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We renew our greetings… a few months later 

Maurizio Fabbri and Ira Vannini 

With the Conference Margherita Zoebeli (1912-1996). One hundred and 
ten years after her birth. A life for active pedagogy at the service of child-
hood, a new season of collaboration opened between the Department of Edu-
cational Sciences “Giovanni Maria Bertin” of the Alma Mater Studiorum – 
University of Bologna, CEIS – Italian-Swiss Educational Centre and the 
Zoebeli Foundation of Rimini. 

We are pleased to bring our greetings to the Conference, on the Rimini 
Campus, and we again thank the promoters Dorena Caroli and Tiziana Pi-
roni, who masterfully organized the days of study dedicated to the figure of 
Margherita Zoebeli, a very significant Italian pedagogist in the history of 
post-World War II Italian pedagogy, who can also be considered one of the 
main female figures of twentieth-century pedagogy. 

Already in the past, thanks to various professors of our Department of 
Educational Sciences – deeply committed and involved in the CEIS and 
Foundation project – and thanks to the intense activity of Andrea Canevaro, 
the collaboration with the Italian-Swiss Educational Centre had been sig-
nificant and fruitful. We are convinced that such collaboration can still find 
energies for shared planning today, in the dual perspective of contributing 
to the educational quality of the territory and to the quality of the training of 
future educators and designers of Rimini curricula. In this direction, it is 
worth mentioning the start of a new phase, with the establishment of a work-
ing group, composed of faculty members from the Department of Educa-
tional Sciences “Giovanni Maria Bertin” and teachers and educators from 
CEIS, aimed at revitalizing the traditional relationships of dialogue, collab-
oration and planning: relationships formalized by the renewal of the agree-
ment between CEIS and the Department. 

The special institutional attention with which the conference was sur-
rounded fills us with confidence for the development of our Department 
within the Rimini Campus. Again, we want to thank the Mayor of Rimini 
Jamil Sadegholvaad, the Magnificent Rector Giovanni Molari, and the Vice 



Rector for Teaching and Education Roberto Vecchi for the words they dedi-
cated during the Conference to a common project within the educational sys-
tem and services of the Romagna territory. A heartfelt thank you to Alessia 
Mariotti, President of the Rimini Campus Board, for supporting this confer-
ence with particular organizational efficiency and care in relationships. We 
are still grateful to our colleagues Roberta Biolcati and Dario Tuorto, direc-
tors, respectively, of the Second Cycle Degree in Planning and managing 
of educational intervention in social distress and of the First Cycle Degree 
in Expert in Social and Cultural Education, for their commitment in this 
part of Romagna, distant only geographically from the Bologna Department. 
The active participation and interest of the students made all of us confident 
of the development and professional potential they themselves will benefit 
from within the vibrant and supportive territory of Romagna. 

Margherita Zoebeli’s ideas and pedagogical practices can, even more so 
today, be considered an important source of inspiration for all those who 
work in the field of education: educators and planners, trainers, teachers, 
territorial actors, policy makers and the civil community, who are facing the 
challenges of a complex and problematic present for children and young 
people, especially where there are conditions of inequality and social hard-
ship. We have a very strong responsibility to guide educational policies and 
practices in our territories, in order to accompany all young people towards 
balanced paths of growth, development of critical awareness, and experi-
ences oriented towards respect for others, democratic citizenship and active 
participation. 

Just as Marguerite Zoebeli was able to deal with the problems of children 
affected by the traumas of war, educators today unfortunately also face dra-
matic problems that primarily affect the younger generation. Educational 
poverty, migration of minors, flight from wars, domestic and gender-based 
violence are huge issues that afflict us and urge us to deploy all our planning 
energies and pedagogical skills to identify some, small but invaluable, way 
out, even more so by looking to the example of the great women of our his-
tory, their strength, courage and political and social commitment. 

We hope that, thanks to this Conference, the work of Margherita Zoebeli, 
who arrived in Rimini on December 17, 1945, and founded a Children’s Vil-
lage that was and still is a model of educational commitment, will be increas-
ingly analyzed, studied, and deepened with critical awareness and historical 
intelligence, so as to offer a reference model for the educational professions. 
Our best wishes go to the Students who have chosen this difficult and beauti-
ful profession, both challenging and generous, which is constantly confronted 
with a reality that changes abruptly and tends to get ahead of the times with 
the commitment gathered in projects of transformation and growth.

2 Maurizio Fabbri and Ira Vannini



The evolution of Margherita Zoebeli’s kindergarten 
in a local, national and transnational perspective 
(1946-1968) 

Dorena Caroli 

Introduction 

This article aims to reconstruct part of the history of the kindergarten 
founded by Margherita Zoebeli in 1946 and opened on 1st May 1946. The 
kindergarten was a key institution in the history of pre-school education, not 
only because of the type of children who originally attended it, but also be-
cause of the evolution of its activities between 1946 and the 1980s, when its 
name changed from giardino d’infanzia (kindergarten) to scuola materna 
(maternal school) and later scuola dell’infanzia (infant school). 

The evolution of the children’s activities in the school is reconstructed 
here through original documents from UNESCO and the Archivio Marghe-
rita Zoebeli (Margherita Zoebeli Archive)1. UNESCO sponsored the Fédé-
ration Internationale des Communautés d’Enfants (FICE), of which the 
Rimini kindergarten was a member from 1948. From the war years until the 
end of the 1960s, the internal organisation of the kindergarten combined 
various elements, based, on the one hand, on the German Froebel approach 
– which was very popular in the pre-school institutions of the time – and, 
on the other, on innovations developed through direct contact with the ex-
perts of the time or through reading their works. The latter helped Margherita 
Zoebeli introduce new elements into her pedagogical practice, as the type 
of children at the centre changed over the years. However, in order to under-
stand the circulation of ideas in pre-school institutions (now referred to as 
the integrated 0-6 system or ECEC system), a transnational research ap-

1  The Archivio Margherita Zoebeli (Margherita Zoebeli Archive), later AMZ, is held 
at the Biblioteca civica Gambalunga (Gambalunga Public Library) in Rimini. The author 
would like to thank Mara Sorrentino for finding many rare and valuable documents. Note: 
The papers of Margherita Zoebeli, kept in the archive under her name, without title, are 
quoted using the first words of each document (incipit). The documents, often undated, 
have been dated on the basis of their content.



proach is particularly effective in shedding light on the dynamics of their 
transformation2. 

Margherita Zoebeli and her activities at the Centro Educativo Italo-Sviz-
zero (Italian-Swiss Educational Centre) have been the subject of many auth-
oritative studies, especially after her death in 19963. Her biography is rather 
unique: she began her training as an educator by organising summer camps 
for the children of socialist exiles and the unemployed in Switzerland with 
the support of the Swiss Workers’ Relief Organisation. In 1938, during the 
Spanish Civil War, she rescued a hundred children, and took them from 
Barcelona to the beach of Sète in France, where she organised a children’s 
home camp4. She arrived in Rimini on 17 December 1945 with a team from 
the Swiss Workers’ Relief Organisation consisting of Barbara (Deborah) Sei-
denfeld Stratiesky (who was to become the treasurer of CEIS), architect 
Felix Schwarz (1917-2013), who was in charge of setting up the prefab-
ricated wooden barracks in the area next to the Roman amphitheatre, and a 
fourth member, Alberto Panizzi, an Italian national living in Zurich5. 

The presence of the architect Felix Schwarz was important because, to-
gether with Margherita Zoebeli, he had the idea of organising the wooden 
barracks from Switzerland by creating clusters or separate architectural units 
on the unexcavated part of the Roman amphitheatre. Their arrangement was 
not intended to resemble a concentration camp, as Monica Maioli writes: 

2  D. Caroli, Day Nurseries in Europe in the Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries: The 
Challenge of the Transnational Approach, in E. Roldán Vera, E. Fuchs, Palgrave (eds.), 
The Transnational in the history of Education. Concepts and perspectives, London, 2019, 
pp. 69-100; Ead., Introduction, in D. Caroli (ed.), History of Early Education Institutions 
in Europe from WWII until the Recent Reforms, Bologna, Clueb, 2022, pp. 7-19.

3  This research is based on the pioneering study by C. De Maria (ed.), Intervento so-
ciale e azione educativa. Margherita Zoebeli nell’Italia del secondo dopoguerra. Atti del 
convegno tenutosi al Centro educativo italo-svizzero Rimini, 7 maggio 2011, Bologna, 
Clueb, 2012; Id., Lavoro di comunità e ricostruzione civile in Italia. Margherita Zoebeli 
e il Centro educativo italo-svizzero di Rimini, Roma, Viella, 2015; G. Sapucci, Breve sto-
ria di Margherita Zoebeli, in L. Campioni, F. Marchesi (eds.), Sui nostri passi. Tracce di 
storia dei servizi educativi nei Comuni capoluogo dell’Emilia Romagna, Parma, Edizioni 
Junior, 2014, pp. 449-452; Id., L’esperienza del CEIS dopo Margherita Zoebeli, in L. 
Campioni, F. Marchesi (eds.), La strada maestra. Tracce di storia delle scuole comunali 
dell’infanzia nei Comuni capoluogo dell’Emilia-Romagna, San Paolo D’Argon (BG), 
Zeroseiup, 2018, pp. 72-80.

4  On that occasion Zoebeli met C. Freinet in Vence, France; see the chapter “La comunità 
educativa di Margherita Zoebeli: il CEIS di Rimini”, in T. Pironi, Percorsi di pedagogia al 
femminile. Dall’unità d’Italia al secondo dopoguerra, Roma, Carocci, 2014, p. 162.

5  See De Maria, Introduzione. Per una biografia di Margherita Zoebeli, in De Maria 
(ed.), Intervento sociale e azione educativa, cit., pp. 1-39; T. Pironi, Per una pedagogia 
dell’utopia concreta: la comunità educativa di Margherita Zoebeli, Ivi, pp. 39-58.
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«We thought that the arrangement should have an educational value, encour-
aging the formation of autonomous groups; at the same time, we wanted a 
place where these groups could meet. Just as there is a square in the city, 
there is a square in the village. The classrooms, like houses, have their own 
garden and grounds around them. Felix Schwarz achieves these aims by ar-
ranging the thirteen wooden huts in such a way as to create ten different 
areas that follow one another, that open and close, that can be viewed or 
walked through, spaces that differ in size, shape, vegetation, views of the 
huts, and views of the city»6. 

Schwarz’s concept of space was also compatible with the principles of 
active pedagogy that had been developed at the kindergarten over the years. 
In designing CEIS, Schwarz also consulted with the young Aldo van Eyck 
(1918-1999), a Dutch colleague from the University of Zurich, who had de-
signed playgrounds in Amsterdam in the 1960s. As Anna Lambertini’s study 
shows, the kindergarten experience was important also for van Eyck who 
shared innovative ideas with his close friend Schwarz7. The specific layout 
of the 13 CEIS barracks, which opened up to the surrounding garden and 
more generally to the city and the community of Rimini, contributed to the 
school-community concept, and also included outdoor community activities. 

