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Abstract: Schools and museums represent essential spaces for the development of learning and
understanding of the world surrounding us through the arts and heritage. One of the things learned
in the COVID crisis is that it is key to build bridges between schools and museums to support
their educational activities, regardless of the possibility to access these spaces in person. School
teachers and museum educators have the opportunity to develop a critical and creative citizenry
by collaborating in the design of learning activities that can bring the museums to schools and
schools to the museum by adopting the Reggio Emilia approach. The results of the study arise from
a triangulation of data, as we contrasted the literature about the Reggio Emilia approach with the
practices of museums that use such a philosophy and with the analysis of a series of interviews with
experts in early childhood education and Reggio Emilia in order to identify a series of good practices,
which we used to delineate recommendations to foster the adoption of this model and establish
relationships between schools and museums, enhancing the opportunities to develop critical and
creative thinking throughout activities and to understand the heritage and the arts, thus fostering
citizenship from an early childhood.

Keywords: Reggio Emilia; cultural heritage; education; early childhood; open education; open
educational resources

1. Introduction

Schools and museums are key spaces for the individual and collective learning of the
arts and heritage, which can be seen as a vehicle for understanding society. Thus, education
through heritage allows us to connect with the idea that we are part of a community.
By interacting with the world, we note that all are part of a collective history, as well as
individuals with a personal story. Understanding this abstract idea is fundamental for
learners and thus of special significance in early childhood education, which is a stage
where we must help children learn to develop empathy and a sense of community. Hence,
it is essential that schools introduce heritage education in early childhood, bringing children
to visit museums and heritage sites to start establishing emotional ties with the spaces that
surround us with the aim of building a responsible, critical and committed citizenship.
Therefore, it is key to establish collaborations between museums and schools to develop
joint programmes grounded in the value of the arts and heritage for education.

We consider that it is essential to develop pedagogical methodologies to foster relation-
ships between museums and schools and enable approaches that share educational values
in curricula, teaching with arts and heritage. As museums (or heritage sites) and schools
share lots of commonalities and spaces that allow through play, exploration and dialogue the
chance to have experiential and inclusive learning experiences via innovative and experi-
mental pedagogies, and as childhood education has been redefined towards a more dynamic
and inclusive educational model in which students have experiences that stimulate cognitive
development, in this study, we propose guidelines for the adoption of the pedagogical model
of Reggio Emilia (RE) to create partnerships between schools and museums.
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The RE model holds a long, pedagogical tradition in promoting the learning of the
arts and heritage to foster critical thinking through creativity, dialogue, collaboration
and observation of the environment from early childhood in schools and museums [1–3].
This pedagogical approach conceives the school as a living organism in which learning is
co-constructed between educators and students through experimentation and dialogue [4],
as well as throughout the interactions between children, the environment and society,
which indeed includes museums [5]. Thus, the RE model can act as a bridge between the
educational aims of schools and museums, promoting educational innovation as a model
for the development of social and cognitive skills [6,7].

RE schools have more in common with museums than with many schools, since these
are aware that the space in which a child learns is not only a passive container for informa-
tion [8], but it is also a form of information itself. Thus, they share philosophies and key
educational practices, as both RE schools and museums are aware that not only do people
influence learning, but they also understand the impact of the physical world [9–11].

In early childhood, the development of cognitive processes is related to social in-
teraction, communication, play and exploration [12], so learning in the RE model is not
limited to the classroom, as it promotes the inclusion of broader experiences, favouring
social interactions and conversations between adults and children while fostering peer
learning throughout experimentation and research [1,13,14]. As such, the educational
role of museums can be crucial in encouraging dialogue and participation to promote the
development of critical and social skills.

Since its creation, RE has had heritage education at its core. It is understood as an
educational vehicle and a shared space of common responsibility, as RE is grounded in
education for peace. Days after the end of the Second World War in 1945, with the money
obtained from the sale of horses, a tank and a truck abandoned by the Germans after their
defeat in Italy, a group of families decided to build self-managed schools [1]. The barbarities
experienced during the war gave them the conviction that by working from the schools,
they could avoid resorting to armed conflicts to solve problems, instilling the values of
collaboration and critical thinking to create free and democratic societies. RE schools thus
arise from the will of families to recover their heritage, with the conviction that education
is what sets people free.

In the RE model, it is important to be able to accompany students in the exploration
of knowledge, creating environments for learning that allow observing, experimenting,
investigating and asking questions about the world. Therefore, it is essential to carry out
projects that help to structure teaching and learning processes [15] so learners can benefit
from diverse educational experiences, which include visits to museums and also activities
that museums can provide to schools [1,4,6,16–22].

During the crisis brought by the COVID-19 pandemic, we have seen the immense
efforts that museums and other cultural and heritage institutions have made to provide
open, unlimited and borderless access to culture and cultural and artistic heritage, bringing
their collections closer to the public. Enabling activities around them, such as virtual tours,
concerts, talks, podcasts, conferences, games and many others, they provide to a wide
and international audience invaluable access to learning, which is extremely beneficial
for students and educators around the world. Thus, this interaction between museums,
teachers and students has generated new learning spaces that go beyond the classroom,
bringing museums closer to schools and vice versa, and it is key that these are preserved
after the crisis has passed.

Partnerships and collaborative activities between museums and schools must aim at
promoting the development of creative and critical thinking, using artistic and heritage
collections as a vehicle for the co-creation of knowledge, which is key in the RE model.
Therefore, in this study, we ask ourselves the following: Which role should schools and
museums adopt to foster the development of skills for civic participation, understanding
of cultural diversity and peace education through dialogue from early childhood? How
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can the RE model build bridges to promote education by catalysing the educational power
of museums?

Our objective is to present to the school and museum communities a series of guide-
lines to establish collaboration channels in physical and digital spaces, based on the ped-
agogical principles of the RE model. We aim at highlighting good practices to facilitate
museum–school relations in an open, participatory and democratic way in order to promote
the development of activities that stimulate cognitive development and critical thinking
from early childhood.

