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Editorial on the Research Topic
 One hundred years and counting: the international growth of Waldorf education




One hundred years after the death of Rudolf Steiner, the originator and creator of Steiner Waldorf education, we explore modern interpretations of Steiner Waldorf values, systems, curriculum, means and modes of learning and teaching in schools, with practitioners and academics, connections and growth from case examples across the world. This Research Topic provides a platform to cultivate a broad understanding of the “head, heart, and hands” approach to learning used in Steiner Waldorf schools. Our special edition incorporates the main themes of: Steiner Waldorf teaching on the ground, Orienting Steiner Waldorf pedagogy to the future, and Assessing the appeal of Steiner Waldorf education. Each theme is represented by studies focusing on specific aspects, incorporating varied and pertinent examples.

The theme of Steiner Waldorf teaching on the ground is represented by the first five papers which contribute significantly to our aim of enabling a broader understanding of Steiner's principles and operational examples at real-life Steiner Waldorf schools in the countries of the UK, the United States and Germany. These put forward a laterally minded approach to teaching and learning.


Waldorf early childhood care and education in the 21st century: Taplin

Originally, Steiner didn't expect that children under seven would enter education, even though he wanted a kindergarten for his Stuttgart school. As the need for parents to work outside the home has grown, so have the numbers of children enrolled in kindergartens. Taplin presents five practices in Waldorf early childhood classrooms which have evolved from Steiner's indications over the past 100 years. Although sometimes at odds with current practices in some countries, the five themes are recognized as standard among researchers. As practitioners continue to serve the youngest of students, it is important to understand ways to meet these very young children.



Ethical/moral education in the context of the arts: Caldarera

In this conceptual analysis, Caldarera asks: what relationship do art and moral education have to modern education? She explores the possibility that it is only through art and the development of imagination that children can learn true freedom of thought. Art is the means through which imagination develops. She goes on to link the teaching of art and the teaching of morality, positing that arts are required for healthy human development. Quoting Dewey, Eisner, and others, Caldarera uses Waldorf education as an example of how teaching arts is not about creating artists, but about developing an aptitude for acquiring knowledge.



Teaching children to write and read in Waldorf schools: Bell

Bell writes about how children naturally become ready to learn to read and write, and how Steiner Waldorf education can accommodate this development. Steiner education has traditionally taught children to read and write at seven. Yet, for Steiner himself, this was a compromise due to German state requirements. It is normal for there to be a 3-year variation in development for children aged seven, which will widen. Children are ready for formal learning at different stages. Bell acknowledges the conventional Waldorf education approach, whilst advocating for innovative opportunities for children to discover reading and writing independently, enabling deep-rooted understanding.



Media education in Waldorf/Steiner schools: Neumann

Neumann discusses the approach of Waldorf schools to electronic media, a current struggle in schools worldwide. The aim is to provide a jumping-off point for researchers to examine ways in which technology such as smartphones, should be approached in classrooms. Historically, Waldorf schools practice a delayed introduction toward media education, delaying exposure and reliance on the technology until later years. Despite the huge push by companies to sell their electronic products, there is little evidence of benefit for children. The paper provides background for discussion, even among teachers as to how to face the ever-growing prevalence of electronic media.



The real teacher arrives: towards a modern education of children and adults: Saar

Saar looks at education from the teacher's perspective, taking Steiner's ideas around the education of the human being as his focal point. In this article he discusses the ways in which the practices that create a “good” teacher are no different from those which create “good” students. Using ideas of intention, implementation, and impact alongside the conclusions gained from the International Teacher Education Project, he discusses the ways in which teachers are educated to actively and creatively embrace Steiner's indications. This process results in both students and teachers who are life-long learners, unafraid to take risks, are creative, and effective communicators.

The theme of the international growth of Steiner Waldorf education is continued in the next four papers, and with representation from the countries of New Zealand, Germany, and the UK. The theme of Orienting Steiner Waldorf pedagogy to the future looks at ways of understanding the basis of Waldorf education in an innovative way and seeing its long-term sustainability.



Translating, transmitting and transforming Waldorf curricula: one hundred years after the first published curriculum in 1925: Rawson

Rawson provides a perspective on the development of the Waldorf pedagogy since its 1919 inception in post-war Germany. He pays specific attention to how the curriculum has been adapted to suit the particular environments where it has been implemented, and the resulting dynamic that has occurred between the “traditionalists” who view the pedagogy as a set program, vs. those who are attempting to implement it in spaces overseen by governmental accountability measures. Ultimately, he concludes, the now distinctive pedagogy has slowly adapted to changing times and become an orientation for teachers which offers the possibility of inspiration and creativity.



