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Along with the EU directive on early childhood education, and considering recent advances in Neuroscience, 

CeDisMa—Research Centre on Disability and Marginality (Università Cattolica del Sacro Cuore, Milan, 

Italy)—has carried out an action research project focused on identifying the main educational models used in early 

education services, as well as possible tools for analysis and early diagnosis of disorders or difficulties of children 

attending Nursery schools and Kindergartens. 
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Introduction 
Recent studies in Neuroscience have promoted a better understanding of the development of brain 

structures, and have emphasised the role of early educational intervention for the cognitive, linguistic, 
emotional and relational development of children (Rushton, Rushton, & Larkin, 2010; Shonkoff, 2010; 
Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000). In the light of the aforementioned research, the importance of quality educational 
interventions—advocated by educators and teachers for a long time—is now grounded in scientific evidence. 

In particular, these studies show that the new-born’s first experiences, since the very first life 
moments—along with his/her genetic heritage—are fundamental for later stages of development. Professor 
Shonkoff, Director of the Center on Developing Child at Harvard University, and his research group highlight 
the close relationship between the nursing actions and the educational processes implemented (Shonkoff, 2010).  

The ways in which adults care for a child, thanks to a wide range of stimuli (verbal and non-verbal 
communication), have a significant influence on the child development’s process, not only in terms of skills, 
but also in the construction of a strong and well-structured personality. 

In light of these achievements—and along with the EU Recommendation policy for the quality 
improvement in early childhood education services (EU Recommendation 92/241/EEC; Urban & Vandenbroek, 
2011) —CeDisMa, Research Centre on Disability and Marginality1 (Università Cattolica del Sacro Cuore, 
Milan, Italy), has carried out a multi-phase research project that put together the experiences of two different 
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Italian Nursery schools and Kindergartens2 settings. The study intended to lead to a definition of possible tools 
for the analysis and the early diagnosis of disorders or difficulties in pre-school children in order to improve not 
only the school inclusion process, but also the quality of life of people with disabilities and their families.  

The Research Design 
The Italian model, which promotes educational inclusion for individuals with disabilities (law 118/1971 

and 517/1977), boasts over 40 years of ground-breaking experimental work—both theoretical and applied. 
Drawing on pioneering pedagogical values that are now internationally recognised, Italy has been one of the 
first countries in the world to promote the inclusion of students with disability into mainstream educational 
provision (Maggiolini & Molteni, 2013).  

The importance that pre-school age is increasingly gaining in pedagogical field led CeDisMa research 
group to investigate the intervention in early years in order to support and to enhance the schools’ inclusion 
process of young children with disabilities or difficulties. How can the quality of early childhood services be 
improved? How can teachers be helped to recognise possible signs of difficulties for children aged 0-6 years 
through specific educational tools? These are some of the questions from which the study has developed.  

The research structure takes different levels into account. 

Phase 1 
Drawing on the findings of current Neuroscience research, and on the EU Recommendation about the 

importance to ensure high-quality preschool education services, the research group has lead an investigation 
into the theoretical and practical foundations of pedagogical intervention in an Italian network of educational 
preschool services 0-6 year old (Happy Child Network). In particular, we carried out a qualitative analysis 
methodologically based on the innovative pedagogical framework developed by this network of Nursery 
schools and Kindergartens; 

Subsequently, an assessment of cognitive, motor, linguistic and relational skills acquired by children 
attending the Happy Child network has been carried out. These areas are a fundamental part of the Happy Child 
educational method. In order to create an appropriate educational setting, it is important to understand the 
specific characteristics of the child’s learning process (0-6 year-old) (Kuhn & Pease, 2006). In this period, in 
particular, the child learns through direct, concrete and tangible experiences: it is essential, therefore, to build 
educational projects that consider this natural inclination towards learning.  

Another important step of the first part of this research is represented by the identification of the 
satisfaction degree of different stakeholders (educators, coordinators, and parents).  

Phase 2 
Following the results achieved in the first steps of the research, a second phase has been carried out with a 

further sample of nurseries and kindergartens (FISM—Italian Preschool Federation—Parma). This phase 
includes four research actions: 

(1) Educators’ training needs were analysed in three macro-areas: to know (theoretical knowledge); to do 
(practical skills) and to be (personal and relational skills) (see Figure 1); 

                                                        
2 Happy Child is an Italian network of Nursery schools and Kindergartens that has developed an innovative pedagogical 
framework based on the principles of a positive and in-time education; FISM is the Italian Federation of Catholic Kindergatens (in 
this research project we have collaborated with the FISM Parma section). 
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(2) Specific training courses were designed and delivered to meet the identified needs; 
(3) Identification of key-abilities in different areas of child development (age groups: 12-18 months;18-36 

months; 3, 4, 5 years old) that could represent warning signs of disorder or difficulty; 
(4) Developing educational observation tools in order to help educators and teachers to recognise early 

signs of disorder or difficulty. 
In summary, the second phase aims to understand the training needs of educators and teachers in order to 

support their daily educational activities, and to develop pedagogical tools for early identification of difficulties 
in pre-school children.  