2. Justification

RE’s pedagogical philosophy is influenced by educators and psychologists such as
Dewey, Piaget, Vygotsky, Montessori, Bronfenbrenner and Bruner [23]. According to
Cutcher [24], RE is grounded in Vygotsky’s sociocultural theories and in constructivist
learning, as well as Dewey’s notion of art as experience. In these theoretical contexts,
educators play a key role in the learning process of children. Vygotski’s theories argue
that the educator, through experimentation, creates a beneficial environment for children’s
cognitive activity, stimulating research through the discovery and deepening of a problem,
posing questions and generating hypotheses [25–29].

The importance of studying the arts and cultural heritage from the early years of
education, especially in the context of experiential education, lies in the need to facilitate
children’s seeing the world with different eyes, exploring materials through their senses,
experimenting with new techniques and learning about the world through a multisensory
approach. Thus, having encounters with the arts, whether in the school atelier, in museums
or in the streets and in public spaces, observing artworks, objects and places is important
to help children improve their perceptual skills and nurture the pleasure of enjoying and
creating art by bringing art and cultural heritage to children [30–36].

Creativity is often an autonomous activity that requires independence, so it is im-
portant for RE schools to have creative, unusual and open structures and playing spaces
that foster creativity by enabling channels for social learning [37–41]. However, for Tor-
rance [42], Runco and Jaeger [43] and Runco et al. [44], students were more creative when
they were alone or when they were out of school. Thus, the role of museums in the RE
model is crucial, as they must invite students to explore them or bring their experiential
activities into schools [21].

There are different pedagogical models that can be useful and successful in connecting
the activities of museums and schools which have been and currently are used in edu-
cational centres, such as Montessori, Creative Curriculum, Inquiry and Constructivism,
Experiential Learning and Visual Thinking Strategies. However, we consider that the RE
model, as a pedagogical approach, is quite comprehensive and inclusive. Therefore, it is
relevant and useful for establishing bridges between schools and museums, connecting
learners, educators, spaces and activities while putting children, from a very young age,
at the centre of their learning, giving them agency and ownership in the co-construction of
knowledge.

A key element for experimentation and innovation is the learning space. Therefore,
RE schools have a very special classroom called the Atelier, which is a carefully designed
and welcoming classroom where creativity is developed through activities with a wide
range of materials and experiences. This type of space also exists in many museums, since it
emulates the artist’s workshop or is an experimental room, which helps children to com-
prehend arts and heritage from within, facilitating the understanding of the world through
projects prepared according to the children’s needs [45–49]. For Falk and Dierking [50]
and Kirk [8], the learning model proposed by museums was experiential and depended
on personal, sociocultural and spatial contexts. Therefore, these synergies between RE
school methodologies and museums favour creative teaching methods that allow children
to explore, co-create and express their ideas [51,52].
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In the RE model, the environment is considered an educator [1,53,54], and it is under-
stood that children create and give meaning to their world in the context of the physical
environment through their constant interactions and relationships between the world and
the people by sharing ideas. Therefore, it is important to facilitate many possibilities to
explore by using a wide range of materials both in the school and in museums, as rich
and dynamic environments are valued as places full of information and objects that enable
social interactions, using museum collections as a vehicle to understand students’ learning
processes through the different ways in which children express themselves, including
visual and body language, music, dance and play [49,55–58].

Both in the Atelier of the schools and in museums, educational projects and activities
must arise from the interests and experiences of children, allowing them to explore and
answer the questions they have about the world, since through these projects, students can
learn by discussing their discoveries with others [59–62]. In the RE model, students learn
through the negotiation of ideas, co-constructing knowledge through social interaction,
so we consider that by establishing a series of guidelines and good practices for a pedagogic
and educational exchange between museums and schools, we can contribute to broadening
the opportunities for the development of a creative childhood which will grow capable of
critically solving problems through dialogue [1,45,63,64].

3. Methodology

For this study, we have done a triangulation of data and information analysis, as we
have reviewed the literature of the area to explore how museums use the RE model and
contrast both elements with the analysis of a series of interviews with experts in the area of
the RE model and early childhood education, obtaining relevant criteria that allow us to
draw good practices and thus propose a series of guidelines for museums and schools to
foster the development of skills in early childhood through creativity.

We first reviewed the literature following an integrative model, as we analysed differ-
ent streams of research using an interdisciplinary approach towards mapping practices
which could be deemed relevant to establishing partnerships between museums and
schools. Subsequently, we reviewed the educational programmes of museums that have
adopted the pedagogical approach of RE in their educational units to be able to extrapo-
late these practices both in schools and in other museums. Finally, to understand which
practices could be adopted by schools and museums from the professional perspective of
experts in childhood education and the RE model, we conducted a series of interviews
with a group of international experts, and we asked them what they would like to see in a
partnership between schools and museums.

3.1. Literature Review

To understand how to bring the pedagogical approaches of both museums and schools
closer and to comprehend which learning activities could be considered transversal, trans-
ferable and adaptable for developing creative and critical skills in early childhood, we con-
ducted a comprehensive integrative literature review [65,66], notwithstanding the fact that
we used some techniques of literature surveying from the systematic review model [67,68]
in order to select the most relevant experimental and theoretical literature alongside case
studies to understand the key elements of the relationships and pedagogies of museums
and schools, following the recommendations of Rocco and Plakhotnik [69] and Torraco [70].

To analyse a wide spectrum of potentially relevant literature, we conducted an initial
search using Google Scholar, which is a comprehensive interdisciplinary aggregator of aca-
demic databases, following the guidelines of Martín-Martín, Orduna-Malea and Delgado
López-Cózar [71]. The search terms used and the resulting number of records found prior
to the documentary selection process can be understood as follows:

• Young children visit museum, n = 1,080,000;
• Young children museum spaces, n = 396,000;
• Artistic education for children, n =785,000;



Sustainability 2021, 13, 3713 5 of 22

• School museum collaboration, n = 880,000;
• School museum partnerships, n = 318,000;
• Educators’ museums training, n = 128,000;
• Early childhood education museum, n = 649,000;
• Reggio Emilia approach museum, n = 9300;
• Heritage education, n = 3,740,000;
• Heritage education primary school, n = 2,390,000;
• Knowledge construction Reggio Emilia, n = 23,200;
• Critical thinking reggio emilia, n = 19,400;
• Open education museums, n = 5160.

