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Atelier che rigenera

La prospettiva estetica di Nelson Goodman educazione estetica

Nell’approccio educativo reggiano, l’interesse per la pluralità e le connessioni tra i diversi linguaggi espressivi, alla base 
della metafora dei cento linguaggi dei bambini, fa riferimento a un’idea di esperienza estetica intesa come un processo 
d’interrogazione, un’occasione per sviluppare nuove forme di percezione, per sfidare e rivedere standard normativi e con-
venzioni ereditate. Tale prospettiva mira a promuovere l’idea che le bambine e i bambini comunicano e imparano attraverso 
molte modalità diverse, valorizzando la legittimità di varie forme di espressione basate su complessi sistemi simbolici visivi 
e verbali. 
Loris Malaguzzi (2002), nel descrivere lo sviluppo della teoria dei cento linguaggi e il suo interesse per le diverse forme di 
espressione simbolica, ha fatto riferimento alla prospettiva estetica di Nelson Goodman (1968). Commentando la relazione 
tra esperienze estetiche e creazione di nuovi significati e conoscenze, il pedagogista reggiano ha affermato che tale con-
nessione è “più familiare ai bambini di quanto normalmente si pensi. Ipotesi suffragata anche dalle autorevoli testimonianze 
di Gardner e dalla inesausta ricerca del suo maestro Nelson Goodman sulla genialità dei veicoli simbolici” (Malaguzzi 
2002, p. 37). Questa citazione suggerisce un collegamento tra la teoria dei cento linguaggi, sviluppata negli anni Settanta, 
e la prospettiva che caratterizza il “Progetto Zero”, un progetto di ricerca incentrato sull’educazione artistica, fondato nel 
1967 da Nelson Goodman con la collaborazione di Gardner. Nella prospettiva di Goodman, la scienza e l’arte sono modi 
di comprendere il mondo che non rimandano a domini separati: non vengono riconosciute proprietà intrinseche ai segni, 
poiché questi ultimi funzionano solo in relazione a un sistema simbolico, scientifico o artistico che sia. Tanto il Project Zero 
quanto l’esperienza educativa reggiana mirano a superare le dicotomie tra ambito emotivo e cognitivo, artistico e scientifi-
co, condividendo l’idea che la comprensione artistica implichi processi complessi, costruttivi e attivi, piuttosto che essere 
il risultato di una contemplazione passiva.
La metafora dei cento linguaggi, che fa riferimento ai simboli e ai codici con cui i bambini si esprimono, nonché alle poten-
zialità espressive e alle capacità di approfondimento dei processi di apprendimento di ciascun bambino, “si è affermata 
già negli anni Settanta e l’atelier – forse non era così chiaro all’inizio – ha affermato la sua identità innanzitutto come luogo 
dei cento linguaggi: i linguaggi grafici, pittorici, scultorei, plastici, matematici, poetici” (Rinaldi, 2021, p. 121). In un articolo 
dedicato a questa tematica, Annamaria Contini (2019) ha discusso i risultati teorici più rilevanti emersi da Project Zero. 
Tra questi, il fatto che la ricerca riguardante i processi espressivi tende a sconfinare in uno studio più generale di come gli 
esseri umani apprendono, scoprono, e comprendono. È proprio a partire da questa premessa che si inquadrano le con-
siderazioni sul rapporto tra pratiche espressive ed esperienza estetica sviluppate a seguire. 
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The perspective of Nelson Goodman 
and aesthetic education
Within the Reggio educational approach, the interest in plurality and in the connections among different expressive 
forms—rooted in the metaphor of the hundred languages of children—refers to an idea of aesthetic experience 
understood as a process of inquiry. It is an opportunity to develop new forms of perception, to challenge and revise 
inherited normative standards and conventions. This perspective promotes the idea that children communicate and 
learn through many different modalities, recognising the legitimacy of various forms of expression based on com-
plex systems of visual, symbolic, and verbal signs.
In describing the development of the theory of the hundred languages and his interest in different forms of symbolic 
expression, Loris Malaguzzi (2002) explicitly referred to the perspective of Nelson Goodman (1968). Reflecting on 
the relationship between aesthetic experience and the creation of new meanings and knowledge, the Reggio peda-
gogist affirmed that this connection is “more familiar to children than we usually think”, a hypothesis also supported 
by the authoritative work of Gardner and by the extensive research of his mentor Nelson Goodman on the genesis 
of symbolic systems (Malaguzzi, 2002, p. 37).
This quotation suggests a link between the theory of the hundred languages, developed in the 1970s, and the 
perspective characterising “Project Zero”, a research project centred on arts education founded in 1967 by Nelson 
Goodman with the collaboration of Howard Gardner.
From Goodman’s perspective, science and art are ways of understanding the world that do not refer to separate 
domains. Intrinsic properties of signs are not recognised, since these function only in relation to symbolic systems—
whether scientific or artistic. Both Project Zero and the Reggio educational experience aim to overcome dichoto-
mies between emotional and cognitive, artistic and scientific domains, sharing the idea that artistic understanding 
implies complex, constructive and active processes rather than being the result of passive contemplation.
The metaphor of the hundred languages, referring to the symbols and codes through which children express them-
selves as well as to their expressive potential and their capacity to deepen learning processes, affirmed itself in the 
1970s—perhaps not by chance—as an identity claim of the “place of the hundred languages”: graphic, pictorial, 
sculptural, plastic, mathematical, and poetic languages (Rinaldi, 2021, p. 121).
In an article dedicated to this theme, Annamaria Contini (2019) discussed some of the most relevant theoretical 
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results emerging from Project Zero. Among these is the 
idea that research concerning expressive processes 
tends to move into a broader study of how human be-
ings learn, discover, and understand.
It is precisely from this premise that the reflections on the 
relationship between expressive practices and aesthetic 
experience developed in the following pages.

