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1 Quoted websites last visits: May 30, 2017.  
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2. Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC), in Europe and Italy 

 

 

2.1. The most relevant EU emanations on ECEC, since 2000 

 

Over the years, and especially since 2000, the EU has paid increasing attention to the issue of pre-

schooling, which is considered more and more a key tool for children’s development and education 

and, at the same time, for the promotion of equal opportunities, the building of a democratic society 

and the fight against poverty. In the wake of Lisbon 2000 and Barcelona 2002 Strategies – that, 

about preschool education, established and re-launched the target of providing childcare, by 2010, to  

at least 90 % of children between 3 years old and the mandatory school age, and to at least 33 % of 

children under 3 years of age – emblematic are the official documents produced by the EU between 

2006 and 2014, starting from the Communication to the Council and the European Parliament, 

entitled Efficiency and Equity in European Education and Training Systems published on 8th 

September 2006 (European Commission, COM (2006) 481def.). This is the first official document 

in which the EU explicitly correlates the need to tackle the social and economic challenges of the 

third millennium in a winning way, ensuring greater inclusion and social justice, with the need to 

develop permanent learning strategies, starting from early childhood.  

The Recommendation of 23rd April 2008 (European Parliament and Council, C(2008)/C 111/01) 

reiterates the importance of quality lifelong learning, which starts from the earliest years of life, and 

emphasises how there is a close link between high quality learning throughout a lifetime and initial 

and ongoing training, from highly skilled educational professionals – including pre-schooling – and 

schooling. Indeed, it is not possible for member states to ensure quality services – including those 

dedicated to early childhood – without worrying about the training of teachers and educators. 

In 2010, Europe 2020 (“ET2020”) Strategy stated that, by 2020, at least 35% of children of the age 

group 0-3 should participate in ECEC, and at least of 95% of pre-school children of 4 years or older 

should participate in it. And just on the wave of ET2020, another crucial document on ECEC was 

officially issued by the EU in 2011, entitled “Early Childhood Education and Care: providing all 

our children with the best start for the world of tomorrow” (European Commission, COM (2011) 

66def.). This is a particularly important communication, since it is entirely dedicated to early 

childhood and the services aimed at this, with specific focus on the importance of quality ECEC. In 

this communication a matter of no easy resolution is then highlighted, which is still unresolved in the 

majority of member states, and significantly described as “a serious problem” (COM (2011) 66def: 

p. 4): namely, the urgent need for expansion of ECEC services for pre-schoolers. The Communication 

addresses a central aspect in a concrete way, regarding the fact that member states can guarantee 

childcare services that are accessible and with a high quality profile: the need for equitable and 

efficient funding to the benefit of ECEC. This is a problematic issue in most member states: “Can 

investing more in early childhood result in later savings [...]? In most member states public funds for 

education of individual children in early childhood are nevertheless lower than those spent on any 

other stage” (COM (2011) 66 final: pp. 7-8). The document also touches on another issue worthy of 

note that is the composition of the workforce engaged in childcare services with regard to gender: 

educators, in fact, are still almost exclusively mostly women. The document ends pointing to issues 

at the heart of the current Italian and Tuscan debate on ECEC, namely the need to rethink education 

with a view to the educational continuity of an integrated and comprehensive approach, which aims 

for quality, as well as for the accessibility of the services. In the Report of 29th May 2013 on the 

Barcelona Objectives. The development of early childhood care services in Europe for sustainable 

and inclusive growth, it explicitly states that, “the availability of care services for children from 0 

years until the age of compulsory education [...], financial sustainability and of quality is a priority of 
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the European Union” (European Commission, COM(2013)322def.). The report reaffirms the 

commitment to achieve the Barcelona targets by 2020, identifying the major points of weakness 

related to ECEC, such as the worsened situation in some countries, especially regarding the offer of 

services for 0-3 years; ECEC costs for 0-3 years on average still too high; opening hours not always 

compatible with the needs of families and the need to rethink the financing and the use of structural 

funds in order to implement accessibility and quality of services. The characteristics and mode of 

financing of ECEC services in Europe were once again at the centre of the recent report published 

by the European Commission on 19th June 2014 (European 

Commission/EACEA/Eurydice/Eurostat, 2014). Here the following issues are considered: access and 

accessibility, governance and leadership, levels and implementation of quality, professionalism of 

educational staff, parents’ participation in the life of services and measures to support disadvantaged 

children. From this report appears that, to 2014, only seven EU member states (as Denmark, 

Germany, Estonia, Malta, Slovenia, Finland, and Sweden) guarantee the legal right to education and 

early childhood education care from the birth and, in general, starting from the end of paid parental 

leave. The report also shows that, in terms of quality, besides that of accessibility to services for 

children, many member countries struggle to make progress mainly because of structural lack of 

economic resources and adequate national policies and the lack of staff (both in terms of quantity and 

quality). 

 

 

 

2.2. ECEC and school system in Italy, today2 

 

Until a few months ago, under the structural and administrative profile, Italian ECEC was bipartite:  

 

a) pre-Primary school for the age group 3-6 (called “Scuola dell’infanzia) was part of the 

national school system – even it is not compulsory – and felt under the responsibility of the 

Ministry of Education, University and Research (MIUR), like Primary school (for the 

age group 6-10), I level Secondary School (called “Scuola secondaria di primo grado, for the 

age group 11-13), II level Secondary School (“Scuola secondaria di secondo grado”, for the 

age group 15-19), and University (including post-degree Masters and Ph.D); 

 

b) instead, nurseries for the age group 0-3 (in Italy called “Nidi d’infanzia”) were educational 

and care services on individual demand, locally regulated and managed by the single Regions 

and Municipalities, and which centrally referred to the Ministry of Labour, Youth and 

Social Policy: this is highly significant because, in a way, this kind of political and 

administrative organization “subtracted” ECEC for the age group 0-3 on State liability.  

 

In this regard, it is important to focus on the Law n. 170/2015, and in a special and effective manner 

to the subsequent Legislative Decree, D.Lg. n.65 of 13/04/20173: thanks to this Law– which 

included and gives start to a wide context of reforms of the national education and school system of 

Government Renzi so-called “The Good School” (“La buona scuola”) – and to this Decree, now 

ECEC services for children from 0 to 6 years of age are officially considered and regulated in their 

entirety, as a unique educational “cycle”, creating an educational “integrated system” throughout 

the whole national territory, therefore not considering nurseries more as services on individual 

demand, and also sanctioning at central level the educational value of ECEC and the importance of 

                                                             
2 For the initial section of this Par. on the articulation of Italian ECEC and School, we want to thank you the “Istituto 

Comprensivo “Giovanni XXIII” of Terranuova Bracciolini (Ar) for the precious cooperation.  
3 Istituzione del sistema integrato di educazione e di istruzione dalla nascita sino a sei anni, a norma dell'articolo 1, commi 

180 e 181, lettera e), della legge 13 luglio 2015, n. 107. (G.U. 16.05.2017, n. 112 - S.O.). 
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integration of services and continuity in education for the age group 0-6 years. Moreover, the Law 

establishes that, as stated by Lisbon 2000 Strategy, at least the 33% of children of the age group 0-3 

has to have the possibility to go attend an ECEC service. On staff-training side, the Law n. 107/2015 

also states the need, also for educators of ECEC 0-3, to get an at least triennial, vocational university 

degree (in Italy belonging to the so-called “L-19” category: University Training and Education 

Degree Cat.); in addition, it is pointed out also the important role and the need to spread the diffusion 

of the “Pedagogical Coordinator”, in order to ensure a better ECEC quality and a better management 

of 0-3 and 3-6 children’s services.  

 

Currently, another important change is likely going to occur, concerning the professional profiles 

involved in Italian ECEC system: Italian Parliament is currently debating the Law Purposal n. 2443, 

presented last October 7, 2014 (so-called “Iori-Binetti”, from Deputies Vanna Iori and Paola Binetti), 

yet approve, in its first step, by Italian Chamber of Deputies. This Law aims to make education 

services more efficient and of higher quality, through the valorisation of the work done by more than 

one hundred thousand operators in this sector. The Law outlines three professional profiles, such as: 

 

 Professional socio-pedagogical educator: the qualification of a socio-pedagogical 

professional educator is attributed to those who obtain a Bachelor's degree in the University 

L-19 degree, Education and Training Sciences. 

 

 Professional socio-health educator: the qualification of a socio-sanitary professional 

educator is attributed to a graduate degree in L / SNT / 2, Rehabilitation health professions. 

 

 Pedagogist: the qualification of a pedagogue is attributed to those who obtain a Master's 

Degree in enrollment in master classes: LM-50, Programming and Management of 

Educational Services; LM-57, Adult Education Science and Continuing Education; LM-85, 

Pedagogical Sciences; LM-93, Theories and Methodologies of e-Learning and Media 

Education. In addition, it is attributed to university professors, even out of office and in 

retirement, and to doctors in pedagogical research, even if they hold a degree other than those 

indicated, who have taught pedagogic disciplines for at least 3 academic years, even non-

consecutive, In Italian universities or in structures of particular scientific relevance also at the 

international level, as well as for university researchers indefinitely in pedagogical disciplines, 

even if they hold a degree other than those indicated. 

 

………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 

Moving from a regulatory perspective to that one of the diffusion, use and quality of early childhood 

education and care services, Italian ECEC is still quite uneven: public pre-Primary schools for the 

age group 0-3 are only present in 18 % of Italian municipalities; 60% of the nurseries is concentrated 

in the North, 27 % in the Center, and only the remaining 13 % in the South of the Country (ISTAT, 

2012). As for the usage rates, in 2014 was attending a pre-Primary school – which in Italy is not 

compulsory – 92% of children aged 3 years, compared to the average of 70 % for the OECD area 

(OECD, 2014), rising to 96% for children who have completed four years and almost all those of 5. 