From the total number of results found, an initial group of 537 articles were down-
loaded and preselected as the potentially useful literature. In addition, a mapping was
made for the database of university journals, which gave us another 85 potential articles
to include in this preselection. In this way, we were able to narrow down and filter the
information obtained. We used the PRISMA model for the systematic review of the litera-
ture [72] to select those studies relevant to this article, excluding those that did not meet
the thematic and quality requirements and those that were outside the limits of this study
(see Figure 1).

Figure 1. The literature review process.

For each topic, we then selected a group of relevant studies which we reviewed
from an interdisciplinary perspective, gathering their different ideas and key elements to
make a map of interesting practices to promote collaboration between museums, schools,
museologists and teachers towards developing critical and creative skills in childhood,
promoting the co-creation of knowledge through open educational practices.
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3.2. Analysis of the Practices of Museums

For this study, we needed to understand how museums teach school-age children,
so we reviewed 85 museum portals of different types, such as national and local museums,
and identified 29 that had early childhood education programmes. Of these 29, 14 declared
use of the RE pedagogical model, so we studied the different dimensions of these museums
to identify the practices and pedagogies they used and select activities that could be used
by educators in schools and other museums (see Figure 2). For the analysis, we established
those fundamental aspects of an educational project that we wanted to identify: what role
is given to the RE philosophy, how should the adult behave in educational action, and what
is the role of the students?

Figure 2. Museum analysis.

From the 85 identified museums, of the 29 museums that had early childhood educa-
tion programmes, we identified 14 that adopted the RE model and 15 that had programmes
grounded in other philosophies and approaches, such as Montessori, Creative Curricu-
lum, Inquiry and Constructivism, Experiential Learning and Visual Thinking Strategies.
The remaining 56 museums did not have early childhood education programmes. Instead,
their educational programmes and activities were designed for children over six years old
(primary schools) or for teenagers (middle and secondary schools).

3.3. Expert Interviews

Furthermore, for this research, we recruited 14 internationally recognised specialists in
the RE model, early childhood education and critical thinking who were selected through
the recommendations made by a group of academic experts. Taking into account ethical
issues, all interviewees gave their explicit consent to participate. Thus, their anonymity
was guaranteed, following the European General Data Protection Regulation 2016/679
(GDPR). The semi-structured interviews were designed around the central axes of the RE
model [73,74] to be able to portray the role of RE pedagogies from various dimensions
and perspectives and identify recommendations, ideas and models for developing cre-
ative and critical skills through the collaboration between museums and schools. All the
interviews were recorded using a voice notes application, obtaining 17 h of recordings and
transcriptions from which the data analysis for this study was carried out.

4. Literature Review

To understand the approaches and techniques that schools and museums should
adopt to promote the development of creative and critical skills from early childhood,
and how the RE model can build bridges to catalyse the educational power of museums,
we studied the literature to string together the key elements and connect the educational
approaches of schools and museums.
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Most of the educational programmes of museums thrive through school visits, as they
aim at having an effect on the students who visit them. Therefore, it is necessary that
schools and museums co-design plans by establishing shared objectives and developing
collaborative programmes. According to Downey, Delamatre and Jones [75] and Bobick
and Hornby [76], school–museum programmes should establish open communication
channels to develop educational curricula and foster critical thinking and creative skills by
employing two main approaches to teaching: inquiry and practical artistic creation [77].

The learning potential of museum–school partnerships is related to the levels of
satisfaction that can create shared learning experiences and opportunities, generating
emotions in students through experiences that stimulate interest in learning through artistic
experimentation [28,78,79], and for the development of these programmes, the RE model
offers opportunities to link school learning with the educational programmes of museums.

Collaborations between museums and schools should be born out of common inter-
ests, as well as from national and regional educational needs to enable students a unique
environment for this experience while building on what they are learning in the class-
room [79,80]. Therefore, it is important that museums understand the national or regional
curricula and strategies to develop action plans that facilitate interactions with schools
through visits and by providing teaching and learning resources to schools. According
to Adams, Luke and Witmer [78], Witmer [81] and Gupta, Adams, Kisiel and Dewitt [40],
designing programmes that feature multi-visit activities can have a profound and long-
lasting impact on students, enhancing their ability to respond to and discuss heritage while
supporting educational standards and classroom work.

When co-designing educational journeys, museums must understand the socioeco-
nomic context and needs of schools, and schools must understand the limitations that
museums have to establish fair, collaborative programmes. For example, they can jointly
develop activities that allow schools to extrapolate the museum experience or schedule
museum visits to the classroom, both physically and virtually, and design educational ma-
terials which can be loaned to schools while training the schoolteachers to feel comfortable
using such educational resources [15,28,51,79,80,82].

In the RE model, we can observe a series of elements or foci of action that can facilitate
the design of educational programmes and pedagogic activities, which we describe as the
eight axes of RE [73,74], which allow us to outline guidelines for museums and schools
to adopt the principles and methods of RE towards fostering the development of creative
and critical skills through experimentation, exploration and dialogue from early childhood,
creating bridges for collaboration between both museums and schools.

The first element to consider is the environment as a third teacher, as in the RE model,
the spaces that invite one to explore, investigate and experiment are considered educational
agents themselves, in particular the classroom atelier which, through its aesthetics and
accessible components, invites the students to investigate and experiment, asking questions
about the world around them. Therefore, a wide variety of materials should be provided
to students to experiment, create, interact and express themselves [4,19,29,53,74,77,83],
while the atelierist, the person in charge of the atelier who works with other teachers
and students, accompanies the children in their discoveries, offering opportunities to
experiment and innovate at a pedagogic level, bridging the curriculum and artistic creation
to give students a voice [48,49,54,73,84,85].

