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The child as citizen: holder of rights and competent. 
The Reggio Emilia educational experience

Abstract

The Convention on the Rights of the Child, approved by the General Assembly of 
the United Nations on 20 November 1989, states in Article 2 that “States Parties 
shall respect and ensure the rights set forth in the present Convention to each child 
within their jurisdiction without discrimination of any kind, irrespective of the 
child’s or his or her parent’s or legal guardian’s race, colour, sex, language, religion, 
political or other opinion, national, ethnic or social origin, property, disability, birth 
or other status.” Therefore, the child becomes a citizen from birth and is competent 
to learn from birth. Competent in learning, asking questions, seeking answers, 
and generating a culture of their own. By affirming the right to be recognised as  
a citizen of the present, competent, culture-generating, we affirm the strength and 
extraordinary potential of the child and their right to express it. Infant-toddler 
centres and preschools are excellent educational places, where to build the paradigm 
of care and community for the child as citizen. Not all-encompassing places for 
education, but essential. They help to process, rework and update childhood data, 
to define childhood and to be defined by them and to define societies. It is not just 
the care of the child, it is the child’s culture, it is the child’s look at the world, their 
generative whys. The great cultural and political “revolution” of the last century – 
never completely accomplished – is making children active protagonists, leaving 
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them their autonomy, considering them as holders of rights and culture. But now we 
know that society needs its childhood, too.

Key words: child, rights, competent, educational poverty, citizen, Fondazione 
Reggio Children

The child as citizen: holder of rights and competent

The convention on the rights of the child, approved by the General assem-
bly of the united nations on 20 november 1989, states in article 2 that “states 
Parties shall respect and ensure the rights set forth in the present convention 
to each child within their jurisdiction without discrimination of any kind, ir-
respective of the child’s or his or her parent’s or legal guardian’s race, colour, sex, 
language, religion, political or other opinion, national, ethnic or social origin, 
property, disability, birth or other status.” 

The child is holder of rights and a citizen from birth, a citizen of the present, 
not only of the future and well beyond the limits of country borders. and 
competent since birth. The definitions that we worked out in the 1970s, have  
been articulated over time, becoming and symbolizing a paradigm shift, which 
in part still remains the horizon to look at. The child as citizen from birth – 
therefore not only a private subject, “son, daughter of...”, but a citizen – represents 
a burst upon the scene of a new subject of individual, legal, civil and social 
rights. however, this is a very recent issue, or achievement, chronologically  
very recent; in fact, it is only in the nineties of the past century that the 
international conventions on the rights of child have recognized children’s legal 
subjectivity separate from their parents’. From this perspective, the pedagogy 
of reggio emilia looked at childhood with a sensitivity that has not been 
expressed in international law yet, and this sensitivity is to be reconfirmed in 
daily educational practice – in reggio emilia, in Italy, and in the world.  

by affirming the right to be recognised as a citizen of the present, we affirm 
and confirm the strength and extraordinary potential of the child and their 
right to expand and express this potential. children are “constructors of their 
own experience and thus active participants in the organization of their identi-
ties, abilities, and autonomy, through relationships and interaction with their 
peers, with adults, with ideas, with objects, and with the real and imaginary 
events of intercommunicating worlds”1. 

1 l. malaguzzi, A Charter of Rights, 2.
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In fact, each child is credited with “an extraordinary wealth of inborn abili-
ties and potential, strength and creativity. Irreversible suffering and impover-
ishment of the child is caused when this fact is not acknowledged”2. 

The child is the essence of the human being, the young child, so full of 
abilities in their capacity for research and connections, has the role of being the 
genetics of the human being, their Dna, their immense potential.

They are the human beings who know how to question themselves and 
others, be surprised and ask why, change patterns and expectations and, at the 
same time, innovate. The human being, as a child, is the researcher par excel-
lence. Their nature is characterized by being incredibly provided with abilities. 
“The child is made of one hundred” says the poem-manifesto by loris malaguz-
zi. one hundred languages, one hundred hands, one hundred thoughts, one 
hundred ways of thinking and playing, speaking, marveling, loving and un-
derstanding. education has to give voice to these hundred languages and not to 
play the role of those who steal 99 of them: school and culture, which “separate 
the head from the body” and tell them to “think without hands, to do without 
head, to understand without joy”3. Quality education says that with the child: 
no way. The hundred is there. 

