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What do we mean by context in the field of education? Is it possible to define
the word so that its meaning is clear and complete?

Today many of the studies on cognitive development that focus in particular
on individual and group learning place at their center the relationship between
the individual and the context. Knowledge, according to these theories, should
emerge as the product of an activity that is shared and distributed in a context
that involves and joins individuals, physical materials, cultural tools, and symbol
systems.

The context, redefined in broader terms to include the physical, cultural, and
social environment, is no longer considered merely a group of external variables
that foster or impede an individual’s behavior and thoughts. Instead, according
to these studies, the context should be seen as an integral part of the learning
and knowledge of each one of us.

Learning and knowledge are therefore made possible, but also conditioned, by
the interaction between individuals who are building knowledge along with
others, and their physical and cultural environment. The individual and the
context thus take on substance. They define each other and give each other
identity.

At school, the scholastic context and the individuals who inhabit that context
work together to give meaning to the entire experience. Thus, events such as
waiting for a special friend in the morning (and knowing you are expected),
finding moments (o be alone, working on a project “in secret” with a group of
friends, interpreting the memories of those who attended the school in the
past, the verbal exchanges between adults, and the sounds, tastes, and smells
all become expressions of that collaboration between the individual and the
context that makes the individual’s relationship with the world meaningful.

Many years ago Loris Malaguzzi encouraged us to consider school as one of
the places where the search for the meaning of life and of the future takes
place. In this sense, I believe, he was speaking about an “amiable school™:
“Making an amiable school (hard-working, inventive, livable, documentable
and communicable, a place of investigation, learning, recognition, and
reflection) where the children, teachers, and families are happy is our goal.”
Visitors who enter the Municipal Infant-toddler Centers and Preschools of
Reggio Emilia for the first time are often struck by the care and attention given
to the environment, which creates a sense of harmony and
“communicativeness.”

Perhaps we could say that being attentive to the context means “living the
atmosphere,” making palpable what is usually invisible: joy, curiosity, interest,
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