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Abstract

Although child-centred approaches are increasingly adopted in disaster risk reduction
(DRR) education, cultural heritage remains largely absent from pedagogical models ad-
dressing risk, agency, and community belonging. This study explores how heritage-based
experiential learning can support young children’s cognitive, emotional, and civic develop-
ment in DRR contexts. A qualitative intrinsic case study was conducted with 18 pupils (ages
8-9) in a primary school in Ravenna, Italy, through a four-session intervention grounded in
Learning-by-Doing and Play-Based Learning. Activities included risk identification games,
tableaux vivants, archaeological puzzles, and a simulated triage of heritage objects. Data
from structured observations, teacher notes, children’s artefacts, and feedback discussions
were analysed through qualitative content analysis. Findings indicate that experiential,
embodied, and collaborative tasks facilitated children’s understanding of risk, promoted
metacognitive reflection, and nurtured an emerging sense of responsibility toward cul-
tural heritage. Heritage provided a meaningful learning context that supported emotional
engagement, sense-making, and early civic agency. The study highlights the pedagogi-
cal value of integrating cultural heritage into DRR education and suggests avenues for
extending holistic, community-relevant learning in early childhood.

Keywords: heritage education; disaster risk reduction (DRR); education for sustainable
development (ESD); childhood learning; play-based learning

1. Introduction

In recent years, cultural heritage has increasingly been recognised not only as a legacy
of the past but also as a living resource exposed to growing environmental, climatic,
and anthropogenic threats. Research has progressively highlighted the need to integrate
heritage within broader resilience and Disaster Risk Reduction (DRR) strategies, reframing
it as a dynamic component of community identity and social sustainability (Cross & Giblin,
2023; Labadi, 2022). Within this perspective, heritage contributes to intercultural dialogue,
belonging, and social cohesion—dimensions central to community resilience (Council of
Europe, 2005; UNESCO, 2021).

Within the framework of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, heritage is
increasingly acknowledged as a cross-cutting enabler of sustainability, with strong con-
nections to education, resilience, and inclusive governance (UCLG, 2020; UNESCO, 2021).
Although cultural heritage does not appear as a stand-alone Sustainable Development
Goal, it plays a direct role in SDG 4 (Quality Education), SDG 11 (Sustainable Cities and
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Communities), and SDG 16 (Peace, Justice and Strong Institutions), particularly in rela-
tion to community participation and the safeguarding of shared values (Labadi et al,,
2021). Recent international guidance further emphasises the importance of integrating
climate change and sustainability across school curricula from early educational stages,
defining age-appropriate learning outcomes and whole-system approaches to education
(UNESCO, 2024).

A growing body of recent work specifically examines cultural heritage within risk
and resilience frameworks. Fontanella Pisa and colleagues (Fontanella Pisa et al., 2025)
highlight an increasing interest in how heritage can shape community responses to natural
hazards. Similarly, Giuliani and co-authors (Giuliani et al., 2021) propose methodologies for
assessing and managing risks to material heritage in urban settings. Further contributions
include ICCROM’s training programmes on FAR—First Aid and Resilience for Cultural
Heritage (ICCROM, 2019), which focus on the protection of heritage assets during disasters,
and the recent study by Agbugba and co-authors (Agbugba et al., 2025), which explores
ways to involve young people in heritage-related risk management.

Taken together, these studies confirm that the heritage-DRR nexus is expanding.
However, it remains predominantly focused on adult communities, governance structures,
technical conservation, and urban planning—or, at most, on “youth” conceptualised as
young adults or early-career professionals. When it comes to community-level strategies
and engagement, children remain almost entirely absent from this field, both as subjects of
analysis and as potential contributors to heritage resilience.

International frameworks—such as the Comprehensive School Safety Framework
(GADRRRES, 2022), UNICEF’s Education in Emergencies Guidelines (UNICEF, 2020) and
the United Nation Office for Disaster Risk Reduction (UNDRR, 2019)—emphasise child-
centred approaches to preparedness and risk awareness. Empirical studies show that
participatory and emotionally attuned teaching practices can strengthen children’s com-
prehension of hazards and support the development of protective behaviours (Amri et al.,
2017; Gabrielli & Fregola, 2021; Sigamani et al., 2023). NGO-led initiatives further reinforce
this evidence. Save the Children’s programmes on Child-Led Disaster Risk Reduction (Save
the Children, 2015) and the European project CUIDAR-Cultures of Disaster Resilience Among
Children and Young People (European Commission, 2015) demonstrate that children can take
active roles in preparedness, communication, and community engagement. Similarly, case
studies from post-disaster contexts illustrate children’s contributions to resilience-building,
from the preservation of oral traditions to the creation of participatory recovery narratives
(Kamal, 2008; West & Theis, 2007).