These rates are among the highest observed in OECD countries, similar to those ones recorded in 

Germany and Spain. As for the nurseries, national usage rates drop dramatically: although, as we 

shall see, there are Regions where the fruition of ECEC 0-3 is next – or, as in Emilia-Romagna and 

Tuscany, even exceeds that percentage – the 33 %, in Italy less than 19% of children is attending a 

nursery (ISTAT, 2013). Moreover, the fruition of nurseries prevails among children with mother 

graduated (27.4 % of cases) and occupied (26.8 %), while it attends a nursery only 8.3 % of children 

with mothers who do not work (ISTAT, 2013). In this regard, it is interesting to note that, in Italy, the 

percentage of mothers who work is quite low: if in the EU-28, in 2013, it worked about 70 % of 
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mothers (EUROSTAT, 2013), in Italy, in the same year, it was professionally active only 57.8 % of 

women giving birth for the first time, and less than 39 % of mothers with three, or more, children 

(ISTAT 2013). Staying on the subject of the relationship between parenting and work, women in Italy 

have the right/duty to enjoy a maternity leave paid at 80%, consisting of a five-months period of 

absence from work, two of which to be used before the expected date of birth, and three after the birth 

of the child (which can be extended up to four months upon presentation of appropriate medical 

certificates). Moreover, the neo-mothers can stay home for another six months within the first year 

of the child, paid at 30%, and during which it is guaranteed by law the maintenance of the workplace. 

Even it is still not at all widespread, in Italy fathers can also enjoy a paternity leave, equal – in terms 

of duration and remuneration – to the maternity leave (or to the remainder, if the mother has already 

partially benefited of it). Even though the so-called “Fornero Reform” (from the name if its 

Minister, Elsa Fornero) of 2012 has established that fathers – except for civil servants – are entitled 

to three days of leave, the first one of them mandatory – to be utilized in the first five months of the 

child’s life, in the same year paternity leave was used by less than 7% of fathers (INPS, ISTAT, 

2013). 

 

Overall, low rates of fruition of nurseries and strong differences in the training (initial and ongoing) 

of educators are also due to the fact that the regulation of nurseries pertains to individual Regions; 

the Italian context is, about it, heterogeneous and often incomplete: only some Regions –  as Tuscany, 

Emilia-Romagna, Umbria and Liguria – represent some cases sui generis of optimal management of 

0-3 and 3-6 ECEC services. As regards Tuscany, it was among the first Italian Regions to have 

reached and even exceeded the Lisbon target, with 33.3 % of children between 3 and 36 months 

received in its nursery (see the Report of Tuscany Region on Education 2014). It is also important to 

emphasize that Tuscany has been among the first Regions in Italy to officially legislate on the subject 

of ECEC 0-3; and it is again this Region the first one to have enhanced through their own laws of the 

importance of an “integrated ECEC system”, more than 15 years ago (see the Regional Law n. 22 of 

14 April 1999 on children education). With this Law, the nursery is supported, in a global perspective, 

by other ECEC services such as centers for children and families, children playgrounds, home-based 

services, etc. For what concerns laws, the last significant regional lawmaking regarding ECEC goes 

back to 2013: or, the New Regional Regulation n. 41 of 30 July 2013 on ECEC. This Regulation 

formalizes two of the most important changes regarding management and conception of Tuscany 

ECEC; respectively: the pedagogical coordination, and the continuity in education 0-6. Finally, it is 

interesting to note that this Regulation defines professional profile, curriculum and requirements of 

pedagogical coordinators and ECEC 0-3 educators. The coordinators must possess at least a 

university bachelor degree three-years long in pedagogy or psychology; regarding nursery educators, 

although today they are required to possess just a vocational secondary school diploma, they will – 

from 2018 – be required to possess a university degree, at least three-years long, concerning early 

childhood education and care. In light of what stated above, it is not surprising that Tuscany has 

represented a “fertile ground” for the implementation of a system of good educational practices, 

which are going to outline – despite the utmost flexibility – a “frame” of reference for regional ECEC 

services, represented by the so-called “Tuscany Approach”, characterized by: taking care of 

educational spaces, from a functional but also an aesthetic point of view; a careful documentation of 

educational activities; the strengthening of the integrated services; the promotion of continuity in 

education and of the concept of “integrated ECEC services”; nurseries as places of family education, 

open to parents and territory; centrality of pedagogical coordination; particular attention to the 

training of educators.  
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2.3. The role of the relational-affective dimension in Italian Laws on ECEC and school, in 

reference to the age group 0-104 

 

 

By Law n. 176 of 27/5/1991, Italy has ratified and fully enforced the UN Convention on the Rights 

of the Child (UNCRC) of 1989: therefore, in Italy, those national internal laws possibly incompatible 

with UNCRC were automatically abrogated. The Italian Government is aware that it cannot limit 

itself to making just a formal statement, even if included in legal norms: it is imperative that a 

comprehensive system of protection, support and promotion is provided, ensuring – at least, 

potentially – every child the concrete fulfillment of all those growth essential needs which UNCRC 

has turned into Rights. In fact, UNCRC is not just a fruitless code of Rights recognized to younger 

citizens and judicially executable; instead, it contains a wide range of children’s rights/needs, which 

who must be met not only through legislative or judicial protection measures, but also through a 

precise political, social and cultural commitment, that must propose the concrete exploitation and 

construction of their identity. It is a new “pedagogy of human development” that is proposed by the 

Convention, and that Italian Government intends to promote and develop at a national and European 

level.  

In Italy, Law system on the Rights of minors is quite satisfactory, although it cannot be said that the 

situation of childhood and adolescence in Italy is completely devoid of negative elements; anyway, 

there is actually still much to do in this sense. An example is represented by Law n. 1044 of 1971 

which, with a “five-year plan for the establishment of municipal 0-3 nurseries with the involvement 

of the State”5, establishes in Italy 0-3 ECEC services (in Italy, “nidi d’infanzia”) intended as “Social 

services of public interest” (see Article 1). The main purpose of these ECEC services (is to “provide 

temporary custody of children, to ensure adequate family care, and also to facilitate women’s access 

to work in the most comprehensive social security system”). In other words, “nidi d’infanzia” are, by 

law, still primarily care and assistance services centered more on the adults’- especially mothers’ – 

needs. This Law is still a leap forward with respect to ONMI (National Organization for Maternity 

and Childhood, “Opera Nazionale Maternità e Infanzia”, of 1925). The great merit of this Law is to 

have stimulated the widespread realization, by means of special financial funding, of the first 

municipal 0-3 crèches. Moreover, in Law n. 1044, Art. 6 (Par. 3), it is stated that “nidi d’infanzia” 

must “be equipped with qualified and adequate staff, in order to ensure child’s health and psycho-

pedagogical assistance”. This opens the door to the new figure of the educator of “nido d’infanzia”, 

other than what was provided by the ONMI.  

 

But a wide and correct analysis of this Law is impracticable without a precise link with regional Laws 

and municipal regulations about (which will concretely lead to the opening of new “nidi”), but above 

all to new educational contents, which meant children as active subjects from birth, without any 

discrimination against disabled children, as also Law n. 444/1968 on the ordination of State “Scuole 

dell’Infanzia” (infant school/kindergarten aimed at the group of age 3-6) provided, in reference to the 

establishment of “special schools”. Tuscany has been one of the Italian Regions that have contributed 

most to transforming the negative imagery built around the “nido”, thanks to many studies and 

research addressed to analyze local ECEC, also promoting in 0-3 ECEC services effective and 

innovative pedagogical and educational plans, focusing on the involvement of families as well, as 

demonstated by the Regional Law n. 47/86, “New discipline of  ‘nidi d’infanzia’”6, which contains 

many elements that characterize such normative intervention as deeply innovative: 

 

                                                             
4 This paragraph has been edited by “Istituto Comprensivo ‘Giovanni XXIII’ – Terranuova B.ni (Ar). 
5 In Italian, Piano quinquennale per l’istituzione di asili-nido comunali con il concorso dello Stato. 
6 In Italian, “Nuova disciplina degli asili nido”.  
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 0-3 ECEC services are no longer characterized by a merely welfare role; instead, they have 

an important educational value for children and families; 

 Tuscany Region gives to “nidi d’infanzia” an important role, as permanent education 

agencies; 

 family is considered a privileged interlocutor of ECEC services, highlighting the need to 

ensure “continuity in educational approaches with the family environment”. 

 

Law n. 1044 is followed by a further Regional Law n. 16/73, also called “Discipline of ‘nidi 

d’infanzia’”, whose key topics were: 

 

 social management; 

 the possibility of attendance for all children, without any exclusion; 

 the professional qualification and training “in itinere” of ECEC services’ staff, as provided by 

the Region. 

 

This way, the Region gets the task of qualifying and training staff on the basis of territorial needs, 

and it overrides the rigid division of roles and hierarchies within the educational structure, introducing 

the concept of “educational group”. In addition, for instance, it is just thanks to these regulatory 

interventions that, in 1979, the first “nido d’infanzia” for the age group 0-3 was opened in the 

Municipality of Terranuova Bracciolini (in Valdarno, Province of Arezzo). A high-quality “nido” 

from the very beginning, where everything – from educational spaces, to the training of staff and to 

ECEC service-family relationship – is exclusively aimed at children’s well-being.  

