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Italian schools after the Second World War, 
Margherita Zoebeli’s outdoor education 
and pedagogical innovation in Rimini 

Mirella D’Ascenzo 

1. The genesis of the Italian-Swiss Village and the work of Margherita 
Zoebeli 

On 1st May 1946, the inauguration ceremony of the Asilo Italo-Svizzero 
(Italian-Swiss Social Centre, later Italian-Swiss Educational Centre - CEIS) 
was held among the ruins of the Roman amphitheatre near the train station 
in Rimini. The site contained not only the ruins of the Roman Empire, but 
also the ruins and rubble of a town that had been repeatedly and violently 
bombed during the final stages of the Second World War, considered a cru-
cial sea and land communication route between the port and the station. The 
ceremony was both simple yet formal, but faced criticism as 1st May was on 
one hand a socialist holiday, marking International Workers’ Day, and on 
the other, the Feast of Saint Joseph. The newspapers of the time described 
the ceremony and the authorities who attended it, reporting the waving of 
red handkerchiefs to the tune of the socialist anthem, L’Internationale (The 
Internationale), precisely as the bishop entered the Social Centre’s gates. 
This was a great provocation in an Italy striving to achieve a new cultural 
and political balance. 

For months, displaced men, women and children had been camping out 
in that semi-destroyed space in conditions of marginality and emergency, 
perhaps hoping for a different future but with a fearful heart and a hungry 
stomach1. The mayor, Arturo Clari, had requested the help of Schweizer 
Spende an die Kriegsgeschädigten (Swiss Donation for the Victims of War, 
SSK), a Swiss governmental institution tasked with coordinating the aid 
given to countries hit by the war along with other organisations, including 
the Soccorso Operaio Svizzero (Swiss Worker’s Relief Organisation, SOS), 
a charity supporting migrants and the unemployed. Through the mediation 

1  E. Cortesi, L’odissea degli sfollati. Il Forlivese, il Riminese e il Cesenate di fronte 
allo sfollamento di massa, Cesena, Il Ponte Vecchio, 2003.



of Antonio Greppi, the socialist mayor of Milan who sought refuge in Swit-
zerland during the Fascist regime, a delegation of four people was sent by 
the Swiss Worker’s Relief Organisation to Rimini in December 1945: Al-
berto Panizzi (a Zurich-based worker of Italian origin); Deborah (known as 
Barbara) Seidenfeld, the architect Felix Schwarz and Margherita Zoebeli, 
who in the previous months had made contacts with the authorities in Rimini 
to plan their intervention. These people came from the Swiss socialist world, 
and had been providing care and assistance to child war victims for some 
time2, particularly Margherita Zoebeli, on whose life both before and after 
Rimini there is plenty of information, thanks to some precious contributions3, 
still to be investigated. So, one hundred years following its birth, it certainly 
makes sense to investigate the role played by this extraordinary social ani-
mator and educator who, in contrast to others, produced no systematic the-
oretical writings on her educational experiences, except for some 
contributions found in collective works in which she offered some significant 
yet poorly organised insights, as if wishing to avoid leaving any complete 
autobiographical memories. 

2  On the very important role of Barbara Seidenfeld and her sisters in caring for 
children, refer to S. Galli, Le tre sorelle Seidenfeld. Donne nell’emigrazione politica anti-
fascista, Firenze, Giunti, 2005.