A recent study conducted on a sample of 274 families with children with autism spectrum disorder 
(Maggiolini, 2016) revealed that Nursery and Kindergarten’s teachers, in addition to their parents and relatives, 
are amongst the first figures to recognise and point out the warning signs of autism. In particular, if we examine 
the responses concerning pupils who have attended pre-school services, we can observe an interesting result: in 
the period 1994-1998, the teachers could notice signs of unusual behaviour around the child’s fourth year. 
Nowadays (2009-2013), it is possible to recognise any “warning signs” from about 18 months of age, thus 
significantly earlier than in the past. 

In conclusion, education professionals have a very important role in identifying these signs as soon as 
possible and in appropriately communicating with family; at the same time, those who reflect on these issues 
(specialists and researchers) have a great responsibility to support their practical work.  

 

 
Figure 1. Training needs macro-areas. 

Results and Discussion 
In this section, we present the most important findings achieved in the two phases of research. 
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As evidenced by studies in Neuroscience, the first years play a crucial role in the cognitive, linguistic, 
social, emotional and relational development of a child. The brain structure is very plastic during this period 
and the impact of experiences on brain development is remarkable. Based on this assumption, Happy Child, 
Italian network of Nursery schools, has developed a pedagogical method based on “timely” and “positive” 
education principles.  

The child is offered the opportunity to engage in a positive relationship with the adult educator and to 
learn naturally by listening, observing, exploring and moving within an environment designed on his/her needs. 
The child’s learning is based on direct experience: (s)he has a great desire to seek and to explore all the stimuli 
that the environment provides as if there were no time to lose (Burns, Donovan, & Bowman, 2000).  

The “timely” education principles are based on the importance of the time dimension and the natural 
evolution of a child (Aranda, 2008). Throughout his/her childhood, the child is continually “chased” by adult 
requests: often, adults are keen to accelerate the child’s skills development, also anticipating the ordinary 
evolutionary stages. It is therefore important to respect, from birth, the child’s natural slowness, his/her 
spontaneous repetitions.  

The “positive pedagogy” framework emphasises the importance of educational interventions based on 
praising positive behaviour and aimed at encouraging all attempts to experiment in every growth’s area.  

Research studies linked to the principles of positive pedagogy have analysed the role of education in the 
child’s progressive development of confidence in him/herself and trust in other people (Chen & Namee, 2011; 
Masten & Gewirtz, 2006). In the first years of life, it is particularly important to promote positive behaviours, 
because both the feeling of altruism and the ability to understand emotional and psychological states of people 
begin to develop in this period (Fredrickson, 2000). 

This is the pedagogical framework of the Happy Child innovative educational method, which is based on: 
(1) Educational activities in four different areas: linguistic (the acquisition of a foreign language through 

multi-sensory experiences that meet the learning needs in children 0-6 years old); mathematical (recent studies 
highlight the relationship between the quality of early experiences and maths performance in school years); 
musical (the early musical experiences have a positive effect on brain development: visual, tactile and motor 
areas are involved); and neuro-motor (psycho-motor activities are essential for body awareness and awareness 
of the surrounding space); 

(2) Bits: visual stimuli are offered to children with specific frequency, intensity and duration during the 
day. The goal is to reinforce the children’s natural interest in the world around them; 

(3) “Tutorials” as a form of relationship between school and family in order to promote the educational 
co-responsibility. 

The second phase of the research process has led to different important considerations.  
First of all, it is important to analyse educational training needs as a complex set of abilities in three 

macro-areas: the theoretical knowledge (what I know), the practical skills (what I can do) and the personal and 
relational skills (what I am). In fact, by enhancing educators’ skills it is possible to enable appropriate early 
intervention on children with disorders (e.g., autism spectrum, intellectual disabilities, genetic syndromes, etc.).  