Breaking new ground: New Zealand certificates of Steiner education: Boland et al.

Boland et al. articulate how colleagues secured the formal recognition of Steiner Waldorf education at upper/high school, with quality-assured, external qualifications for prospective graduating students at the ages of 16, 17, and 18. The NZCSE certificates are representative of the entire Steiner Waldorf curriculum, and thereby not token. Students do not learn how to pass tests; they are formally able to demonstrate their holistic learning, and all subjects are valued. The Educational Coordinators of St Michael Steiner School, London, and Acorn School, Gloucestershire, explain how students are rigorously assessed, while students and teachers resourcefully co-create their Learning Outcomes.



Publicly funded Steiner education in England - Beautiful anomaly? Missed opportunity? Or both? “Public good,” or a contrivance for moulding people? Mepham

Mepham reflects on the birth and growth of the Steiner Academy in Hereford, England. From its start with 6 students in a farmhouse to the large 369 student school it is today, Mepham looks at the promise and shortfalls of what Steiner/Waldorf education is and can be. The school's desire to remain viable in the face of public accountability led to decisions about curriculum and policy that span the whole gamut from retaining certain parts of the pedagogy to developing new interpretations of Steiner. He asks us to imagine a world in which tradition and innovation co-exist.



The humane education of Waldorf: Attfield

Attfield explores the notion of Rudolf Steiner being influenced by two historical humanists in creating his humane education: Roman playwright Terence, and the 16th Century Erasmus of Rotterdam. The core elements of Rudolf Steiner, nurturing free human beings, enabling the 3-fold nature of the human being, and establishing both a creative and holistic curriculum, thus creating an education for the future, are assessed in relation to their humane and apparent historical echoes of Terence and Erasmus. Teachers from three countries were interviewed about these central tenets of Steiner Waldorf education. They critically evaluated how these values work in practice.

The final theme of the special edition is Assessing the appeal of Steiner Waldorf education. The four papers in this category demonstrate novelty and progress through unique example cases and structures. Each paper indicates an important and intelligent attribute; these are unique to this type of education. The countries represented here are Germany, the United States and New Zealand.



Inclusive Waldorf schools today: what can we build on and what is necessary in the 21st century? Barth and Wiehl

Barth and Wiehl examine the value of inclusive schools in Waldorf education. Some German Waldorf schools embed inclusive education to a far-reaching extent; here, children of all abilities and disabilities integrate meaningfully. Waldorf education lends itself to inclusivity. Yet such a unique model is scarcely implemented in Waldorf schools due to external requirements and internal aims. Perception vignettes were used to capture the merit of an inclusive Waldorf school. Student participants observed educational encounters; a 3-fold reflection process facilitated their deconstruction and self-awareness of such moments. Student participants reported experiences of rich insight and valuing of intelligent schooling.



Exploring alternative education: a comparison on 3 levels - Waldorf charters, non-Waldorf charters, and local public schools, as measured by the California Assessment of Student Performance and Progress: Telfer-Radzat

Telfer-Radzat uses quantitative analysis to investigate differences in California state testing outcomes in three distinct groups of students. Results strongly suggest that the 100-year-old curriculum can successfully educate students in grades 3 to 8 in public, Waldorf-inspired charter schools in California. Eighth graders, on average, outperformed matched local public schools and charter schools in English language, arts and math on the California Assessment of Student Performance and Progress. The increasing numbers of Waldorf charter schools across the United States make it important to understand whether the schools are meeting the needs of the students they serve.



Navigating an uncertain interregnum: Boland

Boland uses the lens of educational myth to investigate the history of Waldorf education and explain how the ways that people have come to understand what is Waldorf are changing in the face of postmodern understanding of colonialism and racism. He argues that the pedagogy is in a transition, an interregum, out of which will come a new idea of what it means to educate in the Waldorf tradition. He concludes with a hope that out of these struggles may come what Steiner spoke about a century ago, a curriculum that stresses connection and social responsibility over anything else.



Waldorf education: developing student's natural talents: Brouillette

Responding to the limited education opportunities available to European children from working class families in the early 20th century, Austrian Philosopher Rudolf Steiner developed an educational model that now includes schools in 70 nations. After World War One Emil Molt, the owner of the Waldorf-Astoria Cigarette Factory in Stuttgart, Germany, had invited Steiner to create a school for the children of workers in his factory. Steiner became the pedagogical director of the first Waldorf school. Male and female students from working class families would be able to prepare for higher education with no tuition fee.