3  M. Castiglioni, Una scuola una città. Il Centro educativo italo-svizzero di Rimini 
(CEIS). With original photos by Werner Bischof, Venezia, Marsilio, 1991; M. Amadori, 
M. Castiglioni, F. Montanari, M. Zoebeli, Il Centro Educativo Italo-Svizzero nei disegni 
dei bambini, 25 anni al CEIS in una Rassegna di Calendari (1969-1993), Rimini, Ed-
izioni Chiamami Città, 1993; T. De Luigi, S. Pivato (eds.), Memoria come futuro. Cin-
quant’anni di vita al CEIS, Rimini, Maggioli Editore, 1996; Fondazione Margherita 
Zoebeli (eds.), Paesaggio con figura. Margherita Zoebeli e il CEIS, Documenti di un-
’utopia, Rimini, Edizioni Chiamami Città, 1998; L. Biondelli, R. Calieri, A. Fabbri, N. 
Gallazzi, G. Sapucci, G. Zuccoli, A scuola nel Villaggio. Parole chiave ed esperienze al 
CEIS di Rimini, Trento, Edizioni Erickson, 2008; C. De Maria, Intervento sociale e azione 
educativa. Margherita Zoebeli nell’Italia del secondo dopoguerra. Atti del convegno te-
nutosi al Centro Educativo Italo-Svizzero (Rimini, 7 maggio 2011), Bologna, Clueb, 2012; 
E. Dubach, E. Forlani, M. Maioli, R. Pasini (eds.), Lo spazio che educa, Venezia, Mar-
silio, 2012; C. De Maria, Lavoro di comunità e ricostruzione civile in Italia. Margherita 
Zoebeli e il Centro educativo italo-svizzero di Rimini, Roma, Viella, 2015; T. Pironi, Da 
Maria Montessori a Margherita Zoebeli: l’impegno educativo nei confronti dell’infanzia 
traumatizzata dalla guerra, in «Annali online della Didattica e della Formazione Do-
cente», 1 (2015), pp. 115-218; T. Pironi, Nascita di una pedagogia degli spazi a misura 
di bambino, in V. Gherardi (eds.), Spazi ed educazione, Roma, Aracne, 2019, pp. 41-56.
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2. The rebirth of the Italian school 

A little after a year following the end of the Second World War, on 25 
April 1945, there was some lively debate on the possibility of the women’s 
vote to choose between the monarchy and the Republic, the referendum held 
one month after the birth of the Asilo Italo-Svizzero, on 2 June 1946. The 
Republic was born. It was born in an Italy still very much politically and ci-
villy divided, an Italy still squabbling between winners and losers, reckoning 
between different political factions, hate and revenge, with fascism officially 
defeated. 

The post-war period had begun, a season rich in continuity and discon-
tinuity, between conservation and renewal. On one side, death and material 
destruction, on the other the desire to rebuild, then made possible also by 
the aid provided by the United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Adminis-
tration - UNRRA and later the US Marshall Plan. The Fascist regime had 
been stopped, but the top-down, rigid authoritarian system of powers and 
institutions, often with the same figures still in key positions in the institu-
tions, those who had mysteriously and unexpectedly escaped the purging 
processes, seeking to mediate with the new desire for freedom, free speech, 
democracy combined with the hope for a new and better world. On one hand, 
an economic system based on agriculture and the countryside, and on the 
other the increasing industrialisation were leading to the economic boom 
from the late Fifties, with a more affluent population who owned televisions, 
a Piaggio Vespa, a Fiat 500, had holidays in August and enjoyed those house-
hold appliances that helped to ensure women’s freedoms, in primis the wash-
ing machine! On the other, as the countryside was progressively transformed 
and mechanised, people from the mountain areas and central and southern 
Italy migrated to the industrialising north, profoundly changing the face of 
social and school life, with migrants who spoke dialects that were incom-
prehensible in the north and were forced to the margins of culture and so-
ciety, despite being Italian citizens themselves4. 

For schools, in 1945 the Programmi didattici per la scuola elementare 
(Education programmes for primary school) were issued, inspired by free-
dom of speech and expression, cooperation, democracy, promoted by the 
Allied Forces Commission headed by a special military figure, Carleton 