Expressive practices 
and aesthetic experience
Within the Reggio Emilia educational experience, refer-
ence is made to the category of expressive languages 
rather than to that of artistic languages. This is because 
expressive practices arise within the sensory interaction 
with the environment in which we are immersed—not ex-
clusively within artistic specialisations—where process-
es of aesthetic education take shape through the expe-
riences that children can have in the earliest years of life.
Making matter and materials available, inviting children 
to explore them, manipulate them, and grasp their pos-
sible connections means opening a potential horizon of 
alternative ways of giving form within an aesthetic niche, 
in which the environment “shows its expressive face”1, 

1 The considerations presented in this paragraph translate, 
within the field of aesthetic education, the relational perspec-
tive outlined by Giovanni Matteucci in Estetica e natura umana, 
Carocci, 2022 (p. 44).

taking shape in the creation of sounds, symbols, move-
ments and words.
The valorisation of the processual dimension makes it 
possible to render visible—through documentation—
fundamental aesthetic practices such as perceiving and 
expressing.
The ways in which these expressive practices take place 
reveal something about the “creative plasticity of human 
nature”, from the moment that nothing predetermined 
exhausts its potential. The analogical character of this 
praxis frees things from predetermined meanings and 
leaves open the horizon of possible concretisations of 
the “how” (Matteucci, 2022, p. 245).
Within this framework, where the aesthetic dimension 
constitutes a significant aspect of pedagogical quality, 
Carla Rinaldi developed the concept of shared aesthet-
ics (Rinaldi, 2021). In particular, this concept refers to a 
space that allows connections, stimulates curiosity and 
exploration and consequently fosters children’s sense of 
agency within a diversified ecosystem that is attractive 
and welcoming—a relational space in which intentional 
actions and emerging ones configure themselves as pre-
dominant elements. These aspects contribute to defin-
ing a constructivist perspective in which children actively 
create their view of the world, negotiating their visions 
and perceptions through the intersection of polarities 
such as formality–flexibility, materiality–immateriality, in-
side–outside, all oriented toward fostering conditions in 
which learning becomes relational.
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As Howard Gardner observed, such intersections chal-
lenge “many false dichotomies: art versus science, indi-
vidual versus community, child versus adult, play versus 
study” (Gardner, 2008, XVII).
In such a perspective, learning spaces are conceived as 
environments sensitive to relationships, capable of rec-
ognising and valuing the traces left by children.
Moreover, learning environments are understood as 
spaces that welcome and encourage exploration, where 
children can actively interact with diverse materials and 
objects in search of new affordances and meanings.
As Swann (2008) observed, the Reggio educational ex-
perience offers the possibility of exploring the physical 
properties of materials and media, allowing children to 
become more familiar with the affordances of objects 
and media.
Exploratory actions carried out both individually and in 
small groups support the development of increasingly 
complex relationships with materials and foster a wide 
range of emerging symbolic representations, in contin-
uous evolution and dialogue with the advancement of 
questions raised by children and with learning process-
es that are constantly developing and reshaping vision.