The hundred languages of the child also represent children’s ability to wel-
come differences. what is “other”, “foreign” to adults, for children is simply  
a horizon to be discovered, and this represents, for us, the “culture of the other”.

The child, a citizen among citizens, is defined and expressed beyond tradi-
tional boundaries and ushers the way to differences.

The child is the first “stranger” among us. a stranger because they are foreign 
to rules and conventions, an “uncomfortable child”. a stranger who reveals to 
us the other who is in us: we see ourselves through the gaze of the other, and by 
educating ourselves we educate each other to a new reality.

Rights, educational poverty and crisis 

Today we are wondering how we can address the most urgent questions that 
challenge education. we are accompanied by an insatiable search, that “nos-
talgia for the future” with which loris malaguzzi invited us to have the cour-
age of the future, to seek new paradigms, to welcome the unexpected and the  
unknown. It is a recommendation, too, not to be overwhelmed by indifference 
and resignation, it is a substantial confidence in the human community to walk 
to its own horizon and this is also the key to a common commitment.

The right begets right and women’s rights begat the child’s right to quality 
education.

2 l. malaguzzi, A Charter of Rights, 4.
3 c. edwards, l. Gandini, G. Forman, The hundred languages of children, 3.
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This right has not taken root autonomously in the general culture, which 
still considers them associated. It was not perceived as an indirect or direct 
right, even of the family.

The child-citizen is still a fragile subject, even though they are recognised 
and defined as holders of rights. In the 1970s, this awareness partly contributed 
to the creation of public and private spaces and environments that provided for 
the presence of children, such as swimming pools and playrooms in apartment 
buildings. so, the first neighbourhoods with spaces for children and children’s 
libraries were created. There was a time when everyone had to participate in 
building paradigms for these rights. 

The theme is cultural: understanding childhood as a common good. 
This should therefore engage not only the public system but, for example, 

the manufacturing and the services industry, to help solve the problems of chil-
dren’s rights.

I don’t know if the coronavirus has deleted or frozen this right when the 
places designed to make it visible, i.e., preschools and infant-toddler centres 
were closed. certainly, it has made visible that childhood, and the child in gen-
eral, exists only as a subspecies of the society, as a “child”, precisely as a minor, 
not as a citizen. hardly anyone took care of this issue, in fact, until women took 
care of it and went to work. 

now children, and also women – because the regression affected also the 
women’s rights – have been brought back into a mother-child nucleus, deleting 
the concept of family and extended family.

we should wonder why this society kills this childhood, its childhood, thus 
renouncing a quality of the present and a living dimension of the future.

by overthrowing the rights of many, as it has happened in this time, it is 
necessary to have a general view, and reiterate a firm point, that the significance 
of infant-toddler centres and preschools is to make a right and an educational, 
democratic, and participatory dimension true. 

The necessary deployment of some summer services should not deceive 
us. These are reception if at all care services, especially to grant adults’ work. 
The “micro”, against which we have fought for the relationship with a large and 
varied community, seems acceptable to us today because it is controllable.

let us get back around the table to ask ourselves what phenomenology has 
appeared and what pedagogy needs to be activated so as to renew the strength 
and meaning of infant-toddler centres and preschools. 

The rights of children, young people, women and men, essentially of the 
humanity, aged 0 to 99 years, to quality education and a better life, wherever 
they live, while placing education as an emergency that helps in dealing with 
other emergencies: this is the prospect we have to set.

CARLA RINALDI THE CHILD AS CITIzEN: HOLDER Of RIgHTS AND COMpETENT...



15

The proposal for quality education can be, if not an answer, a way to confront 
this moral duty of tackling educational poverty.

First of all, because childhood is given the right to have rights. rights of 
their own, a culture of their own, which elevates the child from being in need to 
a subject of rights. It allows to frame childhood not only as an age of life, but as 
a quality of life, of the human being, for the whole life. 

secondly, because children are in a relationship of reciprocity with the world 
around them. worlds on worlds are added to children, teachers, parents: the 
neighbourhood, the community, the city. circles that expand, from the child 
to infinity, in a covenant with adults that is a search for knowledge and shared 
paths to reach it, rather than a knowledge as mere transmission. 