4  On the social and economic aspects of the period, see P. Ginsborg, Storia d’Italia 
dal dopoguerra ad oggi, Turin, Einaudi, 1989; G. Crainz, Storia del miracolo economico 
italiano: culture, identità, trasformazioni fra anni Cinquanta e Sessanta, Roma, Donzelli, 
2005; A. Cardini (ed.), Il miracolo economico italiano (1958-1963), Bologna, il Mulino, 
2006; S. Oliviero, Educazione e consumo nell’Italia repubblicana, Milano, FrancoAngeli, 
2018.
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Washburne was a student of John Dewey and a supporter of the American 
active and progressive school5. These Programmi didattici had little effect 
on the more common, concrete and real teaching methods in a school driven 
by pedagogical and educational inertia, built around a traditional and auth-
oritarian model that was born long before fascism and was even more con-
secrated during the Fascist period, as an expression of a hierarchical, 
pyramid-shaped society in which teachers were both delegates and officers 
of their “kingdom”, the classroom. In the post-war period, part of the teach-
ing category worked on this shift from everyday traditional and authoritarian 
teaching practices anchored in the past towards the innovative indications 
of national programmes. They came from both the Catholic6 and secular 
areas, the latter particularly from the Movimento di Cooperazione Educativa 
(Educational Cooperation Movement, MCE) set up in 1951 in Fano (An-
cona) by a group of teachers led by Giuseppe Tamagnini. The MCE aimed 
to recover the best active and democratic teaching practices inspired es-
pecially by the techniques of Célestin Freinet, including classroom printing, 
inter-school correspondence, live calculus, the natural method for reading 
and writing and the cooperative method in the class7, fostering a radical 
change in the organisation of teaching and classroom relations, as well as 
the role of the teacher, symbolically moving the teacher’s desk to the side 
of the classroom. 

The Italian Constitution was issued in 1948, In Articles 30, 33 and 34, it 
defines the freedom of teaching, compulsory schooling and the right to edu-
cation, fundamental principles around which a lively debate developed, 
linked to the conflicting interpretations of various political moments that 
characterised Italian society, and continue to do so today.8 An Italian school 

5  E. Catarsi, Storia dei programmi della scuola elementare (1860-1985), Scandicci, 
La Nuova Italia, 1990.

6  For the Catholic area, refer briefly here to G. Zago, Itinerari e proposte di rinno-
vamento pedagogico e culturale nel sistema formativo italiano del secondo dopoguerra: 
l’area cattolica, in A. Ascenzi, R. Sani (eds.), L’innovazione pedagogica e didattica nel 
sistema formativo italiano dall’unità al secondo dopoguerra, Roma, Studium edizioni, 
2022, pp. 372-400.

7  G. Tamagnini (eds.), Didattica operativa. Le tecniche Freinet in Italia, Frontale, 
Movimento di Cooperazione Educativa, 1965; A. Pettini, Origini e sviluppo della coop-
erazione educativa in Italia. Dalla CTS al MCE (1952-1958), Milano, Emme Edizioni, 
1980; R. Rizzi, Pedagogia popolare. Un itinerario di ricerca e azione coopera-zione. 
Memoria e identità di un Movimento innovativo di maestri. Historical notes on the MCE, 
Ortacesus (Cagliari), Sandhi editore, 2015; R. Rizzi, Pedagogia popolare: da Célestin 
Freinet al MCE-FIMEM. La dimensione sociale della cooperazione educativa, Foggia, 
Edizioni del Rosone, 2017.

8  M. Galfrè, Tutti a scuola. L’istruzione nell’Italia del Novecento, Roma, Carocci, 
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that slowly got back on its feet and, in those ten years between 1945 and 
1955, a considerable number of cultural and educational innovations were 
introduced into primary school programmes, including those of Margherita 
Zoebeli and the Asilo Italo-Svizzero. Initially, Zoebeli and her group of col-
laborators sought to respond to the essential needs of individuals and 
families, taking charge and caring for their children in a Kindergarten garden 
set up for one hundred and fifty children, with craft laboratories, a library 
and a specific barracks for around twenty orphans, which they called ‘casina’ 
(“the little house”), as Zoebeli herself told in a rare interview9, underlining 
the central focus of a family and community dimension. The primary school 
was opened in 1947, and the full five-year cycle was confirmed in 1953. 

Some general difficulties were noted, also in the definition of the spe-
cifically scholastic intervention of the educational project. Zoebeli found 
herself in a foreign land, sent by the Swiss Worker’s Relief Organisation to 
a politically socialist town but with strong Catholic and moderate roots, with 
the risk of marginalisation and rejection. Zoebeli herself reported the resis-
tance they came up against from the local people of Rimini; diffidence to-
wards a Swiss woman who was perhaps considered foreign to the town, 
where schools were slowly getting back to normal and which enjoyed sig-
nificant inputs in the following years, including school education10. 

