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This paper examines two arts based research projects Move, Act, 
Play, Sing (Lines, Naughton & Roder, 2013) and Shadow Stories 
(Sara & Spaggiari, 2012) from Loris Malaguzzi International Centre. 
Three Reggio Emilia principles will be examined in this paper, with 
reference to Deleuze and Guattari. Also included is my personal 
reflection on art education. Finally, combining the principles of 
Reggio Emillia with my personal experience, I will propose a 
possible art-based learning practice in early childhood education. 

Introduction 

Two art-based learning projects, MAPS (Lines, Naughton & Roder, 2013) from 
New Zealand and Shadow Stories (Sara & Spaggiari, 2012) from Italy, are 
analysed in this paper. Both projects exemplify Reggio Emilia ideas that art 
should be seen as one-hundred languages and not something to be taught as a 
skill set in singing a song or drawing an object. While the project Shadow Stories 
demonstrates children leading a learning process in children’s eyes, the MAPS 
project allows an approach to children’s arts learning from the perspective of 
children working with teachers.  

I will start this paper with the Shadow Stories (Sara & Spaggiari, 2012). This 
video documentary of a project reveals an encounter between the children and 
shadows. In a visit to Loris Malaguzzi International Centre, two children from the 
Reggio preschool were suddenly absorbed by the “crooked” window made of 
“sun and light”. Attracted by the beautiful flying butterfly patterns on the window, 
one girl said, “I am going to make a portrait of the window” (Sara & Spaggiari, 
2012). With more children joining in the observation, more shadows were found 
and noted on paper. The next day, the children and teachers exchanged their 
notes and discussed the children’s drawings. One girl proposed they go looking 
for shadows in the school. Inspired, the children went on a shadow hunting 
game. The children’s curiosity to know how the sun bends the shadows took the 
children back to the centre. When the children arrived with a ladder and paper, 
they found that the crooked shadows had disappeared. “Maybe they haven’t 
arrived yet?” (ibid.). The children were answered by the shadows appearing 
once more. The children decided to trace the patterns on paper but as they drew 
the shadows, they moved, and they found that the “shadows played tricks” (ibid.) 
on them by continuously moving. The children returned to the centre a third time 
with a video camera to document the shadow changing for the whole day, 
creating a narrative about the shadows – about their birth and death, about 
friendships between the sun and shadows and the dusk and dawn. 

The purpose of the second project, MAPS, was to develop a performing arts 
experience based on Reggio Emilia practice with the support from a visiting 
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community artist. Compared to the first project, MAPS involved the artist and 
teachers far more and was children-teacher co-owned. The learning that took 
place in the MAPS project can be divided into two sections. The first section was 
about children’s activity that developed from the work of the artist and the 
teachers. In the MAPS project, we can observe how the dynamic imagination 
kept changing and propelling the progress of the project. When the “Freeze” 
game and to “move like a car” were proposed by the children, the body 
movements immediately switched to car driving. If the imaginary creation 
process keeps changing and is alive, there is no way that children can be fixed. 
Curriculum, as a “milieu of becoming”, follows the flow of imagination and thus 
provokes art creation in the children. Supported by the becoming, which is 
dynamic and continual, constant changes were happening in-between, without a 
fixed form and ending points (Sellers, 2013). In these projects, curriculum steps 
down from “teaching” young children what we adult educators want them to 
learn and moves towards seeing education as collective and flexible to the 
environments (milieus), supporting the children’s imagination in serving the 
learning of the children. 

The above two Reggio art-based projects can be linked to the Reggio principles 
of recognising children’s learning rights and desires, upholding the value of the 
environment as the third teacher, and multiple forms of knowing. In a later 
section, these Reggio principles and practices will be examined in terms of 
Deleuzean theory. 

Reggio Emilia 

The first principle is recognising children’s learning rights and desires. In 
Hewett’s (2001) study of Reggio approaches, every child is beheld as powerful, 
competent, creative, curious and full of potential and ambitious desires. Letting 
young children lead and play is the exemplification of the recognition and 
respect for children’s desires and competency. Firmly believing in this practice, 
educators in the Reggio Emilia context approach children’s learning without a 
planned curriculum or standards indicating what should be learned (Malaguzzi, 
1993b; Rindaldi, 1993). As we can see in both cases, the idea of observing 
shadows in Shadow Stories or introducing techno music in the MAPS project, 
children’s creation and learning desires were respected by allowing them to 
initiate and decide the direction of their work. 