It is an ethics of coexistence, generated around this educational experience 
and achieved by planting seeds that generate processes, small growing plants. we 
need to have confidence in participating in a culture of rights and responsibility 
in every part of the world. rights are never given, never acquired, but rights are 
generative, rights beget rights. 

In a context of globalisation, advocating for a right anywhere in the world 
means affirming it and giving it the chance to be advocated everywhere. rights 
should not only be understood as the self-affirmation of a right per se, but they 
encompass other meanings aimed at transforming this coexistence: choice, 
responsibility, sharing and therefore they refer to the “duty” meant as the 
complementary face of law. “The fact that the rights of children are recognized 
as the rights of other children is the sign of a more accomplished humanity” says 
loris malaguzzi4. a call for everyone to great responsibilities and the possibility 
of opening up horizons and better futures, which we have to try to build together. 
That “more accomplished humanity”, which is an ethics of coexistence, which 
is respect, tolerance, care, dialogue, participation, reciprocity and solidarity 
among all stakeholders, each with their own culture. 

The educational experience of Reggio Emilia

The educational experience of reggio emilia and the dialogue that the city 
has been able to establish with a small, but great in terms of truth and depth, 
part of the world taught me to look at preschools as an evidence of a new cul-
tural and civil sensibility towards childhood in the contemporary era. 

There are a lot of protagonists in this collective story – the municipal ad-
ministration, loris malaguzzi, the many different people, especially women, 
teachers, atelieristas, cooks, mothers, female citizens – who have contributed 

CARLA RINALDI THE CHILD AS CITIzEN: HOLDER Of RIgHTS AND COMpETENT...

4 l. malaguzzi, A Charter of Rights, 2.
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to the development of the educational system of infant-toddler centres and pre-
schools in the city of reggio emilia. 

Today, the experience is known throughout the world as reggio emilia 
approach. This philosophy is based on the image of child as a subject with 
rights from birth, competent to learn and relate to others from birth, provided 
with extraordinary learning potential that is metaphorically described with the 
expression of “a hundred languages”, namely, the hundred, thousand ways of 
expressing themselves, of thinking, understanding, learning, that malaguzzi 
described in a poem, thus composing a true “manifesto” of the rights of children 
and human beings. 

Fondazione Reggio Children

The essence of our Foundation is not only to improve the life of children 
and communities by fostering a quality education worldwide but to improve 
itself in this process so as to imagine, develop, concretize futures. even if and 
where it seems to be difficult, almost impossible.

This is the invitation that the Foundation addresses, today like in the past, 
to its partners in drawing possible futures by intertwining their desires, by 
overcoming frustrations, by embracing concerns and doubts, as necessary.

with this attitude and this awareness Fondazione reggio children carries 
out its projects by facing new challenges and picking up further possibilities, 
by building up new relationships or intensifying the consolidated ones. by 
opening new research horizons – taste, food, nutrition – or by investigating 
recurring themes with new eyes: the quality of the educational contexts, the new 
technologies as possible tools for solidarity and alliance of the human being, the 
participatory dimension in socially problematic contexts, just to mention a few. 
awareness that comes along with the courage of making mistakes.

having the courage of making mistakes, of acting with generosity, of being 
amazed and surprised is something we learned from children and young 
people.

and this is the strength we would like to apply to the experiences we set 
up in the world so that the world doesn’t lose its childhood, the significance of 
childhood, and therefore its own significance.

To continue to construct a different future.
The Foundation promotes research projects that define and redefine the 

very meaning of research.
The Foundation is like a cultural laboratory whose quality is built through 

the research, meant in a broader sense, which includes the academic, scientific 
research but it also introduces a different concept and form of research that 
takes place whenever original learning processes occur.

CARLA RINALDI THE CHILD AS CITIzEN: HOLDER Of RIgHTS AND COMpETENT...
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an existential and ethical attitude that highlights – once again – the value of 
research but also the search for values. a research that appreciates and valorizes 
the diversity and the and/and approach rather than a dualistic or/or.

so, a research that doesn’t exclude an investigation and a quantitative 
evaluation but that highlights the qualitative dimension where the meaning 
is not rebuilt only by looking and observing, it isn’t only in the surrounding 
nature waiting to be revealed but it is built through the process.

willing to look for new paradigms, embracing the unexpected and the 
unknown, developing transformative dialogues in new contexts because foreign, 
Fondazione reggio children promotes solidarity projects and activities, far away 
from welfare attitudes, but rather as a research strategy and as a dialogue mode 
among partners who intend to improve the life of children and communities by 
fostering a quality education. 

