at
the front of a classroom, they’re on the

child’s level and actively engaging in their
learning throughout the entire school day.

The appendix summarizes key differences
between the Reggio Emilia approach and
the Montessori system.
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Reggio-Related Organizations
The Reggio Children organization in Italy,

being a one-size-fits-all philosophy, can

the Defense and Promotion of the Rights

individual countries and communities in

formally called the International Center for
and Potentials of All Children , is a public

private organization founded in 1994 on
the initiative of Reggio preschool founding
director Loris Malaguzzi (http://www.
reggiochildren.it/identita/?lang=en).

As more educators from different countries

sought to study and implement the Reggio

be adapted to fit the unique identity of
which it is adopted.

North American Reggio Emilia Alliance:

https://www.reggioalliance.org/.

Creatively Shine™
Curriculum

approach, the organization was established

at Little Sunshine’s
Playhouse & Preschool®

early childhood institutions in Reggio

Our proprietary curriculum approach

to manage the exchange “between the

Emilia and a large number of educators
and researchers from around the world.”

Its mission is “to carry out experimental

research, to promote and disseminate high
quality education worldwide.” In support of

its mission, Reggio Children also includes

the Loris Malaguzzi Center International

Foundation, which implements “research,
study and development aimed at high
quality education for all.”

The Reggio Children Network (http://

www.reggiochildren.it/network/?lang=en)
connects educators and organizations

in more than 30 countries and maintains
international dialogue in support of

the Reggio approach. The organization
recognizes that every country is different

and that the Reggio Approach, far from

at Little Sunshine’s Playhouse® is a
comprehensive collaboration of predictable
themes that allow individualization within

the classroom, based on several guiding
principles inspired by the Reggio Emilia
philosophy:

• Emergent curriculum
• Relationships in research
• The environment is the “third teacher.”
In lieu of isolated subjects, an effective

strategy that involves cross-curriculum

teaching has been found very successful
with early childhood education.
The

Creatively

Shine™

curriculum

involves not teaching on a subject-specific

basis, but instead providing guidance that
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enables children to simultaneously learn
through project-based experiences.

• Lesson themes: We rotate 24 months
of planned curriculum themes that are
then broken down into 2-3 units
per theme.
• Learning

centers:

Our

learning

“Activities should
be engaging our
students’ sense
of wonder”

centers consist of art, drama, literacy,

are learning about process, teamwork, self-

movement, nature/science, sand/water

A perfect example of this is a cooking

technology,

dramatic

play,

music/

and math/manipulatives.

• Activities should be engaging our

students’ sense of wonder. Many of our
activities and projects are based around

questions the children are asking.
We like the opportunity to provide an

experience or project (provocation

in the Reggio approach) in order to
assist in learning and to actively answer

questions prompted either by the
classroom or outside world.

Because children learn in many forms
(spatial,

auditory-musical,

linguistic,

kinesthetic) it is important to create
experiences for the child to immerse his/
herself in for learning. With providing

guidance in project-based learning we

are teaching the whole child, so the child

simply just isn’t learning “subjects” they

regulation, and self esteem.

project. To adults we may only see a fun
project but children are learning so much

more. They are learning math through

measurement, print recognition through

the recipe card and ingredient labeling,
they are learning about chemical reactions
by combining ingredients and they are
creating an art form.
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Appendix
Comparison of Reggio Emilia philosophy

and Montessori approach to early childhood
education (Edwards, 2002).

History
REGGIO-EMILIA
• Founded in Reggio Emilia, Italy when
parents and children began working
together following WWII
• Built an exemplary system of municipal
infant-toddler centers and preschools
• Loris Malaguzzi -- founding director;
led evolution from parent cooperative
to city-run system; system now has
leadership role throughout Italy and
around the world
• Reggio programs serve families in
preschool and infant-toddler levels,
with priority given to children with
disabilities or social service needs

MONTESSORI
• Founded by Maria Montessori (18701952)
• Italy’s first woman physician
• Innovated a methodology for working
with children with disabilities
• Opened Casa dei Bambini in 1907 for
children ages 4-7 in slums of Rome
• Brief interest in U.S. from 1910-1920
but fell out of favor
• Renewal of U.S. interest in 1950s
• 1960s -- more U.S. parents began
advocating for Montessori education at
preschool and elementary levels
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Accreditation or Certification
REGGIO-EMILIA