Yet, despite the growth of DRR education targeting children, none of these studies
or initiatives incorporate cultural heritage as a pedagogical mediator for understanding
risk, nor as a meaningful context for developing agency or belonging. The two strands of
literature—heritage & DRR on one side, and children & DRR on the other—remain almost
completely disconnected. DRR research conceptualises children as learners or agents of
preparedness but does not consider how cultural heritage might deepen their engagement
with risk, foster emotional connections to place, or strengthen community-based resilience.
Conversely, studies on cultural heritage and disaster response highlight vulnerabilities,
emergency planning, and the role of communities, yet they do not address children, nor
investigate their potential contributions to safeguarding heritage at risk.

This double gap reveals an overlooked research space: no existing studies investigate
how cultural heritage can support children’s learning about risks, or how heritage-based
pedagogies might foster early citizenship and resilience. This absence is striking given that
cultural heritage—through its tangible and intangible dimensions—offers children concrete,
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affectively rich entry points to understanding vulnerability, care, and shared responsibility
within their communities.

Recent studies emphasise the importance of engaging children as active participants
in the interpretation, transmission, and re-creation of heritage (Chatterjee & Hannan, 2015;
Fiorentino & Vandini, 2024; Hackett et al., 2020; Zhang et al., 2024) and early childhood is
widely recognised as a formative period for developing curiosity, empathy, and responsibil-
ity towards others and the environment.

Heritage Education aligns with these developmental needs through playful, experi-
ential, and inquiry-based approaches capable of strengthening cognitive, emotional, and
social skills. This pedagogical orientation is consistent with European and international
frameworks emphasising participation and community engagement in heritage-related
learning (Council of Europe, 2005; UNESCO, 2015).

In this sense, adopting heritage as an educational mediator within DRR may fos-
ter early forms of citizenship, enhance children’s understanding of environmental and
cultural vulnerabilities, and promote a sense of agency connected to the protection of
meaningful places.

Building on this background, the present study investigates the role of cultural heritage
as an educational tool for fostering early citizenship and risk awareness. Specifically, it
examines how Learning-by-Doing and Play-Based Learning—approaches widely adopted
in science education—can be adapted to heritage-focused civic education. Through an
empirical case study, the research analyses the educational, affective, and civic outcomes
of a heritage-based learning experience grounded in Learning-by-Doing and Play-Based
Learning approaches. The study addresses the following research questions:

RQ1: To what extent does a heritage-based simulation activity support primary school students’
understanding of cultural heritage vulnerability and disaster risk?

RQ2: How do students experience and interpret the simulation in terms of engagement, emotional
involvement, and perceived learning related to care, responsibility, and citizenship?

2. Materials and Methods

This study adopts a qualitative, exploratory intrinsic case study design (Stake, 1995),
appropriate for investigating a bounded educational intervention implemented in a nat-
uralistic school context. The project also incorporates elements of action research, as the
research team collaborated with the classroom teacher to iteratively adapt activities to
students’ needs and to reflect on emerging outcomes. The study aims to explore how
experiential and play-based approaches can support children’s understanding of cultural
heritage and risk awareness.

The initiative involved 18 third-grade children (ages 8-9, one with special educational
needs) and their class teacher from Ettore Burioli Primary School in Savio (Ravenna, Italy).
The school serves a mixed socio-economic catchment area, typical of peri-urban contexts in
the Ravenna municipality. The project was conducted as part of the municipality’s Territorial
Educational Enrichment Plan (2024-2025) (Comune di Ravenna, n.d.) and supported by the
national civil-protection awareness initiative Io Non Rischio 365 (Io Non Rischio, n.d.).
All activities took place in the children’s regular classroom during school hours. The
participating school was not selected by the research team. Rather, the class teacher
chose the Occhio al Rischio! project from the educational opportunities included in the
municipality’s Territorial Educational Enrichment Plan and contacted the research team to
implement the intervention. The focus on flood risk emerged through a preliminary
discussion with the teacher, as the school is located in an area affected by the 2023 Emilia-
Romagna floods and several pupils had directly experienced the event with their families.
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This context-sensitive selection reflects a purposive case definition consistent with the
intrinsic case study approach. Although the limited sample size does not allow statistical
generalisation, the intervention was situated within an authentic post-disaster context,
enhancing the ecological validity of the study and supporting the potential transferability
of its educational implications to similar risk-exposed settings.

