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We are very pleased that "The Multilingual and Intercultural Puppet" continues to be successful! Since it was first published about 3 years ago, many readers have asked us to provide more examples of language learning activities using puppets and also simple instructions for constructing puppets. Thus our decision to improve on the first edition, polishing the original with some small changes in content and adding a new chapter which provides readers a step-by-step illustration for constructing a simple puppet that can be animated by even very small hands. In addition, this new chapter also includes 6 practical Activity Cards that describe how to set up puppet-activities with children and their families.

Puppets are an invaluable pedagogic tool, not only for the teaching-learning of second/foreign languages, but also because puppets allow educators to very naturally set up a context of “play”, where young children feel free to be free, thrive and thus learn. In this book, we also discuss the use of puppets for establishing more inclusive learning environments, especially in schools. 

Furthermore, in this new edition, we have updated the reference list, making it more useful for those who want to further their knowledge about puppet-theatre and -animation, the construction of puppets and different animation techniques, as well as methodologies and approaches to early language learning (ELL), with a vision towards inclusivity. 

As with the first edition, this edition offers innovative ideas and tools for a wide audience: educators, teachers, L2-teachers, foreign language teachers, university students studying early childhood education, early childhood operators (play centres, playrooms, libraries, etc.), didactic coordinators, language school managers and, of course, parents.

We would like to take this opportunity to thank you, our readers, and we would like to take this opportunity to open a dialogue window with our readers, to hear your suggestions and experiences. Please share with us interesting examples of how you have, and are, using puppets in your own education contexts.

• Please contact us on Instagram: "burattinopoliglotta", which in Italian means “polyglot puppet”.

Lastly, we would like to thank our colleague Y-L Teresa Ting (pseudonym Belinda Frith) who translated, with enthusiasm and professionality, the original Italian version of our work into English. 
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In an increasingly multicultural and globalized world, it has become fundamental to increase one's language skills. Consider, for example, how languages ​​such as English, Spanish and French connect peoples living on far and distant continents! This need to master foreign languageS motivates many Early Language Learning (ELL) initiatives. In fact, in addition to providing today’s young learners tools which will facilitate their future professions, ELL also represents an excellent opportunity to sensitize our children to the notion of “interculturality”, and puppets provide a context for modelling inter- and cross-cultural encounters. The incorporation of puppets into ELL and puppets can enhance the identity of all children, thereby opening up young minds to the existence of other cultures, a first step towards inclusive social interactions. Multilingualism and intercultural awareness are, in fact, life-skills that every child will need to become a fully functional and successful citizen.

Although there are countless educational proposals for the teaching of second and foreign languages, educators and teachers often feel unprepared to operate on this front in early childhood (0-6 years[1]), lacking teaching tools which are innovative but also appropriate for this age-group. 

In The Multilingual and Intercultural Puppet, it is our intention to meet this need through the use of puppets. We will illustrate the immense pedagogical value of puppets when used as a tool through which children and teachers can approach, teach and learn a second or foreign language, through natural play and authentic interactions, all within a safe environment.

In fact, puppets can be used to naturally mediate between adults and children, allowing educators[2] to harness children’s love for play and make-believe and thus engage them in learning-conversations which are situated in rich, imaginary contexts. Puppets bridge children’s interest with adults’ educational objectives. In addition, a puppet is, by its very nature, a "polyglot”, as it is free to embody any culture and speak any language: a puppet is a universal being. Puppets are therefore ideal for teaching children, at an early age, the notion of multilingualism, allowing children to participate in multilingual exchanges in which all languages are treated with equal dignity.