While Reggio Emilia may see the curriculum as emanating from the children, 
with respect to pedagogy, Deleuze’s theory can be utilised to explore the 
relationship between children’s desires and an approach to art creation from a 
philosophical perspective. Similar to the Reggio Emilia approach, “children are 
embodied within their life-living experiences of their negotiation (their) 
childhood(s), in ways that adults cannot be” (Sellers, 2010, p. 557). Sellers 
claims that young children’s understandings are, in their own right, quite distinct 
from the adult world, and that this has to be respected. 

With that assumption in mind, Sellers sees curriculum as a “milieu of becoming” 
and art creation as “imaginaries”. The fluid space of imaginaries stimulates 
creation (Sellers, 2010, p. 557). As we can see in the Shadow Stories project, 
we adults may explain shadows in a simple scientific manner, by analysing the 
relationship between light and sun and seeing shadows as lifeless things 



 

- 24 - 

surrounding us. However, the children in this project noticed the movement of 
the shadows and linked their imaginary to that movement, to a living thing. 
Similarly, in the MAPS project, we can observe how the dynamic imagination 
kept changing and driving the progress of the project. In the “Freeze” game, as 
the children’s decision to “move like a car” was suggested, the children’s body 
movements immediately switched to car driving. If the imaginative creation 
process keeps changing and is alive, curriculum, as a “milieu of becoming”, 
should follow the flow of imagination and thus provoke art creation in children. 
Supported by a becoming, which is dynamic and continually changing, 
happening in-between, without fixed form and ending points (Sellers, 2013).  
 
With Deleuze’s idea of curriculum in mind, no curriculum in the Reggio approach 
should be explained as ‘open’ curriculum. Open curriculum doesn’t mean free 
play, as some may think, but it is constituted by supportive environments, 
including not only physical things, like visiting the Malaguzzi Centre and 
providing children with cameras in the MAPS project, but also a soft 
environment, such as teachers’ observation and support of children’s wellbeing, 
belonging, contribution, communication and exploration, as pointed out in Te 
Whāriki (1996). The transformation from a curriculum with specific knowledge to 
an open curriculum provides young children the opportunity to learn in an holistic 
way, rather than a discrete way. As we can see in Shadow Stories, although 
there was drawing, scientific observation, study methods, communication skills, 
software and hardware use, all these skills were organically embedded into the 
young children’s experience of imaginary shadow exploration. Bloch (2007) has 
said there are questions as to whose knowledge should be privileged in an open 
curriculum. Understanding curriculum as a milieu of becoming not only provides 
an answer to this question, but also leads the study to examine the environment 
as the third teacher. 
 
As we described in the previous section, the environment here should include 
both the physical and soft environments. Although many educators have 
focused on building up physical environments, like well-designed classrooms 
with lots of toys and various playgrounds for children to explore, perhaps they do 
not notice the meaning and importance of soft environments. When we 
interviewed the artist in the MAPS project, Adrian specifically mentioned the 
importance of sitting in a circle so that every child felt cared for. This links well to 
the philosophical understanding of milieu as connected to the concepts of 
“surroundings”, “medium” and “middle” (Massumi, 1987). This nonlinear sense 
of development in young children’s learning can be found in both of the projects 
featured. Intercepting shadow tracings in Shadow Stories and putting the 
“Freeze” game into the MAPS project seemed to deviate from the original 
learning targets, but, according to Deleuze, these lines of flight link children’s 
previous personal experience to current projects and make the new learning 
more meaningful. As we have seen in the Shadow Stories, the children found 
the shadows on the wall, then they went to draw the crooked shadows. They 
linked the images to their life experiences, for example, butterfly. Furthermore, 
they played a game to look for the crooked shadows in the school. The 
imaginative ‘game’ played by the children, the milieu, rendered those children a 
deeper understanding of the shadows. When they tracked shadows on paper 
and videotaped the changes, the knowledge of drawing and understanding of 
the relationships between time and shadow were set up. Learning in this 
process is not a simple, one-dimensional skill, as drawing or talking about the 
science behind the light and sun, this has been transformed into a multi-layered 
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and multi-dimensional understanding and linkage of different intermediate 
experiences. This new concept of the environment is supported by Deleuze’s 
understanding of knowledge, which uses Rhizome (as in Sellers, 2010) to 
describe knowledge as the “ceaseless interrelational movements – flow of 
connections – among numerous possible assemblages involving both the similar 
and disparate” (p. 559). From this point of view, the adaptable and changeable 
environments, rather than teachers, are in better position to help young children 
capture the nature of art and learning. 