The initiative was embedded within two broader heritage-risk projects promoted by
the Department of Cultural Heritage of the University of Bologna: SIRIUS-Strategies for
the Management of Cultural Heritage at Risk (SIRIUS, n.d.), part of the NRRP project PE5
CHANGES—Cultural Heritage Active Innovation for Sustainable Society (CHANGES, n.d.),
and RESTART-Resilience and Territorial Development: Heritage at Risk and Protection
(RESTART, n.d.), funded through the University’s Alma CaReS—Climate Change, Resilience,
Sustainability programme, launched in response to the 2023 floods in Emilia-Romagna. Both
projects adopt a participatory, cross-sectoral approach to cultural heritage management,
emphasising interdisciplinary collaboration and community engagement in the preven-
tion and mitigation of natural and anthropogenic risks. The research team consisted of
an art historian, an archaeologist, a conservator, and two experts in science applied to
cultural heritage. Each session was attended by three trained communicators from the
Volunteer Civil Protection Association R.C. Mistral Ravenna. The classroom teacher acted
as co-designer and co-observer, contributing essential pedagogical insights and supporting
inclusion, particularly for pupils with special educational needs.

The activity, titled Occhio al Rischio! (“Watch Out for Risk!”), consisted of four sessions
totalling 10 h. The intervention aimed to introduce children to the concepts of cultural
heritage, environmental and anthropogenic risks, and civic responsibility.

The pedagogical approach that guided the design and implementation of Occhio al
Rischio! was grounded in an integrated model that combines Learning-by-Doing and
Play-Based Learning. These pedagogical approaches were operationalised not as abstract
references but as concrete principles shaping the structure, sequencing, and facilitation of
all educational sessions.

Drawing on John Dewey’s conception of learning as an active encounter between
the individual and the environment (Dewey, 1938), the activities were designed to situate
children within meaningful, real-world problems related to cultural and environmental
heritage. Each session therefore included a concrete experiential task—for instance, the
manipulation of images or materials related to local heritage, or the exploration of simplified
risk scenarios—that invited children to construct knowledge through direct engagement
rather than passive reception.

The pedagogical design was further structured according to David Kolb’s experiential
learning cycle (Kolb, 1984). The sequence of activities followed the four stages of the model:

e  Concrete experience was introduced through hands-on exploration and playful
simulations;

o  Reflective observation was supported through guided group discussions facilitated by
the teacher and civil protection communicators;

e  Abstract conceptualisation emerged as children collectively interpreted their observa-
tions, identifying connections between heritage, vulnerability, and risk;

e  Active experimentation occurred through collaborative tasks and games that required
applying newly formed understandings to solve problems or interpret new scenarios.

This cyclical organisation provided a coherent scaffold for students’ cognitive and
metacognitive development throughout the intervention.

Donald Schon’s notion of the reflective practitioner (Schon, 1987) informed the facili-
tation style adopted by both researchers and the classroom teacher. Reflection-in-action
was encouraged not only among adults—as a tool for adjusting the activities in real time—
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but also among pupils, who were prompted to articulate their reasoning, question their
assumptions, and refine their interpretations as they progressed through the tasks.

Play-Based Learning constituted an equally essential methodological pillar. Complex
heritage- and risk-related concepts were introduced through structured symbolic play, role-
play scenarios, and cooperative games. Inspired by the developmental theories of Piaget
(1962) and Vygotsky (1978), the activities were designed to activate children’s capacity
for symbolic representation, social negotiation, and problem-solving. Group-based play
created opportunities for children to operate within their Zone of Proximal Development,
with the teacher providing scaffolding that supported participation, especially for pupils
with diverse learning needs.

Additionally, Mitch Resnick’s framework for creative learning (Resnick, 2017) in-
formed the emphasis on open-ended exploration, peer collaboration, and iterative problem-
solving. Through playful challenges—such as constructing protective strategies for her-
itage items or interpreting risk narratives—children were encouraged to cultivate curiosity,
agency, and sustained engagement with civic and scientific ideas.