 

Over the years, in 1991 they were published the “Guidelines for Educational Activities in State’ 

Scuole materne (Maternal Infant Schools, then called “Scuole dell’infanzia”)”7 for the age group 3-

6”, originated from the awareness of the Rights of the Child. In its Introduction, it is written that 

“Current attention to childhood and school is based on the increasingly accurate awareness of the 

Rights of the Child, as they are present in our conscience, recognized by the Constitution in the 

framework of the Rights of the Person, which has been reaffirmed several times in the documents of 

different international Organizations, and which is linked to the rapid social and cultural 

transformations taking place in our times. [...] The traditionally prevalent model of kindergarten […] 

is assuming more explicit connotations of a real school, however, maintaining a totally unified vision 

of the child, the surrounding environment and the relationships that qualify it, accompanied by the 

tendency to outline and implement projects in which education is an expression of community 

participation […]”,  At 3 years old, child goes to the “Scuola materna” with a wealth of experience 

and values built over time, hence starting to create a socio-affective continuity that sees, as 

protagonists, School, Family and Extra-School: Urie Bronfenbrenner, with his “ecological 

perspective”, shows us that working with children also means working with parents. Children’s 

educational and care services are therefore a places for, and of, family education. In section I, Art.3 

“The child subject to rights”, we find that: “The harmonious and integral development of this 

personality implies, therefore, recognition of material and, more or less material, needs, to which they 

respond constant attention and willingness on the part of adults, stability and positivity of 

relationships, flexibility and adaptability to new situations, access to richer social interactions, 

acquisition of knowledge and skills, possibility of exploration, discovery, participation and 

communication, the conquest of autonomy, the giving of meaning to experiences; All this in an 

intense climate of positive affectivity and joyful play”.  A close relationship links affectivity and 

learning, because the former plays a key role in facilitating knowledge and socialization taking place 

at school. 

                                                             
7 In Italian, Orientamenti del 1991 per l'attività educativa nelle scuole materne statali. 
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Art.4 keep emphasizing that “kindergarten welcomes and interprets the complexity of children’s life 

experiences, also taking them into account in its educational planning, so as to perform a function of 

filtering, enriching and enhancing the extracurricular experiences, in order to support the emergence 

and development of critical skills, autonomy, and defense from conditioning”. This is why welcoming 

moments are crucial points for promoting a socio-affective continuity between school and family 

since, before children begin to attend, contacts and meetings take place, to know each other’s 

personality, and to create a favorable climate  to help children having a good relational life.  

In Sect. IV, “Teaching and Organization”, at the Art.2, “Organization of the Section”, in its simplicity, 

it is explicated the concept t of how the “Scuola dell’infanzia” can be a micro-world, full of 

affectivity: “The section structure guarantees the continuity of relationships between adults and 

children and among peers, avoids affective discomforts caused by frequent and sudden changes, 

facilitates identification processes, enables implementation of educational projects aimed at 

promoting the coherent predisposition of spaces, environments and materials”. That one of  “Scuola 

dell’infanzia” (formerly called “Scuola materna”) is an environment of high educational and social 

value, rich of social exchanges, and, in the Orientamenti of 1991, it is clearly pointed out this “living 

first forms of citizenship [...] living society, building the sense of the rules, feeding a pedagogical 

relationship with parents”.  Childhood is a decisive moment for personality development: it is the 

reason why the “Scuola dell’Infanzia” is a place of care and relationships, in which the attention to 

children’s well-being are fundamental. 

 

Another State Law of special importance for the safety of children is the n. 104 of 5/2/1992: 

“Framework Law on Assistance, Social Inclusion and the Rights of Disabled Persons”8, which pays 

special attention to minors. Article 12 (1) provides for the reception of children with disabilities from 

0 to 3 years of age in kindergartens; Article 12 (2) guarantees the right to education and to the 

education of the disabled person in the nursery sections and in the common classes of the educational 

institutions of every degree and degree and in the university institutions; Art.12, (3), emphasizes that 

school integration aims to develop the potential of a handicapped person in learning, communication, 

relationships and socialization. The topic of quality is increasingly permeating the contents of social 

services to the person, and to early childhood in particular: after a first phase of “service start-up”, 

and therefore a period in which the main goal was the realization and territorial spread of interventions 

to respond to the pressing demand from users, now that the answer has become more articulated and 

satisfies several family needs, we are requested to reflect not only on what that we are doing, but 

above all, how we are doing it. Tuscany Region has strongly underlined the need to provide tools for 

assessing the quality of ECEC services, taking the “stimulus” proposed in the document “Quality in 

childcare services”9, produced by the European Commission’s Network on Childcare.  A working 

group was set up by the “Istituto degli Innocenti” of Florence, which started to study the overall 

quality charts of “nidi d’infanzia” since 1993: a research that allowed every Municipality to adopt the 

methodology defined in that occasion. This path was contemporary with the one realized thanks to 

the dissemination of the document on “Services-Quality” elaborated by the Commission on 

Childhood established by EEC. 

 

In order to ensure that childcare interventions are not sectorial and are removed from a framework of 

reference, so as to guarantee an effective coordination between the State institutions, Regions, 

Municipalities and social private sector, in April 1997 a three year lasting first action plan of the 

Italian Government for childhood and adolescence was drawn up: that plan identifies interventions in 

school, health and family sectors. Parliament approves Law n. 285 of 28/8/1997, “Provisions for the 

Promotion of Rights and Opportunities for Childhood and Adolescence”10. This is a very relevant 

                                                             
8 In Italian, “Legge quadro per l’assistenza, l’integrazione sociale e i diritti delle persone handicappate”.  
9 In Italian, “La qualità nei servizi per l’infanzia”.  
10 In Italian, “Disposizioni per la promozione di diritti e opportunità per l’infanzia e l’adolescenza”.  
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Law, because it has generated a great mobilization of energies to promote rights and opportunities 

for children and adolescents. The Law supports all over the national territory a shared and spread 

project of promotion of children and young people’s well-being, also improving the living conditions 

of the whole community. Also known in Italy as “Turco Law” (from the name of the former Minister 

of Education, Livia Turco), it inaugurated a time of strong innovation in the legislative framework 

for social and socio-educational services: it laid the foundations for the real implementation of 

“integrated planning” and “net-working way to work”, which up to then it had been quite extraneous 

to national legislation, being present just in some projects and experiments in the field of social 

welfare and education, although previously the specialized literature identified this methodology as 

the most functional approach to the design and management of services and of the interventions in 

that sector. The most underlined aspect of the Law n. 285/97 is the search for a close link among the 

various public and private subjects involved in Childhood and adolescence care and education. With 

this Law, the Ministry of Social Solidarity given rise to an overall reflection on social and socio-

educational policies. Law n. 285/1997 is distinguished by the fact that it promotes a fundamentally 

democratic dimension of citizen participation, through a “credit” operation to citizens, favoring their 

transition from being user and service providers, to become proactive promoters of services 

themselves. Now, they are public institutions that manage the provision of social services, sometimes 

in collaboration with non-profit organizations of social utility, cooperatives, volunteer organizations, 

associations and social promotion bodies, foundations, patronage, and other private entities. The main 

goal is to recognize younger citizens as subjects of the subject, providing them with a daily life of 

attention and relationships that, to be truly such, must actively link and involve all the various actors 

of the local community. The law seeks to promote, through good government investment, the 

extension and qualification of territorial networks of child and adolescent services.  

 

With reference to the reality and the territory of the Municipality of Terranuova Bracciolini, Law n. 

285 allowed to give birth to C.I.AF (Centri Infanzia Adolescenza e Famiglia: Childhood Center 

for Adolescence and Family). Between ‘97 and ‘98, a very fertile period from a political point of 

view, the Municipality participated in a call for tenders issued by Tuscany Region, with which the 

center was set up. The CIAF was born as a project in response to the needs and discomfort expressed 

by minors and their families, and subsequently strengthened in the wake of a project made by the 

Conference of Mayors: “Well-being Project”, which linked the school to the extra-school services, 

through the presence of professional figures within the school and a great collaboration with social 

services. Another project that the Municipality of Terranuova Bracciolini implemented in 1997 

following “Turco-Law” concerns “nidi d’infanzia”. The project, called “The Island that is Not There”, 

was produced and presented in partnership with the Social Cooperative “Koinè”. This experience, 

which has also benefited from the active support of Tuscany Region, effectively combines flexibility 

and quality, organizational innovation and social pedagogical thickness, becoming a reference model-

experience throughout the Country: it is a project that has all the above mentioned features of the Law 

n. 285. This is a service, perhaps the first in Italy, which allows families to attend “nidi d’infanzia” 

choosing a packet of hours of child’s attendance, depending on their specific needs. Rates and prices 

vary, according to the package chosen. With this new type of ECEC-provision, the benefits are many: 

there is certainly more awareness among parents of a choice suited to their real needs. There are 

economic savings not only for families but also for the Local Authority, as nursery educators can 

increase or decrease attendance according to the number of children actually present, and children 

have a lower nursery stay. It is precisely this kind of synergy that has made the attention more focused 

on the quality of the service where the child becomes the protagonist with his time, the environment 

is organized and carefully arranged for him and nothing is given for granted, precisely because the 

times of fruition to the nest do not hurt the individual rhythms of each subject. 

 

Two years later, with the entry into force of the Law n. 275/1999 on school autonomy and of its 

subsequent regulation, the D.P.R. n. 275/1999, each school institutions, while respecting the freedom 
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of teaching and cultural pluralism, is allowed to plan and implement its own educational, training and 

education interventions, of course and in any case adapting them in harmony with the aims of the 

national education system. With school autonomy, it is introduced for the first time P.O.F. (Piano 

Offerta Formativa: Training-educational Offer Plan). This way, each school establishes its own 

activities in accordance with the ministerial guidelines, planning its own curriculum, proposing a 

series of projects to expand the training offer, and organizing all its activities autonomously. 

 

A further, relevant focus on the child as protagonist of the learning process is also present in the 

school reform promulgated by Law n. 30 of 10 of February 2000 by the former Education Minister, 

Luigi Berlinguer. In this document (Art.2, Sections 1 and 2) it is stated that: “Three-year-old school 

of childhood contributes to the education, and the affective, cognitive and social development of 

children and young children aged between three and six years, promoting their potential for 

autonomy, creativity, learning, and working to ensure an effective equality of educational 

opportunities; while respecting the parents’ educational orientation, contributes to the integral 

formation of children” 11. 