The children’s questions and their way of answering them are noted under what the
RE model describes as the hundred languages of the child. As Vecchi [49] explains, in the
RE approach, the concept of language extends beyond verbal language and is understood
as the different ways humans use to express ourselves. Thus, this model encourages
exploration and curiosity, motivating children to investigate their environment to the
fullest. According to Loh [60] and Schroeder-Yu [54], in the RE model, the students are
considered competent, resourceful, curious, imaginative and inventive and possess a desire
to interact and communicate with others. Thus, the arts and heritage become a vehicle to
understand students’ thinking processes [56].
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Numerous voices promote the possibility of developing critical thinking through the
arts and heritage in nonformal educational contexts, such as in museums and heritage
centres, so long-term pedagogic projects are key to co-designing transversal and collabo-
rative activities between museums and schools through the infinite possibilities offered
by museum collections to develop communication skills and critical thinking by bringing
students closer to works of art and heritage spaces, encouraging observation and using
various materials as a means of expression [60,61,86–89].

In museums and schools, it is important that teachers who work on educational
projects with infants are teacher-researchers, as they must not only guide them, but also
listen, observe and document their work. In the RE approach, students co-construct knowl-
edge through group work and the discussion of ideas, giving special importance to debates
and cooperative problem solving between students [63,64,90]. Educators should develop
research that allows them to design pedagogic activities and co-construct knowledge
through discussions with others, investigating methods that encourage children to explore
their environment and fostering curiosity in all areas where children can grow, helping
students develop critical thinking, creativity and collaboration through art [1,2,54,84,91,92].

The educational projects that museums and schools co-develop, according to the RE
model, must be focused on the image of the child, who is considered per se as creative,
curious, full of potential and ambition. According to Malaguzzi [1], from an early age,
people are capable of constructing their own learning, as they learn through curiosity,
research, exploration and experimentation, as well as through communication and social-
ization [3,93]. Therefore, children learn together, collaborating with each other while also
creating an image of themselves by developing cognitive, physical, social and linguistic
skills, which allows them to acquire independence and confidence by making their own
decisions and responding to their own problems [6,94–99].

One of the recommended strategies for the development of innovative pedagogies in
museums and schools is to foster negotiated learning, which can facilitate the development
of transversal skills such as critical thinking [73,74] by promoting dialogue between com-
munity members and fostering the co-creation of knowledge through collaboration in an
activity [61,86,87,95,100]. In the RE approach, the arts and heritage are used as a channel
for expression, since they favour the development of creativity. Therefore, teachers must
plan activities to promote problem solving and creative skills and to develop the languages
of children through materials that allow children to create while their teachers guide them
to learn in a collaborative, creative, flexible and critical way [58,101–109].

One of the ways in which it is recommended to design educational activities that
can be adopted interchangeably in museums and schools is by favouring what in the RE
model is described as the documentation process in which, starting from photographs,
videos, notes, and recordings, it is possible to present and represent students’ experi-
ences, thoughts and ideas and show their learning process to assess the importance and
relevance of children’s work and make it visible. Therefore, to promote interaction and
communication between museums and schools, exchanging documentation and the work
carried out in the respective ateliers can offer opportunities to innovate and adapt ideas to
experiments [6,49,59,84], since the use of documentation can progressively help to improve
educational practices.

Finally, the RE model promotes the establishment of social relationships. The exchange
between the communities of schools and museums is key, as the RE model encourages
the development of knowledge about the world in a critical way through the subjects
and objects within it, involving teachers in student learning and establishing relationships
between the schools and society, as students must interact and communicate with each
other to learn [46,60,61,103–105].

In addition to these eight key elements of the RE approach, the literature currently
points to the need to open up access to educational activities that take place in museums
and schools by sharing pedagogical practices through the use of technology, thus bringing
together communities that can be separated by geographical distances through a model
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proposed by UNESCO [110,111] known as open education, which is understood as a demo-
cratic way to reduce educational gaps by opening up open educational resources (OERs) and
activities so educational communities can make the most of available educational materials.

The value of open education is that it can help to establish relations between museums
and schools, as open education goes beyond the digitisation of collections, including a range
of democratic educational practices that aim to open up pedagogic activities, facilitate the
exchange of teaching practices and promote the creation and sharing of open educational
resources (OERs) [112–114]. Thus, to bring the educational practices of museums and
schools closer and the activities of school and museum educators together [79,109], they can
share and co-design curricula, in person or online, to establish links, share ideas and
propose joint activities promoting the use of museum content as teaching tools that foster
creativity and critical thinking [115–118].

Taking students to a museum or bringing a museum to the classroom, be it physically
or digitally, changes and instantly enriches the dynamics of the usual learning environ-
ment [5], providing teachers with innovative tools and opportunities to interact with
students in creative ways [119–122]. To establish links between museums and schools,
open education is a democratic vehicle that promotes mutual learning and makes the
most of museum collections by allowing educators to access materials as OERs and the
educational activities developed around these [123–126].

5. Results

To understand the approaches and techniques that schools and museums should
adopt to promote the development of creative and critical skills from early childhood
and how the RE model can build bridges to catalyse the educational power of museums,
we studied the literature to string together the key elements and connect the educational
approaches of schools and museums.

5.1. Educational Practices of RE in Museums

Both in schools and museums, educational spaces should be designed with a series
of pedagogic activities in mind that promote individual and collective learning [40,51].
Therefore, it is necessary to establish channels for collaboration and dialogue between them
to co-design joint or complementary programmes that reflect the education and learning
objectives towards integrating their educational communities in the development and
design of the curriculum [76,79,80,82,127,128].

For the RE approach, one of the key aspects is caring for the environment (e.g.,
the classroom atelier, the furniture and the materials), considering aspects such as aes-
thetics and accessibility [47,53,54]. Therefore, spaces should promote the development of
individual or collective experimental activities that allow infants to explore and negotiate
while educators document their learning processes [1,47,48,129]. We have to consider
that the educational actions of museums should be conceived as a whole, in which their
educators, the museum, its collections and the space where the action takes place intervene.
It is at this point that the educational actions of museums and the RE philosophy establish
bridges, since for the RE approach, the environment is indeed a third teacher.

The museums that we studied to understand how they adopted the RE model to
develop activities can be seen in Table 1.