This was also perhaps what assured the determination to create a differ-
ent, innovative, secular, international project, open to potential cooperation 
which, in some way, also legitimised the very existence of the school, its 
difference, originality and quality. Between 1947 and 1948, the Asilo Italo-
Svizzero hosted the first and second international seminar on the problems 
affecting children who were victims of the war, organised by the Inter-
national Study Weeks for Child Victims of the War (SEPEG - Semaines In-
ternationales d’Etude pour l’Enfance victime de la guerre), with the 
participation of Carleton Washburne, Ernesto Codignola, his wife Anna 
Maria Melli Codignola and Lamberto Borghi, all founders of that which was 

2017; F. De Giorgi, A. Gaudio, F. Pruneri (eds.), Manuale di storia della scuola italiana, 
Brescia, Scholè, 2019; S. Santamaita, Storia della scuola. Dalla scuola al sistema 
formativo, Milano, Pearson, 2021.

9  Zoebeli, Dialogo radiofonico di Michele Gulinucci. Radio Tre, 21 marzo 1993, 
Fondazione Margherita Zoebeli (eds.), Paesaggio con figura, cit., p. 24.

10  F. Zangari, La città di Rimini e le scuole comunali dell’infanzia: storia, innova-
zione e creatività, in L. Campioni, F. Marchesi (eds.), La strada maestra. Tracce di storia 
delle scuole comunali dell’infanzia nei Comuni capoluogo dell’Emilia Romagna, Ber-
gamo, Zeroseiup, 2018, pp. 399-436.
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later called the “Florence school”11, the nerve centre of the renewal of secular 
education in the post-war period12. 

In 1952, the Asilo Italo-Svizzero hosted the first national conference of 
that which was to become the Movimento di Cooperazione Educativa (edu-
cational cooperation movement), then called the “Cooperativa della tipo-
grafia a scuola”, founded by Giuseppe Tamagnini, Aldo Pettini and Bruno 
linked to Freinet’s Cooperative Institute of the Modern School (ICEM - In-
stitut Coopératif de l’Ecole Moderne), attended by Ernesto Codignola, Fran-
cesco De Bartolomeis, Vittorio D’Alessandro, Raffaele Laporta and the 
founder himself of the French movement, Célestin Freinet. Free text, school 
printing, inter-school correspondence, free drawing and painting, the natural 
method for teaching to read were the educational techniques of Freinet and 
the group of innovating teachers in the Fifties, including Mario Lodi, the 
centenary of whose birth was recently celebrated13. 

Zoebeli wove many ties and threads with the pioneering educational men 
and women of the time, including Margherita Fasolo, student of Codignola, 
Carmela Mungo, director of the “Scuola Viva” and former teacher at the 
open air schools in Rome, Adriano Olivetti, Aldo Capitini and Marcello 
Trentanove, a primary school teacher from Empoli with a degree in philos-
ophy who was interested in Freinet’s educational cooperation and tech-
niques. In 1953, the Asilo Italo-Svizzero hosted the first course in Italy run 
by CEMEA (Training centres for active learning methods), residential 

11  F. Cambi, La scuola di Firenze. Da Codignola a Laporta 1950-1975, Naples, Li-
guori, 1982; the term was later diluted in consideration of the role played also by the 
“bottom-up” and not purely academic ‘school in action’, see F. Mattei, La «Scuola di 
Firenze»?, in F. Cambi, P. Federighi, A. Mariani (eds.), La pedagogia critica e laica a 
Firenze: 1950-2015. Modelli. Trasformazioni. Figure, Firenze, Firenze University Press, 
2016, pp. 141-146 and C. Betti, L’altra scuola di Firenze, in «Ricerche pedagogiche», 
200-201 (2016), pp. 32-41.

12  R. Laporta, L’educazione nuova nel secondo dopoguerra, in Ernesto Codignola 
in 50 anni di battaglie educative, in «Scuola e città», 4-5 (1967), pp. 306-322; G. Tassi-
nari (ed.), La pedagogia italiana nel secondo dopoguerra, Firenze, Le Monnier, 1987; 
C. Betti, Itinerari e proposte di rinnovamento pedagogico e culturale nel sistema 
formativo italiano del secondo dopoguerra: l’area laica, in Ascenzi, Sani (eds.), L’in-
novazione pedagogica e didattica nel sistema formativo italiano dall’unità al secondo 
dopoguerra, cit., pp. 336-354.

