Making Learning Visible - Project Zero

Learning from the Students of Reggio Emilia
Debbie Bambino, Pennsylvania

ow do we doc- A

ument teaching

and learning
in our classrooms and
schools? How do we
know they know? How
do teachers arrive at
authentic, inquiry ques-
tions and how can I sup-
port that process? This
is just a sampling of the
questions I brought with
me as I made my way
to the Making Learning
Visible (MLV) Institute
at Project Zero in July.

As a member of the

Lucent Collaborative
Learning Community
Project Team, I have
been actively exploring
the notions of inquiry
and documentation, and
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laborated with peers
and refined their think-
ing as a result of their
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heightened awareness
of both their process
and their abilities,
individually and as a
group.

I was struck by
many aspects of the
students’ learning,
not the least of which
was the very power
of their collective
thinking. This process
was way beyond the
cooperative learning
models that I had seen
and used. This wasn’t
cooperative work to
make large classes
manageable, it was
true collaboration. The

{ih

%\INI’) |

the ways both interact to
inform teacher prac-

students weren’t fol-
lowing someone else’s

tice in schools. At
the MLV Institute, I
took a step back from
my starting point of
teaching implica-
tions to look long
and hard at the role
of documentation
for students’ under-
standing of their own
learning. This new
point of entry, while
it now seems obvious
to me, added layers
to my thinking and
questioning.

At the institute
we were treated to

script. Instead, these
kids were building on
each other’s thinking,
asking and answering
their own questions. At
one point the students
decided to make sure
their city “worked.”
They decided, among
themselves, that an
important test for
determining whether a
city worked or not was
your ability to travel
from one place to any
other place through

the streets. Once they
agreed to this criterion,

the visual essays
of students at the
Reggio Emilia schools in Italy. In one
unit, the Reggio kids worked together
in small groups to commit their
impressions of their “city” to paper.
While the students documented their
understanding in pictures, their teach-
ers recorded notes about their process
as well as their running dialogue.

When taken together, the students’
thoughts and their collaborative draw-
ings offered a rich window into their
thinking. This window was an invalu-
able resource for the teachers as they
planned their next steps, but it was
also a resource for the students as they
reflected on their own thoughts, col-
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they designed a test
and used their fingers
to trace the streets from one side of
their city to the other. When their test
worked, all three times, they expressed
satisfaction with their model. This was
real student empowerment!

Project Zero has learned many
lessons from its collaboration with the
Reggio schools. Here are the four fun-
(continued on page 18)
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one that is entering its third year.
The thing I remember most is how
excited we were about the fact that
there were really smart people in the
room. And together, we were going
to have the luxury of time to sit and
learn together. At the same time
there was that feeling of tentative-
ness. “Am I really going to be safe?
What do we have to do to make sure
that we’re safe?” We all worked

in the same building, at that time,
and we knew that each of us had
alliances with people in the build-
ing who were not a member of our
group. There were concerns about
confidentiality. There were concerns
about, just how honest we can be,
really. There were concerns about
making sure that we were clear
about what we wanted to get out of
this, that the time was not a waste
of time.

K: Had you been part of a CFG
before you coached that one?

D: No. I had learned from my expe-
rience of having used protocols
extensively at my school and having
gone through transition work later
on from Annenberg to the UCLA
SMP.

K: What did you learn from this
experience?

D: The thing I learned the most is
the importance of being honest with
new coaches in coach’s institute and
about how much we’re learning that
we don’t know. Even now, with as
many institutes as we do at UCLA,
and even with having been a CFG
member for going on three years
with a really stable CFG, coaching
two others, and being a member of

a second one, there are still so many
things I don’t know, that I am finding
out, and I am amazed at all of this
work. I feel that I am just as green as
I was when I coached my first CFG!

K: Can you talk a little more about
learning how much you don’t know?

D: I think it really has put us in good
stead that we’ve really had to be hum-
ble, because we truly couldn’t even
possibly think that we knew anything,
going in. We just continue to feel that
same way, that we have had lots more
experiences, and still know that there
is a lot that we don’t know, and that
same sense of humility and wonder
and questioning, but then hopefulness
that we could think of that first insti-
tute. I think we still have that and I
think that is what makes our institutes
good at UCLA.

K: You talk about a sense of hope-
fulness. What hope do you have for
schools now?

D: The hope that I see comes from

a heightened sense of awareness of
subtle discriminations and not just a
willingness, but a sense of responsibil-
ity, to not let that be OK. The example
that comes to my mind is watching
students on TV from schools in east
Los Angeles, which are the schools I
serve. They were protesting in front
of the school about the number of
army and other military recruiters that
more or less stay at our schools. They
wanted to know why these people are
practically camped-out on our school
site, when they’re not visible at the
schools in the San Fernando Valley
and the affluent areas. I think a few
years ago, students I was working
with may have not been willing to say
that or to take action around it or may
not have even noticed that.

The other thing that gives me
hope is seeing teachers and certain
administrators feel the impact that
a true CFG or truly using CFG pro-
cesses can have on their school. The
story that comes to mind is about high
school kids who noticed something
going on with their teachers who had
been to Critical Friends Institutes. The
teachers had started coming into one
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another’s rooms and watching each
other. The kids noticed that the teach-
ers were starting to use similar practic-
es. One of these teachers told me a kid
came up to her and said, “ Miss..., are
you guys learning something?” (laugh-
ing) and that gave me hope.

K: (laughing) That’s wonderful.
Debbi, looking back over your grow-
ing involvement in NSRF — which
began with the “California Protocol” at
the Foshay Learning Center and grew
rapidly as your positions within LA
Unified and UCLA SMP evolved, and
even included co-hosting the NSRF
Winter Meeting in 2003, your recent
acceptance of the role of co-director-
ship in NSRF isn’t that surprising!
What are you going to do as a director
of NSRF?

D: (laughing) I don’t know, yet.

K: (laughing) What do you hope you
might do?

D: You know, this is probably going to
sound funny because it’s not going to
sound very...specific. Again, it goes
back to that thing about community
for me. As I listen to our group on the
listserv, in groups of three, in groups
of twelve, any group that I’'m a part

of in NSREF, the thing that I notice is

a need to really pay attention to com-
munication. So that’s where my focus
lies right now, in really listening and
watching to see what are the dynam-
ics of communication. I think it’s not
a coincidence that, “communicating”
and, “community” are practically the
same word. That’s my focus. I don’t
know how that will play out, but that’s
my interest. u

Debbi Laidley can be reached at
debra.laidley@lausd.net

Katy Kelly can be reached at
kkelly @harmonyschool.org
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