2017 Africa Reggio Emilia
Alliance conference
A snapshot

INSPIRATION
Over three days in June 2017, nearly 300 educators gathered in
Waverley, Johannesburg with a sense of common purpose: to deepen
their understanding of the Reggio Emilia philosophy of education; to
connect with other Reggio-inspired thinkers, activists and educators;
and to meditate on what more we can do – or do differently – to ensure
a better future for children.

PARTICIPATION

285

conference

attendees
Teachers, early childhood
development practitioners, parents,
principals, university lecturers,
union officials, government officials
(Department of Social Development;
Gauteng Department of Education ECD), Umalusi representatives

More than

50%
54%

11

96 schools
4 universities

ECD

forums*

wouldn’t have been able to
attend without sponsorship
from the Albert Wessels Trust

countries
South Africa, Mozambique, Namibia,
Myanmar, Qatar, Swaziland, Cameroon,
Nigeria, Sweden, Italy, USA

6

Wits, UCT, NMMU,
NWU-Potch

8

had attended previous
AREA conferences or
workshops

Alexandra, Germiston, Kagiso, Johannesburg Southern
Areas, Orange Farm, Sebokeng, Soweto, Vosloorus
*Each forum is made up of 20-35 principals, each
responsible for schools with an average of 50 children.

2

international
speakers

5

local
speakers

Marina Castagnetti from Reggio Children, Italy
Harold Göthson from Reggio Emilia Institute, Sweden

Thandi Chaane, Mathapelo Mathibela, Lauren
Howden-Cross, Lindi Bell, Nneamaka Enechi

1

provinces
Gauteng, Mpumalanga, Eastern
Cape, Western Cape, KwaZuluNatal, North West

Democracy – an
emergent theme
A strong theme that emerged
over the course of the
conference was the deeply
democratic roots of our work
– how our schools are labs
for democracy and diversity,
research projects into how we
can live together better.
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COLLABORATION
A significant feature of this year’s conference was the increasing levels of
collaboration between schools.
On display at the conference was
the beginning of a ‘Great Forest’
– a collaborative project and
exhibition looking at how children
see the rights of trees, as a lens
into how they see their own rights.
Six schools and 1 NGO participated
in the pilot – from Lesedi la Kreste
in Orange Farm to Clare Ellis Brown
Pre-Primary in Durban. Our hope
is that the project will grow into an
exhibition on children’s rights, to
be hosted at Constitution Hill.

Conference speaker Mathapelo Mathibela
with AREA board member Sifiso Thobakale

Speaker Mathapelo Mathibela –
who first attended a conference
in 2013; and was the recipient
of the inaugural Loris Malaguzzi
Centre Foundation Award, taking
her on an all-expenses-paid study
tour to Reggio Emilia in April 2015
– spoke at the 2017 conference
about the value of parent
participation, and how she’s set
about ‘making community’ at the
Mother Goose Corner Day Care in
Germiston, Ekurhuleni.

Eights schools (from
Johannesburg, Ekurhuleni, Port
Elizabeth, Somerset West and
Cape Town) also displayed their
documentation of children’s
learning – making not just their
children’s learning visible, but also
their own learning as they embrace
the Reggio Emilia philosophy.

As part of his visit to South Africa,
Harold Göthson spent two days
with Sifiso Thobakale at the
Zakheni Early Learning Centre in
Protea Glen, workshopping the
Reggio approach and mentoring
teachers and ECD principals.
Sifiso and Harold first met at the
2012 Reggio Africa Conference
(when Harold was presenting),
and reconnected again at the
2013 Reggio Children International
Network meeting after Sifiso
joined the AREA board.
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REVERBERATION
What did people have to say about the conference?
“This has been an informative and
interesting conference. Learning
how other people tackle teaching
and learning made me reflect about
my identity, vision, principles, goals
and my philosophy as a teacher of
preservice teachers who will go and
teach our young children.”
Pretty Magangxa, Nelson Mandela
Metropolitan University lecturer

“My heart is full as we end the
conference. We have been richly
taught and spiritually edified...”
Mercy Omulela, Nurture & Nature
Montessori teacher
“I think so often we want a practical
model/curriculum, however I feel that
this information is challenging us to
explore for ourselves and discover
for ourselves … Thank you for
broadening our outlook on life and
teaching, and seeing that in order to
[go] forward we need to be open to
make mistakes, to continue learning
and always discover.”
Sonja Coetzee, Kwasa College
grade teacher

“Thank you, thank you. This has
made me find my passion … I
can’t wait to have such quality of
education in my centres.”
Confidence Mncube, Step Ahead
Preschool principal
“It was so valuable that I wish my
local municipality was invited so as
to see, hear and understand why a
child-centred approach is essential
for good citizenship.”
Laurel Magubane, One Stop Toy
Library play therapist

“[The] Reggio Emilia approach will
enrich South African schools. The
content transforms thinking about
the child, adult, classrooms, etc.”
Joyce West, Western Cape
Education Department assistant
director of strategic planning
and communication

“Each presentation has touched on
different areas and deepened my
understanding.”
Joanne Kruger, Qatar Academy Doha
kindergarten teacher
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REVERBERATION
What’s been the impact of the conference so far?
Ted Townsend and a colleague from the South African Teachers’ Union, both
of whom attended the 2017 conference, now wish to collaborate with AREA
to incorporate the Reggio Emilia philosophy of education into the union’s
in-service professional development for foundation phase and ECD teachers.
He wants the approach presented at the 2018 Principals’ Symposium in Port
Elizabeth (to be attended by both government and private schools).
Gauteng’s Department of Early
Childhood Development has asked
AREA to explore ways in which
ECD centres can be introduced to
the Reggio Emilia approach and
encouraged to create conditions in
which the approach can flourish.

More than 40% of post-conference
evaluations included requests
for support and professional
development, and there’s been
a surge in interest in attending
workshops. Since the conference,
eight principals from an ECD
forum in Cosmo City attended
their first AREA workshop on 29
July 2017, and one principal from
Sterkspruit in the Eastern Cape was
so determined to attend that she
was prepared to walk for a day to
reach Aliwal North, where she could
then catch an overnight bus to
Johannesburg.

12 schools have asked to be part of
the “Great Forest” project focused
on how children see the rights of
trees and their own rights. One of
the schools originally involved in
the exhibition, Lesedi la Kreste
in Orange Farm, has planted 30
trees with their children since
the conference.
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