13  As regards the centenary of Mario Lodi, on 25 October 2022 a conference was 
held, entitled “L’eredità di Mario Lodi per la scuola del Duemila” (“Mario Lodi’s school 
legacy for the 21st century”) organised by the Department of Educational Science of the 
University of Bologna at the Stabat Mater hall in the municipal Archiginnasio Library in 
Bologna, see M. D’Ascenzo, C. De Santis, S. Loiero (eds.), L’eredità di Mario Lodi per 
la scuola del Duemila, Roma, Tab edizioni, 2023.
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courses also for summer camp educators; Bice Baldeschi Libretti, Marghe-
rita Fasolo and Marcello Trentanove and dozens of in-service teachers took 
part, learning about active education with lessons, group activities, manuals 
and practices14. Substantially, the Asilo Italo-Svizzero began to become one 
of the main spaces for debate and experimentation of Italian pedagogy in 
the cultural and scholastic renaissance of the post-war period. 

3. Zoebeli’s innovation as an open air school in the documentation of the 
Ministry of Public Education 

As explained, Zoebeli’s experience was from the outset a secular insti-
tution from the socialist area, supported by the Rimini’s socialist-communist 
administration; it was subject to considerable surveillance by the state auth-
orities, particularly the Ministry of Public Education, controlled strictly by 
the Christian Democrats in power, also with a view to standardising the com-
plete primary school cycle; it was supported by the Department of Education 
in Rimini but opposed by the Ministry of Public Education due to local 
political resistance. According to the in-depth reconstruction by Carlo De 
Maria, only the pressure of the Swiss Legation was able to halt the procras-
tination of the Ministries of the Interior and of Public Education. And yet, 
some positive assessments of Zoebeli’s experience were found at ministerial 
level. In addition to the archive documentation, already widely illustrated in 
De Maria’s accurate reconstruction, positive reports on the school run by 
Zoebeli were given in some official texts of the Ministry, and the school was 
included in the category of open air schools and new schools. The Asilo 
Italo-Svizzero was also presented at the International Open Air Education 
Exhibition held in Florence in 1949, which saw the participation of Italian 
municipalities and foreign countries working in both special open air schools 
for weak children and those suffering from tuberculosis as well as extra- and 
para-scholastic organisations involved in open air education «in order to pro-
vide the children with the benefit of the air and sun, and to ensure that school 
can become closer to real life»15. One of the institutions that chose to par-
ticipate in this international event was precisely the Asilo Italo-Svizzero, 
with children’s drawings hanging on the stair walls and photographs: 

14  B. Libretti Baldeschi, Il pensiero e l’azione dei Ceméa, Milano, Studio Stampa, 
1996.

15  Italian committee for open air education, Guida dell’esposizione internazionale 
delle scuole all’aperto, Firenze 9 maggio-30 giugno 1949, Firenze, Centro Didattico Na-
zionale, s.d., p. 4.
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RIMINI 
The “Remo Bordoni” Asilo Italo-Svizzero, funded by Swiss Donation for 
the Victims of War and inaugurated on 5 May 1946. The photographs show 
the wooden huts used by 150 children aged from 4 to 6 and 58 more attending 
the primary school. Scenes of children resting, playing, studying and working 
outdoors, drawings by the children, presented here in the documentation of 
the activities carried out16. 

Some time afterwards, another important document from the Ministry of 
Public Education recorded the positive experience of the Asilo Italo-Svizzero 
in an important book published in 1950. In its introduction, the Minister 
Guido Gonella, from the Christian Democrat majority leading the govern-
ment, described the terrible situation of Italian schools: 

at the end of the war, in 1945, schools were lacerated by wounds and muti-
lations of all kinds, and restoring life to such a destroyed body seemed a des-
perate enterprise to even the best spirits. Devastation everywhere, ruins and 
a shortage of means to meet a huge amount of needs: many buildings had 
been destroyed and severely damaged and others mostly requisitioned for 
military use or other civil needs; most of the school furniture and scientific 
equipment had been destroyed or stolen; the staff were often lost or con-
sumed, in both body and spirit; orphans and abandoned children to be edu-
cated and restored to social life; young people let down and humiliated by 
futile fighting, imprisonment or starvation in the concentration camps, who 
had to recover, even before knowledge, their self-confidence and confidence 
in others. In addition, most of the time economic hardship forced people to 
deal with the urgent problems of everyday life before dealing with the prob-
lem, considered less imperative despite being more important, of their moral 
reconstruction17. 