 

Briefly focusing once more on Tuscany, in 2002, the Regional Law no. 32 of 26/7/2002 is emanated. 

This Law (Art. 1, comma 1) regulates the interventions that “the Tuscany Region promotes for the 

development of education, vocational training and employment, in order to build an integrated 

regional system that, in line with the European Union’s human resources development strategies, 

guarantees the full realization of individual freedom and social integration, As well as the right to 

lifelong learning as the foundation for the right to study and the right to work “; Art.1, paragraph 2: 

“The actions referred to in paragraph 1 shall contribute to the development of personal and social 

identity, respecting the freedom and dignity of the person, equality and equal opportunities in relation 

to physical, cultural conditions , Social and gender”; Article 3 paragraph 1: “the Region promotes and 

coordinates unitary childcare interventions aimed at the full and complete realization of the rights of 

the person and informed of the principles of the full and inviolable respect for freedom and personal 

dignity, solidarity, equality of opportunity, gender mainstreaming, for multicultural integration, also 

guarantying the psycho-physical well-being and the development of cognitive, affective and social 

potentialities12.  
 

A year later, at a national level, the Law n. 53 of 28 March 2003, and the following Legislative 

Decree n. 59/2004, known as “Moratti Reform” (from Minister Letizia Moratti) – “In order to 

promote the growth and valorization of the human person, respecting the rhythms of the evolutionary 

age, the differences and identities of each and the educational choices of the family”, stated: 

 

- Art.2 (a), “Life-long learning is promoted and equal opportunities are ensured for all to achieve high 

cultural levels and to develop skills and competences through general and specific, consistent 

knowledge and skills With the personal attitudes and choices appropriate to the inclusion in social 

life and the world of work”; 

- Art.3 (b), “The ‘Scuola dell’infanzia’” (for the age group 3-6) contributes to the educational, 

psychomotor, cognitive, moral, religious and social development of children, by promoting the 

potential of relationship, autonomy, creativity, learning [...] realizes educational continuity in the 

complex of childcare services and in primary school”; 

- Art.3 (f), “Primary school promotes, with respect for individual diversity, the development of 

personality and has the purpose of acquiring and developing basic knowledge and skills”13. 

The most important contents of the training offer outlined in Law n. 53 of 2003 are: 

                                                             
11 http://www.gazzettaufficiale.it/eli/id/2000/02/23/000G0063/sg 
12 http://www.legislazionetecnica.it/684158/fonte/l-r-toscana-26-07-2002-n-32 
13 https://archivio.pubblica.istruzione.it/normativa/2004/legge53.shtml.  
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 the recognition of the right to lifelong learning; 

 the centrality of the person and his/her rights, especially those of the disabled; 

 the prediction of a variety of education and training pathways capable of interpreting the 

attitudes and choices of young people’s lives. 

 

 The specific National Guidelines refer to personalized study plans, where the term “personalized” 

characterizes the main specificity, consisting in the commitment to refer constantly to the people's 

orientation, to their motivations and their specificities, to the goal of always keeping in mind the 

centrality of the person. This does not mean setting up a personalized study plan for each student, but 

one can feel that each teacher is responsible for designing plans that fall into a sort of “common 

range” of cognitive and relational behavior with more insistent personalization with regard to pupils 

who deviate from the common area. Personalizing education represents the choice to face the 

singularity of children’s cognitive, affective and social needs, and it is a constant of the teaching 

system to allow the anchoring of educational responses to the characteristics of learners. The “Scuola 

dell’infanzia” contributes to the affective, psychomotor, cognitive, moral and social development of 

children, by promoting the potential of relationship, autonomy and creativity. It is the task of the 

school and the teachers to accommodate the children and the children in a personal way and to take 

care of their emotions and those of their family members. 

 

In relation to the maturation of personal identity and in a perspective that integrates all aspects 

(biological, psychic, motive, intellectual, social, moral, religious), infant school 3-6 takes care that 

children acquire security attitudes, Self, confident in their abilities. It is also committed to, as 

individuals and in a group, that children are constructive with the other and the unpublished and open 

up to the discovery, interiorization and practical respect of the values of freedom, self-care, others 

and the 'Environment, solidarity and justice, commitment to acting in the common good. The 

Guidelines for the curriculum for  the “Scuola dell’infanzia” and for Primary School and the 

1st cycle of national education system, licensed in September 2007 by the Italian Minister of 

Education Fioroni, contain several remarkable principles of the fundamental duties of the school in 

recognizing and enhancing the centrality of the person Who learns and builds up a new unitary and 

plural citizenship at one time: “Teaching the rules of living and living is for school an even more 

inevitable task than the past [...]. As an educating community, the school generates widespread 

relational conviviality, woven of affective and emotional languages, and is also able to promote the 

sharing of those values that make members of society feel part of a real community. The school fosters 

the task of teaching to learn that of teaching to be. [...] The training system must form citizens able 

to consciously participate in the building of larger and composite collectivities, whether national, 

European, or worldwide”14. Therefore, the “centrality of the person”: the purpose of the school must 

be defined from the person he learns, with the originality of his individual path. The definition and 

implementation of educational and didactic strategies must always take into account the singularity 

and complexity of every person, his articulate identity, his aspirations, his skills and his fragility at 

various stages of development and formation. The student is placed at the center of educational action 

in all its aspects: cognitive, affective, relational, ethical, spiritual, and religious. In this perspective, 

teachers will have to think and realize their educational and didactic projects not for abstract 

individuals, but for people living here and now, which raise specific existential questions that go for 

the horizons of meaning. Since the early years of schooling, it is important that teachers define their 

proposals in a constant relationship with the basic needs and desires of children and adolescents. 

Particular care must be devoted to the formation of the class as a group, the promotion of the 

cooperative links between its members, the management of the inevitable conflicts induced by 

socialization.  

                                                             
14 http://www.smsbertola.gov.it/images/nuove%20indicazioni.pdf. 
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School must be a cozy place, involving students themselves in its tasks. In fact, it is important for the 

conditions that favor it to “feel fine” (the above mentioned concept of “well-being”) at school, in 

order to get the widest participation of children in a shared educational project.  

Three years later, in 2010, it is issued the Law n. 170/2010: “New regulations on specific learning 

disabilities at school”15. With this Law, they are introduced, for the first time in Italy, into an official 

regulation, the definition of “DSA” (Disturbo Specifico dell’Apprendimento: Specific Learning 

Disabilities), and also that one of dysgraphia, dysorthographia, and dyscalculia. With this Law, it is 

assigned to school the task of carrying out, through observation, the identification of suspected cases 

and the consequent implementation of targeted didactic recovery activities. For each pupil with a 

“DSA” diagnosis, school will have to set up a personalized Learning Plan indicating all compensatory 

instruments and dispensary measures to be put in place, validated and evaluated forms of assessment 

and differentiated in order to promote the educational success of each pupil. 

In Minister Profumo’s national “Annals” of 2012, it is once more pointed out that school goals 

must be defined on the basis of the learner, taking into account his/her personal, peculiar 

characteristics. The definition and carrying out of the educational strategies must always take into 

account the specifics and peculiarities of each single subject: his/her identity, life path, fragilities, 

desires, capabilities, in the different phases of each one’s training path and personal development. 

Students are placed at the center of educational activity, in all their aspects: cognitive, affective, 

relational, bodily, aesthetic, ethical, spiritual, religious. In this perspective, teachers will have to think 

and realize their educational and didactic projects not for abstract individuals, but for people living 

here and now, which raise specific existential questions that go for the horizons of meaning. The 

general purpose of the school is the harmonious and integral development of the person, within the 

principles of the Italian constitution and of the European cultural tradition, in the promotion of 

knowledge and respect. The school aims to promote the development of identity, autonomy and 

competence in children. To consolidate identity means to live serenely all the dimensions of one's 

self, to be well-being, to be reassured in the multiplicity of one’s own doing and feeling, feeling 

secure in an enlarged social environment, learning to know and to be recognized as a unique and 

unrepeatable person. Each child is different and unique, and it also reflects the diversity of 

backgrounds that today know an extraordinary differentiation of anthropological and educational 

models. Children are looking for emotional bonds and points of reference, confirmation and serenity, 

and at the same time new emotional, social, cultural confirms, and discoveries. 

School is a protective environment able to accommodate diversity and to promote the potential of all 

children who are ready to meet and experience new languages. It is an institution that promotes well-

being and a serene learning through the care and proper setting of its spaces: the predisposition of the 

educational spaces, the conduct of the entire school day. As we have already seen, currently 

educational and school system in Italy is regulated by the so-called Reform of the “Good School” 

(“La Buona Scuola”), Law n. 107/2015, which has not yet really dealt with and integrated that 

important part of the school sector that concerns the school of childhood. The “Scuola dell’infanzia” 

is the starting point of national official school system, becoming, together with ECEC services for 

the age group 0-3, one of the central points of education and school system. In this context, we have 

to remind that also the Recommendation of the European Commission of 20 of February 2013 

invited all EU Members to “invest in children to break the vicious circle of social disadvantage”. 

OECD argues that attending a high quality ECEC service increases children’s chance, as future 

pupils, for school success later; therefore, in order to learn, we have to always consider what follows:  

 children must feel themselves fine at school, in order to learn; 

 it is necessary to motivate and stimulate learning from the very first years of life. 