In our theme of Steiner Waldorf teaching on the ground, first, as we have seen, the Steiner Waldorf kindergarten is represented. Steiner felt that his education for children aged three to six was pivotal in allowing the natural development of young children. Steiner Waldorf education is then shown to have a central role in sparking children's imaginations visually through art, whilst simultaneously developing their feeling senses and thought processes for their moral and healthy development. Following the path of natural development, formal learning incorporates reading and writing upon children's “readiness,” when meaningful levels of insight and understanding correspondingly arise. Electronic media are an aspect of modern life, but their application is postponed in Steiner Waldorf education while children learn the mechanics of life; artificially intelligent society can wait for upper school, or high school, “readiness.” The Steiner Waldorf teacher understands the natural development of the child, that is of their will, feeling and thinking senses, resulting in children being creatively inspired by their learning, resulting in confident and collaborative young people.

The theme of Orienting Steiner Waldorf pedagogy to the future first considers the Waldorf curriculum which has diverged from the original curriculum of Steiner's to a more dynamically evolving curriculum, as urged by Steiner, in ensuring meaningful culturally appropriate, apposite knowledge, as well as a basis for scrutiny. The New Zealand Certificate of Steiner Education is one way of maintaining Steiner Waldorf education throughout the student's schooling, whilst embedding innovative and modern, unit-based assessment up to university entrance. The intention for Steiner Waldorf education to be free, just as Steiner intended, has lasted in one UK school, however this has necessitated compromise at certain levels. An imaginative contemplation of the wider influences of Steiner result in thoughts about the centrality of his humane education.

The final theme of Assessing the appeal of Steiner Waldorf education first looks at examples of consequential inclusivity in Steiner Waldorf schools in Germany; an implicit message to society. Tests across multiple sectors for educational learning outcomes show success in Waldorf US Charter (free) schools, while other “tests” look for collaborative abilities in Steiner Waldorf students, and a strong sense of their social responsibility. The forming of the first Steiner Waldorf school was ground-breaking in its time; it was co-educational, mixed-social class, free, and progressive. Steiner held complex and ambitious aims to educate the generation of children in front of him, and future generations alike.

Productive areas for future learning could include searching into the past to understand more deeply the influences and contemporaries of Steiner, for example central women contributors, to understand him and his circumstances more concretely. Other areas for future learning are of countries' own evolving cultures and applications of Steiner Waldorf education which incorporate both global and local knowledges, raising universal questions of ethnocentrism and imperialism. Further study relevant to scholars and practitioners is appraising Steiner Waldorf graduates' experiences of their facing society and the future, in order to accommodate a pedagogy that equips students for a world of climate change, for the future industries of society, and for future living.

We especially observe the landmark 100th anniversary of Rudolf Steiner's death of 30th March 2025. Since 100 years ago and counting, the international education movement of Steiner Waldorf in many senses has grown in self-knowledge and resilience, and has become increasingly persuasive. This Research Topic, while resonating with Steiner Waldorf educators, will not only be of interest to them and students of Steiner. It will also offer new directions to educators who have not so far been influenced by Steiner's thinking or by Waldorf education.
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In this article I will examine the role of traditional paradigms in developing systematic education. I will then offer a modern alternative, expanding on the question what learners need from their teachers and focusing on the gestures of intention, implementation, and impact. Finally, I will look at how Teacher Education can respond to the changed and changing needs of modern learners. Here, the holistic Steiner/Waldorf approach offers a particularly attractive alternative to mainstream Teacher Education in its focus on the self-education of the teacher.
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1. Introduction

	1. What is education for?
	2. What do learners need from teachers?
	3. What do teachers need from their education?



2. So far


2.1. What is education for?

Since when has the education of human beings been “a thing”?

We have learned from the world around us as long as we have existed. Arguably, nothing ever happens to a sentient being that is not educational, often without our active or conscious co-operation or even awareness. As I think about this, resting my elbow on the desk appears to be an unconscious and often repeated action – but from it I learn that the desk is (still) able to bear my weight, so I will be encouraged to use it again for the same purpose 20 min later. Had I tried to sit on it, and had it collapsed under my weight, I would have learned through painful experience not to repeat this action with its replacement. For hundreds of thousands of years human learning has followed the same patten:

A. Try something – succeed – repeat, or

	B. Try something – fail – correct the approach – try again – fail better etc.

To some extent, the human capacity to learn through imitation has simplified the process: having someone show me how to tie my laces substantially reduces the number of unsuccessful attempts at devising my own system of knots and loops. Seeing someone retch after eating an unfamiliar toadstool will most likely save me from having to go through the same dangerous experience.

