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Reflections on NAREA Membership Coordination by Sandy Burwell  
in response to letter of May 2011. 

 
The position of Coordinator for Minnesota has been my responsibility since it was 
inaugurated. The way I have interpreted my role is to advocate for NAREA at any 
events that I attend. As well as bringing brochures and membership registration 
forms for participants, I have directed people to the website, talked about the 
work and promoted the conferences. Although I have been unable to go to any 
of the meetings (except maybe the first one), I have been happy to serve in this 
capacity and am willing to continue.  This piece that I have written may be 
longer than you wanted or expected, but I am in the process of putting together 
a history of our work and these are excerpts from that on-going document. 
 
Besides the following work with the Minnesota network, I have been a staff 
person at MacDonald Montessori School, which has been richly influenced by the 
Reggio educators and philosophy.  During my 20 years at MMS, I have been a 
classroom teacher, educational coordinator, program coordinator and special 
projects coordinator.  Two study tours to Italy as well as many conferences 
around the United States as participant and presenter have been my privileged 
experiences. 
 
My involvement in the Network has been as monthly gathering coordinator and 
board member since 1998. 
 
Share the work that you have been doing based on your inspiration 
from Reggio-Emilia, Italy;  Are you involved in any active networks or 
study groups in your area that are inspired by the values/ideas of the 
early childhood programs of Reggio- Emilia?  How has being a NAREA 
membership coordinator shaped your work? 
In February 1998, educators from around Minnesota met at the University of 
Minnesota Lab to share their interest in the Reggio Emilia philosophy and the 
inspiration it generated in their practice. Seventy-five people attended that first 
meeting.  That was the beginning of the Minnesota Reggio Network and after 
that initial meeting until 2008, the network was under the umbrella of and 
sponsored by MacDonald Montessori. 
 
Professional development opportunities that provide a forum for people to 
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dialogue and share experiences as well as participate in workshops, have 
occurred monthly since 1998.  In addition to the monthly gatherings, as they 
have come to be known, several other initiatives have occurred over the years.  
As MacDonald Montessori School and the Minnesota Reggio Network worked 
together, many conferences with presenters were offered as well as workshops 
for material exploration were held at MMS. 
 
During 2004, the Minnesota Reggio Network, in collaboration with the Minnesota 
Children’s Museum, and supported by funding from the National Endowment for 
the Arts, hosted ‘The Hundred Languages of Children Exhibit’ from Reggio Emilia, 
Italy at St. Paul City Hall for eight months.   
 
During the Exhibit, Network participants collaborated to create “SEEING 
CHILDREN”.  We wanted to make visible the work of the Minnesota community, 
with its unique culture and context.  One of the main intentions of “SEEING 
CHILDREN” was to gather the research of children and educators from diverse 
contexts around common ideas. We could then examine how the same ideas can 
be interpreted in many different ways. 
 
 The first phase of this initiative was a collection of projects from about 25 
Minnesota schools. It became a companion exhibit at the Minnesota Children’s 
Museum and the North America Reggio Emilia Alliance (NAREA) Summer 
Conference, held in St. Paul. The educators and the children explored  
‘Neighborhood and Environment’ with these research questions: 

1) How do children experience a sense of space and construct knowledge 
about their environment? 

2) How do children express that knowledge? 
3) How do we, as teacher/researchers, respond and give visibility to the 

learning? 
 
There have been 3 subsequent SEEING CHILDREN projects: 
Several schools and home care providers considered many possibilities and 
decided on the topic ‘The Language of Movement’ for 2005-2006. 
Questions that informed this research: 

1)  How is our image of the child reflected in our exploration of the language 
of movement? 

2) How do teachers and children co-construct knowledge through the 
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language of movement? 
3) How does the power of negotiation develop (inform) our practice of 

examining movement? 
The final display of the stories in these explorations of “movement” was 
exhibited at the Minnesota Kindergarten Conference in Mankato, Minnesota in 
the spring of 2006. 
 