After arriving in Rimini at the end of 1945, thanks to the contribution of 
two Swiss organisations (the Swiss Donation for the Victims of War8 and 
the Swiss Workers’ Relief Organisation)9, Zoebeli organised, at the begin-
ning of 1946, the Community centre and the institutions that would make 
up the Villaggio svizzero (Swiss Village). The kindergarten opened on 1st 
May 1946. The following year saw the opening of the first class of the pri-
mary school (which was completed in 1953 and officially recognised in 
1955) and the orphanage. The children’s home, also known as the ‘Casina’, 
for 20 children (orphans and children with special needs) opened in 1952 
(thanks to funding from the Swiss Workers’ Relief Organisation and the Pro 
Rimini Association in Zurich), later widened in 196110. 

In order to explore the evolution of the kindergarten into an infant/pre-
school institution, this article will adopt an analytical method that combines 

6  M. Maioli, 1946 - Un’avanguardia svizzera a Rimini, in A. Ugolini (ed.), Ruderi, 
Baracche, Bambini. Ceis: Riflessioni a più voci su un’architettura speciale, Firenze, Al-
tralinea Edizioni, 2017, pp. 54-73 (see in particular pp. 59-61).

7  A. Lambertini, Come quando cade la neve. Aldo Van Eyck e il progetto dello spazio 
ludico, in Ugolini (ed.), Ruderi, Baracche, Bambini, testi di K. Fabbri, A. Lambertini, 
M. Maioli, T. Matteini, S. Morri, M.L. Stoppioni, A. Ugolini, cit., pp. 74-87.

8  Schweizer Spende an die Kriegsgeschädigten, SSK.
9  Soccorso Operaio Svizzero / Schweizerisches Arbeiterhilfswerk, SOS.
10  De Maria, Lavoro di comunità e ricostruzione civile in Italia. Margherita Zoebeli 

e il Centro educativo italo-svizzero di Rimini, cit., p. 75 et seq.
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different perspectives on Margherita Zoebeli’s pedagogical work. The analy-
sis is divided into four parts, some of which overlap chronologically. The 
first part describes the main features of the kindergarten at the time of its 
opening. The second (in two sections) presents three scientific conferences 
that Margherita Zoebeli attended as the director of the CEIS, and which were 
fundamental for the development of her pedagogical work and method char-
acterised by a series of ‘cultural transfers’ or pedagogical ideas that she drew 
from different experiences and experts, and which she gradually adapted to 
her practice. These were the two SEPEG weeks held in Rimini in 1947 and 
1948, and the Conference of Directors of Children’s Villages held in Trogen 
(Switzerland) in 1948, under the auspices of UNESCO11. The third part de-
scribes how the activities of the kindergarten gave substance to the idea of 
a community, i.e. a children’s village, which CEIS has adopted over the 
years. The fourth part focuses on the development of the kindergarten first 
into a “scuola materna” (maternal school) and then into an infant/pre-school, 
a complex phase in the work of Margherita Zoebeli, who drew on other sti-
muli and ideas that enriched her already highly original experiment12. 

As can be seen from the written reflections that accompanied Margherita 
Zoebeli’s activities, which are preserved in her valuable archives, the process 
of renewal that this institution underwent can be explained by the pedagogi-
cal action of its founder, which was at the same time educational, scientific 
and political. Margherita Zoebeli was in constant contact with a network of 
partners and colleagues at a local, national and international level for con-
stant scientific updates. Although open to the prospect of transnational cir-
culation of ideas in order to improve activities, the pedagogist always kept 
a close eye on the development of kindergarten and school education in Italy, 
also with a view to the future integration of children into local schools. Be-
cause of this complex situation, the CEIS kindergarten, in turn, became a 
point of reference, inspiring the debate that preceded the adoption of Law 
n. 444 on the establishment of state maternal school in 1968. 

11  S. Bouisson, M. Gardet, M. Ruchat, Bringing Everyone to Trogen: UNESCO and 
the Promotion of an International Model of Children Communities after World War II, 
in P. Duedahl (ed.), A History of Unesco. Global Actions and Impacts, London, Palgrave, 
2016, pp. 99-115.

12  We will not talk here about the training of teachers/educators which started with 
the organisation of courses by CEMEA, Centri di Esercitazione ai Metodi dell’Educa-
zione Attiva (Active Education Methods Training Centres) in 1954, already discussed 
by other authors: Pironi, Percorsi di pedagogia al femminile. Dall’unità d’Italia al sec-
ondo dopoguerra, cit., pp. 168-172; L. Maggioli, Un progetto educativo che si realizza, 
in Campioni, Marchesi (eds.), La strada maestra, cit., pp. 68-70.
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The opening of the “Remo Bordoni” kindergarten 1.

In post-war Italy, there were both kindergartens and infant schools for 
pre-school children, and the problem of the relationship between confes-
sional and state schools remained unresolved and was at the forefront of 
political debate13. For her Villaggio svizzero (Swiss village), Margherita Zoe-
beli kept the name of Froebel’s kindergarten, which was conceived as a con-
tinuation of Pestalozzi’s work centred on the child’s need for play and 
activities with the famous gifts (Spielgaben) and various occupations. Zoe-
beli may have attended a kindergarten in her childhood, as most children do, 
and was familiar with the beneficial aspects of pre-school education for a 
child’s development14. 

In post-war Rimini, the kindergarten in the Villaggio italo-svizzero (Ita-
lian-Swiss village) was an important innovation for several reasons. As Ste-
fano Pivato noted, since the spring of 1943, the children had been attending 
neither kindergarten nor school. The school buildings had either been 
bombed or occupied by evacuees. It is therefore likely that the youngest 
children were hidden in shelters or basements, or were displaced. Older 
school-age children had spent half of their lives witnessing scenes of de-
struction and death, not to mention food shortages and lack of hygiene. The 
return to normal life was slow: reopening the infant schools was difficult 
because, in Rimini, as in the rest of the country, the local administrations 
did not have sufficient funds for childcare. The delay in the opening of the 
city’s historic Baldini infant school, a Catholic institution, was a cause for 
political turmoil in the debate on education. Controversy also accompanied 
the work of Margherita Zoebeli, while the women of the UDI, the Unione 
Donne Italiane (Italian Women’s Union) insisted on the opening of children 
care services15, because as everywhere else, they were tired of the bureau-
cracy of those run by the ECA, the Ente Comunale di Assistenza (Municipal 
Assistance Agency) or ONMI, the Opera Nazionale per la protezione della 

13  E. Catarsi, L’asilo e la scuola dell’infanzia. Storia della scuola “materna” e dei 
suoi programmi dall’Ottocento ai giorni nostri, Scandicci (Firenze), La Nuova Italia, 
1994/2000, p. 225.

14  By 1861/1862, kindergartens had become quite common in Switzerland, and from 
the beginning of the 20th century Agazzi’s and Montessori’s educational practices were 
also adopted in French-speaking Switzerland, M.E. Schärer, La pédagogie fröbelienne 
dans l’éducation préscolaire en Suisse romande: 1860-1914, in «Revue Suisse de 
sciences de l’éducation», 25/2 (2003), pp. 287-307.

15  In this passage, reference is made to aspects already described in detail by S. Pi-
vato, La ricostruzione della scuola a Rimini: realizzazioni e dibattiti, in T. De Luigi, S. 
Pivato (eds.), Memoria come futuro. Cinquant’anni di vita del CEIS, presentation by R.L. 
Montalcini, Rimini, Maggioli Editore, 1996, pp. 44-49.
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Maternità e dell’Infanzia (National Maternity and Child Protection Organ-
isation). 

When it opened (Fig. 1), the CEIS kindergarten took in 150 children, 
housed in three barracks, divided into four classrooms, each with two 
teachers. As Lidia Maggioli’s reconstruction shows, the children in the kin-
dergarten were mainly orphans, illegitimate children, children from large 
families or destitute children16. They were admitted free of charge from 8.30 
a.m. to 4.30 p.m. and were given breakfast and lunch. The classrooms, 
marked with colours, were equipped to allow spontaneous activities: mobile 
stools and beds, cots for daily rest and equipment for quick continuation of 
activities; there were also special corners17 dedicated to specific activities. 
Medical and paediatric assistance was also provided (thanks to the presence 
of Dr Monticelli and Dr Bongiorno, who also looked after the staff). The 
children also received clothes and underwear thanks to volunteers (some of 
whom later came from Switzerland, such as Frida Helena Wyss, 1936-2022) 
who helped with administration, social work and sewing in the special work-
shop. This educational service was particularly appreciated by left-wing 
circles, the Socialist Council of Rimini18, with which Margherita Zoebeli 
had been in close contact since her arrival in Rimini. 

During the first year, Zoebeli used the pedagogical methods that she had 
tried out in previous experiences, such as involving all the children in indoor 
and outdoor activities. From 1947 onwards, however, thanks to her collab-
oration with Italian and foreign experts, she was able to reflect more con-
sciously on the education and re-education of children who had suffered 
severe war trauma, as well as on the solutions developed abroad and in other 
Italian cities. The certainty that she was not alone gave her courage and she 
realised that the future of education laid in constant exchange and updating. 

The kindergarten: an educational community for children victims of 1.1.
war 

In order to analyse how complex didactics were developed in the kinder-
garten and how Zoebeli adopted a broader pedagogical framework that con-
ceived the kindergarten as a community of children, three important 
moments should be considered, as they are central to the transnational cir-
culation of a plurality of pedagogical ideas that were the starting point for 
the Swiss pedagogist’s innovations. 

16  Maggioli, Un progetto educativo che si realizza, in Campioni, Marchesi (eds.), La 
strada maestra, cit., pp. 61-71 (in particular p. 67).

17  Ibidem.
18  Ivi, p. 68.
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The first two moments were two events organised at the CEIS: the two-
week International Conferences for Children Victims of War (Sémaines In-
ternationales d’Études pour l’Enfance Victime de la Guerre, SEPEG), 
supported by the Swiss Donation Organisation. They were held from 4 to 
15 May 1947 and one year later from 4 to 14 May 194819. The two confer-
ences in Rimini were attended by a large number of foreign and Italian peda-
gogists, some of whom attended both20. The third, less known but equally 
important moment was Margherita Zoebeli’s participation in the first meet-
ing of the International Federation of Children’s Communities (Fédération 
Internationale des Communautés d’Enfants, FICE) in Trogen, Switzerland 
where the Federation was founded under the patronage of UNESCO21. 
Through these meetings Margherita Zoebeli became familiar with the prin-
ciples of active community education, as described by the leading theorists 
of the time, which enabled her to develop the idea of the kindergarten/infant 
school as a community of children. 