To provide a comparative overview, we listed below other museums reviewed for
this study that had early childhood educational programmes but had not adopted an RE
approach. These can be relevant to understanding how museums develop their learning
strategies and how these different approaches can be included, alongside the RE model,
into strategies to bridge museum and school activities and enhance the learning experience
of students, as these approaches are complementary (see Table 2).
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Table 1. Use of the Reggio Emilia (RE) approach in museums.

Museum Philosophy Link (Accessed on 24 March 2021)

The Eric Carle Museum
of Picture Book Art

The RE pedagogy is used in this museum with the aim of enveloping the user and entering
into a natural connection with the artistic language.

https://www.carlemuseum.org/content/reggio-emilia-
inspired-programs

Portland Children’s Museum Starting from the basic principles of RE pedagogy, the educational project of this museum
aims to give a fundamental role to boys and girls in the construction of their learning. https://www.portlandcm.org/about-us/our-philosophy

Imagine Nation, A Museum Early
Learning Center

Cooperation is the basis of the educational project of this facility, understood as a
fundamental axis between life, adults and children. https://www.imaginenation.org/reggio-emilia-philosophy1

The Strong National Museum
of Play

Again, cooperative work between students and teachers appears as the basis of the
museum’s educational project in order to create projects and build the curriculum.

https://www.museumofplay.org/education/woodbury-
school/reggio-emilia

The Children’s Museum of
Southern Oregon

In this museum, it is assumed that children are explorers by nature and that the role of the
adult is to facilitate this exploration.

https://www.kid-time.org/single-post/2017/06/16/Reggio-
Montessori-and-Waldorf-Oh-My

Miami Children’s Museum The principles of respect, responsibility and community govern the central idea of the
educational project of this museum, also inspired by the pedagogy of RE. https://www.miamichildrensmuseum.org/preschool/

Museu de les Ciències
de Barcelona

The principles of respect, responsibility and community govern the central idea of the
educational project of this museum, also inspired by the pedagogy of RE.

https:
//edunat.museuciencies.cat/projectes/el-niu-de-ciencia/

Museo Thyssen-Bornemisza With its En Abierto project, it offers proposals for educational activities and actions aimed
at schoolgirls and students to carry out in the museum or in the classroom.

https:
//www.educathyssen.org/profesores-estudiantes/abierto

Museo Universitario de Arte
Contemporáneo (México)

From the museum, proposals are generated for the development of creative and critical
skills through the approach of infants for the use of the languages of contemporary art. https://muac.unam.mx/infantiles

Whitney Museum of American Art This museum offers students proposals to generate critical discussions about art,
think creatively and create jointly with contemporary artists, educators and peers. https://whitney.org/Education/Teens

The Children’s Museum
(Indianapolis)

The goal of this museum is to create learning experiences through the arts, sciences and
humanities to transform the lives of children and families. https://www.childrensmuseum.org/about/preschool

Children’s Museum of Richmond
Based on the RE philosophy, this museum offers activities that encourage children to

discover their own answers through play for children between the ages of 18 months and
5 years.

https://www.childrensmuseumofrichmond.org/
community/sprout-school/

Bay Area Discovery Museum Museum inspired by RE’s learning philosophy, basing its experiences on respect for
children and their abilities.

https://bayareadiscoverymuseum.org/preschool/about-us/
our-approach

Musei Civici Reggio Emilia These museums aim to stimulate interpretation skills and personal reworking. https:
//www.musei.re.it/il-museo-per-la-scuola/per-la-scuola/

https://www.carlemuseum.org/content/reggio-emilia-inspired-programs
https://www.carlemuseum.org/content/reggio-emilia-inspired-programs
https://www.portlandcm.org/about-us/our-philosophy
https://www.imaginenation.org/reggio-emilia-philosophy1
https://www.museumofplay.org/education/woodbury-school/reggio-emilia
https://www.museumofplay.org/education/woodbury-school/reggio-emilia
https://www.kid-time.org/single-post/2017/06/16/Reggio-Montessori-and-Waldorf-Oh-My
https://www.kid-time.org/single-post/2017/06/16/Reggio-Montessori-and-Waldorf-Oh-My
https://www.miamichildrensmuseum.org/preschool/
https://edunat.museuciencies.cat/projectes/el-niu-de-ciencia/
https://edunat.museuciencies.cat/projectes/el-niu-de-ciencia/
https://www.educathyssen.org/profesores-estudiantes/abierto
https://www.educathyssen.org/profesores-estudiantes/abierto
https://muac.unam.mx/infantiles
https://whitney.org/Education/Teens
https://www.childrensmuseum.org/about/preschool
https://www.childrensmuseumofrichmond.org/community/sprout-school/
https://www.childrensmuseumofrichmond.org/community/sprout-school/
https://bayareadiscoverymuseum.org/preschool/about-us/our-approach
https://bayareadiscoverymuseum.org/preschool/about-us/our-approach
https://www.musei.re.it/il-museo-per-la-scuola/per-la-scuola/
https://www.musei.re.it/il-museo-per-la-scuola/per-la-scuola/
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Table 2. Use of the other learning approaches in museums.

Museum
Philosophy

(Montessori, Creative Curriculum, Inquiry and Constructivism, Experiential
Learning and Visual Thinking Strategies)

Link (Accessed on 24 March 2021)

Museum of Modern Art (Moma) Visual Thinking Strategies http://www.pz.harvard.edu/projects/momas-visual-
thinking-curriculum-project

Fundació Joan Miró Experiential Learning and Visual Thinking Strategies https://www.fmirobcn.org/es/actividades/centres-
educatius/educacion-infantil/27/el-mundo-de-miro

Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofía Experiential Learning https://www.museoreinasofia.es/actividades/tablero-
invisible-2018

Caixaforum Experiential Learning https://educaixa.org/es/-/manos-a-la-obra

British Museum Visual Thinking Strategies, Inquiry and Constructivism https://www.britishmuseum.org/learn/schools/ages-3-6

Museu Picasso de Barcelona Visual Thinking Strategies http://www.bcn.cat/museupicasso/es/educacion/el-
museu-en-la-escuela.html

Museu Nacional d’Art de Catalunya Visual Thinking Strategies, https://www.museunacional.cat/es/escoles-tandem