On this basis, specific training courses were designed and implemented in order to meet the identified 
needs. In particular, the courses focused on: the role of observation in early childhood services; the 
management of complex groups; the school-family relationship; the educational team, and the relationship with 
other professionals. 
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A very significant step in the research process is represented by the definition of a pedagogical tool that 
enables educators and teachers to better understand dysfunctional behaviours or signs of difficulty in different 
developmental areas of a child.  

The research group, drawing upon the expertise of a number of professionals (educators, researchers, 
teachers and a neuropsychiatrist), produced a couple of working tools: an initial (baseline) observation sheet 
and “the observation notebook”. 

It is important to note that both tools have purely pedagogical aims. On the one hand, they intend to offer 
scientific support to educators’ and teachers’ reflective thinking, helping their understanding of the child’s 
behaviour within the schooling context. On the other hand, they aim to promote true co-responsibility with the 
family in order to define and agree on possible intervention plans (teaching practices, requests for a specialist 
assessment and referrals to regional services). 

We believe that the true value-added dimension of our research project resides in the latter: the attempt to 
overcome the limitations of many observation protocols used in schools, which—due to logistical issues or lack 
of a systemic approach—run the risk of being marooned in a purely descriptive dimension. CeDisMa’s working 
tools, on the contrary, are fundamentally aimed at enabling an early intervention through a timely identification 
of possible “alarm bells”; moreover, they intend to support the family with any necessary diagnosis and referral 
to social and medical services. 

We also believe it is essential to emphasise the fundamental principle that has guided our research: “the 
requirement to respect the individual children’s unique developmental differences, despite the use of any 
standardised grid”.3 

In order to adapt each tool to the child’s specific age band, a number of products have been designed: three 
early observation sheets and three notebooks for nursery children (12-18 months; 18-24 months; 24-36 months); 
two observation sheets and two notebooks for pre-school children (3-4 years; 5-6 years). 

In detail, the first assessment phase intends to identify early emerging dysfunctional aspects within the 
classroom context by using a simple and concise sheet. Its specific layout allows therefore the collection of 
essential information in order to systematise the observation process: contextual characteristics (activities, 
times, places); behavioural situations which, for different reasons, raise suspicion in educators and teachers (see 
Table 2). 

 

Table 2 
Early Observation Sheet (24-36 Months) 
Activity 

Date Project Educators 
present 

Children 
whose 
behaviour 
differ from the 
group’s  

How children 
carry out the 
activity  

Unusual *  
behaviours 
recorded  

How many 
times this 
behaviour has 
been recorded 
previously  

Level of 
concern  

        
* Unusual behaviours are defined as follows: behaviours that differ from the ordinary group’s ones; behaviours that do not match a 
child’s typical skills for his/her age; behaviours that could be significant. 

 

It is interesting to emphasise the innovative elements of this tool: in order to avoid the not-infrequent risk 
of sensationalism, the educator/teacher is asked to endeavour to translate his/her perception of concern by 
                                                        
3 Due to research issues, the tools are only partly described. 
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strategies aimed at responding to the specific needs of the disability. Last but not least, the setting-up of a 
relationship based on co-responsibility, genuinely rooted in network collaboration where all the agents engaged 
in the child’s educational journey (educators, families, specialists) are able to contribute in their own specific 
way, supporting and valuing one another.  

Conclusion 
The need to ensure high-quality preschool education services is a priority goal in European educational 

policies and welfare. In order to promote the development and enhancement of these agencies, it is important to 
guarantee not only the achievement of quantitative parameters4 , but also—and mainly—of qualitative 
improvement. 

“Quality” is a wide concept, which includes many aspects: professional skills, the well-being of all 
stakeholders, the balanced management of resources, and the definition of evaluation systems. 

In this respect, the results of this research lead to some important findings:  
The need for a methodological, organizational, structural and scientifically-based framework as a 

fundamental requirement for planning educational activities in 0-6yo services. In particular, this research has 
investigated the “positive” and “timely” education principles, rooted in experimental evidence supported by 
international studies. 

The role of continual training of educators and teachers as a key element to develop pedagogical skills for 
the early diagnosis and identification of disorders and difficulties in preschool children. 

The importance of the relationship between different educational networks (nursery, kindergarten, family, 
social and health institutions) in order to promote a common responsibility. 

In regards to this, a very important aspect is represented by the possibility of promptly identifying signs of 
difficulties from the very first years of a child’s life. In response to this need, CeDisMa research group has 
designed and tested a toolkit capable of offering scientific support to the education profession and, at the same 
time, able to encourage teachers (especially Early Year Practitioners) to develop essential observational skills.  
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