At the first SEPEG conference, held on 13 May 1947 (Fig. 2), Margherita 
Zoebeli gave a short presentation entitled Technical questions concerning 
the management of kindergartens, in which she expressed her appreciation 
for the Montessori method, as Tiziana Pironi pointed out22, of which she re-
tained the attention to the environment and, as we shall see, the “materials” 
used for kindergarten activities. On this occasion, echoing some of the 
speeches made during these days, Zoebeli proposed to draw up a programme 
for future work on «new educational programmes», dealing with issues such 
as active schools, the reform of teacher training, the introduction of psychol-
ogy into the curriculum, vocational schools, the teacher’s library and the re-
education of street children. Zoebeli concluded that «it is no coincidence 
that this SEPEG meeting is being held in Rimini, in one of the most devas-
tated cities in Italy, where 50 per cent of the houses have been destroyed, 
while 25 per cent have been seriously damaged and only 25 per cent of all 
houses have not been affected»23. 

19  They had been held in Zurich and Milan in previous years, C. De Maria, Marghe-
rita Zoebeli e il lavoro per l’infanzia vittima della guerra, in E. Appetecchia (ed.), Le 
idee e i movimenti. Servizio sociale di comunità in Italia nel secondo dopoguerra, Roma, 
Viella, 2015, p. 243.

20  Ibidem.
21  AMZ, Envelope 12, Writings and Notes. File. Minutes of public speeches. Report 

presented at the 1948 FICE meeting in Trogen in 1948 Giardino d’infanzia Italo- svizzero 
al nome “Remo Bordoni”, Rimini, pp. 1-5.

22  T. Pironi, Per una pedagogia dell’utopia concreta: la comunità educativa di Mar-
gherita Zoebeli, in De Maria (ed.), Intervento sociale e azione educativa, cit., pp. 59-81.

23  AMZ, Envelope 18. Writings and Notes on CEIS, file: Documents on SEPEG 
(1947-1948); M. Zoebeli, Questioni tecniche concernenti la direzione delle case d’in-
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Among the participants to the first conference (teachers, professors, head-
masters and school inspectors, scholars and experts) were also prominent 
figures such as the pedagogist Ernesto Codignola, promoter of the “Scuola-
Città Pestalozzi” in Florence and Carleton Washburne, a pedagogist who 
had been a student of John Dewey. Appointed as head of the Allied Forces 
sub commission for educational reform in liberated Italy during World War 
II, Washburne had supported the SEPEG conferences from the very begin-
ning. In his speech, Codignola analysed the achievements of the new schools 
but also recalled their failures, namely interpreting the concept of freedom 
in an anarchic sense, as the famous Russian writer Lev Tolstoy did. He went 
on to discuss the importance of self-government, which is a fundamental 
principle in active pedagogy, which should not be seen as «subjectivity in-
spired by arbitrariness», but rather as «the result of inner discipline, the con-
quest of freedom, where freedom is understood as the internalisation and 
not the abolition of authority. Free is the person who has internalised the 
law»24. Speaking of his own experience in Florence, Codignola stressed that 
the school «is a city, in which the little ones really experience civic life». 
Children stay in the school all day long and work in shifts organised by the 
pupils under the guidance of the teacher, taking care of everyday tasks (eat-
ing, cleaning, various activities), which makes the school «similar to a bee-
hive». The pedagogist went on to stress that, in such a context, even the most 
difficult children internalise the law25. 

Carleton Washburne’s lecture, entitled Winnetka Schools was significant 
for the interweaving of experimentation and reflection26 from his experience 
as a teacher and which was undoubtedly a great inspiration to Margherita 
Zoebeli. He began working in a rural multi-grade school where each child 
had a different problem. He then moved to a school for children aged 9 to 
11, defined at the time as ‘abnormal’, who could not attend public schools 
(cleft lip, deaf, stuttering, undisciplined children and children with mental 
disability). He realised that each child needed a specific method, which was 
applied thanks to the presence at the school of trainees from the University 
of Chicago. Later, when Washburne was appointed superintendent of schools 
in Winnetka, a suburb of Chicago, he was able to experiment with the 
method he had developed over the years. Based on the principle of individual 

fanzia, Conference Semaines Internationales d’Études pour l’enfance victime de la guerre 
(SEPEG), 10th day, pp. 1-5.

24  E. Codignola, Scuola-città Pestalozzi. Educazione e iniziativa individuale, 1st day, 
Sunday 4 May 1947, Ivi, pp. 1-12.

25  Ivi, p. 3.
26  Second day. Monday 6 May 1947. Second lecture by Prof. Carleton Washburne 

pedagogist, University professor in the US. Le scuole di Winnetka, Ivi, pp. 1-5.
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adaptation to education, he established a common minimum programme of 
knowledge that children should acquire at their own pace in a social and co-
operative spirit27. 

The Winnetka programme was nuanced in theorising education as a so-
cial function and it also reflected on teacher training. It provided for evening 
discussion groups of teachers on the organisation of teaching (the aim of 
which was, however, to leave the children free). Education was to be con-
ceived in its totality in order to meet the needs of the children. Based on the 
assumption that every child needed ‘physical, emotional and mental health’, 
the environment had to provide ‘air, light, beauty’ to invite children to ex-
perience movement. In addition, teachers could rarely use punishment, but 
had created special manuals to teach children to work on their own. In Win-
netka’s complex programme, both the kindergarten and the other schools 
were based on self-government: «there are elections, cooperatives, animal 
husbandry, organisation of festivals»28. This programme, which aimed at the 
happiness of the individual, gave Margherita Zoebeli food for thought and 
she drew some elements from it to organise individualised learning, although 
the primary school in the Villaggio svizzero (Swiss village) of Rimini main-
tained the division of children into age classes. 

The second SEPEG conference (Fig. 3), held exactly one year later at 
the CEIS, was an opportunity for Margherita Zoebeli to share ideas, activities 
and educational strategies. She gave a presentation on the activities of the 
Centro Educativo Italo-Svizzero (Italian-Swiss Educational Centre)29. The 
conference was opened by the President of the Italian SEPEG, Ernesto Codi-
gnola, and chaired by Henry Bourquin, who, with his wife, ran the Vennes 
re-education school near Lausanne (from 1940 to 1948). The presentations 
covered a wide range of topics, focussing on three fundamental themes for 
the post-war period: the role of schools in prevention and social work, and 
rural schools; the work of the Sèvres Orientation Centre (France) and the 
prevention of risk behaviour; and finally, the re-education of deviant 
children. The presentation described innovative post-war institutions that 
sought to develop new educational programmes for children who had ex-
perienced war. 

Interestingly, Maria Calogero, co-founder of the Centro di Educazione 
Professionale per Assistenti Sociali (Centre for Professional Education for 
Social Workers - CEPAS) in Rome, presented a report on social work and 
schools, stressing that social workers and teachers have the same role as edu-
cators, especially in rural areas. Calogero gave the example of Czechoslo-

27  Ivi, p. 2.
28  Original quotation, see Ivi, pp. 3-5.
29  AMZ, Envelope 18, File 2. Documents on SEPEG (1947-1948).
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vakia, one of the most devastated areas in Europe, where teachers and social 
workers were equally in demand after the Second World War30. Together 
with Ernesto Codignola and other participants, Calogero was the initiator of 
a motion that was unanimously adopted on 13 May 1948, which paid much 
more attention to primary schools than to kindergartens or other institutions 
for minors. This motion proposed that the problem of education and rural 
schools in general should be addressed; that teachers should have a human-
istic background as well as a psycho-pedagogical background; and that the 
re-education systems of juvenile homes should also be reformed, without, 
however, formulating precise lines of action31. 

In order to improve school education, a medical-educational service 
should be set up in every municipality and provincial capital to provide 
teachers with up-to-date specialist assistance in the field, in accordance with 
the latest scientific findings; this service was also to be extended to middle 
schools. The training of social workers and psychologists for medical-edu-
cational clinics should be promoted so that these services can also be pro-
vided in schools. The question of the salaries for teachers, «the men and 
women of the school», was also raised as an essential element, so that 
teachers could «devote themselves with peace of mind to the moral reha-
bilitation of the nation and to the training of the citizens of tomorrow»32. 
The motion also proposed financial support for educators – the «people who 
are committed and competent in the field of children’s education» – so that 
they could be trained in Italian and foreign training centres33. 

The reports of these SEPEG weeks, which took place two and three years 
after respectively the end of the war, in a climate of reconstruction, brought 
to light not only the problem of the education of children and adolescents in 
terms of training and future integration, but also that of the impaired health 
of children and the training of educational staff. Although it is not possible 
to offer a complete summary of all the considerations made, those described 
above were a major source of inspiration for Margherita Zoebeli’s work. 

30  M. Calogero, Assistenza sociale a scuola, Ivi, pp. 1-8.
31  Testo della mozione proposta dal Comitato promotore ed approvata all’unanimità 

nella seduta del giorno 13 maggio al Centro sociale italo-svizzero a Rimini, Conference 
of the Semaines Internationales d’Études pour l’Enfance Victime de la Guerre (SEPEG, 
Ivi, pp. 1-2.

32  Ibidem.
33  Ibidem.
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Participation in the Fédération Internationale des Communautés d’En-1.2.
fants (International Federation of Children’s Communities, FICE) 

Margherita Zoebeli attended the first meeting of the FICE held in Trogen, 
from 4 to 11 July 1948 (Fig. 4). During this meeting, which laid the founda-
tions for the creation of the Federation itself, CEIS and its institutions be-
came part of this European network of children’s villages. Created in various 
European cities after the end of the war, these institutions or villages all 
shared the principle of social/community pedagogy, which was then being 
discussed from the perspective of the new education movement. In fact, these 
institutions were forced to make a virtue out of necessity, as there was a 
shortage of staff, and therefore children were involved in the running of the 
institutions in which they lived. The conference was attended not only by 
Carleton Washburne, but also by the directors of all the major European 
children’s communities, psychologists and experts from various fields. Of 
particular importance was the participation of the Swiss psychiatrist and edu-
cationalist, Marie Berta Meierhofer (1909-1998), who described the first ex-
periences of medical education in the Pestalozzi Children’s Village in 
Trogen. Among the representatives of the children’s communities was also 
Father Antonio Rivolta (1898-1981), founder of the first Children’s village 
opened in Italy, in Civitavecchia. 

Among the archival documents is the manuscript of the speech given by 
Margherita Zoebeli on 4 July 1948, with the title Giardino d’infanzia italo-sviz-
zero al nome di Remo Bordoni (The Remo Bordoni Swiss-Italian Kinder-
garten)34. Her speech was a detailed presentation of the activities carried out 
over the previous two years at the kindergarten, which had been opened thanks 
to two Swiss organisations for war-affected countries. She described both the 
organisational and logistical aspects as well as the number and type of children 
accommodated. In terms of organisation and logistics, the pedagogist described 
the thirteen barracks, equipped for education and schooling, with a kitchen, an 
infirmary, showers, carpentry and tailoring workshops. In the kindergarten the 
children enjoy: «a certain autonomy and independence, and a large garden is 
available for outdoor education, games and gardening». The aim was to «help 
children develop in a healthy atmosphere, to help underprivileged children over-
come mental suffering and the consequences of war deprivation, to contribute 
to the study and research of new pedagogical forms, to prepare small groups of 
educators for active schooling and new education)»35. 