Museo Larco Inquiry and Constructivism, Visual Thinking Strategies, Experiential Learning https://www.museolarco.org/educacion/visitas-
escolares/?origin=71

Van Gogh Museum Creative Curriculum, Inquiry and Constructivism https://www.vangoghmuseum.nl/nl/bezoek/
schoolgroepen#basisscholen

Birmingham Museums Montessori
https://www.birminghammuseums.org.uk/blog/posts/
the-minibrum-museum-a-museum-completely-curated-

by-children

Kansas Children’s Discovery Center Montessori https://kansasdiscovery.org/

National Museum of Modern and Contemporary Art, Korea Creative Curriculum, Experiential Learning http://www.mmca.go.kr/learn/introduce.do

Smithsonian Museum Montessori, Inquiry and Constructivism https://www.si.edu/SEEC

The J. Paul Getty Museum Visual Thinking Strategies https://www.getty.edu/education/teachers/professional_
dev/creative_core/

National Gallery of Art Visual Thinking Strategies https://www.nga.gov/education/teachers/art-around-
the-corner.html

http://www.pz.harvard.edu/projects/momas-visual-thinking-curriculum-project
http://www.pz.harvard.edu/projects/momas-visual-thinking-curriculum-project
https://www.fmirobcn.org/es/actividades/centres-educatius/educacion-infantil/27/el-mundo-de-miro
https://www.fmirobcn.org/es/actividades/centres-educatius/educacion-infantil/27/el-mundo-de-miro
https://www.museoreinasofia.es/actividades/tablero-invisible-2018
https://www.museoreinasofia.es/actividades/tablero-invisible-2018
https://educaixa.org/es/-/manos-a-la-obra
https://www.britishmuseum.org/learn/schools/ages-3-6
http://www.bcn.cat/museupicasso/es/educacion/el-museu-en-la-escuela.html
http://www.bcn.cat/museupicasso/es/educacion/el-museu-en-la-escuela.html
https://www.museunacional.cat/es/escoles-tandem
https://www.museolarco.org/educacion/visitas-escolares/?origin=71
https://www.museolarco.org/educacion/visitas-escolares/?origin=71
https://www.vangoghmuseum.nl/nl/bezoek/schoolgroepen#basisscholen
https://www.vangoghmuseum.nl/nl/bezoek/schoolgroepen#basisscholen
https://www.birminghammuseums.org.uk/blog/posts/the-minibrum-museum-a-museum-completely-curated-by-children
https://www.birminghammuseums.org.uk/blog/posts/the-minibrum-museum-a-museum-completely-curated-by-children
https://www.birminghammuseums.org.uk/blog/posts/the-minibrum-museum-a-museum-completely-curated-by-children
https://kansasdiscovery.org/
http://www.mmca.go.kr/learn/introduce.do
https://www.si.edu/SEEC
https://www.getty.edu/education/teachers/professional_dev/creative_core/
https://www.getty.edu/education/teachers/professional_dev/creative_core/
https://www.nga.gov/education/teachers/art-around-the-corner.html
https://www.nga.gov/education/teachers/art-around-the-corner.html
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There is a certain agreement in the adoption of philosophical models that allows
generating spaces for the development of creative and critical thinking through artistic
language, the sciences and humanities and the connection with the arts [74]. In order to
develop critical thinking in museums, it is necessary to leave room for the elaboration of
approaches and the joint construction of learning, and this can be done when the museum’s
proposal is open enough in its didactic approach to leave room for action.

It is also deduced from the analysis that in most of the museum studies, as there was
an agreement about the protagonist role given to students in the acquisition of learning,
there was a point of convergence in which the child was at the centre, and thus the learning
approaches of museums that adopted the RE approach conceived the child as an active
actor in the construction of their learning, which implies exercising a responsibility towards
their community in order to generate cooperative projects between museums, teachers,
students and families.

5.2. Analysis of the Interviews with Experts

For this study, we interviewed a group of experts in RE, childhood and museum
education to understand which strategies and tools we could use to establish bridges
between museums and schools and how we could develop dynamics that brought educa-
tional models closer together in person or digitally and include those schools that were
geographically distant from the museums.

Our interviews were grounded on four key topics discussing how to establish partner-
ships between museums and schools and foster open, inclusive, innovative and creative
approaches and develop educational programmes from early schooling which, through the
arts and heritage, could enable channels to foster active and critical citizenship.

5.2.1. Relations between Schools and Museums

In the first round of questions we asked them about what they consider to be the
elements to foster relationships between schools and museums, to understand how to
generate dynamics that allow connecting the educational centres of museums with schools
and vice versa. The interviewed experts agreed that first it is necessary to have a good
level of political will at territorial level, as political support is needed to establish relations
between museums and schools in the same locality, considering the uniqueness of edu-
cational plans in different regions, to develop synergic educational plans with a heritage
territorial perspective that facilitates interaction between museums and schools.

The experts also mentioned that there is a need to have directors with the will to
promote the educational role of museums as these must rethink educational spaces and
invite schools, promoting an interaction that is consistent and aligned with the schools’
curricula, providing spaces for the entire educational community.

Another issue mentioned by the experts was the importance of developing commu-
nication strategies from the museums side to contact teachers and schools, as the experts
suggested that museums need to invite schools to visit the spaces and participate in their
educational programmes, establishing channels to communicate with schools through
newsletters, but furthermore, it is key that the education sections on their web pages are
up to date with clear information about their pedagogic activities, events and stating the
way to contact them, while showcasing their educative activities dedicated to schools.

They also argued that museums need to improve the ways in which they communicate
with the schools, by ensuring they speak the same language, to it is clear for schools,
teachers and educational communities what do they offer at an educational level and how
schools can bring the museum experiences, practices, materials and activities to work in
the classroom to ensure that the activities carried out in the museums can be transferred to
the classrooms, to have a clear educational impact.
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5.2.2. Relationships between Educators

The second round of questions was focused on the relationships between educators,
since a central element of the conversations was the role of the RE educator, whether in
schools or museums. They considered that, to be able to exercise this role in a manner
consistent with the principles of RE, educators must be good observers in order to under-
stand the strategies that infants use in their learning process and document them while
also taking care of the presentation and disposition of the materials and tools to be used for
provoking children to explore, ask questions and generate hypotheses.