 

                                                             
15 “Nuove norme in materia di disturbi specifici di apprendimento (DSA) in ambito scolastico”.  
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Well-being and learning must be able to rely on an integrated system perspective across the different 

areas of the school, aware of the changes and different developmental rhythms of the child. The ideal 

would be to establish an integrated system between the various orders of educational services and 

school orders. Prolonged, motivated and qualified times of coexistence between educators and 

teachers at the most important moments of the day in order to realize the educational project and to 

ensure the comparison of educational / training experiences. A unique unitary training that sees the 

various figures of the various sectors involved so that a proper cultural dialogue between 

professionalism is developed, both to experiment with new educational paths of continuity and to 

allow prospects for professional development. Last but not least: in these Guidelines, the term “care” 

is also used to care for children’s needs, body-care, physical protection and proximity, safety. But 

taking care also refers to the psychological message, relationship, and educational presence, aimed at 

promoting the autonomy and learning of a child. Care is therefore a decisive pedagogical device also 

for the school of childhood and for subsequent school levels. 
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3. The theoretical-empirical research: overall framework 

 

 

3.1. Contexts and participants 

Our research has been carried out in Tuscany and has, as its theoretical-empirical framework of 

reference, the so-called “Tuscany Approach” is an approach to Early Childhood Education and Care 

(0-6) focused on quality and accessibility of ECEC services, characterized by the following points of 

attention: 

 

 space organization  

 education to the Beauty 

 documentation 

 ECEC services «integrated system» 

 continuity in education for children aged 0-6 

 pedagogical coordination  

 

The main aim of Tuscany Approach is to build a true “integrated system”, thanks to a long-established 

model of work, based on close collaboration among local administrators, pedagogical coordinators, 

research institutes, and universities. 

 

With regard to the subjects involved, they were the following ones:   

 

 Educators and pedagogical coordinators of 0-3 ECEC services; 

 «Scuola dell’infanzia» (kindergarten/ 3-6 preschool centers) teachers; 

 6-10 Primary school teachers;  

 University scientific supervisor, researchers, students (Dip. SCIFOPSI)  

 

The above-mentioned subjects respectively came from: 

 

 Istituto Comprensivo «Giovanni XXIII» of Terranuova Bracciolini (Arezzo) (DREAM “tester 

partner”)  

 Istituto Comprensivo of Sesto Fiorentino (Florence) 

 Istituto Comprensivo of Prato  

 Municipality of Pistoia 

 Municipality of Altopascio (Lucca)  

 Municipality of Sesto Fiorentino (Florence) 

 Consortium of ECEC and social cooperatives «CO&SO» of Empoli and Florence 

 Social Cooperative «Arca» of Florence and Livorno 

 University of Florence (Dept. of Education and Psychology – SCIFOPSI) 
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4. The DREAM Project Research main goals 

 

 

General goals of the Project 

To develop an innovative pedagogical model (a “curriculum”, based on specifically previously 

defined “Guide Lines”) focused on relations between adults and children in the educational span of 

age 0-10, in which relational and “affective” dimension is central, in order to promote a school-

educational system based on the well-being of all its members (children, educators and teachers, 

parents, etc.). 

 

General goals of DREAM empirical research 

To write the theoretical-empirical “State-of-The-Art” (SoTA), with respect to the role of the 

“affective-relational” dimension within 0-10 educational and school system. 

 

Micro-goals of DREAM empirical research 

1. To write a – national and also international – reference bibliography; 

2. To review national and regional Law, highlighting the role of the “affective dimension” in 0-

10 childhood education and care systems; 

3. To collect (by means of focus groups) the educational staff’s ideas, experiences, and practices 

carried out within educational-school contexts, concerning the “affective-relational” 

dimension.   
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5. Research methodology, development, and topics 

 

 

Our research has been carried out using, as main research method, that one of focus groups: a data 

collection technique based on a shared discussion, taking place within a group of people, moderated 

by a Group Leader, which develops as a sort of “group interview”.  Focus groups allows to create a 

cozy atmosphere: they are based on the suspension of judgment and on pro-active listening. Focus 

groups provide insights into how people think, also providing a deeper understanding of the 

phenomena being studied. Focus groups are a sort of “group interview” that gives the researcher the 

ability to capture deeper and interesting information, and that stimulates the subjects involved to 

interact, share ideas and reflect, so representing an effective self-training tool as well.    

 All the focus groups have been conducted and managed by: 

 

 Group Leaders (represented by SCIFOPSI Researchers) →  each Group Leader used a 

structured trace, supporting the discussion and continually re-launching and adapting it to 

specific situations, so as to promote not only the communication among the participants, but 

also comparison and sharing of experiences and ideas;  

 

 Group Leader’s Assistants (SCIFOPSI Students) → each Group Leader’s Assistant observed, 

videotaped and audio recorded all those dynamics and main information emerged from the 

interaction among Focus Group members. 

 

From the point of view of its articulation, research has developed in 4 phases: 

 

1. Planning and definition of the research path 

2. Conduction of focus groups 

3. Transcription of focus group discussions  

4. Data Analysis 

 

Educators and teachers have been divided into 3 groups, each one composed of 8/9 people, 

corresponding to the age-groups according to Italian ECEC and school system: 0-3 (ECEC services: 

“nidi”/crèches…), 3-6 (“Scuola dell’infanzia”, kindergarten/3-6 preschool centers), 6-10 (Primary 

School). Each group was composed of about 10 people, working in several schools and ECEC 

services located in Tuscan territory. N. 3 focus groups were planned for each age group. Focus groups 

were weekly, and they took place at SCIFOPSI Department (University of Florence), in the afternoon, 

so as not to create problems at work to the participants. With regard to the issues addressed, focus 

groups were conducted on the basis of a project Outline previously shared with DREAM partners and 

all participants as well (as indicated here below).  

With regard to the topics addressed during the focus, they were concerning: 
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 The concept of  and possible differences between” children’s needs, and children’s 

preferences; 

 The respect of children’s preferences; 

 Listening to children; 

 The meaning of “well-being” (and, on the contrary, of not “well-being”) in ECEC and school 

contexts, both for children and adults; 

 Reconciliation between those rules needed to the coexistence and wellbeing of children and 

the organizational and bureaucratic dimension of educational and school services; 

 Difference/Relationship between “rules” and “limits”; 

 Rules and/or goals considered by teachers and educators non-negotiable; 

 Alternative ways and strategies to use when educators and teachers perceive their relationship 

with children as laborious and tiring; 

 Reflection on the fact that “behind every student there is always a child”; 

 Exploring those beliefs and elements that lead adults to perceive children definitely different 

from them (to be explored also from a historical perspective). 

 The “team-work”: working in team with children, colleagues, and parents.  

 

Focus groups took places on March 15, 22 and 29, 2017; the average duration of each focus was about 

2 hours. Each focus group, with each participant’s consent, has been videotaped, and then transcribed 

with “Jefferson Transcription Method”.  

In each focus, a special attention has been paid to some specific moments: 

a) Welcoming: The moderator presents himself to the group, explaining research goals, with the aim 

of making people feel comfortable, activating a friendly atmosphere, trust and mutual esteem during 

which the participants were presented to one to one; 

b) Presentation of the “stimuli”: the Group Leader introduces the general topic of the discussion, 

inviting all participants to reflect on the experiences lived and carried out, about that issue, in their 

schools or ECEC services; 

c) Discussion: it was the most important stage of each focus group, as it offered to everyone the 

opportunity to express his/her points of views and share his/her opinions; 

d) Conclusions: each focus group ended with some open questions that allowed all participants to 

express their ideas on topics and issues not deepened enough, or remained unresolved. 
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6. Outcomes: the “words” of educators and teachers 

 

 

1) Focus groups (ECEC 0-3)  

 

Concerning the first thematic topic, participants were invited to reflect on the meaning that they attach 

to the term “preference”, and on the value they give to the children’s preferences. In general, in order 

to recognize, detect and manage children’s preferences, educators and coordinators have highlighted 

some key aspects and activities, such as:  

 

 observation:  

First of all you need to know and understand children’s needs: needs of both the whole group, 

and of each child. To do this, you need to observe their behaviors and reflect on what you have 

observed. This way, it is possible can take into account children’s ability and experiences. 

 

 

 documentation: 

Through the documentation, the working group can detect children’s preferences and then study, 

‘measure’, and realize them over time, also offering children the opportunity to make new 
experiences.  

 

 

 A pro-active listening: 

The term “preference” means first to listen to; to be present in the situation that is happening, in 

the context of that certain and specific child. The first thing to do to welcome and respect a 
preference is to listen to what is being, as told by the person you are with. This means getting into 

the right listening- dimension, because of course on working with early childhood children, the 

statement of a preference is expressed not only with verbal language, but also with other 
nonverbal modes that you need to know and rightly interpret. 

 

 The work in, and with, a small group:  

The dimension of the small group is very helpful, because this way you can better focus 

everybody’s attention on soliciting […] a child about a certain game, for example.  

 

Therefore, from participants’words it emerges also the role of the educator: a reflective adult, a 

facilitator and mediator of educational relationship; the one who has to conscientiously decide when 

to intervene directly, or just to observe what is happening. In this regard, further relevant aspects have 

been highlighted, such as: 

 

 The respect of childrens’ individual and collective times, to which it has to be added 

educators’times: from this triad, it has also emerged another important element to be taken 

into consideration: the importance to give children possibilities to choose:  
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Educators must be able to involve children anyway always respecting  their own needs and times; 

they must be able to ‘transfer’ this situation to other children: only this way it is possible to 

promote a proactive “attention circularity” within the group. 

 

 The need to really communicate with children, responding to their demands always 

motivating the decisions taken:  

 

The adult must activate proper communication; he/she has to answer children, because 

sometimes he/she does not give an answer, and this makes children aware that they are not 
listened to.   

 

Moreover, the discussion shows that the boundary between “needs” and “preference” is actually very 

lively, and relevant: 

 

 Children’s preferences often result from a real need that cannot be postponed, so it is crucial to 

pay attention to children’s demands, referring them to the context of the moment that they are 
living.  

 

 Children’s preferences have to be seen as manifestation of interest and curiosity: curiosity with 

respect to games or “playing-modes”, preferences with respect to food tastes, etc. In order to 
respect children’s preferences, it is necessary to listen to them, encouraging an educational 

relationship between teacher and child intended as a mutual exchange. To listen to children’s 

preferences, it is necessary to give the child a central role within the educational relationship. 
Preferences are nothing but the expression of child’s curiosity and personal talents. 