34  Presentation given at the first FICE Conference held in Trogen, Switzerland in 
1948, see Giardino d’infanzia italo-svizzero al nome “Remo Bordoni”, Rimini, AMZ, 
proceedings of public speeches, Envelope 12, Writings and notes, pp. 1-5.

35  Ivi, pp. 1-2.
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In terms of numbers and types of children, 150 attended the kindergarten 
only during the day, while 20 war orphans lived there permanently. Admis-
sion was based on the child’s health and economic situation. The selection 
of the children was entrusted to the doctor and social workers. Admitted 
children were divided into four kindergarten classrooms under the super-
vision of the “gardener-teacher”. The 20 children from the orphanage who 
attended either the kindergarten or the primary school were divided into two 
groups, each under the supervision of an educator36. 

The proceedings of the conference of directors of children’s educative 
communities held in Trogen-Heiden were later published but they do not in-
clude Margherita’s presentation, only a report signed by the deputy director 
of the Centro Italo-Svizzero (Italian-Swiss Centre), Barbara Stratiesky. Mar-
gherita Zoebeli is mentioned as an alternate member of the FICE Coordina-
tion Committee, together with Father Antonio Rivolta37. The International 
Federation of Educational Communities, founded at the end of the confer-
ence on 10 July, was chaired by Robert Préaut, with René De Cooman (Bel-
gium) as vice-president; Ernesto Codignola and Maria Meierhofer 
(Switzerland) as members, and Elisabeth F. Rotten (Switzerland) as treas-
urer. 

Among the papers presented at the conference, that of the American 
pedagogist Washburne was particularly interesting, when compared with the 
one he had given in Rimini the previous year38. His lecture was relevant be-
cause it described the advantages of modern education – i.e. those of the 
new education – over traditional education, which had undoubtedly in-
fluenced the practice of many European communities at a transnational level. 
His lecture can be divided into two parts, with the first describing the ad-
vantages of modern education for war-affected children, and the second out-
lining important educational principles in children’s villages. 

In the first part, he stated that the principles of the new education were 
particularly suitable for two particular categories of children, those trau-
matised by war and those with various forms of disability. For children 
traumatised by war. He stated that modern education, unlike traditional 

36  Ibidem.
37  See the section on the Giardino d’infanzia Italo-Svizzero (Italian-Swiss kinder-

garten) in Enfants sans foyer. Compte rendu des travaux de la conférence des directeurs 
de communauté d’enfants Trogen-Heiden, Suisse, préparé par le dr. Thérèse Brosse, Paris, 
Organisation des Nations Unies pour l’éducation, la science et la culture, UNESCO/Im-
primerie Dupont, 1950, pp. 20-21.

38  C. Washburne, Rapport sur l’éducation moderne et les enfants victimes de la 
guerre. Réunion des directeurs de villages d’enfants tenue du 4 au 11 juillet 1948. Paris, 
25 juin 1948, Organisation des Nations Unies pour l’Éducation, la Science et la Culture 
UNESCO/ED/Conf. 1/9, pp. 1-12.
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education, included moments of physical, aesthetic, social and practical 
(manual) education and that these were highly effective. Modern educa-
tion, he insisted, put into practice the principle of «a healthy mind in a 
healthy body» through physical exercise under the supervision of a teacher, 
appropriate spatial arrangements and medical (dental) examination. These 
practices had to be accompanied by the teaching of the principles needed 
«to lead a healthy life and avoid risks». Education had to meet these ob-
jectives, which were as important as the child’s intellectual development39. 

With regard to children with some form of disability (translated in French 
as infirmité), the pedagogist stressed the importance of not separating 
children with disabilities from children without disabilities. He referred to 
the example of the Prague institute founded by the famous František Bakula 
(1877-1957), which «proved that children with severe disabilities could lead 
happy and independent lives if they received the appropriate education»40. 
The American pedagogist proposed an inclusive educational program. For 
example, a deaf child should attend classes with non-deaf classmates, al-
though he/she should be separated for the time necessary to learn lip-reading. 
He reiterated that the modern school should be concerned with «the educa-
tion of all categories of physically deficient children» by using special 
methods to help them participate in community life41. 

Washburne then went on to speak at length about the moral health of 
children, stating that in order to lead a happy and balanced life, each child 
must be able to enjoy three basic affective conditions, namely «the possibil-
ity of freely expressing his or her personality, a sense of security and a sense 
of collective solidarity»42. The twofold aim of the modern school was to 
guide the child towards acceptable forms of self-expression and to help 
him/her acquire inner discipline. In addition, the modern school was to offer 
them the opportunity to express themselves through numerous creative, ar-
tistic, and manual activities in a variety of media (painting with pencils, 
fingers and crayons, charcoal, chalk, clay); the composition of vocal or in-
strumental music; the writing and performance of music; the writing of prose 
or poetry and oral expression (lived experiences, storytelling, free dis-
cussion); and finally, free time for research activities and intellectual pur-
suits. 

39  Ivi, p. 3.
40  Ivi, p. 4. On the history of this institute see D. Caroli, Ludmila Durdíková, a teacher 

and writer for children from Prague to Paris (1899-1955), in A. Cagnolati (ed.), Women 
and Children’s Literature. A Love Affair?, Bern, Peter Lang, 2021, pp.25-43.

41  Washburne, Rapport sur l’éducation moderne et les enfants victimes de la guerre, 
cit., p. 4.

42  Original quotation, Ibidem.
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Children with disabilities also had to be included in these activities. «For 
the psychologically unstable child, artistic creation is often a liberation. 
Music, art, handicrafts, creative expression through language and rhythm 
have been used very effectively in institutions dealing with neurotic and de-
linquent children. Their usefulness will be even greater in the case of school-
children who show a distressed or disturbed sensibility as a result of war, 
displacement, loss of parents or any other kind of misfortune»43. 

Moral health was based on another important aspect, namely a sense of 
security, for which he referred to the psychologist Alfred Adler’s concept of 
‘courage’, a feeling that is usually developed within the family. In the ab-
sence of a family, the teacher in the modern school had to help create this 
sense of security. In the school, the teacher, endowed with special skills, had 
to make the children feel the affection and understanding usually provided 
by parents. School premises had to be comfortable to facilitate this sense of 
security. The modern school also had to respect each child’s level of moral 
development and give him or her appropriate tasks so that he or she could 
«gain confidence in his or her abilities and the courage to go forward»44. 

A sense of security was particularly important for children who had lost 
their families and homes. In general, ideal schools were children’s villages, 
as reiterated by Washburne, who stated that a children’s village consisted of 
a group of families «with a foster mother and a foster father and a limited 
number of children, usually not more than 12; in practice, each house has 
no more than a few children»45. Within these families/villages, the sense of 
security was based on a sense of belonging to the group, i.e. collective soli-
darity. It was a feeling that came from working towards a common goal. The 
modern school realised this principle, by being organised on a democratic 
and cooperative basis. In groups, children discussed collective decisions and 
took responsibility. The teacher tried to correct wrong attitudes and supervise 
group decisions. In this sense, the school promoted the autonomy of group 
thinking and action and helped to develop a sense of responsibility. This type 
of school/village also had to be inclusive of children with disabilities. 

The three aspects mentioned above, namely freedom of expression, a 
sense of security and a sense of collective solidarity were the cornerstones 
of modern education, which also had to promote the full development of the 
personality of every human being, seen «as an active and responsible 
member of a series of supportive collectives - the family, the community, 
the State and, finally, the world society»46. 

43  Original quotation, Ivi, p. 5.
44  Original quotation, Ivi, p. 6.
45  Original quotation, Ibidem.
46  Original quotation, Ivi, p. 9.
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In order to promote the free development of the child’s personality, Wash-
burne believed that research in the social sciences was essential, and that the 
school itself should make every child aware of his/her own aspirations and 
talents, and, through vocational guidance, help him/her discover and inte-
grate those talents into the economic organisation. The modern school, with 
the help of research in psychology, would help to impart various fields of 
knowledge, to elaborate group ideas and to develop thinking. Finally, the 
principle of moral conscience was the result of social solidarity, developed 
through the child’s sense of responsibility towards the family/village. Inclu-
sion in educational institutions was intended to encourage this approach, 
transforming the school into a «miniature community»47. 

Washburne’s reflections on the principles of modern education are useful 
in shedding new light on some aspects of the teaching method that Marghe-
rita Zoebeli introduced not only in the kindergarten but more generally in 
the village’s educational institutions. These include, for example, various 
expressive activities, individualised learning in the primary school and the 
inclusion of children with disabilities, the constant development of new ac-
tivities in the kindergarten, active participation in the management of certain 
moments of community life (distribution of lunch and organisation of public 
events), and a sense of community resulting from the involvement of 
children and parents. 

Among other important presentations at the conference was Marie Meier-
hofer’s presentation of the first medical-pedagogical centre in the children’s 
village in Trogen, which was set up between May 1946 and January 1948 in 
an international village, that took in children of different nationalities 
(French, Polish, Austrian, Hungarian and German) who had been trauma-
tised by the war. The most critical case was that of the Polish children who 
had changed language, social environment, religion and nationality as a re-
sult of the various relocations. Re-education proved difficult because the 
children, who suffered from various forms of psychological or behavioural 
disorders, had a so-called “memory without a past” with which to construct 
the present. On the basis of these inspiration and examples, Margherita Zoe-
beli realized in 1953 that she had to open a medical-pedagogical centre, with 
a team working under the direction of a paediatric neurologist, to treat dif-
ficult cases both at the CEIS and in the public schools of Rimini48. 

47  Ivi, pp. 11-12.
48  In the first year 145 children underwent medical examination, see: De Maria, In-

troduzione. Per una biografia di Margherita Zoebeli, in De Maria (ed.), Intervento sociale 
e azione educativa, cit., pp. 1-39; Sapucci, Breve storia di Margherita Zoebeli, in Cam-
pioni, Marchesi (eds.), Sui nostri passi. Tracce di storia dei servizi educativi nei Comuni 
capoluogo dell’Emilia Romagna, cit., pp. 449-450.
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Margherita Zoebeli’s contacts with FICE and UNESCO continued even 
in the following years, as shown by the correspondence preserved in the 
archives, until 1991. The reply from 17 August 1948 from Philip Sojak, Head 
of the Reconstruction Department of UNESCO, testifies that Barbara Stra-
tiesky, as Vice-Director of the Giardino d’infanzia italo-svizzero (Italian-
Swiss kindergarten), had sent a letter and four photographs of the children’s 
community49. 

After a visit to CEIS in the summer of 1956, Anthony Weaver, secretary 
of the English section of FICE, wrote a letter to Margherita on 28 December 
1956, expressing his satisfaction at having seen the work first-hand. He drew 
her attention to two books she had asked for: the first was Homer Lane and 
the Little Commonwealth (1948) by Elsie T. Bazeley (1882-1936), who had 
worked in the community mentioned in the book itself; the second was 
Homer Lane’s Talks to Parents and Teachers (1928). He ended his letter ex-
pressing the hope of meeting her in London the following year50. 