By integrating these methodological approaches—originating largely from science
education—the intervention adapted established experiential and play-based models to
the domain of heritage and civic education. This cross-disciplinary operationalisation
not only structured the design of the activities but also guided the collection and inter-
pretation of observational data, ensuring coherence between theoretical foundations and
empirical practice.

The educational activities were supported by a set of materials designed to facilitate
concrete engagement with both cultural heritage and risk-related concepts. These included
visual and tactile representations of heritage items, risk cards and scenario prompts, struc-
tured worksheets, and simple props used in play-based simulations. Researchers and civil
protection communicators also used observation grids to document children’s responses
throughout the sessions.

Four non-participant structured observations (10 h) were conducted by researchers
using a shared protocol focusing on engagement, collaboration, reasoning, and references
to risk or heritage. Additional insights were provided by the teacher’s reflective notes,
children’s artefacts (drawings and short written outputs), and short anonymous question-
naires completed voluntarily by pupils at the end of the programme. The questionnaires
included a small number of open-ended and closed questions aimed at capturing students’
perceived learning, emotional responses, and reflections on risk and heritage. Children’s
drawings and written productions were analysed as visual and textual evidence of under-
standing, engagement, and meaning-making. Data analysis followed a qualitative content
analysis approach (Schreier, 2012). A category system was developed through a combined
deductive-inductive process. Initial coding dimensions were defined deductively based
on the study’s educational framework and observation protocol (e.g., engagement, collab-
oration, reasoning, references to heritage and risk). These categories were then refined
inductively through iterative reading of the observational notes, pupils’ artefacts, and ques-
tionnaire responses, allowing additional themes related to emotional involvement, sense of
responsibility, and perceived learning to emerge. Coding was conducted through repeated
comparison across data sources to identify recurring patterns and ensure consistency in
category interpretation.

Ethical approval was granted by the school, and informed consent was obtained
from parents or guardians. No video or audio recordings were made, all data were
anonymised, and participation was voluntary. The class teacher ensured that all activities
were developmentally appropriate and inclusive.
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3. Results

Across all sessions, children appeared to develop a progressively more articulated
understanding of natural and anthropogenic risks, with clear evidence of concept acquisi-
tion. In the first session, these concepts were introduced through guided play and visual
prompts derived from the Io Non Rischio 365 national awareness campaign promoted by
the Italian Civil Protection. This activity was designed according to established principles
of play-based learning, which use structured, goal-oriented play to support children’s
reasoning about unfamiliar scenarios and enhance engagement with complex concepts
(Piaget, 1962; Resnick, 2017; Vygotsky, 1978). Children analysed images depicting safe and
unsafe situations, discussed the risks represented, and collectively identified appropriate
preventive behaviours. The Emergency Kit Game further supported the consolidation of
risk-related knowledge. As a simplified decision-making scenario, the exercise required
children to translate abstract preparedness concepts into concrete choices, consistent with
experiential learning approaches emphasising action-based reasoning (Kolb, 1984). Most
pupils prioritised basic emergency necessities such as water, a flashlight, or medications.
At the same time, several children also chose objects with personal or emotional value
(e.g., a stuffed animal, a parent’s perfume), demonstrating a nuanced understanding of
what they considered important in stressful situations. Written responses from the final
questionnaires further confirmed this learning. As one pupil reported, “I learned what I
should put in the emergency backpack,” while another wrote, “I understood what I need
to take if I have to leave home during a flood” (translated from Italian).

All sessions provided multiple opportunities for the development of observational,
collaborative, and problem-solving skills. The tableau vivant activity—where children recre-
ated artworks using their bodies, costumes, and staged poses—offered a notable example.
This practice is widely recognised in heritage and arts education for its capacity to promote
embodied observation, interpretation, and cooperative decision-making (Cometti & Mat-
teucci, 2015; Champman, 2018; Dewey, 1934; Eisner, 2002; Sasanelli et al., 2024). Pupils
reconstructed the imperial processions from the mosaics of San Vitale (Justinian, Theodora,
and their entourages). Preparation involved examining the mosaics on the interactive
whiteboard, identifying compositional features, describing details aloud, and assigning
specific roles within the group. During the activity, children demonstrated increasing
visual attention, capacity to describe visual elements, and collaborative negotiation as they
coordinated poses and adapted staging solutions. The social dimension of the experience
was also reflected in pupils’ feedback. As one child reported, “Working as a team was the
most exciting part” (translated from Italian).