Yet, there must have been an incremental development in all cultures where humans began to consider the combination of trial, error and imitation insufficient. Everywhere in the world where human beings lived there came a time in which people decided to create spaces devoted to teaching and learning: a designated hut in the village or a temple remote from it, and in it a person considered suitable for the task, a teacher.

This came relatively late in human history: an overview places the first systematic schools in the third millennium BCE, or around 5,000 years ago.1 But this cannot be where the story began: it is interesting to speculate what might have been the motivation for creating designated education systems: what were the “elders” or leaders of each culture seeking to achieve? Three possible aims spring to mind initially:

	(a) Tasking teachers with creating “subjects”

It is a reasonable assumption that in many ancient cultures, armed conflicts were a recurring reality, whether they needed to defend their territories against aggressors or were themselves keen on expansion. Military success is built on discipline, and discipline on obedience. Wanting to ensure a maximum degree of fast action without questioning, leaders need to educate people to follow orders swiftly and uncritically. That is most efficiently achieved by training them to obey when they are young – by making them perform repetitive, illogical, even nonsensical tasks without allowing them choice or comment, and punishing them for non-compliance. Stirrings of individuality are suppressed by putting them into identical uniforms and not calling them by their given names. The purpose of such treatment is to effect obedience in battle or in the workplace, in hope that each individual in the group will regard themselves as an insignificant and exchangeable cog in a massive machine.

	(b) Tasking teachers with creating “believers”

The second strategic aim education is capable of fulfilling is the creation of a generation that need not be ordered to obey: they will do quite naturally, apparently out of their own motivation, what their superiors expect of them. In a sense, this is the more iniquitous method of indoctrination, as it is achieved not through marching across dusty yards, nor by the threat of corporal punishment, but through a systematic narrowing of the cultural horizon. Most examples that spring to mind are infamous ones: the antisemitic lies in Nazi Germany’s schools, the class war narrative in socialist countries, the radical Islamist madrasas which teach only the Qu’uran, and only in Arabic. An early pioneer of the genre was Ignatius of Loyola in his Jesuit schools, who – probably knowingly-quoted Aristotle when he famously said “Give me the child for the first seven years and I will give you the man.” While Aristotle was referencing a psychological insight into child development, in Loyola one can already detect an ambition: the more malleable the child, the easier they are to manipulate (even if it is for the good of their own soul).

	(c) Tasking teachers with creating “winners”

While the first two narratives are easy to reject in a modern liberal society, they nevertheless leave traces everywhere: global education is still full of uniformed children and uniform thinking. The temptation is always present for those who write educational theory or deliver it in practice to try to fashion young people after their own image.

Added to the specters of authoritarianism and conformism is the modern paradigm of excellence. In the UK it is a brave institution that does not at least pay lip service to its pursuit. In this paradigm, a career is defined by aiming to reach the top of the hierarchy: in sport, only winners can be truly satisfied, until they are themselves challenged in their hegemony. The millions of athletes, pupils, artists, executives, teachers and ordinary people who do not become winners are, in this narrative, losers. The result will inevitably be loss of self-esteem, of creative energy and motivation. If success means winning—and winning alone—then is second or third place worth trying for at all? By subscribing to the belief that effort can only be justified through achievement, we lose our appreciation of the process: we need to be rather than become.




3. However

Surfacing only relatively recently, namely over the last hundred years, there is a fourth pathway, an alternative reason for finding a vocation in teaching: it emerges when we think of the teacher’s task as creating an environment, an ever-changing structure of space and time where young people can discover who they are and how they should relate both to each other and themselves. The Dutch educationalist Gert Biësta, in his much-cited article “What is Education For?” (Biesta, 2015), describes three aims of modern education: Socialization, Qualification, and Individuation. In this he is closely aligned with the ideas of Rudolf Steiner, as expressed in the opening lecture to the future teachers of the first Waldorf School in Stuttgart in 1919 (Steiner, 2020a).