In the meantime, Margherita Zoebeli had become secretary of the Italian 
section of FICE and took part in the international meeting held in Israel in 
195851. The meeting took stock of the situation in the different countries of 
Europe and «stressed the importance of the Federation for educational or-
ganisations». Margherita was asked to draw up a statute in line with the edu-
cational experience of the community and to organise meetings of Italian 
educators at the Olivetti headquarters in Ivrea with a view to organising the 
International Conference «Community and International Education». Ac-
cording to the information contained in the letter written by the Florentine 
teacher Idana Pescioli (which we shall mention again later), the introductory 
speech, on that occasion, was to be given either by Lamberto Borghi, Vice-
President of the Italian FICE (President of FICE, Codignola), or by Fran-
cesco Bartolomeis, another scholar in close contact with the CEIS. 
International experiences were to be discussed and the leaders of the differ-
ent communities (Scuola-città, Villaggio Artigiano, Cagnola Village in Rasa 
di Varese, Rinnovata) were to be invited52. 

Contacts with FICE were important for the promotion of community 
pedagogy. It can be assumed that Margherita Zoebeli’s contribution was 
written in English, in view of her participation in the FICE Congress in 

49  AMZ, Envelope 18 File. 2. Conference of the Semaines Internationales d’Études 
pour l’Enfance Victime de la guerre.

50  AMZ, Envelope 2 Correspondence Letter to Margherita Zoebeli, Letter (in Eng-
lish) by Anthony Weaver (28 December 1956).

51  AMZ, Envelope 4 Private correspondence. File. 1. Correspondence. Letter to Mar-
gherita Zoebeli, letter by Idana Pescioli from 24 May 1958.

52  Ibidem.
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Vienna in 1967. In her contribution, Zoebeli traced back twenty years of the 
CEIS kindergarten, explaining the reasons for the name, the content and the 
pedagogical methods, which she often described with the help of photo-
graphs (which she showed on that occasion). The pedagogist explained that 
“the kindergarten” of the Centro Educativo Italo-Svizzero (Italian-Swiss 
Educational Centre) had contributed to the study of the future of childhood 
schools in Italy (infant schools). For many years, the Centre had developed 
and tried to carry out psycho-pedagogical field experiments had offered criti-
cal contributions to the problems of education for children between the ages 
of three and six; indispensable tools for intellectual, social and affective edu-
cation; the opportunity for architects interested in school building to develop 
new concepts and functional guidelines for infant schools; the professional 
training for teachers through residential training courses. 

Zoebeli explained that this pre-school institution was first named “giar-
dino svizzero”, but in 1966 it «has been named “scuola materna” (maternal 
school) because from its very beginning, at the end of the war, it had to be 
integrated in the Italian school-system that had different orientations accord-
ing to the methods applied»: “giardini d’infanzia” (kindergartens), “case dei 
bambini” (infant homes), “scuole materne e asili infantili” (infant school). 
She also emphasised that: «We have named it “scuola materna” (maternal 
school) because this definition is the nearest to our conception, i.e. the con-
viction that [the] child from 3 to six needs a school»53. The pedagogist ex-
plained that she would have liked to abolish the adjective “materna” 
(maternal), which seemed rhetorical to her, since it was an institution in its 
own right that did not have the role of complementing the family. The family, 
as the centre of the child’s world, could not be replaced, but it was not 
enough for the child’s psycho-physical development and the harmonious 
structuring of their personality. «The child needs at the same time the school, 
that allows him to extend his social relations, satisfies his curiosity, his desire 
of penetration of the physical and social space»54. 

The pedagogist added that «our “scuola materna” owns the requisites 
that allows to offer the child situations of formative experiences in the field 
of social-affectivity, it enlarges the field of expressive-constructive activities, 
and ever again allows news adaptations of various type, which are indis-
pensable for the future integration of the child in primary school»55. The 
pedagogist added that «our kindergarten can offer the child formative ex-

53  AMZ, Envelope 12, Writings and notes, File Working material and scattered notes. 
Typewritten report in English: M. Zoebeli, During the 20 years of its existence… (pro-
bable date 1966), pp. 1-8.

54  Ivi, p. 1-2.
55  Ivi, p. 3.
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periences of social affectivity, to widen the field of expressive and construc-
tion activities, and above all to allow for adaptation, all of which is essential 
for future integration into primary school». The guiding principle of the 
pedagogical activity was the satisfaction of the child’s intimate needs, i.e. 
socialisation that is part of the child’s development and the interaction with 
the environment. This principle guided the pedagogical intervention, the 
choice of furniture, teaching materials and content. Finally, she specified: 
«We never talk of teaching of subjects (as applied by Montessori), but we 
always talk of educational activities, favourable to the social, affective and 
intellectual ripening of the child»56. Even without anticipating the teaching 
of school subjects it has been observed that «allowing children to freely 
choose their own activities gives them autonomy and develops a sense of 
initiative and responsibility»57. 

In the same presentation, Margherita Zoebeli also referred to the famous 
passage by Francesco Bartolomeis (taken from La psicologia del bambino 
e l’educazione nella scuola di Rimini, 1957), according to which the children 
in Rimini were capable of engaging in «quiet and concentrated activities». 
Entering the classroom in the morning, one could observe the children en-
gaged in a variety of activities. The children were free to choose their own 
activities and their interests and pace in the execution of activities were re-
spected. The teacher and two assistants went around the tables arranged ac-
cording to the activities; they «talked to the children, helped them in 
construction and technical activities to overcome difficulties, and guided 
them. Their role is to prepare the materials and the environment»58. During 
the day, children carry out activities of their own choice, activities guided 
by the teacher (to help the child acquire knowledge or specific skills) and 
have moments of collective life with listening and talking (Fig. 5). Zoebeli 
concluded that «the method used in this type of centre promotes the devel-
opment of a high degree of community spirit and at the same time stimulates 
the child’s creativity. Interests emerge in the school, where different educa-
tional activities promote different types of development. The first rudimen-
tary plan for group or individual work is thus born. The teacher prepares the 
materials, encourages the children to participate in activities and helps them 
to carry them out»59. 

Zoebeli used photographs to show the different expressive activities that 
were carried out, the manual skills that were acquired and the advantage of 
having kindergarten and primary school children working together (Figs. 6-

56  Ibidem.
57  Ibidem.
58  Original quotation, Ivi, p. 4.
59  Original quotation, Ivi, p. 5.

128 Dorena Caroli



7). In particular, this gave the children great confidence when they moved 
on to primary school60. 

Margherita’s correspondence includes other letters of invitation to the 
FICE conferences that were to be held in the following years, up until the 
one in Israel in 1991. This constant international exchange gave Margherita 
Zoebeli many ideas that she would later incorporate into her pedagogical 
practice, constantly updating it on the basis of new scientific developments 
in the field of psycho-pedagogy. 

The doll’s corner in the kindergarten: educating to the feeling of safety 2.

Since its opening, the educational activities of the kindergarten have been 
very varied and have included manipulation with wooden toys, singing and 
music, the organisation of the Christmas pageant, “corner activities” (in-
spired by the centres of interest of Célestin Freinet, who personally visited 
the CEIS in 1952), free drawing and theatrical activities with masks. In gen-
eral, the layout of the interior (with tables, blackboards and movable stools), 
which Zoebeli borrowed from Montessori, was designed to allow both indi-
vidual and group/cooperative activities61. Outdoor activities included gar-
dening, physical exercise and events open to the outside world. 

A careful chronological reconstruction of the children’s activities is not 
an easy task and requires a method of analysis that relates Margherita’s writ-
ings of various kinds (notes and reports) to the photographs taken by Mar-
gherita, her colleagues and photographers to document the educational 
practice and the daily life of the children in the village. The visual perspec-
tive provided by iconographic sources62 is useful in understanding the scope 
of the innovation introduced by the pedagogist in the kindergarten63. With 
regard to the indoor and outdoor activities in Froebel’s original kindergarten 
model, Margherita had to make a compromise: for indoor activities she kept 
the small coloured cubes, cylinders and wooden blocks derived from Froe-
bel’s method. For outdoor activities, she chose gardening, which continued 

60  Ivi, p. 6.
61  This aspect has been studied by Pironi, Per una pedagogia dell’utopia concreta: 

la comunità educativa di Margherita Zoebeli, in De Maria (ed.), Intervento sociale e 
azione educativa, cit., pp. 59-81.

62  In this respect, see I. Dussel, The Visual Turn in the History of Education: Four 
Comments for a Historiographical Discussion, in T.S. Popkewitz (ed.), Rethinking the 
History of Education. Transnational Perspectives on Its Questions, Basingstoke (UK), 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2013, pp. 29-49.

63  See some examples of the valuable collections published in: De Luigi, Pivato 
(eds.), Memoria come futuro. Cinquant’anni di vita del CEIS, cit.
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to be a central element of aesthetic and physical education in the open air. 
In the following years, a small area with mould and sand was added to the 
garden for the younger children to play outside (in the absence of other ma-
nipulative materials). For the older children, a Swedish ladder was also in-
stalled to encourage coordinated movement and balance when climbing. 
These sense-motor activities helped them gain autonomy and a sense of 
safety while performing (potentially risky) movements. The exercise of circl-
ing around the fountain, in which everyone participated, was also common 
as it promoted a sense of belonging to the community, where everyone felt 
equal and bound by a sense of solidarity. 

As the photographs show, activities in the kindergarten included not only 
games, but also everyday tasks (e.g. cleaning shoes in groups or arranging 
towels). From 1947, a very special corner was set up, the doll’s corner, a 
space for playing with dolls and a number of small beds were placed there 
for resting (Fig. 8)64. Later, in 1950, a child-sized playhouse was built. It 
was a playhouse that was freely accessible to the extended family of children 
in the community. It was a privileged space for nurturing the sense of safety 
and protection that Washburne had described in Trogen. It could also be ex-
perienced as a space open to all children, who could interpret, represent and 
recreate a new little universe, as Margherita Zoebeli described it a few years 
later (as we will see below). The house and the doll embodied a sense of 
family, with the care and safety that this represented, especially for children 
affected by the war. It should be noted, however, that this child-friendly toy 
house was nothing new, as it was also depicted in a classic children’s book, 
La casa della bambola. Un omaggio per brave bambine by the German il-
lustrator Lothar Meggendorfer (1847-1925). Zoebeli borrowed it from Swiss 
and German culture and used it to recreate a sense of family and commu-
nity65. 

64  AMZ, photographic archive, folder 1 CEI_245foto40-41.
65  By the end of the 19th century, these miniature wooden toy houses were very popu-

lar in Germany and Switzerland (the Lugano Museum in Switzerland has a remarkable 
collection). They were small, multi-storey houses with an open wall so that the child 
could play with the objects in the different rooms. In 1887, a famous pop-up book began 
to circulate, entitled Das Puppenhaus. Eine Festgabe für brave Mädchen by the Munich-
born German illustrator Lothar Meggendorfer (1847-1925), famous for his hardback and 
animated books. The open pages of the hardback book showed not only the verticality 
of the multi-storey house, but also the life of its inhabitants in the surrounding commu-
nity: the father rides his bicycle to work, while the mother is busy shopping at the deli-
catessen, see L. Meggendorfer, Das Puppenhaus. Eine Festgabe für brave Mädchen, 6th 
ed., Esslinger, J.F. Schreiber, reprint Esslinger Verlag, 2007 (English edition: The Doll’s 
House. A Reproduction of the Antique Pop-up Book, London, Puffin, 1978).