The affordances of materials
A further aspect of the atelier that supports the exercise 
of children’s agency lies in the possibility of reinterpreting 
the meaning of unstructured materials.

The process of reinterpretation is supported both by 
the exploration of different expressive techniques and 
by the possibilities offered by digital technologies. On 
the one hand, exploring expressive techniques leads 
to observing objects from a different perspective, ex-
ploiting connections and relationships previously unex-
plored. On the other hand, digital technologies facilitate 
the exploration of unusual perspectives, restructuring 
perception and supporting the identification of new af-
fordances, thus acting on different representational and 
symbolic levels.
By making visible the multimodal processes through 
which children construct knowledge and search for 
meaning—and by describing both visually and verbal-
ly the research paths undertaken—the documentation 
process helps show how children develop a sense of 
agency by exploring salient and emerging affordances 
in the environment through the creation of symbolic ex-
pressions.

Material Engagement Theory, 
agency and interactive 
imagination
Supporting children’s sense of agency does not mean 
deliberately imposing or externalising preconceived ide-
as onto matter and materials. On the contrary, it means 
developing a dialogue, a co-evolution between materials 
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and available technologies, explored through different 
expressive techniques.
This perspective can be further problematised through 
the theoretical framework known as Material Engage-
ment Theory (Malafouris, 2013).
In a recent publication, Montani (2020) emphasised how 
an interactive conception of agency becomes particu-
larly evident within Material Engagement Theory (MET), 
where intentional design is considered an aspect emerg-
ing within processes of material engagement, involving 
a cognitive dimension that goes beyond merely percep-
tual aspects.
Malafouris developed Material Engagement Theory 
drawing, among other influences, on the theory of Alfred 
Gell, who identified a link between art and agency: an 
interrelationship between internal elements such as the 
mind and consciousness and external elements such as 
artefacts or works of art (Gell, 1998).
According to Malafouris, a central aspect that defines 
our relationship with materials is constituted by the re-
cursive effects produced by our interaction with matter 
and materials—and by the ways in which our produc-
tions have contributed to the becoming human and to 
the evolution of imagination.
From this perspective, the interactive quality of imagina-

tion emerges in its constant relationship with the “things” 
of the surrounding world and with the sphere of their 
possible uses and technical performances.
Defining agency as an interactive process that reveals 
hidden potentials of the surrounding world, the perspec-
tive described here opens new intuitions regarding the 
possibility of fostering children’s sense of agency by de-
veloping forms of interactive imagination.
By focusing on expressive languages as a means of in-
vestigating the affordances expressed by different ma-
terials and technologies at multiple representational and 
symbolic levels, it becomes possible to promote models 
of aesthetic education that stimulate forms of interactive 
imagination and technical creativity.
These forms of creativity involve practices that are simul-
taneously bodily, perceptual, and cognitive.
Material Engagement Theory is based on the assump-
tion that the relationship between the emergence of our 
symbolic and cognitive attitudes and technical operativi-
ty is grounded in a principle of co-determination.
The high degree of plasticity that characterises digital 
objects does not derive from their virtuality; rather, it 
constitutes a material aspect that profoundly influences 
our technical-creative engagement, placing such objects 
fully within a pedagogy of meta-operational thinking.
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