Gonella illustrated the work done by the ‘Democratic Government of the 
Nation’ (with capital letters) after the war, an even more significant work as 
the book was published just before the V UNESCO General Conference in 
Firenze, and explicitly mentioned its intention of cooperating with the United 
Nations to «increase the cultural heritage of civilisation»18, thus placing the 
Italian work, and that of its government, in an international framework. 

16  Ivi, p. 14, the date of 5 May is original in the aforementioned document.
17  Ministry of Public Education, La ricostruzione della scuola italiana. Dalla fine 

della guerra alla riforma degli ordinamenti scolastici, Roma, Publication by the National 
Education Centre,1950, p. 5.

18  Ivi, p. 7.

156 Mirella D’Ascenzo



The book illustrated graphs on primary, secondary and university edu-
cation, referring also to the National Inquiry for School Reform promoted 
in previous years. It presented the organisation of schools from 3 to 14 years: 
municipal or private, non-mandatory infant school from three to six years, 
with references to the models of Aporti, Froebel, Agazzi and Montessori; 
primary school had five mandatory years and, for rural schools, took the 
form of joint classes19; a single middle school, with Latin or professional 
training as the possible choices, from 11 to 14 years, completed the compul-
sory schooling20. 

The writing then shifted attention to ‘educational recovery’, defined as 
the «normalisation and reorganisation of school services»21 for each school 
sector. The book referred to the most innovative educational and school ex-
periences. In particular, it referred to the ‘Rinnovata’ infant school in Milan, 
founded by Giuseppina Pizzigoni before the war, the “Pezzi infant school”, 
the Vialba infant school in Milan, the (Montessorian) “Casa del bambino” 
in Genoa, the ONAIR infant schools and especially the “Remo Bordoni” 
Giardino d’infanzia (kindergarten) in Rimini run by Margherita Zoebeli with 
a full-page image of different times of school life22, a clear sign of the min-
istry’s appreciation and positioning of this pedagogic and educational ex-
perience among the innovative ones of the period (Fig. 1). 

For primary education, quantitative data accompanied by pictures re-
ferred to avantgarde schools, including the Gabelli in Belluno founded in 
the 1930s by Pierina Boranga, a former student of the Pizzigoni in Milan, 
supporter of outdoor schools and outdoor education, as well as active 
schools. Precisely in the section on “Open air school”, once again the com-
piler included Zoebeli’s experience: 

the Asilo Italo-Svizzero was set up in Rimini after the war, and was com-
pleted by the establishment of a special primary school23. 

For the Ministry of Public Education, the Italian-Swiss primary school 
was an open air school and as such ‘special’, as open air schools became 
special in 1933, as we will see below. In the same book, the ‘Remo Bordoni’ 
Asilo Italo-Svizzero was mentioned again, this time in the group of new 

19  “In rural areas and, generally, in places where the population is poorly agglomer-
ated, primary schools are organised in joint classes”, Ivi, p. 11.

20  On Gonella, see G. Chiosso, I cattolici e la scuola dalla Costituente al centrosin-
istra, Brescia, La Scuola, 1988.

21  Ministry of Public Education, La ricostruzione della scuola italiana, cit., p. 51.
22  Ivi, p. 55.
23  Ivi, p. 73.
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schools, understood as experimental schools adopting different educational 
techniques that 

took hold in the period from 1945 to 1950 with experiments that deserve 
special attention. These schools offered a particularly fertile terrain for new 
methods, team work, forms of self-government and collectively organised 
activities24. 

Among these, in addition to the Asilo Italo-Svizzero were Zeno Saltini’s 
“Città di Nomadelfia” in Carpi (Modena), Pizzigoni’s “Scuola Rinnovata”, 
the Ugo Bartolomei Montessori school at Villa Paganini in Rome, the 
Mezzaselva rural school in S. Cesareo (Rome), the Scuola Viva in Rome run 
by Carmela Mungo and the Pestalozzi Scuola-Città in Florence. 