The goal of The Multilingual and Intercultural Puppet, is therefore to accompany educators, teachers and parents as they discover how to both transfer strong educational values to the puppet, through the puppet, and thus to “their children”, and also teach languages in various contexts, be these small or large groups, be they homogeneous or heterogeneous, international, transcultural or multi-cultural. Here, we have promoted the puppet from a simple classroom “gadget” into a full-fledged "teaching assistant", able to address an array of modern-day educational challenges and, in particular, able to engage and accompany children through important issues such as diversity, multilingualism and inclusion. The Multilingual and Intercultural Puppet re-introduces this ancient tool into today’s preschool context so to provide those teaching 0–6-year-old learners strategies for presenting today’s socio-educational reality to young children. This book provides educators practical, operational, innovative and well-documented strategies, which have been developed by both authors, each with more than 20 years of concrete experience and field-work in the use of “instructional puppets”.
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Chapter 1- Early Language Learning (ELL)
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In recent years, several theoretical contributions have highlighted the positive value of initiating early when it comes to the learning of one or more languages that are different from a child’s home-language. These can be foreign or second languages. In fact, many report that the learning of languages ​​not spoken in the family, whether these be school-languages or dominant social languages, significantly potentiates the general development of children, emotionally, socially and cognitively, helping them become more flexible thinkers (see for example Abello-Contesse et al., 2013; Deshays et al., 2003; Dulay, 1982; Onnis, 2011; European Commission documents, 1997 and 2010).

Furthermore, learning a foreign/second language contributes to raising social-awareness to the existence of multiple languages ​​and cultures, an awareness that is now fundamental, given that migratory flows will bring increasingly more foreign children and adolescents into the schools and societies of host countries. Clearly, for these immigrant children and young adults to succeed in school and society, among other things, they will need to learn the language of schooling, which is often the language of the host country, and which will, for these young immigrants, represent a second language (L2).

In the case of Italy, the value of learning a foreign language as a means to develop pupils' expressive and communicative skills was officially recognized in the national curriculum only at the end of the 1970s. Before then, foreign languages were considered as something extra, “different from Italian”, enclosed within a different system. However, today, there is broad consensus regarding the importance of learning a foreign language, especially starting at an early age. As a result, the "educational market" now offers a rich array of products and proposals for early foreign language education. In Italy, much of this “market” focuses on teaching English to children, using specific methods that, in most cases, "guarantee bilingualism". These points are worth dwelling on, since we are of the opinion that, in the teaching and learning of a foreign/second language, it is essential to find methods which allow educators to respond to the various needs and characteristics of both individual children as well as the entire group of learners. 

In addition, with regard to bilingualism, we believe that simultaneous exposure to two or more languages adds to, rather than subtracts from, the overall well-being of a child. Unfortunately, in many places such as Italy, which is fundamentally a monolingual country[3], bilingualism is a difficult goal to achieve, especially simultaneous or quasi-simultaneous early bilingualism. Add to this, the fact that “schooling” dedicates only a limited amount of time to foreign language instruction. 

Furthermore, bilingualism is not a stable condition as it can deteriorate rapidly if newly learnt languages are used little or not at all, as might also be the case with minority languages which are considered “less prestigious”. In fact, one of the fundamental issues is to ensure that the learning process is sustained over time, by implementing continuity and coherence as children progress through the continuum of schooling. 

Indeed, for children who are not born into bilingual contexts and therefore cannot acquire foreign languages "naturally", it is necessary to increase and optimize all possible opportunities for exposure to foreign languages throughout the entire educational continuum of these children, adolescents and young adults, through strategies involving both implicit language acquisition as well as explicit foreign language learning.


	
Early language learning should therefore start with a holistic vision of the learning child who is embarking on a longitudinal educational continuum: the most valuable aspect of bilingualism concerns not so much the possibility of impressing others, but rather the invaluable ability of multilingualism to grant us tolerance, openness and mental flexibility (Deshays, 2013).
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In fact, it is essential that children’s initial exposures to, and the learning of, foreign or second languages are well-designed pedagogically and didactically since these experiences will certainly have long-term effects on the general development of the child and their attitude towards “self” and “otherness”.
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Italy has a long history of renowned pedagogues, especially regarding early childhood education: the Agazzi sisters, Maria Montessori, Don Lorenzo Milani, Loris Malaguzzi and many others have recognized the need to evolve away from "traditional" teacher-centred, hierarchically structured education methods towards more student-centred, horizontal and reticular processes which support the cognitive, emotional and interpersonal growth of children, placing the child’s needs, skills and identity at the centre, and prioritizing social inclusivity. 