 

After talking about the relationship between preferences and needs, educators have been invited to 

share their ideas about another topic: the meaning of well-being in educational contexts, which has 

been interpreted both from an objective point of view –  namely, what creates well-being – , and from 

a subjective perspective, that is when you feel you live in a state of well-being. In both cases, the role 

of space is definitely relevant: 

 

The predisposition of a space easily readable by children, where they can learn to move 

slowly, driven by the curiosity of seeing things and new people doing well. Creating a 

harmonious and thoughtful space, organized for children, to make sure they are oriented 

is already an important step to give both the child and the parent who accompanies this 

experience the opportunity to stay in a new place, feeling it comfortable. 

 

From this perspective, it is the “caregiving time” that ensures well-being, representing one of the most 

relevant concepts of 0-3 ECEC services:  

 

Being there to take care of those ones who are welcomed [in our ECEC services], making 

themselves available with passion, within a relationship which is going to be built together over 

time, but which must already have, as its main assumption, that one to start off on its own. 

 

Educator’s attitude is therefore the basis from an on which all further aspects of the educational 

relationship start and depend, and this attitude cannot ignore personal lives and experiences. Hence, 

the topic of well-being is here intertwined with that of the rules and of the fatigue of educational 

work, which require a total and always “in progress” involvement of the subject: 
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 Educator must think, first and foremost, not to who is ahead, but how he/she wants to stay with 

children and their parents, because this is always a “challenge”, and this challenge begins even 

before knowing the child, […] when parents come to the crèche for the first meeting with 
educators, and they tell not only about their child, but also about themselves and their family. 

 

 For children’s well-being, but also for their parents’, a welcoming face is significant: the face of 
an educator who is tired, but at that right moment he/she always capable to smile and look at 

with intense eyes, returning to parents that sense of trust that they – and their child – need.  

 

In this context, the term “fatigue” is used because being together to build a relationship requires a 

great emotional investment: but it is a fatigue that enriches, regenerates, putting the subject first and 

foremost in a personal growth condition, since he/she is called to confront him/herself with what is 

other than him/herself, and this is a very important resource: 
 

The beauty of educational work is that you are with people, you are with children, you are with 

families, so you are with diversity in its entirety and this is an invitation to a rebuilding of yourself 

new and innovative . It is necessary to consider that the educational contexts are small 
communities, with their own organization, so in the service each is educator, but it is also another, 

it is invested in other tasks that need different skills, approaches and different relational modes. 

It is therefore the work as a whole to expose the educator to moments of fatigue, but it is a 
beautiful fatigue that induces growth, enriching it, not a slave fatigue.  

 
 

Linked to the concept of well-being and fatigue is that one of acknowledgment of the importance of 

the working group, meant as the alliance, synergy, consistency and solidarity of the individual, which 

is able to promote well-being among adults, and consequently among children: 
 

Sharing, confronting, reflecting together, communicating our feelings, moods, difficulties, are, 

all, fundamental actions for the good functioning of a working group: because it is important to 
really listening to children, with our heart, but also our colleagues.  

 

Last but not least, this introduces another well-respected topic within the group of participants, and 

on which pedagogical experts are also questioning: or, the fact that often adults establish the rules 

of the educational relationship, losing sight on the matter that “behind every pupil there is always, 

and above all, a child. Compared to this, the differences between 0-3 ECEC services and 3-6 

kindergarten were highlighted, from the point of view of the child, and in reference to the size of the 

working group as well: 

 

In crèches, getting together among the teachers is mainly lived as a ‘defensive position’ […]. 3-

6 kindergarten is addressed by a completely different path, starting from crèche: the latter, 

through training courses on the field, through the figure of the pedagogic coordinator, etc., helps 

educators in creating reflective working groups. Instead, kindergarten has remained closed in a 
more rigid pattern; it has been harnessed in more bureaucratic rules, in which too often teachers 

are really in trouble because they cannot find space to communicate with each other, to be really 

listen to […].  
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2) Focus groups (ECEC 3-6)  

 

Concerning what they are – and how they could be respected, in everyday life within 3-6 

kindergartens – children’s preferences, teachers and coordinators answered by referring this term both 

to the conceptual pole of individuals’ “interests” and “curiosity”, as well as to their “relationship” 

with the others, within the adult must give centrality to the child: 

 
Children’s preferences are to be seen as their manifestation of interest and curiosity: curiosity 

towards games or playing-modes, towards food tastes, etc. In order to respect children’s 
preferences, it is necessary to listen to them, and to encourage an educational relationship 

between teacher and child meant as a mutual exchange. To listen to children’s preferences, it is 

necessary to give the child a central role within the educational relationship. Preferences are 
nothing but the expression of child’s curiosity and personal talents. 

 

In the course of the debate, the definition of preference has been further expanded, associating it with 

the concept of “choice” and “freedom”: 

 
I guess that a preference means to give a child the possibility to choose, offering it the opportunity 

to choose different ways, so that he/she can address him/herself wherever he/she rather likes, 

freely and autonomously. 

 

Freedom of choice by the child and respect for its preferences are central to the reflection of another 

teacher, who states: 

 
A common activity is that one to decide with children what we like to do that day. This means to 

give them more chances of preferences on various activities. So it happens that children become 

our ‘allies’. This ‘doing things together’ is a real joy, for us as well. Of course, that sometimes 
we anyway have to ‘steer’ a bit children’s choices, in order to give everyone the chance to speak 

for themselves. Sometimes, the children’s group does not think it the same way, then educator has 

to pull in order, saying, "Today it's this child’s turn, and tomorrow we will dedicate ourselves to 
the activity that, instead, another one likes”. It is also necessary to put children in the face of the 

awareness that not everyone has the same preference, but just in spite of that we can make 

collective decisions. 

 

Respect of children’s preferences is essentially meant as a positive, important and effective tool, both 

in promoting good relations with teachers and peers, and in facilitating adults’ work. Most of the 

teachers involved agree to see the respect of preferences not as a risk of aggravation of adults’ work, 

but rather a way to make relationships within educational facilities less difficult:  

 
In ECEC services, we realize that listening to children's preferences facilitates to carry out daily 
educational activities, and stimulates new experiences by making children’s relationships more 

riches in terms of their autonomy of choice. 

 

As it can be seen from the words above-mentioned, the importance of the role of the adult has emerged 

in several respects: teachers say that respecting the children’s preferences is not the same as allowing 

them to always do, tout court, which they want, as “little bosses”. In terms of respect of the children’s 

preferences, but also of the importance, for the adult, to be a “guide” for them, reflection on 

preferences is widened, including the point of listening to children as competent, and as “full 

citizens”. Teachers and coordinators have linked this expression to the concept of “competent child” 

of equal dignity with the adult, of which it is not a minus, on the contrary, 
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In front of us, we have a subject that has the ability to be much ‘titled’ […]. Designing a title lies 

ahead of us because we are educated professionals, but we are unfinished professionals when we 

leave room for this design to someone who engages in his or her preferences or ways of learning 
[…], and thus it puts us in the position to create a space for ‘negotiation’. A definition that is 

depending on what children want. The preference for us is the ‘light’ that leads our actions: we 

definitely have to take into account children’s preferences.  

 

From teachers’ words, it emerges the complexity – sometimes, the difficulty in – of reconciling 

children’s preferences with the organizational dimension of infant school. Teachers agree that, as 

stated by one of them, 

 
In order to respect children’s preferences, first of all we need to plan all the various proposals 

and different playing activities, giving space to what are the ‘aknowledgements’ that children 
want to expand, or better, that I, as a teacher, have to expand […]. 

 

Therefore, a non-rigid educational design and action, that meant adult as a “facilitator” – creative, 

reflexive, crucial – of children’s preferences, not being constrained within the boundaries of school  

official programming. From teachers' words, it emerges the need to find a complex, but challenging, 

balance between educational programs, contingencies and contexts, and children’s preferences and 

needs: 

 
Preference arises from listening, from the observation of children. Clearly the environment must 

be structured to try to stimulate these preferences. We must be extremely flexible in our 

educational approach because we cannot be locked in sterile programming. 

 

Respect for preferences and, at the same time, the importance of proposing new things to children is 

also particularly dear to them. Teachers insist on these issues, because they believe that making new 

innovations is essential to “grow”: 

 
 To propose something new to a child means “I trust you: let us try together, and see if you do 

not like it, but let’s try it”.  
 

 It is good to embrace children's preferences, but the educator must also give them input on 

something children do not know yet. For example, a child who often like to play with 

construction play-based activities has generally the tendency to keep playing that kind of games. 
In this case, sometimes I say: "today bricks are taking a nap: so, let’s choose together another 

thing to play with." So I put the child in front of a choice, somehow ‘guided’. Anyway, the adult 

accepts the child’s choice, even if it does not seem to be the best one. Education is always a 
‘pact’ between the child/pupil and the adult; you have put children in front of a choice: you 

have chosen, so you have to accept that choice. 

 

The third thematic point addressed concerns the concept of "well-being". Teachers and coordinators 

have been invited to reflect and discuss what it is and what it means to be "well" within educational 

services and in school contexts, both for children and adults. First of all, "well-being" was - we could 

say, in the "ecological" and, in some respects, “Dewey-style”, linked to the concept of "environment", 

"context", "space", welcoming and pedagogically oriented, both meaningful physical spaces (interior 

spaces, external spaces, premises and architectural structure of the school, etc.), which, above all, 

relational: 

 
 A welcoming environment also meant as a cozy relationship, therefore a kind of environment that 

solicits a relationship, and so listening to giving space to the child's experience.  
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 The first word that resembles me is welcome, in the sense of having the ability to accommodate all 

subjects living in a school: space is definitely an extra educator.  

 
 Welcoming of the child, but also welcoming of his/her family: a child is welcomed when also his/her 

parents are “embraced”.  