Similarly, in the archaeology workshop, pupils participated in hands-on tasks such
as recognising archaeological tools, attributing ceramic fragments to hypothetical whole
objects, and assembling jigsaw puzzles of fragmented monuments. These activities reflect
approaches increasingly adopted in international heritage education, where archaeology
functions as an accessible entry point for understanding material culture, stratification, and
landscape change (Branchesi, 2007; Trskan & Bezjak, 2020). These activities suggested the
development of observational reasoning. Children also displayed an increasing familiarity
with local cultural heritage, recognising monuments and artworks of Ravenna and placing
them within a simplified historical framework presented during the lesson. Pupils” written
responses further confirmed this understanding. As one child explained, the aim was “To
better understand how people lived a long time ago” (translated from Italian).

Awareness of heritage at risk was further developed during the triage simulation
in the final session. In this activity, children recovered mock cultural objects “affected”
by simulated flood damage in the school garden. The structure of the exercise drew on
simplified versions of established emergency procedures for movable cultural heritage
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(Italian Ministry of Culture, 2015; Tandon, 2018a, 2018b), adapted to ensure accessibility for
early learners. Under guidance, they transported the items to a designated area, checked
their presence against an inventory list, assigned priority levels for intervention using a
simplified triage framework, completed illustrated handling sheets, gently cleaned and
stabilised the objects, and finally packaged and labelled them for temporary storage.

Across these steps, children generally showed attentiveness, care, and precision, as
well as an ability to follow multi-step procedures. This emerging understanding was also
reflected in the completed triage sheets, where many pupils explicitly marked priority levels
(e.g., “urgent” or “save first”) and provided simple written justifications for their choices.
Several pupils commented spontaneously on the importance of protecting artworks in
emergency contexts, with statements such as: “If I see a work of art in danger, now I know
it must be saved.” These remarks illustrate the development of a basic understanding of
conservation processes and of the responsibilities associated with safeguarding cultural
heritage during emergencies. Visual artefacts provided additional evidence of meaning-
making processes. Children’s drawings produced after the activity provided further
evidence of understanding. Many representations depicted groups of pupils collaboratively
recovering objects, cleaning them from mud or water, and placing them in boxes for
protection. These visual elements suggest that children had internalised both the procedural
sequence of the triage activity and its collaborative and protective dimensions.

4. Discussion

The findings of this study suggest that children can engage meaningfully with cultural
heritage and disaster risk reduction (DRR) when these domains are presented through
experiential, play-based, and participatory methodologies. The activities implemented
across the four sessions supported cognitive, emotional, and collaborative learning pro-
cesses, indicating that primary school may be able to engage with complex concepts—such
as risk awareness, heritage stewardship, and emergency procedures—when these are medi-
ated through developmentally appropriate, hands-on experiences. The results corroborate
existing research on experiential and inquiry-driven learning (Dewey, 1938; Kolb, 1984;
Vygotsky, 1978) and extend these insights to the largely unexplored intersection of heritage
education and DRR.

A first key contribution concerns children’s ability to internalise core DRR concepts.
Through guided play and structured decision-making tasks such as the Emergency Kit
Game, pupils demonstrated not only comprehension of safe behaviours but also the ca-
pacity to negotiate choices collectively. This aligns with previous DRR education studies
showing that child-centred and participatory activities enhance hazard understanding and
preparedness (Gabrielli & Fregola, 2021; Ronan & Towers, 2014; Sigamani et al., 2023). The
present findings, however, introduce an additional dimension: children’s reflections were
not limited to personal safety but extended to the protection of cultural heritage, a topic
almost entirely absent from international DRR education frameworks.

The learning processes observed also point to the importance of emotional engage-
ment. Children’s spontaneous recall of the 2023 Emilia—Romagna floods and their tendency
to include emotionally meaningful objects in the emergency kit highlight how affective
and cognitive dimensions are intertwined in childhood learning. This supports research in
affective neuroscience and educational psychology indicating that emotionally charged ex-
periences enhance meaning-making and long-term retention (Immordino-Yang & Damasio,
2007). These findings suggest that DRR education may benefit from integrating emotional
and autobiographical components to foster deeper understanding and resilience.

