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Global Certificate in Reggio Emilia Approach in Childcare

The Role of the Environment as the Third Teacher

The concept of the environment as the third teacher is a fundamental principle in the Reggio Emilia
Approach, which emphasizes the importance of the physical space in shaping the learning experience of
children. This approach views the environment as an active participant in the learning process, rather than
just a passive backdrop. The environment is seen as a dynamic and interactive space that can either support
or hinder the learning process, depending on how it is designed! and utilized.

In the Reggio Emilia Approach, the environment is considered the third teacher, alongside the child and the
educator. This means that the environment is not just a physical space, but a learning environment that is
intentionally designed to promote exploration, discovery, and curiosity. The environment is seen as a tool
for learning, rather than just a container for it. This approach requires educators to think carefully about the
design and layout of the physical space, and to consider how it can be used to support the learning goals
and objectives of the children.

The concept of the environment as the third teacher is closely tied to the idea of embodiment, which
suggests that learning is not just a cognitive process, but a physical and emotional one as well. This means
that the environment should be designed to support the physical and emotional needs of the children, as
well as their cognitive development. For example, a learning environment that is designed to promote
movement and activity can help children develop their gross motor skills, while also supporting their
cognitive development.

One of the key principles of the Reggio Emilia Approach is the idea of flexibility and adaptability. This means
that the environment should be designed to be flexible and adaptable, so that it can respond to the
changing needs and interests of the children. For example, a learning environment that is designed to be
modular and configurable can be easily rearranged to support different learning activities and objectives.
This approach requires educators to be responsive and reflective, and to be willing to make changes to the
environment as needed.

The Reggio Emilia Approach also emphasizes the importance of aesthetics and beauty in the learning
environment. This means that the environment should be designed to be visually appealing and engaging,
with attention paid to the use of color, light, and texture. For example, a learning environment that
incorporates natural materials and plants can help create a sense of calm and wellbeing among children.
This approach requires educators to think carefully about the esthetic qualities of the environment, and to
consider how they can be used to support the learning experience.

In addition to its physical qualities, the environment can also play a role in shaping the social and cultural
context of the learning experience. For example, a learning environment that is designed to promote
collaboration and communication can help children develop their social skills, while also supporting their
cognitive development. This approach requires educators to think carefully about the social and cultural
norms and values that are embedded in the environment, and to consider how they can be used to support
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the learning experience.

The concept of the environment as the third teacher also has implications for the role of the educator in the
learning process. In the Reggio Emilia Approach, the educator is seen as a co-learner and facilitator, rather
than a director or instructor. This means that the educator should be responsive and reflective, and should
be willing to follow the lead of the children in the learning process. For example, an educator who is
working with a group of children on a project might observe their interests and curiosities, and then use this
information to inform their teaching practices.

The Reggio Emilia Approach also emphasizes the importance of documentation and reflection in the
learning process. This means that educators should be systematic and intentional in their documentation of
children's learning, and should use this documentation to inform their teaching practices. For example, an
educator might use photographs and videotapes to document children's learning, and then use this
documentation to reflect on their own teaching practices.

In terms of practical applications, the concept of the environment as the third teacher can be applied in a
variety of settings, including classrooms, playgrounds, and community centers. For example, a classroom
might be designed to promote flexibility and adaptability, with modular furniture and configurable learning
spaces. A playground might be designed to promote physical activity and outdoor learning, with natural
materials and plants incorporated into the design.

One of the challenges of implementing the Reggio Emilia Approach is the need for collaboration and
communication among educators, administrators, and parents. This approach requires a shared
understanding of the values and principles that underlie the approach, as well as a commitment to ongoing
learning and professional development. For example, a school might establish a professional learning
community, where educators can come together to share their knowledge and experiences, and to support
each other in their teaching practices.

Another challenge of implementing the Reggio Emilia Approach is the need for flexibility and adaptability in
the face of changing circumstances and uncertainty. This approach requires educators to be responsive and
reflective, and to be willing to make changes to their teaching practices as needed. For example, an
educator might need to adjust their lesson plans in response to changing weather conditions, or to
accommodate the needs of a child with a disability.

In terms of assessment and evaluation, the Reggio Emilia Approach emphasizes the importance of ongoing
observation and documentation of children's learning. This approach requires educators to be systematic
and intentional in their assessment practices, and to use this information to inform their teaching practices.
For example, an educator might use portfolios and exhibitions to document children's learning, and then
use this documentation to reflect on their own teaching practices.

The Reggio Emilia Approach also emphasizes the importance of parent and community involvement in the
learning process. This approach requires educators to be transparent and communicative with parents and
the wider community, and to involve them in the learning process wherever possible. For example, a school
might establish a parent-teacher organization, where parents can come together to support the school and
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to participate in the learning process.

In terms of policy and advocacy, the Reggio Emilia Approach requires educators to be aware of the policies
and regulations that shape the learning environment, and to advocate for changes that support the values
and principles of the approach. For example, an educator might advocate for changes to the curriculum or
assessment practices, in order to better support the needs and interests of the children.

Overall, the concept of the environment as the third teacher is a powerful tool for shaping the learning
experience of children. By designing the environment to be flexible, adaptable, and responsive to the needs
and interests of the children, educators can create a learning environment that is supportive, inclusive, and
challenging. By emphasizing the importance of aesthetics, beauty, and embodiment, educators can create a
learning environment that is visually appealing, engaging, and meaningful. And by involving parents and
the wider community in the learning process, educators can create a learning environment that is
transparent, communicative, and collaborative.
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