 
 A welcoming environment invokes a state of well-being, well-being, feeling in the center of the thoughts 

of the organizer of those spaces: the environmental aspect is a subject to always keep in mind.  

 

The reflection on what it means to “feel good” within school-educational contexts is enriched by a 

reflection on why, and in what sense, it is important to make these ones "places to feel themselves 

well". The concept of "environment", understood in its wider sense, as an effective wellness vehicle, 

is further enriched by a semantic approach: “being-well/well-being” is also correlated by teachers 

with the importance of confronting and "sharing" thoughts and projects with colleagues: 

 
Sharing is one of the most important aspects: before we were locked in our rooms, we now learned 
through the care of the environment and through the comparison to open. The school where work 

is very big and sharing is not always that easy, you have to be very well organized, and yet we 

are learning so much effort but we are changing. We have organized a much more thorough and 
thought-out interior environment, and now we are working on external spaces. Sharing first, 

otherwise this would not be possible.  

 

And only if adults are involved in promoting also their own well-being, together with their colleagues, 

it is possible to make children feel really good: 

 
 The well-being of our teachers is also strongly reflected in children and especially on the day we are 

doing in the school. The growth of our relationship among colleagues meant even greater prosperity 

for children and parents. From these moments of exchange, a well-being was reflected on the school 

system.  

 
 I think that children feel fine when they feel that we, as adults, transfer them well-being, in the sense 

that, first of all we, feel fine. In order that adults feel fine, it is necessary to work collectively: 

educational team is fundamental, but also the environment (meant as an educational context). [In my 
case] children are used to moving freely: it is a very familiar environment. 

 

“Well-being”, at this point, is enriched by two other conceptual correlations and is associated, in 

addition to the "space" - understood both in a chess-symbolic and relational sense - also to the 

dimensions of "time" and "listening to”, which appear to be, in many respects, profoundly 

interrelated:  

 
 Time is a key element; Have an adequate time, a relaxed time, a time of playing, a time dedicated to 

listening, a time that responds to all those who are the needs, curiosities, doubts, which allows you to 
take into account all the people who enter into play within the school: from the adult-parent, to the 

adult-teacher or auxiliary, to children themselves.  

 

 Well-being needs to be sought after, and cared for, and this calls us for commitment; this calls into 
question the whole community, that has to become a "learning community". In Empoli, we had the 

Mayor on our side: she believed in us. Without the commitment of all ‘colors’ that in various ways 

deal with ECEC, it would be over. So, wellness is a word that calls into action commitment, care, and 
regeneration. Well-being is a commitment that is renewed every day: ‘to feel fine’ is something never 

accomplished, in the sense that every day we have to deal with new challenges, therefore facing a 

commitment that has to be renew day by day. 
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During the focus, the “other face of well-being” has also been addressed: that one of “not feeling 

good” in educational contexts, both by children and adults. Teachers agree not to feel "good" when 

they are not understood as professionals by both colleagues and parents, and when routine seems to 

take the upper hand over the quality and versatility of educational work: 

 
 I’m not good when I don’t feel me understood, when no value is given to what I am carrying out and 

I am doing, when the commitment of what I do is not appropriately valued. With parents, I have shared 

values: the importance of playing for their child, but in some of their statements I perceive that maybe 

they have not understood what is the importance...Hence, this generates a bit of frustration in me, and 
therefore, of ‘not well-being’. 

 

 I’m not fine when there is lack of sharing.  

 

As regards the reflection on educational services and on school as a "community" where rules exist, 

and the pleasures and difficulties of coexistence are also learned, it has led teachers to confront even 

those that may be preferences, rules, non-negotiable goals. An interesting debate was opened at this 

point, which shows that not always, and not immediately, the difference between "preference", "need" 

and "uncomfortable manifestations" is clear (e.g., Knocking a mate or breaking an object ) some 

children. When asked what they thought was "non-negotiable", teachers initially brought as examples 

those that are rather manifestations of a problem: 

 
 The first thing that comes to mind is respect for the other: here is the disrespect of the physical person 

but the other in his emotional manifestations for me is not negotiable. 
 

 I am also widening my speech to objects, to the environment and to everything around us. 

 

Reflection on the difference between "preference" and, in the case of a child’s negative behavior, 

“discomfort manifests” ends with the reflection on how these attitudes are rather to be interpreted as 

aid requests through which the child manifests their own emotions, the need for emotional 

“containment”, affectivity, good relationship with peers and the reference-adult. At the end of the 

reflection on the topic of discomfort in contrast to "preferences", a pedagogical coordinator also refers 

to adults: 

 
In the face of conflicts, situations that do not make it good sometimes we also forget us adults. In 

such cases, it is important to call the right person able to ‘show’ you the moment you are living:  
this way, you feel better, and then […] you can say “you see, I have to continue doing it firstly on 

myself what I do every day with children”.  

 

Last but not least, from the words of teachers and coordinators involved, it is clear how these 

reflections largely form the responses to the relative points, respectively, to help educators and 

teachers reflect on the fact that “every pupil is always, and first and foremost, a person”, and to 

explore both positive and negative beliefs that lead adults to perceive children as different from them. 
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3) Focus groups (Primary School, 6-10)  

 

Concerning the meaning of “well-being” in educational and school contexts, according to Primary 

school teachers’words, “feeling fine” at school basically means (in a special manner for children, 

but also for adults): 

 

 To feel listened to and supported, in managing the many conflicts that may occur; 

 To be understood, welcomed, respected by companions and teachers, not judged; 

 To feel fine and comfortable with adults and schoolmates, living in a serene and cozy context;  

 To have the possibility to live into a serene and not-competitive school and classroom 

environment; 

 To be all involved in educational processes: children, parents and teachers. 

 

Teachers are aware of the importance of including all the subjects involved in the educational process 

so that they can create the conditions for “feeling good” and for promoting a personal and also general 

“well-being” at school: first, teachers themselves sometimes express the difficulty of living their role 

by trying to combine their professional, personal convictions with the requests coming from the 

Ministry. Teachers, in fact, have lived in this last decade with a series of reforms that have not actually 

been welcomed, since they have been intended as a progressive “bureaucratization” of the school, as 

an excessive use of testing, and above all as a repositioning of a school model deemed to have passed 

(e.g. The reinstatement of the numerical school mark, instead of a “narrative” written quote). 

Moreover, the participants’ words frequently come from learning to manage their anxieties, 

perplexities, fears from the constant confrontation between expectations and failures (or, as such) in 

their work. Therefore, as teachers, in this complex context,  

 

it is necessary to work on ourselves, in order to positively deal with frustrations.  

 

So, teachers see in sharing among colleagues, and in creating convivial and informal moments, a way 

to feel comforted and overcome the difficulties of their profession; According to the participants of 

these focus groups, the creation of a good climate would be facilitated by the presence, in the school 

itself, of meeting spaces other than the official and already present meeting rooms: 

 
Sometimes there is no physical space; there are no moments where to exchange ideas informally. 

 

Such a new kind of meetings would also help overcome moments of conflict and disagreement that 

could create problems within the classroom. A good and “nourished” relationship among teachers 

therefore proves to be fundamental in the respect of each one’s styles of classroom management: 

according to the participants, it is hence necessary to discuss and share some key points in the interest 

of the children. From this perspective, also parents need to be welcomed and listened to: in Primary 

school, communication often becomes more complex and harder to manage, because sometimes 

parents feel themselves judged through their children’s educational outcomes. This compromises the 

possibility of creating an “educational partnership” with parents:  

 
Sometimes families bring to school non-positive school experiences, that could adversely affect 
child’s path; therefore, to make it good at school, it is necessary to establish a good relationship 

with families, which means sharing what is going to be done with children, creating alliances, 
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always having a non-judgmental attitude towards parents, by keeping the communication-

channel with families open. 

 
For the teachers, it is also important that adults and children live mistakes serenely. Pupils should 

be encouraged, and teachers should be exempt from making judgments against them, giving 

children the opportunity to understand and see that even a teacher may sometimes make mistakes 

and be wrong. 

 

A good classroom climate is created even if the teacher learns to know “how to lose”. A teacher tells: 

 

 Sometimes you approach your classroom with a well-defined program, a goal to be achieved, 

but then we realize that a child needs to talk, a quarrel has occurred and so it is necessary to 

change what is planned for the day. So you have to set aside your anxiety, reduce the target, 
and spend time listening. But the feeling of not caring enough learning aspects and 

performances sometimes stays. 

 
 Sometimes you come into the classroom with a well-defined educational program, a goal to 

achieve; then it comes a child with tight fists, because it is angry: so you realize that it needs to 

talk, maybe there was a quarrel, then it becomes necessary to “reset” your anxiety, to change 
what’s planned for that day, reducing the target and spending time listening. But the feeling of 

not caring enough learning performances and education sometimes stays. 

 

 The National Testing of Student Skills (in Italy, INVALSI) worsts teachers' anxiety. These tests 
are felt by teachers as not really responding to a “listening-minded” approach, to a job 

dedicated to personal promotion, respectful of the ways and times of individual learning. 

 

A good organization of learning spaces also promotes autonomy and well-being. Sometimes, 

children need to be "seen": instead, as a teacher tells, children need privacy, especially when they 

have to stay at school for eight hours. It is therefore a matter of well-managing the classroom in 

such a way as to give the pupils the opportunity to take time also to stay alone, or in small groups, 

by “escaping” the constant and direct control of teachers. All teachers involved in focus groups 

emphasize the need to give space to emotions, which must find expression and listening within 

the school. We talk about a “relational affective curriculum”, not as a “receipt” or as a matter of 

fact, but as a focus that must go through all the disciplines. Teachers recognize the right of 

children to have preferences because they are part of identity and personality, but sometimes they 

are not always compatible with a democratic and learning context such as school one: 

 

There are preferences that are legitimate and others that cannot be granted. Concerning the 
choice of comrades, in particular, the concern is that particularly frail children, with relational 

difficulties, may be more discriminated. 
 