This picture shows how the Ministry of Public Education did not refer 
only to openly Catholic experiences, as could be expected, at least according 
to a narration focused on the dichotomy and dialectic between secular and 
Catholic factions, studied extensively by school historiography, driven also 
by political reasons emerging in the Fifties of the Cold War and the conflict 
between the Christian Democrats and the left-wing forces. The official pub-
lication introduced by the Christian-Democrat Minister Gonella and pub-
lished by the Ministry for Public Education directed by him in 1950 reported 
the interesting and dynamic experiences of active schools – partly unknown 
to historiography today – including those of Zoebeli’s Asilo Italo-Svizzero. 
This was a recognition of the originality and quality of the experience in Ri-
mini well beyond the political juxtapositions that are so rooted in histori-
ography but perhaps not practised by the people of the school world and the 
state and ministerial administration of the time. In 1950, the Asilo Italo-Sviz-
zero was considered as innovative both as a kindergarten and an open air 
primary school, as well as a new school that adopted differentiated teaching 
methods; in all three cases, it was considered by the Ministry for Public Edu-
cation as a school of pioneering teaching innovation. 

As explained, the Asilo Italo-svizzero was part of the group of open air 
schools, an element that has not yet been considered in historiographical 
terms. At the time, open air schools referred to primary schools founded in 
the early 20th century in Europe and worldwide for fragile pupils at risk of 
tuberculosis in an outdoor setting, originally quite simple but progressively 
developed in terms of both the educational practices introduced and the 
architectural and urban setting25. Open air schools also adopted hygiene-
based educational practices including super-nutrition, specific and natural 

24  Ivi, p. 74.
25  M. D’Ascenzo, Per una storia delle scuole all’aperto in Italia, Pisa, ETS, 2018.
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medical gymnastics, heliotherapy as well as teaching practices linked to spe-
cific primary education but with shorter lesson times, less frontal teaching 
and a more cooperative and democratic approach, with gardening, horticul-
ture and animal husbandry fully integrated into the school subjects. In time, 
open air schools, set up in particularly for medical and hygiene reasons, de-
veloped forms of pedagogic and didactic innovation consistent with those 
of the new and active schools of the period, developing practices that many, 
even then, thought should be adopted in common schools for everyone26. 

In fact, the Asilo Italo-Svizzero had a lot in common with the open air 
schools of the early 20th century. First of all, the pupils: in poor health, hun-
gry, physically and socially fragile, often war orphans and/or psychologically 
fragile and marginalised, in need of everything, including personal hygiene. 
Not by chance, it was precisely in Rimini, at the Asilo Italo-svizzero during 
the weeks of SEPEG 1949, that ample space was devoted to the issue of hy-
giene, which had become dramatically important following the tragic war 
events: 

this was the childhood of those who grew up during this period in Italy and 
in countries affected by the war. The long tempestuous period that devastated 
and destroyed homes and families left a deep furrow of physiological and 
psychological poverty in childhood, the real victim of the war, and we school 
doctors see this every day on a vast scale. We doctors must repair the damage 
to the body, the educators and psychologists the damage to the soul, no less 
serious than the former. The only true health lies in the harmony of the physi-
cal and spiritual energies, Hippocrates’ aphorism: “mens sana in corpore 
sano” must not be forgotten by those dealing with children’s hygiene, because 
it is of fundamental importance27. 

Moreover, the primary school opened by Margherita Zoebeli in 1947 
taught not only the children of the kindergarten opened in 1946 and those 
from the primary school but also those who escaped from the common state 

26  M. D’Ascenzo, Il patrimonio storico-educativo delle scuole all’aperto, in A. As-
cenzi, C. Covato, J. Meda (eds.), La pratica educativa. Storia, memoria e patrimonio. 
Atti del 1° Congresso nazionale della Società Italiana per lo studio del Patrimonio 
Storico-Educativo (Palma de Mallorca, 20-23 novembre 2018), Macerata, Eum Edizioni, 
2020, pp. 437-451; Ead., L’innovazione pedagogica e didattica delle scuole all’aperto 
da scuole speciali a scuole per tutti, in Ascenzi, Sani (eds.), L’innovazione pedagogica 
e didattica nel sistema formativo italiano dall’unità al secondo dopoguerra, cit., pp. 315-
332.