In addition, RE educators must be capable of preparing learning activities that allow
experimentation, putting into play a series of strategies to consequently develop skills and
cognitive processes both in schools and in museums. Educators must prepare projects that
are focused on the needs and interests of children in their environmental context, maintain-
ing the idea of full and comprehensive development and relating different languages in
each project or proposal.

Therefore, educators in schools and museums need spaces that enable dialogue and
co-creation to jointly decide which themes, methods and strategies to use for projects.
This dialogue is essential to provide opportunities for the development of critical and
creative thinking, as by exchanging points of view, educators can co-design projects that
are inspired by their experiences, explorations or questions about the world.

For this reason, educators must document the interests of the children by recording
their games, explorations and relationships both in the classroom and in museums to
embed learning activities into the curriculum and promote development through the
opportunities offered by exploring, experimenting, researching or teamwork. Thus, it is
key that museums provide schools with guidance for the adoption of their activities, listing
the objectives, competencies and core contents and the materials so teachers can work in
the classroom before and after a museum visit.

5.2.3. Space Design

In the third round of questions, we discussed with the experts the issue of the design of
the spaces, and from the analysis of the interviews, we can conclude that, firstly, the spaces
must be functional, spacious and, if possible, open to the outside and accessible with
modular materials and furniture that can be adapted to the needs of the students and
to specific activities, facilitating experimentation and exploration through elements that
provoke the inspiration and imagination of the students.

The experts mentioned the importance of allowing a controlled disorder in the spaces,
understanding that kids can act and create freely in them, allowing the students to choose,
observe, classify, compare, act, identify, analyse, evaluate and finally create through the use
of a wide range of materials and emphasising the importance of using natural and recycled
materials in experiential learning activities. However, the materials need to be selected
while having in mind that educators need to intervene as little as possible in the learners’
decision-making processes to create things.

It was noted that both the activities and materials must guarantee the safety of infants
while providing the maximum possible autonomy. Thus, in the ateliers, the materials must
be rotated and renewed to ensure that students can ask new questions while provoking
new types of explorations, experimentations and manipulations, thereby enriching the
learning process.

5.2.4. Types of Activities That Can Be Developed

Finally, we concluded the interviews by asking the experts what types of activities
could be developed to stimulate the arts and heritage, both in face-to-face and online
learning activities.

Thinking about the design of educational activities, among the most repeated actions
by the experts during the interviews were observing the students, provoking situations,
providing materials and resources, preparing activities, accompanying the children during
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the learning process, coordinating and organising activities and ideas, exploring results,
supporting students and stimulating their learning.

Therefore, both schools and museums should observe the children and detect their
interests and understand what kinds of activities, experimentations and explorations they
preferred, then select the type of materials, giving special importance to the presence of
materials of natural origins. Teachers and patrimonial educators must maintain good
communication between them to be able to assess which types of activities generate more
interest in children and, on the contrary, which ones do not generate the stimulus sought,
then rethink, redesign and improve the pedagogic practices and educational experiences.

The experts highlighted the value of designing experiential learning activities grounded
in the RE approach, as these can help museums and schools to conceive activities as a
continuous process based on experience and enhance the extension of learning beyond the
learning spaces. Thus, schools and museums should foster hands-on activities combined
with the use of resources and artifacts in an inclusive, engaging, interactive and stimulating
manner to enrich children’s learning and experiences. However, for those students that
cannot physically visit the museums, the experts mentioned that other activities, such as
research or enquiry-based learning activities, could be carried out using the resources and
materials provided by the museums.

It is quite interesting to note that in general lines, and in light of the results obtained,
our interviewees questioned the standardised educational menus normally used for her-
itage and arts education, as they consider that, nowadays, it is key to work on increasingly
personalised projects that ensure that children are the key protagonists in the construction
of their learning so they can learn to critically assess phenomena, thus leading towards
achieving a civic, critical and creative education.

6. Discussion

One of the pillars of the RE model is the co-creation of knowledge through negotiated
learning for the development of skills such as critical thinking throughout activities that
promote dialogue, debate and problem solving between students and the community,
enhancing the research, exploration and experimentation skills that allow students to
recognize, select, code and interpret information.

The RE approach encourages the establishment of relationships between the school
and society, since it is understood that students need to communicate with others in order
to learn. In this sense, the environment and specifically the atelier play an important role
in the development of social skills, and it is considered an educational agent. This aspect
becomes visible when analysing the practices of museums, seeing that their proposals are
experiential and experimental, promoting creative proposals that allow children to explore,
co-create and express ideas through projects and activities.

In the case of the RE approach, the openness of educational practices and museum
resources is particularly important for developing programmes for the stimulation of
critical thinking in early childhood by providing schools with innovative activities and
materials in an open way while creating communities of pedagogical practices with early
childhood education teachers to develop activities that can be carried out in museums and
schools, thereby bringing museum collections to schools.

The debate on the importance of bringing students closer to museums has a long
pedagogical tradition [130]. We dare to affirm that there is no teacher who doubts the
need to take students to have an educational experience in a museum. In fact, one of the
aspects that has become evident during the pandemic has been the fragile situation that
museums experience at the public level and how the schools’ visits nourish their daily life.
Additionally, as we have said, it is practically unthinkable to think of school education that
does not include museums as an educational agent.

There is, however, a concern observed and shared among the different educational
agents that intervene in this approach, and that is that the educational actions often take
place in parallel in the classroom and in the museum, missing a key moment of the peda-
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gogic collaborations, as both worlds only approach while the school visits the museums
and then separate again, thus hindering what could be a great way to fix educational
problems by promoting competence learning in the experiential model proposed by the
museum, where the students have an active role in building their learning, which can be
adopted in the classroom by consolidating a shared learning methodology grounded in RE
principles to create bridges between museums and schools.