Here, Steiner speaks of the human being as consisting of two aspects: a soul-spiritual part that needs to increasingly harmonize with the living-physical part of its organization. Expressed in a contemporary way, one could say that one part of us is the product of nature and nurture: we are dealt a hand consisting of genetic and cultural factors that lie outside our sphere of influence, as do the various attempts our environment makes to school and shape us especially in our early years through significant positive and negative experiences. Another, more independent part is at the human core: that which we feel in us as inalienably ourselves and largely unattributable to outer influences and which expresses thoughts and impulses that ring true initially only to ourselves. Steiner would call this the human Self, sometimes also characterized as the human spirit. Biesta recognizes both aspects: his concept understands that an inability to learn, understand and come to terms with the laws that govern our world would leave us lonely and joyless. Cutting ourselves off from our inner voice and failing to connect with who we really are would render us aimless, devoid of agency and direction, and ready to follow whatever purpose is imposed on us by our environment.

So where do the two worlds meet? Where can human beings learn to grow into an ever more authentic version of themselves, while embracing the need to validate this human right in others, too, and not take their space?


3.1. This place is school

The conveyance of knowledge and skills is what Biesta calls Qualification: it is what happens in lessons, in classrooms. The relatively radical new idea is that skills and knowledge are only a means to an end, not an end in themselves. They serve the human being’s need to socialize and individuate: to become a useful and integral part of a community while maintaining and developing personal uniqueness. The more successful the integration of these two aspects, the more harmonious our life on earth. Regarding myself as a facilitator of an integrative developmental process that is owned by another (namely the student) requires enormous professional and personal tact from me as a teacher. This paradigm wipes away the idea that my vocation lies in the dissemination of my knowledge to lesser mortals. Instead, I become, in Steiner’s words, “a server of the light” who will “guard and cherish”2 the fragile developmental journey that young people in my charge have undertaken. On this journey, what will they need from me?



3.2. What do learners need from teachers?


“Ah, not to be cut off,
not through the slightest partition.
shut out from the law of the stars.
The inner – what is it?
if not intensified sky, hurled through with birds and deep.
with the winds of homecoming.”
R.M. Rilke (Mitchell, 1995)



The image which the teacher carries of the taught makes a huge difference. Do we regard them as empty vessels, waiting to be filled, or as separate, independent individualities able and keen to be inspired, deserving of respect and even reverence? In my own school time, I almost invariably suffered from the former attitude: adults who had studied a subject, often not with the aim of teaching but out of genuine passion for the topic, and filled with ambition (maybe) to research, to perform, to shine. What a disappointment then, to see doors closing ahead of them, and being forced to choose the next best option: if they cannot be published writers/Nobel laureates/concert pianists, they may as well put their college fees to good use and teach English/Physics/Music in order to make a living. I suspect that, as a somewhat reluctant and not very talented student, for many of my teachers I was a daily reminder of their perceived failure, and some of them let me feel this, too.

If one asks people to remember the lessons in which they gained important knowledge and skills, they would be hard pressed to conjure up a mental image, let alone the place and date. But anyone can describe half a dozen or more teachers who made an impression on them, positively or negatively. We see these people in front of our inner eye, remember their voices, their habits, their names. A colleague of mine3 once said that we remember teachers for how they made us feel.

Does that make it less important how good or bad they are at their “actual job” of teaching? Not necessarily – but the human being is nothing if not complex, and it would be foolishly superficial to reduce the impact of one’s education to its academic outcomes. A teacher who sees themselves as a facilitator in the sense described above will regard it as their aim to enable development, and know when to give form and when to allow freedom: to be, as the cliché goes, a guide by their side rather than a sage on a stage.

One of the important paradigms in contemporary UK mainstream education is found in the “three Is”: Intention, Implementation, Impact. This is a useful shorthand guide to the art of effective teaching for any school form: lack of attention to any of the three aspects will result in students’ lack of engagement and therefore progress.


3.2.1. Intention

The intention behind my teaching informs the development of my Learning Objectives: why am I teaching students a particular skill at a specific time in their lives? In Waldorf School practice, one could find useful examples in manifold lessons on Practical Skills in Third Grade, during the students’ ninth or tenth year of life. Around this time each human being goes through a developmental crisis during which we discover – for the first time consciously – that we are essentially and substantially different from other people. We have the option of not going with the flow—or doing as we are told—as long as we are prepared to accept the consequences. As important a step as this is toward emancipation and independence, it can also lead to loneliness and doubt: many children ask their parents whether they might in fact be adopted, or begin for the first time to misbehave in lessons, simply because it has never before occurred to them that they can.