During the two years of 2007 - 2009, research of the Network centered on 
‘Children Encountering Nature’.” The documentation of the research was 
exhibited at the Minnesota Licensed Family Child Care Association (MLFCCA) 
conferences in Brainerd, Minnesota – 2008 and Mankato, Minnesota - 2009. 
Research continued on the topic of ‘Children Encountering Nature’.  
Questions that informed the process: 

1)  How can documentation help children and adults develop appreciation for 
nature and build connections with nature? 

2) How do children encounter nature? 
3) What are the languages of nature? 
4) How can we make visible the knowledge children are constructing and 

their visual expressions of it? 
These research projects were originally intended to be about the work of the 
children, their ideas and expressions of those ideas. But as teachers shared their 
thinking with each other, they encountered many unknowns, raised questions 
about their own work as educators and struggled to investigate their own 
processes of teaching and learning. In this way, “SEEING CHILDREN” became 
also the research of the teachers. For example, during the beginning of the 
“movement” research, in the fall of 2005, we spent several of the monthly 
gatherings working on the questions themselves – analyzing the intentions, 
curiosities and context of the work. It was a rich dialogue and excellent 
professional development for teachers as researchers. 
 
In 2008/2009 the Network underwent a transformation and is now known as the 
Reggio-Inspired Network of Minnesota and independent of MacDonald 
Montessori School.  With new mission and goals, we are identifying and 
connecting with new communities.  What constitutes membership at this time is 
an inspiration in the Reggio philosophy. 
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Since the formation of the new board and organization, we have developed and 
posted a comprehensive website with blog, forum, projects, images and 
reflections posted regularly – mnreggio.org.  A data base of members, an e-mail 
account, Facebook and paypal have been made available as well as promoting 
GIVEMN through which we have raised funds.  We have sponsored 13 material 
exploration workshops in clay, painting, photography, light and shadow, 
puppetry, fabric, mosaic, wire, storytelling, collage, involving many members of 
the arts communities.  These workshops have also contributed to our funds. We 
have held three book studies on IN THE SPIRIT OF THE STUDIO,  DIALOGUES 
WITH PLACES, and IN DIALOGUE WITH REGGIO EMILIA.  We have toured many 
different environments around Minnesota including ages birth to seniors at 
several different types of home and center programs, nature centers, theaters, 
libraries, park and rec program, recycle center, art studios and museums. 
The board has formed 4 very active committees for: Professional Development, 
Communication, Membership, Finances and Development and Outreach.  The 13 
members of the board are from varied and rich backgrounds. 
Our most recent event was in May of 2011.  Throughout 2009-2011 network 
members researched ‘Play: Children and Adults’.  The questions designed for this 
work: 

1) How do we interpret and communicate work and play in our individual 
          context, environment and community? 

2) How can we make visible our observations and interpretations to show  
     the construction of knowledge in adults and children?  

     3)  How can we develop questions that will inform this research? 
     4)  How can we validate the construction of knowledge through play? 
 
The documentation of this research was exhibited at the Southdale Shopping 
Mall in Edina, MN.  This was our first public exhibition of the work of the network 
and the SEEING CHILDREN project.  That is – a venue other than an educational 
setting.  It was a great success with many families attending and participating in 
the explorations for children set up in the rotunda mall. 
 
What do you perceive as challenges in the membership coordinator 
role?  Do you maintain your NAREA membership annually?  
There have been no stumbling blocks, that I can articulate.  I participate 
regularly in the life of the MN network, so I have ample opportunities and am 
very glad to spread the word of NAREA and the Reggio philosophy.  My 
membership does lapse when I forget or don’t choose to spend the money.  
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Have you ever thought of a free or discounted membership fee for coordinators?  
Or maybe a complimentary copy of the DVD or INNOVATIONS?  Just a thought. 
 
Thank you for reading through all of this and I would be very glad to condense it 
for any purposes that require it.   Thank you also for the opportunity to reflect 
and express this information.    Sandy Burwell  