Conclusions

rights are never given, never acquired. 
but rights are generative. rights beget rights. 
In a context of globalisation, advocating for a right in reggio emilia means 

affirming it and giving it the chance to be advocated everywhere. That’s why we 
never have to take them for granted.

at the same time, if it is true that the climate emergency – which is chang-
ing the lives of millions of people, causing migration and poverty – depends 
on human behaviour, we can say that the most serious planetary emergency is 
exactly the educational one. 

It is important, therefore, to continue to question ourselves how to bring 
rights to those who do not even know they have them, how to make our 
interventions lasting, how, from childhood onwards, to act in a way that makes 
communities strong and able to walk on their own.

malaguzzi states: “The fact that the rights of children shall be the rights of 
other children is the dimension of value of a more fulfilled humanity”.

a call for everyone to great responsibilities and the possibility of opening up 
horizons and better futures, which I ask to try to build together.

For this reason, it will be important – and this is something many people 
have been working on in recent years – to extend the un convention to the 
right to pre-school education, so as to allow the richness and fullness of the first 
season of the human being to be fully expressed. 

There is an old african proverb saying “it takes a whole village to raise  
a child”.

we are suggesting you that it takes a child, it takes childhood to improve  
a community, whether local or global. 

CARLA RINALDI THE CHILD AS CITIzEN: HOLDER Of RIgHTS AND COMpETENT...
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after all, many children and young people today, collectively, are asking to 
be listened to. 

CARLA RINALDI THE CHILD AS CITIzEN: HOLDER Of RIgHTS AND COMpETENT...

no way. The hunDreD Is There

The child
is made of one hundred.
The child has 
a hundred languages
a hundred hands
a hundred thoughts
a hundred ways of thinking
of playing, of speaking.
a hundred always a hundred
ways of listening
of marveling, of loving
a hundred joys
for singing and understanding
a hundred worlds
to discover
a hundred worlds
to invent
a hundred worlds 
to dream.
The child has
a hundred languages
(and a hundred hundred hundred more)
but they steal ninety-nine.
The school and the culture 
separate the head from the body.

They tell the child:
to think without hands
to do without head
to listen and not to speak
to understand without joy
to love and to marvel
only at easter and at christmas.
They tell the child:
to discover the world already there
and of the hundred
they steal ninety-nine.
They tell the child:
that work and play
reality and fantasy
science and imagination
sky and earth
reason and dream
are things
that do not belong together.
 
and thus they tell the child
that the hundred is not there.
The child says:
no way. The hundred is there5.
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Summary

The child as citizen: holder of rights and competent. The Reggio Emilia 
educational experience

The postulate, the reference value, from which the experience of the infant-toddler 
centres and preschools in Reggio Emilia and Fondazione Reggio Children draw 
inspiration, considers the child a citizen from birth and competent to learn and love 
and are capable of building relationships with the world. By affirming the right to 
be recognised as a citizen of the present, competent, culture-generating, we affirm 
on the one hand the strength and extraordinary potential of each child and their 
right to express them, and at the same time the duty of societies and communities 
to welcome them, supporting their learning processes and embracing their creativity 
and uniqueness. In this perspective, infant-toddler centres and preschools are the 
educational places par excellence, where to build an experience of care and community 
for the child as a citizen. They are not unique spaces of education, but essential places 
because this is where children’s culture, their gaze towards the world, their generative 
questions, the hundred languages, with which they learn and narrate the world, are 
generated and shaped. For a quality education based on this rationale, it is necessary 
to put children and young people, their relationships with their family and community 
at the centre, and for this to happen, listening is essential. It is necessary to know 
how to listen to them, with respect, without prejudice, acknowledging their points 
of view, experiences, hypotheses, and knowledge. The pedagogy of listening has not 
only to do with school, it has to do with our humanity, all the more so in the time of 
epidemics and major climate change. It concerns us as human beings not “in front 
of”, but inside the universe. Before our birth, we live for nine months inside a body 
that we listen to and that listens to us: surrounded by dialogue, listening becomes an 
innate, natural attitude. This attitude must be confirmed, backed, supported in all 
environments of human life, starting from school.
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