The Waldorf curriculum responds to this crisis imaginatively, by telling the story of Adam and Eve’s expulsion from paradise, and their subsequent painful but successful attempts to fashion their independent life.4 Having once eaten from the Tree of Knowledge, there is now no way back to the Dreamtime of Early Childhood. New challenges have to be faced in cultivating, shaping and engaging with the earth. In Third Grade classrooms, children learn how to bake bread, sew clothing, build houses, measure length, weight, and volume and grow their own food (in the school garden).

The teacher’s role in all this begins with knowing why this is on the curriculum – their intention will be to facilitate activities and experiences through which the child receives reassurance: having lost some element of trust in the hereditary and cultural forces that have so far guided them, they can replace these through self-reliance, based on the new skills they have acquired. With reference to Rilke’s poem at the beginning of this chapter one might say that it is the teacher’s intention to help with restoring connectedness – to work against feeling “cut off” and to allow the child to see that the “sky”, the physical world, can be “intensified”: everything around me and in me makes sense if I am encouraged to make the connections.



3.2.2. Implementation

The implementation of those intentions requires, according to Rudolf Steiner, one faculty above all else: Imagination. On just three pages in his final lecture in the foundational lectures to future Waldorf teachers in 1919, the word is used 24(!) times. Here, he says the following:


“This also tells us something about how teachers have to be. […].

You realize that there is a moral aspect to teaching, an inner obligation. A true categorical imperative for teachers that says: keep your imagination alive! If you feel you are becoming pedantic, tell yourself that pedantry may be unfortunate in others, but in teachers it is actually something evil. Pedantry in teachers is immoral” (Steiner, 2020b).
 

What, then, is the difference between a pedantic teacher and one who “keeps their imagination alive”? Pedants insist that something is the way they have learned to see: they will not allow for other approaches. They seek security in definitions and absolutes, stifling attempts to open the doors of perception to other possibilities. As Parker J. Palmer puts it:


“The mode of knowing that dominates education creates disconnections between teachers, their subjects and their students because it is rooted in fear. This mode, called objectivism, portrays truth as something we can achieve only by disconnecting ourselves, physically and emotionally, from the thing we want to know. […].

For objectivism, any way of knowing that requires subjective involvement between the knower and the known is regarded as primitive, unreliable, and even dangerous. The intuitive is derided as irrational, true feeling as sentimental, the imagination is seen as chaotic and unruly, and storytelling is labelled as personal and pointless” (Palmer, 2017a).
 

Yet imagination acknowledges and validates the human experience. We all know that there is always more to anything than meets the eye. Finding room for it in school curricula and classroom activities is not irresponsible but merely consequential. Of course, allowing for individual freedom requires increased alertness on the part of the teacher: freedom to be imaginative is not permission to be random, or to permit a bias for my personal preferences and foibles to affect the education of the people entrusted to my care. The key to remaining accountable when exercising creative freedom lies in open communication and transparency: teachers must be able to share, compare, investigate and scrutinize best practice as well as shortcomings, both in themselves and in their colleagues, in an atmosphere of trust and mutual respect.



3.2.3. Impact

Students may benefit hugely from a teacher’s “big picture”, their understanding of the Why of teaching, and even more from lessons that open minds to possibilities and allow for exploration. But how do we know that this is true for all the people in the classroom?

One of the hardest parts of a profession that has such a strong performative character is the constant need to assess the impact of our teaching. How tempting it is to regard oneself as a broadcaster, having planned and put on a brilliant show. I particularly remember my science teachers here, and how excited they became when the pupils in the front row “got it” and responded with alacrity. The teacher’s eyes began to shine, they took off on professional flights of fancy and opened all sorts of fascinating side bars – fascinating, that is, to themselves and a small number of talented acolytes. The response of the latter allowed these teachers to think that they had been successful in their endeavors to create interest, even enthusiasm, in their students – not noticing or caring that the rest of us had long dropped out, lost focus, failed to see relevance in what was going on at the front.

Of course the why and how are important – but they mean next to nothing to a child whom our efforts have failed to engage. One of the sentences I am most ashamed of using again and again through decades of teaching is “Stop disturbing my lesson!”, often directed with irritation at students reluctant to engage, and displaying their reality in a way I found offensive. How could I fail to see for so long that I was conducting their lesson, not my own? The SEN expert Ann Swain5 says, “Behaviour is a language!” Am I conversant enough to understand it? In the structure of my lessons, do I give students enough opportunity to demonstrate the depth of their engagement to me?