Learning disciplinary content may be less effective if adults leave too much room for pupils’ 

choices. Therefore, in this context, it emerged the contrast between the need for listening to 

children, and that one for learning. Teachers, in fact, report that sometimes children do not 

perceive the importance of the moments dedicated to them: 

 

After talking to our pupils about something important about them, a little girl told her mother: 

“We wasted an hour to talk about this stuff, and the teacher did not even question us”.  
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Teachers, however, recognize the time devoted to listening, as important also to ensure learning 

acquisitions. They tells that school activities flow much more serenely if, before “opening the 

notebook”, they dedicate time to resolve small conflicts, or listen to pupils’ various needs. All 

participants states that they plan, in their work at school, specific moments dedicated to listening: 

 

 When there are situations where there is a particular “hiccup” which indicates the presence of 

a problem, or when children arrive in the morning with their fists tight because they are angry: 
so these are times when they need to be listened to.  

 

 Sometimes I go to my classroom thinking of doing grammar; instead, I begin my lesson listening 
to them: at the beginning, I did it in a very simple way and I needed even forty-five minutes in 

the morning, but no matter what time it takes: I want to listen to each one of them. 

 
 At the end of the day, I dedicate a few minutes to summarize with pupils what happened on that 

day, pointing out what we did interesting, which children may have argued, those ones who may 

have cried…So, we summarize how we were and felt on that day, at school.  

 
 We talk a lot together coming back from the afternoon break, because when we are in the garden 

there are a lot of things going on; so, when we come back to the classroom, we often talk: I 

mean, also children express their thoughts. 
 
 

Participants talk about “active listening” and about listening to children’s needs, some of them 

defining it as a “caresse”, therefore linking listening to a real affective action: 

 

  When we listen to our pupils, we make them “caresses”.  

 

Or dedicating a physical space to listening: 

 

We have the “bench of emotions”, an angle for listening where children can ask the teacher if 

they need to have a private talk without being disturbed.  

 

In particular, teachers focuses on those children who sometimes are not able to clearly express their 

needs: in this case, listening to them becomes more complicated, and it requires teachers good 

observation skills: 

 

Sometimes we can read in pupils’ eyes what they want, so it is necessary to create face-to-face 
moments, therefore giving the child the opportunity to talk; in some cases, we try to interpret their 

needs; in other cases, children seem to “build a wall” with us, then we must try to respect their 

will, by taking a step back. 

 
Teachers were then asked to reflect on whether, and to what extent, children’s preferences are listened 

to and respected. In this regard, some teachers tells to listen children’s preferences, however, 

managing the times with which solutions are made, still maintaining the possibility of evaluating and 

deciding according to the different situations: 
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Some requests in front of the child are negotiable and others less; It's okay to listen, it's okay to discuss, but 

then we have to find a solution, it is not said that every single request must always be accepted, one must see 

the single case. 

 

Others are more focused on how to handle the plurality of needs that might partly counteract the 

collective interest: 

 
The classroom is the core of the lesson, and I have to be flexible enough to meet the needs and 

expectations of all the subjects present. The problem is that sometimes pupils’ requests exceed 

classroom’s collective interest.  

 

The discussion mostly focused on pupil’s choice of their own classmates, alternating more favorable 

positions to respect this kind of preferences, to more fearful positions, which mean this right of choice 

as a possible risk, for some children, to be marginalized:  
 

 I start from my own preferences, in the sense that I realize what they are when I work with a 

colleague: in that occasion, I chose with whom I want to share many things, so I work well, and 

therefore I am fine. For me, to allow pupils to create groups as they prefer is very easy, because 

the “weak point”, I must say, is not there, and for them it is more rewarding then choose the 
child with whom to stand. 

 

 At some extent, children’s preferences must end: the preference for a friend, the preference for 
a place…Because sometimes it happens that we have so many prejudices against others, and 

we need to learn how to deal with them. We must make each partner's qualities visible, and 

when that happens, a whole world opens up, because then you realize that a classmate is not 

the way it was thought. In my opinion, the school should teach how to break these preferences, 
discovering others by dismantling our prejudices. 

 
Some teachers see pupil’s choice of their classmate as a possible obstacle to learn, and a source of 

troubles:  

 

Some pupils ask me to stay together, but if I put them next, they talk and talk…So they get 
distracted, and this does not implement their learning. I always offer them this opportunity, but 

in this case, when I see that it does not work, pupil’s preferences cannot be meet. 

 

However, some teachers do not agree: 

 
Every time a child expresses a preference is seen as a subject – beyond its various phases of 

development – very egocentric. Child is generally seen as a subordinated subject, to the teacher's 

eyes, but for me this is a wrong perspective to start from. I listen to all those words that come 
from children, without making a hierarchy of preferences. What it is needed to be established, 

beyond preferences, is a relationship of deep trust between the teacher and the child. When the 

child understands that it is listened to, perhaps with reference to a little, specific preference, it 

then slowly learns to cooperate with its teacher, and we have to work in a close cooperation with 
children even at the cost of questioning ourselves, because it is possible that, in adults-children 

relationship, is the adult to have something to lose.  
 
The group, however, agrees that an important role of the teacher is to guide children towards the 

respect of others. The position most shared by the participants is that the teacher, as a “mediator”, 
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does not act by imposing relationships, but by promoting children’s personal and critical reflexivity, 

therefore helping them to understand the mechanisms underlying the relationships themselves:  

 
It is something about the idea of education itself: that is, I am there with my pupils, sharing with 
them the same path in order to build something together. If there are any prejudices, we try to 

detect and process them together; if there are any preferences, I try not to see them as children’s 

“vices”: for me, the educational relationship is equal, so I try to educate them, this way also 

educating each other: in a reciprocal adult-child relationship. 

 
The rules should also come from a process of reflection and sharing. For teachers, 

 
The rules are not imposed from the beginning, but, according to a teacher, they are in any case 

“tensions towards…”: they must arise from the awareness of each one’s needs, from the need to 

not physically harm.  

 

According to the participants, the rules shared by the class are non-negotiable; moreover, the behavior 

of a child is neither negotiable nor acceptable when it comes to negatively impact on classmates’ 

well-being. In some cases, it is pointed out that a non-compliance with the rules may prevent teaching 

program from being carried out; in addition, some teachers fears that the use of a more welcoming 

and democratic style may make the classroom management more difficult: 

 
 Having children with so many problems, since they find in you, like, an “open door”, they often 

do not have the ability to manage it, and consequently you also do not know how to handle them, 
because they all come up with a series of situations where children, especially those ones with 

difficulties, test you, in order to understand if you can support them, and if they can rely on us, 

as teachers.  
 

 There is a sort of reverse of the medal, because this “welcoming climate” from teachers 

sometimes makes them go a bit further, that is, they see you a bit like a mom: she listens to me, 

she always welcomes me, etc. So sometimes, if you want to do an activity, it happens that we 
cannot do it, because they are perceived by pupils as unnecessary. When children see me, they 

stop doing what they were doing, to come to me to tell me everything that happened to them in 

the previous evening and in the morning…So this sometimes leads me to not being able to handle 
the teaching adequately. 

 

 I try to make children reflect a little on this matter: rules are based on the fact that we, as 
teachers, have been “delegated” by their parents. As soon as they leave us their children, we 

are the ones who have to watch over them: so, as a teacher, I also try to be careful that their 

child does not hurt itself. 

 
However, participants have more than once realized that time spent on relational aspects is a very 

profitable time for the job itself. Many teachers involved in the focus groups tell and share their own 

experiences, in particular those ones related to the paths/strategies implemented to welcome, process 

and manage emotions:   

 
Certain problems all go into the "basket" of emotions, but if it is an urgent thing that children 

have to throw out right away, they ask me: "Teacher, can you set up the basket of emotions? It’s 

urgent". It depends on the cases, of course, but sometimes they are able to solve their problems 
on their own. I then wonder whether to intervene, depending on situations: if I realize that there 

is a strong need, I immediately show myself available; otherwise, I wait for a few minutes.  
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All participants agree on the need to develop in children the ability to recognize others’ needs, and to 

express their own. However, considering that it is not easy, for all children, to express what they 

really wish, teachers prefer to facilitate it, through the realization of a shared task:  

 
Group-work puts children in a state of understanding, to deal with something objective, because 

when we assign them a task, they have to organized themselves in a small group in order to carry 

out a job in time: then it emerges the need to mediate, to agree, to establish a plan together... 
 

At the end of the focus groups, the participants shared, summarized and point out some of the topics 

raised during the discussion, such as: 

 

 Educators and teachers must help children in recognizing their and others’ needs, and in 

expressing their needs and preferences, using a language centered on themselves: “I feel 

so”…, therefore avoiding this kind of accusatory tone: “You have to do this!”; 

 Adults have to reflect on the fact that rules “come” and originate themselves from children’s 

– and also adults’ – needs. The group agrees that within the “system of needs” there is also 

the need of the teacher; 

 The importance to work in small, and not rigidly structured, groups; 

 To pay attention to the realization of the classroom-group, promoting and managing a good 

turn over in the assignment of task and roles of responsibility;  

 The importance to establish a positive relationship between adults and colleagues as well, in 

educational and school contexts, also involving families; 

 The importance to promote “well-being”, in themselves, ad adult, so as to promote also 

children’s well-being; 

 To learn to apologize, when you are wrong;  

 The relevance to create places and moments where adults can also express their own emotions. 

 

The same topics can also be used to improve the level of well-being of adults involved in the 

educational process, promoting their ability to recognize others’ needs, also expressing their own, 

and, finally yet importantly, implementing their ability to deal with group-work effectively, making 

shared decisions, developing flexibility and acquiring mediation skills, therefore getting into the game 

successfully. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