130 Dorena Caroli



In the CEIS archive there are two photographs from 1950 and 1951 
showing activities with the doll’s house in the classroom. The first, from 
1950, shows a little girl with a pram in front of the toy house (Fig. 9). It was 
made of plywood with an open door and window; it was placed in the corner 
of the well-lit barrack and was slightly lower than the ceiling. Next to the 
walls, under the windows, there is a small table with wooden toys on the left 
and a low shelf with other toys (a teddy bear and a puppet theatre)66 on the 
right. In the second photograph, however, the house appears against the 
background of the children’s activities who are sitting at the tables and play-
ing in the presence of three teachers (Fig. 10). A wooden rocking horse, a 
common toy in kindergartens, can also be seen in the background67. Together 
with the wooden rocking horse, the doll was one of the few toys available at 
the time68. In one photograph, a little girl pushes a pram with a doll, a symbol 
of care and memories of past moments to be relieved in order to feel like a 
child. 

In addition to this indoor doll house, there was also a doll’s house for 
outdoor activities, later built in brick in 1960 thanks to the anarchist brick-
layer Gaetano Gervasio (1886-1964) and officially opened in 1961 (Fig. 
11)69. Gervasio, the father of Giovanna Carbonaro with whom Zoebeli was 
in contact, was one of the most important figures in the libertarian movement 
of the 20th century and exchanged letters with Margherita Zoebeli in which 
they both commented on the political events of 1960 and 1961. 

The Doll’s House was the centre of many activities that restored moments 
of normality. A composition written in 1961 by a 3rd grade child reads as fol-
lows: «Today we went to see the doll’s house, which is only for kindergarten 
children to play in. We would also like to play in that wonderful little house 

66  AMZ, photographic archive Folder 3, CEI-248_004 (1950).
67  AMZ, photographic archive Folder 3, CEI-250_017 (Teachers from the 1st voca-

tional training course observe teaching in the yellow classroom (1951)).
68  The rag doll was the main character in the story of the short film entitled La bam-

bola. I monelli della domenica by Flavio Nicolini (1924-2015), a director from Santar-
cangelo di Romagna, known for his educational cinema. This short film was shown at 
the CEIS in 1952 and probably helped to make the game more stimulating. The protag-
onist of the story is Rosanna’s doll, the only toy of a group of children from the Romagna 
countryside. Stolen from Rosanna by some children who use it to throw javelins or play 
volleyball, at the end of the story the doll is picked up by a child. He stops to rock it and 
holds it in his arms before returning it to its owner. F. Nicolini, ll “paese” di Margherita, 
in De Luigi, Pivato (eds.), Memoria come futuro. Cinquant’anni di vita del CEIS, cit., 
pp. 50-53. See https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3tGTQS75ZVE, last accessed: 12 Ja-
nuary 2024.

69  AMZ, CEI-264_001 (1960); CEI-266_007 about (21 June 1961); CEI-266_008 
(21 June 1961).
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that looks like the Seven dwarfs’ house among all those trees. Last year, 
when everyone was carrying bricks, we didn’t think it would be so good: 
with the wooden roof, the fireplace that can burn, the little terrace, the 
shutters, the ladder to go upstairs. It’s really a masterpiece, in short, it’s a 
real house»70. 

Other aspects of this original active method included music, singing, 
dancing, drama and puppetry, as well as other “corner activities”, which can 
be traced back to Célestin Freinet’s centres of interest. For music, the peda-
gogist had a musical background and could play the violin; every year, she 
invited Ernst Klug from the Pestalozzi village in Trogen. For motor activity 
and physical expression, the method included drama, masks and shadow 
play. Mimi Scheiblauer, a student of Émile Jaques-Dalcroze, was brought 
in to stimulate the children with rhythm, which also helped with special edu-
cation. At the end of the 1955-56 school year, within a residential internship, 
a play was organised in which a feast at the Malatesta court was re-enacted, 
with children and adults playing the different roles; Margherita Zoebeli her-
self played the role of Isotta71, a cultured and courageous woman who took 
over the government of the city after Sigismondo’s death. 

The pedagogist’s work was characterised by constant reflection, both on 
the legacy of the past and on the psycho-pedagogical research published at 
the time. Her writings, notes and reports reveal the process of searching for 
her own pedagogical method, which reflected her habit of synthesis, re-elab-
oration and reflection. Writing was the basis of her practice for interpreting 
the changes that were taking place not only in Rimini, but in the whole 
country to which the pedagogue turned her gaze from the post-war period 
until the 1970s. 

Expressive activities, developments in the kindergarten and public de-3.
bate 

Among the expressive activities, drawing was central for Margherita 
Zoebeli because her reflections on aesthetic education led her to theorise 
more deeply about individual spontaneous activities and group activities 
(Figs. 12-13). 

Before turning to the didactics of Arno Stern (1924, then living in Paris), 
a Swiss painter famous for his didactic method of spontaneous painting, it 

70  AMZ, ZOE-070_32, article taken from «Villaggio nostro», 15 June 1961. It was a 
single issue edited by CEIS.

71  G. Honegger Fresco, La formazione di educatori e insegnanti, in De Maria (ed.), 
Intervento sociale e azione educativa, cit., p. 116.
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can be assumed that the work of Herbert Read (1893-1967), a poet and fa-
mous English art critic, pacifist and Marxist, was fundamental to her. The 
organisation of educational activities at the kindergarten changed in the sec-
ond half of the 1950s, with the publication of the Italian translation (in 1954) 
of Herbert Read’s work, Educare con l’arte (Education through art), first 
published in 1943 and then in a revised edition in 195872. 

The dilemma of whether children’s drawing is play or art, a fil rouge in 
the English scholar’s work, was also crucial for Margherita Zoebeli, helping 
her to better reflect on her community’s educational strategies. Read echoed 
Maria Montessori’s view that «drawing cannot, or should not be taught [… ]. 
It should be a spontaneous activity, a free expression of the child’s own self, 
own thoughts»73. With regard to this vision, however, he believed that there 
was also a technical development in the children’s drawings, which, despite 
their spontaneity, manifested an external social conditioning. This was be-
cause education had a dual purpose, namely individual and social, which 
was specifically implemented in the activities at CEIS. Read stated that «the 
purpose of education can then only be to develop, at the same time of the 
uniqueness, the social consciousness or reciprocity of the individual. As a 
result of the infinite permutations of heredity, the individual will inevitably 
be unique, and this uniqueness, because it is something not possessed by 
anyone else, will be value to the community»74. Read also discussed various 
activities for kindergarten children, that contributed to aesthetic education, 
such as rhythmic or percussion activities that should precede drawing, paint-
ing, manual work, mimicry and drama play75. 

With the aim of furthering her ideas about the child’s need for sponta-
neous activities to achieve integration into society, Zoebeli tried to make a 
clearer distinction between individual and group activities. 

The educational activities carried out at the CEIS, particularly drawing, 
began to be presented to the public through a series of exhibitions. On 15 
December 1957, an exhibition was held at the Municipal Theatre in Rimini 
to document both these activities and the training of kindergarten teachers 
in active school methods. On this occasion, Margherita Zoebeli received a 
visit from Idana Pescioli (1922-2016)76, a teacher she had probably met 

72  H. Read, Education through Art, London, Faber and Faber (1943), 1958; it. trans.  
Educare con l’arte, foreward and translation by G.C. Argan, Milano, Edizioni di comu-
nità, 1954.

73  H. Read, Education through Art, cit., p. 115.
74  Ivi, p. 5.
75  Ivi, pp. 232-236.
76  Idana Pescioli was a Florentine pedagogist interested in the improvement of public 

primary schools, committed to the dissemination of active school methods and the pro-
motion of the CEMEA and MCE movements.
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through the network of the Cooperativa della Tipografia a Scuola (Typo-
graphy at School Cooperative), founded in 195177. In her report, Pescioli de-
tailed the achievements of the CEIS kindergarten over a decade. The 
exhibition reflected the «creative potential of the children», not to be under-
stood as spontaneity but as «self-expression, through this or “that tech-
nique”»78. This process of «expression went hand in hand with that of the 
development of intellect and character, which is as much individual as it is 
social, through activating methods and various techniques, cultural con-
ditioning, group life and cooperation. Life at the Centre is presented in a 
series of photographs which, by showing the “free and real” children en-
gaged in various activities, enable those who work with the children to go 
beyond the photograph and to trace back the stages of their growth»79. 

The press and experts of the time paid much attention to the Swiss peda-
gogist’s educational method. An article by the partisan and businesswoman 
Maria Luigia Guaita (1912-2007) appeared in «Il Mondo» in 1957 under the 
title Foglietti di viaggio. Una scuola modello (Travel sheets. A model 
school). It talked about the kindergarten in Rimini and described Margherita 
as «a slender, diaphanous woman, who runs this centre she has created with 
miraculous strength, Swiss constancy and all-Latin gentleness»80. In the 
same year, 1957, the pedagogist Francesco De Bartolomeis wrote that the 
children at the CEIS were able to «devote themselves to calm and serene ac-
tivities, to play lively without incidents, to take initiatives, to move around 
the classroom without causing disorder or disturbance, to cooperate: they 
were free and deserved to be so because in freedom they built their person-
alities and had experiences that expanded their world into a richer web of 
social relationships»81. 

In the public lectures she subsequently gave, including those in Rome 
and Florence, the pedagogist described artistic activities in particular as a 
symbol of the educational results achieved in her community project, which 
combined the principles of freedom and socialisation of children. In 1958 
she gave a futrther lecture at the Basso Foundation in Rome, which was also 
the occasion to exhibit the children’s drawings. Margherita Zoebeli empha-

77  AMZ, Envelope 10, File 3. Preparatory notes for lectures given at CEMEA courses 
or in other training courses for educators; Idana Pescioli, La mostra del Centro educativo 
italo svizzero (20 December 1957), pp. 1-6.

78  Ivi, pp. 2-3.
79  Ivi, p. 2.
80  AMZ, envelope 26, miscellaneous, 6 August 1957, pp. 1-5.
81  F. De Bartolomeis, La psicologia del bambino e l’educazione nella scuola materna, 

Torino, Loescher, 1957, pp. 72-73, 271; the passage was reported by I. Pescioli e M. Zoe-
beli, La scuola materna del Centro educativo italo-svizzero di Rimini, in «Scuola e città», 
2/3 (1965), pp. 177-190 (especially at pp. 189-190).
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sised the creative potential of kindergarten and primary school children (aged 
between 4 and 11). The children’s activities at the Centre included drawing, 
painting, clay work and printing on fabric. She pointed out that these were 
not «selected or particularly gifted» children, but «children who find in the 
school environment (kindergarten or primary school) the free expression of 
their inner world. The youngest express through painting what they cannot 
yet express through language. The older children describe their experiences 
more vividly in colour. All the works show the richness of the child’s inner 
world, their expressive power, their spirit of observation, the joy of colour 
and the child’s innate sense of tonal balance»82. 