Assessment is not just something which happens in formal tests: these do of course have their place in giving me summative information and enabling me to create data sets. Habitually, I need to “check in” daily with my pupils and students, through looking at their books, their faces, their body language. Most importantly I must give them opportunities to communicate their engagement to me, on their terms. As well as providing summative, formative and ipsative feedback effective teachers strive to create opportunities for students to make their voices heard, to air their feelings and to share their thoughts on materials and techniques they have used. That is why, in modern education, we assess against Learning Objectives rather than Outcomes: we understand that students are on a journey, and any judgment on their engagement can only ever be regarded as a PITA: a Point In Time Assessment.

In the lines above I have referred to “engagement” rather than “achievement” when judging the impact of my teaching. The choice is deliberate: without the former, the latter becomes a hollow shell. At school I passed my science exams through a combination of last-minute cribbing, inspired cheating and pure luck. Just consider all the boring lessons delivered by teachers not interested in whether I was engaged or not: what a monumental waste of hours and effort, for all of us!

Returning to Rilke’s words, and to Biesta’s simple paradigm: as a developing human being (and aren’t we all?), I seek connection and meaning. I want to find the Inner in the “intensified sky”, and let the Outer speak to me in a voice I can understand and relate to. I am looking to my teachers to enable that process and to remove possible hindrances. What, therefore, needs to happen in their training?




3.3. What do teachers need from their education?


“You cannot be good teachers if you only look at what you are doing, and not at what you are” (Steiner, 2020c).

Rudolf Steiner
 

When elders or leaders were laying the foundations for what we today call school, one wonders what criteria they had for selecting suitable people for taking on the associated tasks. Were they looking for specific evidence of wisdom, sensitivity, authority, expertise – or was there a kind of intuitive understanding of who would turn out to be “the right person”?

If one disregards current practice for a moment, one could make a convincing case for education becoming a preserve for human beings who combine all the above qualities: what higher, more impactful vocation could there be than being entrusted with the facilitation of other people’s development? And yet, teachers in most countries will nowadays regard themselves as underappreciated, both in terms of remuneration and societal status.

Contemporary mainstream teacher education in all cultures involves academic discipline, and appreciably so. Teaching is an intellectually demanding profession, and academia—through its widely accepted international standardization—offers accessible and comparable parameters for judging an individual’s capability in essential fields such as general level of education (skills and knowledge), the ability to communicate clearly and effectively, as well as an understanding of critical engagement with the sources of knowledge.

Yet we all know that there is more to being a successful teacher than demonstrating academic excellence. In my own secondary school, there was one solitary teacher among a faculty of about 60 who had no letters behind his name: he had studied pedagogy and taught German and Biology, based on his self-taught expertise in these fields. Teaching at that level without a subject degree would nowadays be impossible, of course – however, the point of the example is that he was easily the most popular teacher in the school, the kindest communicator and one whose lessons were famously imaginative and accessible.

Waldorf Teacher Education aims to apply equivalent standards to engaging with adults as those adults would eventually apply to the children in their care – with some appreciable differences of course. What could a holistic approach look like? The route toward becoming a dedicated, inspiring, joyful, successful and life-long teacher is not found exclusively in academic excellence or critical thinking. That must be one of the important aspects of engaging with course content, but no course can stand on one leg. Equally strong must be personal and social development, artistic enquiry and skill building, and a keen wish to understand the development of the child out of a place filled with loving enthusiasm.

Over several recent years, senior experts in Teacher Education in the world-wide Waldorf movement collaborated on producing a paper which aims to set out the generative principles of a Waldorf approach. This initiative has the title “International Teacher Education Project (ITEP)” and the resulting paper is called “Towards Pedagogical Creativity”.6

Its authors argue that “students should be introduced to and encouraged to practice forms of self-reflection that enable them to gain an intentional relationship to their own development. Arguably the single-most important thing for teachers to master in the course of their education is self-education” (ITEP, 2023a).

The profession “teacher” is so well-established that it seems unnecessary here to dwell on aspects that are obvious to everyone: of course teachers need to have subject expertise, love for and understanding of childhood and youth development, didactic skills and administrative technique. And yet, as Parker J. Palmer puts it,


“Technique is what teachers use until the real teacher arrives” (Palmer, 2017b).
 