A second major contribution emerges from the heritage-focused activities. The tableau
vivant and archaeology workshops provided opportunities for observational, interpretive,
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and collaborative learning. Children developed visual literacy skills, negotiated roles,
and articulated increasingly sophisticated descriptions of artworks and archaeological
evidence. These outcomes reflect the potential of heritage-based pedagogies to support
transversal competencies such as critical thinking, communication, and cultural awareness
(Hackett et al., 2020; Hooper-Greenhill, 2007). Notably, the activities helped children situate
themselves within local historical narratives, reinforcing the idea that heritage education
can cultivate belonging, identity, and civic consciousness from early childhood.

The most innovative component of the project—the cultural heritage triage simulation
—revealed that children can meaningfully participate in simplified conservation tasks
when provided with adequate scaffolding. Pupils followed multi-step procedures, used
illustrated handling sheets, and applied prioritisation criteria to classify objects. Their
spontaneous comments about “saving” artworks indicate an emerging ethical framework
around cultural heritage protection. This is a particularly significant finding given the
almost complete absence of children from research on heritage at risk, which traditionally
focuses on professional, institutional, or community-based actors (Cross & Giblin, 2023;
Fontanella Pisa et al., 2025; Labadi, 2022). The present study offers preliminary empirical
indications that children can be conceptualised as potential contributors within heritage
resilience strategies, not only as future citizens but as active learners capable of engaging
with heritage protection in meaningful ways.

In relation to the double gap identified in the introduction, these findings may offer
a first empirical response on two levels. First, they show that children can engage with
DRR not only in terms of personal and household preparedness, as emphasised in existing
child-focused DRR education, but also in relation to the protection of cultural heritage as a
shared community resource. Second, they demonstrate that cultural heritage—through art-
works, monuments, and local historical narratives—can function as a powerful pedagogical
mediator for DRR, deepening children’s sense of belonging and responsibility. In this way,
the study begins to bridge the disconnection between heritage-DRR research, which rarely
addresses children, and children-DRR research, which has thus far overlooked heritage.

Taken together, these findings suggest that integrating cultural heritage with DRR of-
fers a promising avenue for expanding the scope of resilience education. Heritage acts as a
powerful mediator for engagement, contextualising risk within familiar cultural landscapes
and enabling children to connect abstract DRR principles with concrete places, memo-
ries, and values. This contributes to a broader understanding of resilience-building that
includes cultural continuity and identity as key components—a perspective increasingly
recognised in heritage studies (UCLG, 2020; UNESCO, 2021) but rarely operationalised
in educational settings. This perspective is consistent with recent international reports
highlighting the need for active learning and enhanced resilience-building approaches to
address increasingly complex and unpredictable risk environments (UNDRR, 2024).

A further contribution of this study emerges from the qualitative feedback gathered
through observations, informal discussions, and children’s spontaneous comments during
and after the activities. While not collected through formal questionnaires, these feedback
moments provide valuable insight into children’s perceptions, learning processes, and emo-
tional engagement, offering an additional lens through which to interpret the educational
impact of the intervention.

Children’s spontaneous remarks suggest a meaningful internalisation of DRR concepts.
Expressions of concern for family safety, curiosity about the roles of Civil Protection
volunteers and conservators, and the ability to identify risks and propose mitigation
strategies indicate that children were not merely passive recipients of information but
actively engaged in interpreting and applying new knowledge. Statements such as “I would
also put my stuffed animal in the backpack because it makes me feel safe” or “If I see a work of art
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in danger, now I know it must be saved” reveal how cognitive understanding and emotional
needs were intertwined, particularly in relation to preparedness and care.

The interaction with Civil Protection volunteers appeared to play a key role in reinforcing
a sense of responsibility and community belonging, strengthening the link between individ-
ual action and collective safety. Likewise, the cultural heritage triage activity—described
by children as “complicated but fun”—was perceived as both challenging and meaning-
ful, suggesting that realism and task authenticity can enhance engagement even in early
childhood settings.

Importantly, these children’s voices should not be interpreted merely as expressions
of enthusiasm. Rather, they constitute qualitative indicators of emerging agency, ethical
awareness, and civic orientation. The ability to articulate the value of heritage care as
something “to remember” and “to pass on to future generations” points to the early
development of historical consciousness and civic responsibility, aligning with the broader
aims of both heritage education and DRR education.