In 1960, she returned to these themes in a long, very dense, eloquent and 
politically significant report for the Provincial Administration of Florence83. 
In the first part, she summarised the first fifteen years of CEIS activities, 
while in the second part, she elaborated on the importance of an appropriate 
teaching method for pre-school children. 

In the introduction, Margherita described her own experience and the 
collaboration between CEIS and the Municipality of Rimini: «From the be-
ginning, relations with the municipal administration have always been close; 
the Centre is managed by a committee appointed by the Municipal Council 
but it has never acquired legal personality. The project for the municipalisa-
tion of our kindergarten has not yet been implemented due to a series of ad-
ministrative and financial problems, as well as a lack of funds on the part of 
the municipal administration. However, the kindergarten benefits from a mu-
nicipal subsidy, that is included in the municipal budget every year»84. 

Zoebeli went on to explain that, as a result of the educational results 
achieved with 3-6-year-olds, the administration had asked her to assist in 
«the implementation of a vast programme for the construction and manage-
ment of municipal kindergartens, following the principles and guidelines of 
our educational work, including construction, equipment, teaching materials, 
pedagogical and administrative organisation»85. She then lamented and criti-
cised the fact that this consideration was at odds with the city’s conservative 
approach to the CEIS kindergarten: «In Rimini, as in the rest of Italy, kin-

82  AMZ, envelope 10, Writings and notes, folder 1, Preparatory notes for lectures 
given at CEMEA courses or in other training courses for educators, typewritten report 
by Margherita Zoebeli at the Foundation, speech given by M. Zoebeli at the Basso Foun-
dation in Rome, pp. 1-19 (1958).

83  AMZ, envelope 18, Documents and correspondence on the CEIS: Provincial Ad-
ministration of Florence (typewritten report, 1960), pp. 1-9 (the date is not specified but 
it is confirmed by the reference to the first fifteen years of CEIS and to municipal elec-
tions).

84  Ivi, p. 1.
85  Ivi, p. 2.
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dergartens are organized according to social and religious interests. The re-
sult is a kindergarten of assistance, of charity, of the poor»86. 

In her speech, she identified three types of kindergartens that do not allow 
children to have social relationships with each other: «the kindergarten for 
poor children», «the kindergarten for the children of the wealthy, who are 
driven to school by car, and belong to a small community of privileged 
people» and the «remarkably parochial kindergarten». The pedagogist went 
on to say that the CEIS kindergarten was none of these and that it has stood 
its ground with courage in the face of unfair criticism: «During the election 
campaign last April CEIS was accused of Protestantism, of communism, it 
was called a “foreign school”, as if we did not live in a republic that guar-
antees the right to life and freedom of thought for all. Our kindergarten, de-
spite all the difficulties, has become firmly established, precisely because 
of its pedagogical and social approach»87. 

In the second part she explained the political significance of the choices 
of the kindergarten: children from all social backgrounds are welcome, thus 
ensuring «the coming together, not only of children from all social classes 
in the Municipality of Rimini, but also of parents from all social classes». 
Children, she continued, need a kindergarten that is «a centre of life, a place 
of social, emotional and intellectual experiences, of experiences that en-
compass all areas of the personality of the child from 4 to 5 years old». The 
kindergarten provides «a series of elements necessary for the full psycho-
physical development of the child, and it must complement the education of 
the family, and be extension of the child’s experiences»88. 

Zoebeli wrote that the kindergarten satisfies the need for safety, by cre-
ating an atmosphere of family (which is responsible for this task) and other 
needs for expression, movement, activity and discovery of the world, in 
order to stimulate children who are more withdrawn to improve and broaden 
every experience. This was possible thanks to different forms of play, contact 
with different materials and functional teaching aids, contact with nature, 
animals, natural elements, water and sand, childlike activities (expressive, 
constructive, practical and social ones), taking on small responsibilities and 
participating in group life. Zoebeli also pointed out that «another task of the 
school is to manage and coordinate all these activities, to bring them from 
the individual level to the group level, to a more conscious level»89. 

Her kindergarten, which she described as a “centre of life”, was also 
special because of the indoor and outdoor environment that provided the 

86  Ibidem.
87  Ibidem.
88  Ivi, p. 3.
89  Ivi, p. 4.
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framework for the activities. Margherita Zoebeli then reported on the recent 
celebration of the 15th anniversary of CEIS, where some of the former stu-
dents were invited to share their memories. She spoke at length about the 
environment: «The children have the most vivid memories of the spacious 
and cheerful setting of the kindergarten: it has contributed the most to the 
development of their personalities. They say that they felt that they were the 
masters of the village: they call it ‘our’ village and they say they discovered 
friendship, conversation, nature and so on»90. Outside, in the garden, there 
were sensor-motor games, climbing, swinging and sliding activities. There 
was a large tree trunk and another trunk on the ground that became an aero-
plane, a ship, a tool for balance exercises. There was also a climbing tower, 
a swing and a large net hanging vertically from a frame. 

Inside, the classrooms were colour-coded; there was a doll’s corner and 
a construction corner in front of the entrance; the walls were lined with musi-
cal instruments and other play materials; the whole child-friendly environ-
ment «not only invites the child to be active, but also encourages tidiness, 
organisation and tidying up». This helps with orientation and naturally 
teaches the child to organise his/her own things. Having visited a kinder-
garten classroom a few days earlier, she had noticed that in the 30-40 square 
metre classrooms, each child had about 3 metres of space available (as op-
posed to the 1.20 metres in Italian maternal schools). She observed that four 
children were busy building a ship out of large wooden blocks, taking turns 
as captain and soldiers to play a sea battle. 

The children were engaged in several activities at the same time, such as 
imitative, imaginative, sensor-motor and expressive play. Five children 
«played in the doll’s house built in the classroom, dividing up the tasks: one 
girl was the mother, one was the aunt, there was an uncle and there were 
two children; they were dressed in school uniforms and wore a headscarf on 
their heads; the mother had put on a veil as a sign of special respect. These 
children played neatly with the doll, went for a walk with the doll, set the 
table, arranged lunch for the two children, and had a very cheerful conver-
sation about the party that was to be held the next day»91. Other children 
drew a house with two children holding hands and a bicycle ride, respec-
tively. The ride was the Giro d’Italia, which had recently passed near the 
school. Four children, boys and girls, were busy weaving a carpet for the 
doll’s house, others were playing with wooden building materials and 
another was stringing beads92. The teacher’s role was described as that of an 
observer who would intervene if the play became too violent. 

90  Ivi, p. 5.
91  Ivi, pp. 6-7.
92  Ivi, pp. 8-9.
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These descriptions formed the basis of some of Margherita Zoebeli’s 
writings published in the following years. It is worth noting that she has been 
neglected in the history of education textbooks published in Italy, precisely 
because it is believed that she did not write anything about her method. In 
fact, she is the author of writings that deserve further attention and dissemi-
nation among specialists and non-specialists alike. In the first half of the 
1960s, the debate on pre-schools also prompted the journal «Scuola e Città» 
to devote an issue in 1965 to kindergartens, with the participation of Lam-
berto Borghi, who had returned from the United States a few years earlier 
and was already well known for his work Educazione e autorità nell’Italia 
moderna (1951)93. The title of Borghi’s article, Un vuoto educativo da riem-
pire (An educational void to fill), was indicative of the educational emer-
gency. Describing the CEIS kindergarten as one of the best experiences, 
Borghi focussed on the problems of child development, between the ages of 
3 and 6, in order to stimulate reflection on the preschool reform. He stated 
that education «must enable the child to adapt actively and progressively to 
an environment wider than the family, in situations of increasing autonomy 
and equality in contact with peers»94. He concluded with the double wish to 
create a network of free kindergartens and to start training kindergarten edu-
cators. 

In the same issue, Margherita Zoebeli published two articles, the first en-
titled Le esercitazioni con materiali e tecniche (Exercises with materials and 
techniques) and, the second, in collaboration with the already mentioned 
teacher Idana Pescioli, La scuola materna del Centro educativo italo-sviz-
zero (The Italian-Swiss educational centre’s kindergarten). 

In the first of her articles, Zoebeli focussed on the function of exercises 
in the pre-school development, referring to two authors, namely the Ameri-
can psychologist Arnold Gesell (1880-1961) for the concept of maturational 
theory and the Italian child psychiatrist Giovanni Bollea (1913-2011) – pro-
moter of the rebirth of child neuropsychology in Italy – for child psycho-
motricity95. The subdivision of the exercises into two types, individual 

93  For a recent reprint see C. Betti, Un’opera storico-educativa di rottura nell’Italia 
della Ricostruzione, in L. Borghi (ed.), Educazione e autorità nell’Italia del dopoguerra, 
Introduction by C. Betti and F. Cambi, Parma, Junior, 2021, pp. 7-25 and F. Cambi, In-
torno a un testo classico della pedagogia italiana post-bellica, Ivi, pp. 27-38.

94  L. Borghi, Un vuoto educativo da riempire, in «Scuola e città», 2/3 (1965), pp. 
73-75.

95  Before this date, the only works available in Italian were: A. Gesell, F.L. Ilg, Il 
bambino nella società d’oggi, with Janet Learned and Louise B. Ames, Milano, Bom-
piani, 1956; G. Bollea (ed.), Dispense di neuropsichiatria infantile, from the lessons of 
professor Giovanni Bollea, Roma, Università di Roma, 1961. For Gesell’s maturational 
theory see D. Caroli, Per una storia dell’asilo nido fra Otto e Novecento, Milano, Fran-
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(spontaneous and non-spontaneous) and collective, and the description of 
the materials used for play, were the backbone of the CEIS kindergarten di-
dactics96. 

These didactics embodied a specific pedagogical method that included 
activities and materials, based on a dynamic concept of space (the classroom 
with mobile furniture) and the role of the teacher, which varied according 
to the activity and the age of the children. The organisation of the exercises 
was dynamic, depending on the environment, and the role of the teacher was 
changeable. These aspects were woven together by a kind of circularity that 
made the activities stimulating and kept the children constantly active, leav-
ing no room for inertia or boredom. The individual and spontaneous ex-
ercises did not take place in an individual/collective sequence and were not 
proposed by the teacher. The individual exercises were prompted «by the 
collective form of the story, by the conversation on the topic that stimulates 
the community (rhythmic exercise, imitative gymnastics, attention game, 
etc.)». In fact, Zoebeli specified that «the sense-motor exercise, in a context 
of interest and thus supported by an emotional charge, leads to applied ex-
pressive activity (drawing, painting, modelling work) and gives rise to imi-
tative play»97. 