27  J. Botti, L’igiene dei bambini e degli educatori, SEPEG conference, day VII, 10 
May 1947, ds., in AMZ/BGR, Atti e carteggi relativi al CEIS, folder 18, p. 1.
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school due to problems of disadaptation, the ‘urchins’, all in all the “Broken 
Hearts”, those who did not fit into the traditional, authoritarian school with 
its standardising severity and punishments. This was yet another of the simi-
larities with Italian and European open air schools, which welcomed not 
only children in poor health but also pupils who were excluded or rejected 
from common schools or considered to have retarded physical and intellec-
tual development, often not attending school due to work or family poverty, 
so in both cases subject to truancy or drop-out. An additional element that 
Zoebeli’s Asilo Italo-Svizzero shared with open air schools were the bar-
racks. Like the first open air schools, they were set up in the Döcker barracks 
– Germany – or in Red Cross barracks previously used for military purposes, 
also in Italy, so the first wooden barracks decommissioned by the army were 
what characterised Zoebeli’s Asilo Italo-Svizzero, even if arranged in a very 
different order to that of the military in order to offer a familiar sense of 
community, as has been widely studied. 

Another aspect of the Asilo Italo-Svizzero as an open air school was the 
set of hygiene practices, found both in open air schools and in the Asilo Italo-
Svizzero and the primary school, also represented by the round fountain that 
can be seen in many period pictures, common to all major open air schools 
in and beyond Italy, a place to wash feet, play and socialise. 

A further element that linked open air schools of the time to the Italian-
Swiss Village was the central community dimension, the objective and prac-
tice of personal autonomy and collective responsibility, as well as forms of 
self-government, so dear to many open air school experiences, even during 
the Fascist period28, but obviously here without the ideological dimension 
of the Regime. 

Another common aspect was the centrality of the open air school, the 
outdoor educational space typical of the Italian-Swiss Village; a space under-
stood as a place of spontaneous learning but also mediated by the teacher, 
studying subjects starting from observation, the real, the touched and the ex-
perienced. This was in fact what happened in open air schools: teaching fo-
cused on the outside, the open air, for all school subjects, in a profound and 
constant dialogue with the natural environment and the external socio-cul-
tural territory, anticipating the fields of education in and with nature and the 
outdoor education of today. 

Margherita Zoebeli left little pedagogic and educational writings. There 
are some reports, articles, correspondence, her archive, but she never framed 
her pedagogic knowledge in a complete, theoretical written text, left for pos-
terity, as an individual story and memory for the collective history of her 
creature, the Italian-Swiss Village, which went on to become the Italian-

28  D’Ascenzo, Per una storia delle scuole all’aperto in Italia, cit.
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Swiss Education Centre (CEIS). Oral memories tell of her reticence in ex-
posing herself29 and her more “operational” actions, despite her attention to 
developing good pedagogic practices in Italy and abroad. Precisely due to 
this characteristic and her extraordinary organisational skills, the Italian-
Swiss Village became a crossroads of secular pedagogic and educational in-
novation in the post-war period, a fertile teaching laboratory that also trained 
new generations of teachers. A teaching laboratory reminiscent of that teach-
ing laboratory “par excellence”, that of Pestalozzi in Yverdon in the early 
19th century, another crossroads of important pedagogic debate and renewal, 
just like Margherita’s school in Rimini, a fertile place for educational inno-
vation in schools after the Second World War, the heritage of which is still 
very much alive today. 

Translated by Julie Wood 

29  C. Brolli, I maestri e Margherita. Dieci conversazioni su Margherita Zoebeli, più 
una, Dissertation on the History of Education, School of Psychology and Education 
Sciences, Degree Programme in Social and Cultural Educator, Academic year 2016-2017, 
Supervisor Prof. Mirella D’Ascenzo.
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Fig. 1 – Life and activities of children at the “Remo Bordoni” kindergarten in Rimini 
(directed by Marghera Zoebeli), image published in: Ministry of Public Education, 
La ricostruzione della scuola italiana. Dalla fine della guerra alla riforma degli or-
dinamento scolastici (The reconstruction of the Italian school. From the end of the 
War to the reform of the schools system), edited by the Centro Didattico Nazionale / 
National Educational Center, Rome, 1950.
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