Finally, children’s appreciation for practical and symbolic activities—such as assem-
bling puzzles or “cleaning” artworks from mud—confirms the pedagogical relevance
of Learning-by-Doing and Play-Based Learning. These approaches enabled children to
engage with abstract concepts through action, symbolism, and cooperation, fostering
transversal skills such as empathy, collaboration, critical reflection, and self-efficacy. In
this sense, the notion of “awareness,” frequently evoked during the activities as the ability
“to notice what is happening around us,” effectively encapsulates the broader educational
outcome: nurturing responsibility, belonging, and resilience as foundational components of
active citizenship.

5. Conclusions

This study explored how cultural heritage can function as a mediator for disaster
risk reduction (DRR) education in early childhood, addressing an overlooked intersection
between heritage-DRR research and child-focused DRR education. In relation to the
research questions, the findings suggest that heritage-based experiential and play-based
activities may support children’s understanding of cultural heritage vulnerability and
disaster risk (RQ1). At the same time, observational data and pupils’ feedback indicate
high levels of engagement, emotional involvement, and emerging reflections related to
care, responsibility, and civic awareness (RQ2). By situating risk awareness within familiar
cultural landscapes, the intervention appeared to help children connect abstract DRR
principles to concrete places, memories, and values, thereby fostering early forms of
responsibility toward both community safety and cultural stewardship.

An additional element emerging from this study concerns the interdisciplinary nature
of both the design and implementation of the educational pathway. The development of the
activities was made possible through the integration of diverse disciplinary competences,
including archaeology, art history, conservation, and scientific approaches applied to cul-
tural heritage, combined with expertise in risk assessment and disaster preparedness. This
interdisciplinary framework was further enriched by the operational knowledge of civil
protection volunteers and by the pedagogical mediation provided by the classroom teacher.

In this sense, the roles involved in the project were not limited to single disciplinary
perspectives but reflected sustained engagement with the interconnected themes of cultural
heritage, risk prevention, and education. This convergence of competences constituted a key
condition for addressing complex topics—such as heritage triage and emergency response—
within an educational setting appropriate for early childhood. Rather than representing an
element of exceptionality, this highlights the intrinsic complexity of heritage-based DRR
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education and the importance of collaborative, cross-sectoral approaches in its effective
implementation.

Several limitations must be acknowledged. The study involved a single class of
18 pupils in a specific local context, and the qualitative, exploratory design does not
aim for statistical generalisation. At the same time, the intervention was implemented
in a real-world context directly affected by the 2023 Emilia-Romagna floods, enhancing
the ecological validity of the study and grounding the learning experience in a locally
meaningful risk scenario.

The short duration of the intervention also limits the ability to assess the long-term re-
tention of knowledge or the durability of behavioural change. Broader studies are therefore
needed to examine the transferability and sustainability of the proposed educational model.
Future research could incorporate longitudinal approaches, mixed-methods designs, or
comparative studies across different regions, age groups, and cultural settings.

It is noteworthy that a second implementation of Occhio al Rischio! has recently been
completed with another primary school class, including pupils with diverse learning needs.
Although data from this edition are not included in the present analysis, its successful com-
pletion confirms the feasibility, adaptability, and inclusiveness of the model. This additional
experience opens valuable opportunities for future comparative and iterative research
aimed at refining the pedagogical framework and assessing its broader applicability.

Overall, this study contributes to an emerging area of inquiry at the intersection of
heritage education and DRR, a field in which children have been largely overlooked. The
results suggest that cultural heritage may represent a valuable and underutilised resource
for resilience education, supporting early forms of risk awareness, cultural responsibility,
and active citizenship. Although the present case focused on flood risk, the educational
structure of Occhio al Rischio! was designed as a flexible and context-responsive framework,
based on locally meaningful heritage elements and simplified risk scenarios. This adapt-
ability supports the potential transferability of the model to educational settings exposed
to different territorial risks (e.g., seismic, hydrogeological, or environmental hazards). In
this sense, heritage-based DRR education represents a promising direction for developing
innovative pedagogical strategies capable of connecting cultural heritage, risk awareness,
and civic engagement from the earliest stages of schooling.
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