MONTESSORI

• Reggio Institute in Stockholm, Sweden

• About 5,000 or more schools in the

serves as a source of innovation and

U.S. call themselves Montessori

reflection
• Not a formal certifications or
accreditation processes
• Reggio Children -- organization set

• Only 20% of those are affiliated with
one of two accrediting organizations
• Association Montessori Internationale
-- promotes study, application and

up in 1994 to protect & enrich theory

promotion of Montessori’s original

& practice found in Reggio municipal

ideas

infant-toddler and preschools.
• Reggio Children USA -- U.S. arm of
Reggio Children
• Many schools in the U.S. and other
countries organized as Reggio-inspired

• About 15 teacher training programs
• American Montessori Society -supports Montessori education in
contemporary U.S. culture
• Over 50 teacher training programs
• Both websites provide info on history,
accreditation, teacher training and
other topics
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Child Development Theory
REGGIO-EMILIA

• Loris Malaguzzi presented a powerful

MONTESSORI

• Maria Montessori had a constructivist

image of children as social from

theory of child development which

birth, full of intelligence, curiosity and

posited an active child, eager for

wonder

knowledge and prepared to learn.

• Posited education based on 		
relationships
• Views child in relation to others
• Education should support the child’s
relationships with peers, family,
teachers and community
• Espoused “hundred languages of
children” -- metaphor for the many
ways children express ideas and
feelings through words, movement,
drawing, painting, building, sculpture,
drama, music and more

She viewed development as three
6-year periods
• 0-6 -- children seek sensory input,
regulation of movement, order,
freedom to choose activities
• 6-12 -- children explore wider world,
rational problem solving, cooperative
social relations, imagination and
aesthetics, complex cultural knowledge
• 12-18 -- children become social beings
and humanist explorers, real-world
problems solvers and rational seekers
of justice
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Curriculum
REGGIO-EMILIA

• Teacher follows the child’s interests
• Fosters emergent literacy as children
record and manipulate ideas and
communicate with others
• Curriculum has purposeful progression
but no scope and sequence
• Teaching and learning are emergent
processes between adults and children
• Long-term, open ended projects
vehicle for cooperative work
• Classroom environment carefully
arranged to offer complexity and
stimulate learning

MONTESSORI

• Classrooms for ages 0-6 have
more than one teacher
• Introduction of new curriculum
• Individual child or small group
indicates readiness to advance in
sequence of self-correcting materials
• Then teacher presents
demonstration lessons
• Lessons cover areas of practical life,
sensorial, math, language, science and
geography, art and music
• Curriclum highly individualized with
clearcut domains, sequence and scope
• Full-day programs typically follow the
Montessori curriculum in the morning,
with typical child care play and play
in the afternoon
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Role of the Teacher
REGGIO-EMILIA
• Role of teacher is artful balancing
between engagement and attention
• Teacher serves as resource guide

MONTESSORI
• Teacher serves as an
unobtrusive director
• Teacher creates atmosphere of

through careful observation,

productive calm based on detailed

documentation and reflection

observation

• Teachers work in pairs, with

• Children alternate between long

collaboration and mentoring between

periods of intense concentration

educators encouraged

and brief moments of recovery or

• Teachers trained in visual arts work
with regular classroom teachers

reorganization
• Teacher helps children develop

to encourage expression through

confidence so there is less need for

different media

intervention as the child grows

• Teachers document activities, helping

• Teacher takes on a more active role

children revisit words and activities to

with younger children, and more

make learning visible

hands-off with older kids.

• Help create a classroom environment
that promotes learning
• Create classroom atmosphere of
playfulness and joy

• Children free to respond to natural
tendencies to work alone or in groups
and progress at their own pace
according to individual capabilities
• Books present images of real-world in
friendly way; fantasy not introduced
until ages 5-6
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Assessment
REGGIO-EMILIA

MONTESSORI

• Documentation for reflection more
than formal assessment

• American Montessori Association
—recommends alternative forms of

• Philosophy favors research intended to
help educators refine and improve the
learning process

assessment that more authentically
measure ability to communicate ideas,
think critically and use information
• Some of these alternative forms
include portfolios, presentations and
multimedia projects
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