Recognising children’s learning using the environment as the third teacher is not 
enough to run a worthwhile art-based project. In practice, young children can 
easily lose patience, thus multiple forms of teaching is the third tool used in the 
Reggio Emilia approach. In the MAPS project, we can see music, dancing, 
group discussion and play were all presented to stimulate the children’s 
learning, while, in Shadow Stories, drawing, discussion, scientific analysis, 
hiding, and videotaping were broadly explored by the children. Within Deleuze’s 
(Deleuze & Guattari, 1987) theory of deterritorialisation, reterritorialisation and 
assemblage of desire, young children overcame these challenges and 
accomplished projects as described above. As Parr (2010) explains, an 
assemblage refers to a “complex constellation of objects, bodies, expression, 
qualities, and territories that come together for varying periods of time to ideally 
create new functioning” (p. 18). Here, assemblages indicate not only the 
establishment of territory, which can be understood as territorialisation and 
reterritorialisation, but also removal or breakage of territory, which is 
deterritorialisation (Parr, 2010). Art, in the idea of assemblage, is not 
constrained to individual disciplines, anymore. It is a compilation of music, 
movement, emotions, environments, desires, etcetera. In the MAPS project, 
letting the children dance freely with music allowed their de-territorialisation of 
the dance creating new skills. Similalry in the “Freeze” game was introduced, the 
confidence in the environment and the combination of dancing and the 
movements of the body were de-territorialised and re-territorialised, thus, the 
children learned to capture dance naturally without any difficulties. 

A personal learning story 

I wish to share my personal experience and learning in the following section and 
depict the art project I would like to develop. At my primary school, art learning 
was constrained to drawing and music. In the drawing class, we were taught by 
the teacher to follow the steps in the book, which resulted in copying the model, 
instead of creating our own. In music class, we learned to sing songs, but we 
never sang our own song. For a long period of time, my understanding of art 
was limited to only a set of skills. To me, art was no different from other 
disciplines, like mathematics. By comparison, with the art-based learning case 
studies and reference to Deleuze and Reggio, I have found my previous 
understanding of art was mechanical repetition with no linkage to real life, using 
only standards to assess our ability. Art became lifeless, limited to mechanical 
imitation, detached from real life. The outdated and incorrect perceptions of art 
have bothered me since I began my art teaching in the kindergarten where I 
work. Conflicts between old and new ideas confused me until I was shocked by 
a drawing from a girl in my kindergarten. The situation played out as follows: Girl 
M was playing with water in the sandpit. As usual, she poured out all the water 
again. In previous weeks, I usually stopped her tipping the water away, but this 
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time, I tried to ask her why was she doing this. She told me “Because I want to 
know where the water goes.” “Should we dig to see?” I asked. “Yes”. Quickly, 
we both got spades and started digging. We found nothing but wet sand and 
several shells. When I asked her where the water went, she thought for a 
moment and said, “It went to the sea animals.” “Why?” “You see, this shell, she 
drank the water, and all other water went to other sea animals because I saw 
river goes to the sea before.” “Tip more water, because the sea animals are 
thirsty.” Girl M screamed happily after she got this answer. 

Following the talk with M, I saw her drawing a picture with all the animals 
opening their mouths and drinking the water from a sand dune far away. I 
suddenly understood the essence of art. As stated by Murray Schaefer (1975), 
“For a child at five, art is life and life is art” (p. 81). Starting from that moment, art 
is not lifeless anymore. Instead, it is the understanding of life, the assemblage of 
desires and the experience of history and future. It is the multi-dimensional 
rhizomatic connection in our lives. Art education jumped out from the frame of 
skills teaching, to become a means of provoking children with inspiring 
environments, respecting for their imaginary and encouraging them to show 
feelings and understandings in their own way. I started to understand why the 
MAPS artist Adrian said that dancing skills were not mandatory in his project. It 
is the understanding of art that guides the art-based learning project in early 
childhood education. 
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