Zoebeli paid particular attention to materials for spontaneous play (to 
use Montessori’s definition), which corresponded to the child’s developmen-
tal stage and to the «ideas about the organisation of life in a community of 
children»98. Materials were useful for developing manipulative skills, work-
ing with the hands, and perceptual-motor coordination. She also noted that 
quality materials and toys were not yet available on the Italian market, al-
though «high quality construction materials (Matador Ki, Lego, Bilofix and 
Coloredo)» were beginning to be sold on the market. There was also a lack 
of furniture that would allow social activities suitable for children (lunch, 
rest and play). With regard to the development of state kindergartens, the 
pedagogist hoped that «working tools, patented materials of educational and 
training value […] suitable for psychophysical, affective, mental and intel-
lectual development’ would be developed»99. 

To compensate for the lack of materials, the teacher could encourage the 
children to collect “poor materials” (pebbles, berries, leaves, newspapers, 
illustrations), as they would be emotionally involved and therefore activity-

coAngeli, 2014, pp. 336-340.
96  M. Zoebeli, Le esercitazioni con materiali e tecniche, in «Scuola e città», 2/3 

(1965), pp. 107-111. For quotations from this article [sic.].
97  Ivi, p. 107.
98  Ibidem.
99  Ivi, p. 108.

139The evolution of Margherita Zoebeli’s kindergarten



oriented. Indeed, «this interest triggers an interweaving of individual, guided, 
free, group and collective activities». For the activities, the classroom did 
not have a fixed layout, but became a living room where, throughout the 
day, «the community would gather to chat, sing, play or look at a glossy 
book». In this context, the materials are used together. Afterwards, «the 
classroom is transformed into many corners or areas for multiple, individual 
and group experiences with the materials. For the youngest children, indi-
vidual engagement with the material of choice prevails»100. 

Two illustrated diagrams attached to the article provide a better under-
standing of this “activating” dynamic approach in which the pedagogical 
role of the teacher also changed according to the two types of activities. As 
the organiser of the activities, the teacher had a different role depending on 
the exercise: she observed the child’s behaviour (perseverance, creativity, 
orderliness), provided the materials, stimulating new experiences. In the two 
diagrams, the arrangement of the furniture in the classrooms shows the 
children and the teacher both during collective activities with or without ma-
terials, and during individual, organised and guided exercises, with the small 
tables grouped according to the activities101. 

Collective activities with materials take place in a designated area to 
bring the whole community of children together. Zoebeli stated that «the 
circle is suitable for exercises that require the joint attention of all the 
children. Each child derives centrality and satisfaction from this active ar-
rangement: there is neither first nor last, neither one in front nor one behind. 
The inside of the circle becomes the scene of the play: the children take turns 
at being actors and spectators»102. 

The individual exercises, free or in small guided groups, with a variety 
of techniques and materials, were carried out after the «collective community 
had divided into small groups, working around tables in designated spaces, 
for example in the doll’s house, and in free spaces: everyone moves freely, 
at their own pace and at their own level of maturity»103. In this context, the 
teacher’s role is to observe, to intervene from time to time, and not to inter-
rupt the children’s play, in order not to discourage their interest, until the 
teacher feels she/he can redirect it towards the development of another aspect 
of the child’s personality104. 

This particular organisation of teaching was further explored in an essay 
(published in the same issue of «Scuola e Città»), written with Idana Pe-

100  Ibidem.
101  Ibidem.
102  Ivi, p. 109.
103  Ibidem.
104  Ibidem.
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scioli105 and preserved in the archives in the form of a report from 1960. The 
paper stated that the child needs «an educational environment rich in social-
isation opportunities»106. The social environment was emphasised as «a 
structural factor of their personality» since it guarantees both expressive ac-
tivities and the social relationships that are indispensable for the harmonious 
development of the personality. 

At the beginning of a report written in 1966, Margherita Zoebeli returned 
to the kindergarten and stated that she had it written at the request of profes-
sor Renato Coèn107. The pedagogist explained that Italian kindergartens were 
lagging behind due to a lack of state interest and that a bill (presented to the 
government two years earlier) on public kindergartens was currently being 
discussed. The CEIS kindergarten itself had accepted only poor children in 
its first ten years, but «today the poor child plays alongside the son of the 
most famous doctor in town». Demonstrating her knowledge of the history 
of education, she mentioned the methods of Aporti, Froebel and the Agazzi 
sisters. Their didactics were the most popular in Italy, while Maria Montes-
sori’s method, «which for the first time introduced the principle of experi-
mentation and scientific pedagogy», was more popular abroad108. 

Two years later, the kindergarten educational method used at CEIS was 
presented as a model to be followed by Francesco De Bartolomeis in his 
1968 book Il bambino dai tre ai sei anni e la nuova scuola infantile109. The 
publication of black and white images of children’s activities inside and out-
side the classroom also promoted and updated teaching methods in state kin-
dergartens, whose law was passed in the same year. Margherita Zoebeli paid 
close attention to the changes in the kindergarten legislation to ensure that 
the CEIS kindergarten, although private and more innovative, provided 
quality education in accordance with the law. 

Finally, Zoebeli introduced a series of activities in the kindergarten aimed 
at the moral, aesthetic and physical education of the child, which in the fol-

105  I. Pescioli and M. Zoebeli, La scuola materna del Centro educativo italo-svizzero 
di Rimini, in «Scuola e città», 2/3 (1965), pp. 177-190; see the full analysis of this essay 
by Pironi, Per una pedagogia dell’utopia concreta: la comunità educativa di Margherita 
Zoebeli, in De Maria (ed.), Intervento sociale e azione educativa, cit., pp. 59-81.

106  Pescioli, Zoebeli, La scuola materna del Centro educativo italo-svizzero di Rimini, 
cit., p. 177.

107  Works published during these years include: R. Coèn, Il piano Dalton, Bologna, 
O. D. C. U., 1953.

108  AMZ, envelope 12 Writings and notes, file: Proceedings of public speeches (1960-
1990). Speech by Margherita Zoebeli n. 20, Dietro invito del prof. Coèn ho accettato di 
parlare della scuola materna (possible date: after 1966), pp. 1-5.

109  F. De Bartolomeis, Il bambino dai tre ai sei anni e la nuova scuola infantile, 
Firenze, La Nuova Italia, 1968.
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lowing years, contributed to the modernisation of other pre-school institu-
tions (maternal schools and day nurseries) in Rimini, also thanks to Antonio 
Cialabrini, Head of maternal schools and Infant Services for the Municipality 
of Rimini (1975-2003)110. In 1976, Margherita Zoebeli handed over respon-
sibility for CEIS to Gianfranco Iacobucci, who remained in charge until 
1986111. During a visit to CEIS in the early 1980s, Antonio Rossetto, a school 
inspector from Como, used the term “Froebelism” to describe the original 
model of the CEIS kindergarten, although he observed the profound evol-
ution of his didactics. The article was accompanied by a photograph of a 
doll’s house with curtains on the door and windows: a comparison with the 
original photographs shows that this was not the original CEIS doll’s house, 
although it influenced it112, just as it had inspired the new active didactics 
that were becoming popular in Italian pre-school institutions. 

The name of the CEIS changed again at the end of the 1980s, when the 
term “scuola materna” was replaced by “scuola dell’infanzia”. In 1986/1987, 
when drawing up the list of activities programmed at the CEIS, in accord-
ance with the new main objectives (the stimulation of curiosity, observation, 
understanding, creativity and orientation), Margherita formulated the meth-
odology for achieving these objectives with a scheme that was a precise 
scientific demonstration113. This typewritten report is preserved in the 
archives, with an annex containing a copy of the Italian law n. 647 «Orien-
tamenti dell’attività educativa nella scuola materna emanati con decreto del 
10 settembre 1969», which shows that Zoebeli was always very attentive to 
the national macro-context, while trying to draw inspiration from the latest 
scientific research. Another document, dated 14 March 1987, states that the 
“scuola dell’infanzia” of the Centro Educativo italo-svizzero (Italian-Swiss 
Educational Centre) was attended by 86 children, including 8 with disabil-
ities114, demonstrating that Washburne’s lesson on the inclusion of children 

110  F. Zangari, Nidirimini: la storia di un progetto verso la costruzione dell’identità, 
in Campioni, Marchesi (eds.), Sui nostri passi. Tracce di storia dei servizi educativi nei 
Comuni capoluogo dell’Emilia Romagna, cit., pp. 437-448.

111  G. Sapucci, Breve storia di Margherita Zoebeli, in Ivi, pp. 449-452; Id., Marghe-
rita Zoebeli, in L. Campioni & G. Sapucci (eds.), La bellezza degli inizi. Pedagogisti in 
Romagna, Città di Castello (PG), Zeroseiup, pp. 221-241.

112  A. Rossetto, Froebel e gli altri nel CEIS di Rimini, in «Zerosei», 7/9 (1983), pp. 
22-25.

113  AMZ, envelope 26, Scuola dell’infanzia – CEIS. Update of the general pro-
gramme (1987/88), pp. 1-5. See educational guidelines for state kindergartens (1969), in 
Catarsi, L’asilo e la scuola dell’infanzia. Storia della scuola “materna” e dei suoi pro-
grammi dall’Ottocento ai giorni nostri, cit., pp. 441-471.

114  AMZ, Envelope 26 Miscellaneous, Centro Educativo Italo-Svizzero (Italian-Swiss 
Educational Centre), report from 14 March 1987, pp. 1-8 (bifolium).
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with disabilities (heard in Trogen some twenty years earlier) was being im-
plemented from the earliest years of the child’s education. Margherita Zoe-
beli teaches that the history of education is a common heritage of ideas and 
practices from which we can continually draw inspiration. 

Translated by Eleonora Bernardi 
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Fig. 1 – Opening of the kindergarten in the presence of the authorities of the city of 
Rimini and of Regina Kägi-Fuchsmann, 1st May 1946 (Photo by Moretti Film, AMZ, 
CEI- 0364_114). 

 
Fig. 2 – First SEPEG in Rimini, 4-15 May 1947 (Photo by Moretti Film, AMZ, CEI- 
0291_001). 
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Fig. 3 – Second SEPEG in Rimini, 4-14 May 1948 (AMZ, CEI-0291_003). 

 
Fig. 4 – Members of FICE (Fédération Internationale des Communautés d’Enfants) 
in Trogen on the day of its foundation in 1948 (AMZ, CEI-0291_015). 
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Fig. 5 – Kindergarten room, 1946 (AMZ, CEI-0364_128). 

 6  7 

Figs. 6-7 – Individual activities in the kindergarten, 1946 (AMZ, CEI-0364_191 e 
CEI-0364_192). 
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Fig. 8 – The doll’s corner, 1946 (AMZ, CEI-0245_041). 

 9  10 

Figs. 9-10 – The doll’s house, 1950 and 1951 (AMZ, CEI-0248_004 and picture by 
Poggi CEI-0250_017). 
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Fig. 11 – The masonry dollhouse 1961 (AMZ, CEI-0264_001). 

 12  13 

Figs. 12-13 – Expressive activities, painting and drawing, 1949 and 1951 (AMZ, 
Picture by Koehli CEI-0291_063 e CEI-0367_029).
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