In particular, we are talking about changing the pedagogical paradigm where schools should become places that welcome and facilitate an operational approach to foreign language education, so to involve not only the children, but also all stakeholders of the “educating community”. This, in fact, calls upon educators to reconceive of learning environments as flexible spaces which can be equipped and adjusted as needed, to increase the involvement and wider participation of all children in a variety of expressive language activities, and also accommodate and encourage the active participation of families and society. 

We can imagine for example, multi-functional spaces where exposure to and interactions using another language can take place through different inclusive games and activities: multimedia spaces within which participants can experiment with music, dance and imagery, etc. and perhaps also adopt activities proposed by cultural associations of the language being learnt; “integrated spaces” for not only animating puppets, but also creating them; spaces to welcome mother tongue parents or other adults who come to tell stories in the foreign language(s); spaces where you can taste typical foods prepared by the children’s families or by various ethnic-cultural communities; spaces for holding workshops where children can, for example, build a spaceship to travel in a world without borders ...

This approach values the physical surroundings that are part of a child’s learning space and consider these as “places” where socio-educational and cultural participation are one in the same. According to the French pedagogue Bertrand Schwartz (1997), modern-day educational and training systems approach learning, work, life, the environment, cultural activities as separate events and entities which are, at times, even independent from the territory. In fact, to date, traditional schooling focuses on the child and not on what surrounds the child. As such, children’s families, the issue of diversity and the social and territorial realities surrounding children have therefore often been left at the school gates, external to schooling and ignored by educators when planning, programming and designing how and what children learn. This not only deprives learning environments of precious resources, but also does not help cultivate mental-openness which would help children understand that they live in a world that is in constant evolution and undergoing profound change (Eleta, 2013).

Providing children with an “active learning environment” also means trying to reproduce within the school, and as much as possible, the natural environment within which they have and are acquiring their home-language, i.e. their L1. Foreign or second language learning should take place within stimulating and familiar contexts that allow children to establish a relationship of trust and affection towards their teachers and peers. An environment that allows and encourages the exploration of different expressive languages ​​in authentic everyday contexts in which children live[4]: verbal and non-verbal communication, improvisation, storytelling, exploring and relating oneself to the surrounding space, discovering hidden stories in music, bodily expressions and movement, sounds of a second language and all languages that the territory has to offer.

Taking into consideration the aforementioned premises, we must ask ourselves how we can help children approach and experience foreign languages at an early age in the most natural and pleasant ways. When children are exposed to language, they assimilate it by totally immersing their whole selves in this language. Learning a natural language system takes place not only on a cognitive level but also on an emotional, multisensory and relational level. In this sense, see the examples of Action Cards N°1 and N°2 (Appendix) which illustrates how to create a reserved and comfortable space where puppet-activities can be used to expose children ages 0-3 to a foreign language or an L2 in a way that is playful, natural and intuitive.

Educational methods change according to the context, the age and abilities of each child. However, in all cases, children should be given the opportunity to approach foreign languages through experiences which are playful and which, through various creative activities that encourage and call for the use of alternative expressive languages, would harness their natural curiosity towards this other language. In The Multilingual and Intercultural Puppet we provide an in-depth look at how puppets represent one of the most powerful tools for supporting the learning of a second or foreign language. Puppets are invaluable, bringing into the learning space their own precise grammar of signs and movements, essentially based on the spontaneous expressions and improvisation of the animators. Puppets are naturally “polyglots”, able to speak different languages, thrive in and experience various contexts, be these comprised of groups which are homogeneous, heterogeneous, international, transcultural and/or intercultural.
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