We also highlight the importance of opening up the collections and educational prac-
tices of museums through the establishment of strategic plans for open education, following
the recommendations of UNESCO [111] through a model of co-creation of policies so that
these are designed in an inclusive and participatory way [118] and in which educational
value is added to the digitisation of museum collections and archives, since digitising
must go beyond open access and the conservation of tangible and intangible heritage.
Rather, it needs to benefit educational communities by facilitating access to collections and
educational activities around them in an open, free, accessible and democratic manner.

The RE approach advocates for a pedagogic system where the environment is a vehicle
for learning. Thus, it is essential for museum educators to generate a climate of respect
and interaction among students that allows them to build their learning, fostering heritage
education that gives a leading role to the students by transforming the role of the educator
to someone that promotes participation by the students in their learning process. Thus, it is
key to think about which kind of relationship we want to help establish between museums
and schools and how to embed the RE principles and axis so they can easily be transferred
in the educational actions of museums and schools, aiming to achieve richer results [131].

The RE model promotes that each person is responsible for their own learning. How-
ever, to learn we must listen to points of view that are different from ours, as perhaps the
point of view of others enriches ours. Thus, learning activities in museums and schools
must allow dialog to interrogate and question ourselves about what we are observing and
listening to so we can learn from these interactions.

7. Conclusions and Recommendations

We consider that the RE philosophy provides an innovative and effective model
that allows for rethinking the role of the arts and heritage education in early childhood
education (0–5 years) in order to experiment, investigate, formulate hypotheses, generate
questions and, ultimately, develop critical thinking in young kids. As a result of the analysis
of the literature, the practices of the museums and the interviews with the experts, we want
to provide a series of recommendations for museums and educational centres aimed at
serving as a guide to implement child education projects by adopting the philosophy,
promoting the decentralisation of educational action towards learning activities shared
between museums and schools.

The RE approach is useful for art education teachers and museum educators, since it
allows in a simple and concrete way for establishing pedagogic parameters in the classroom
atelier that generate opportunities for students to explore, experiment and ask themselves
questions through projects based on the learners’ interests, provoking critical thinking in
students and making the learning process visible and not just the results.

To adopt the RE model in schools and museums and promote the development of skills
in early childhood, we recommend this series of guidelines in relation to the environment,
materials and activities that promote critical and creative thinking and the connection
with society.

7.1. Establishment of Museum–School Relations

• Provide spaces to design experiential experiences that arise from students’ interests
about the world around them;

• Ensure that the activities connect the socioeducational reality of the students with the
heritage history that is transmitted;

• Design activities that allow students to co-create, explore and express themselves;



Sustainability 2021, 13, 3713 16 of 22

• Favor the presence of artistic, plastic and interpretative actions in activities;
• Provide spaces for schools and museums to co-create adequate, innovative and up-to-

date materials;
• Promote the co-designing of activities that can be worked both in school and in the

museum instinctively;
• Open up spaces and round tables so educators can share educational methodologies;
• Ensure that the co-designed activities grant a leading role to the students;
• Ensure that the co-creation spaces for schools and museums design long-term projects

to consolidate learning.

7.2. Design of Environments and Teaching Materials in Schools and Museums

We offer the following guidelines to design experiences that favour the autonomy
and independence of students, through which they can feel free to investigate, experiment
and create:

• Create spaces and settings that excite and surprise students;
• Present materials that offer students opportunities to experiment, observe and investi-

gate through projects that allow them to question things;
• Create an environment that allows children to develop their creative capacity without

limits or restrictions;
• Use tools that promote the use of the different languages that the child can use during

the early stage through proposals that facilitate the child’s expression;
• Develop digital guides in open formats to provide teachers with information on how

to carry out activities, detailing the steps and materials to use;
• Open access to the museum’s contents in downloadable and printable formats so that

teachers can use them in classroom activities;

7.3. Design of Activities That Promote the Development of Critical and Creative Thinking

• Adopt dialogic methodologies that allow situations for debate, discussion and assembly;
• Adopt the arts as a vehicle to enhance the cognitive development of the student

through creative proposals;
• Promote projects based on problem solving that allow students to think critically;
• Provide experimentations and activities that allow the student to acquire autonomy

and independence;
• Encourage teamwork to enable the exchange of points of view and dialogue among equals.

7.4. Establishment of Museum–Society Links

• Create exhibitions that allow sharing the child’s learning process with society;
• Collaborate and report periodically with families, making them participants in the

students’ learning;
• Hold open workshops in museums so that children can experience the essence of

the atelier.

7.5. Opening Pedagogies in Museums

• Implement cohesive open access and open education policies to freely access digitised
content and educational guides that are generated around them;

• Develop strategic teaching plans oriented for different stages so that teachers of
different subjects can use and adapt them;

• Implement pedagogical tables so that schoolteachers and museum educators can
co-create pedagogic content;

• Invite teachers from outside the place where the museum is located to have virtual
encounters and remote activities to bring together remote educational communities
through the use of ICTs;

• Provide educational materials in different formats that are inclusive so that they are
useful for different groups of students;
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• Include digitised collections and teaching guides in education and open access portals
such as Wikimedia Commons;

• Include clear information on the web pages about what educational proposals are
offered by museums, including access to pedagogic materials and the type of open
license associated with them.

7.6. Design of Pedagogic Activities at the University Level for Students in Museum, Heritage and
Early Childhood Study Programmes

• Develop practical guidance for students to understand the role of the RE approach in
creating bridges between schools and museums;

• Design experiential learning opportunities for students so they can visit schools and
museums to understand how learning activities are designed;

• Invite students to explore and discover different school–museum educational pro-
grammes and examine their strengths and weaknesses;

• Organise cross-disciplinary round tables where the students can exchange ideas and
experiences, documenting relevant practices;

• Invite museum and school educators to discuss with the students the curriculum
design and the challenges faced by schools and museums;

• Design educational activities to teach students how to open up teaching and learning
materials, supporting them in understanding the complexities of copyright and open
licensing;

• Help students learn how to develop teaching plans and support different groups of
learners in an inclusive way;

• Provide learning opportunities for students to learn how to co-create and co-design
pedagogic activities bridging museums and schools;

• Provide students with practical experience in developing policies and strategies to
bridge school and museum pedagogic activities by reviewing existing ones to identify
good practices for establishing relationships between schools and museums.
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