This highlights a crucial aspect of this vocational profession: how can I prepare for the things that simply happen, that lie outside my control? Any teacher knows that these are legion, and the ability to relate and respond cannot be left to chance or talent: it can and must be acquired, practiced and honed during a life-long process of Teacher Education. This is what Steiner’s quote and the passage from the ITEP paper both refer to. Teacher Educators must model personally and in the design of their courses the value of the transformational journey: it takes time to build a teacher, because it takes a lifetime to build a human being.

Regarding conceptual and cognitive engagement, ITEP says:


“Students should have the opportunity to become conscious of how inherited ideas are bound up in pre-existing narratives, and how they frame and so limit the way we encounter the world. This can be done through a Goethean approach based on careful observation and the inner re-creation of what is experienced through practices of exact imagination. Concepts grounded in the realness of experienced phenomena become essential in overcoming acquired biases and form the basis of an individual knowledge practice. Working in this way allows teachers to gain insight through engagement and grasp the importance of intentionality in the learning process” (ITEP, 2023b).
 

An important role is played by engaging in arts and crafts during a Teacher Education course: this is largely so because it opens up the possibility to replicate and understand an embodied learning process, which is arguably superior to reading educational theory about the psychology of learning. This is why Waldorf courses for adults, and indeed Waldorf schools for children, place such importance on the arts: not as a source of relaxation from the “real work”, but as a valid and possibly more sustainable route toward personal and professional fulfillment. A motivated and dedicated engagement in the arts can provide the perfect polarity to the gesture of critical inquiry: a “turning towards” complementing a “stepping away from.”

Anthroposophy, initiated by Rudolf Steiner as “a path of knowledge which seeks to lead what is spiritual in the human being to what is spiritual in the universe” (Steiner, 1924/1998) offers a number of possible pathways capable of enhancing an understanding of child development and the nature of the human being, and therefore plays a key role in all Waldorf TE courses. In line with Steiner’s expectations and contemporary thinking this does not mean that students are expected to acquire a new system of beliefs. This is how ITEP puts it:


“The balance must be found between critical analysis, working to gain a deep and nuanced understanding of Steiner’s thought, and reflecting on shared observation and experience. A pedagogical anthropology should not be thought of as theoretical understanding to be applied in the development of curricula and teaching methods. Differentiated, spiritually appropriate concepts allow us to recognize and learn from the expression of human individuality in each child and young person. This becomes a source of pedagogical insight and creativity that allows the teacher to respond to the essential beingness of the child in the process of becoming” (ITEP, 2023c).
 

An aspect not to be undervalued is the contribution anthroposophy can make to the “beingness” of the adult learner. The famous pioneer of UK Waldorf Teacher Education, Francis Edmunds, used to refer to “transformation, not only information” (Goebel, 2019). This echoes the ITEP values of “self-education” of the teacher, and the life-long integration process outlined in chapter 1.

I see it as an essential task of education to provide impulses which offer new perspectives to students of any age. Learning as an adult, for instance, about biographical development patterns or the psychology of learning processes from an anthroposophical perspective,7 allows one to better relate to events in one’s own life, and invest more agency in what is to come. An embodied adult mind can then form conscious relationships with their understanding, their emotional connection and their actions (their thinking, feeling and will) and arrive at a highly individualized form of meta-cognition. This is the modern and sustainable approach to education in general, and specifically to adult education: it enables human beings to develop themselves in an environment that offers fresh perspectives, invites opportunities for experimentation and hands-on learning and encourages age-appropriate contextual and systematic reflective and reflexive practice.

Children and young people of the present age, whose social and work environments will change profoundly and unpredictably during their lifetime, want teachers to be life-long learners who are experts in their subjects and in understanding child development, who are unafraid to experiment, are willing to walk new paths and who have the initiative, confidence and empathy of effective communicators. They need people who know the way, go the way and show the way.




Author contributions

SS: Writing – original draft.



Funding

The author declares that no financial support was received for the research, authorship, and/or publication of this article.



Conflict of interest

The author declares that the research was conducted in the absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be construed as a potential conflict of interest.



Publisher’s note

All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the authors and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated organizations, or those of the publisher, the editors and the reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in this article, or claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or endorsed by the publisher.



Footnotes

1   https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History_of_education accessed 19 June, 2023.

2   Foundation Stone Verse for the First Waldorf School, 16 December 1921.

3   Julie Whitfield at Steiner Academy Hereford.

4   This specific image is of course taken from the Judaeo-Christian tradition prevalent in and around Europe. Teachers in other countries can readily find equivalent myths in their own cultures, essentially but imaginatively describing the shift from hunter-gatherers to settled living.

5   Waldorf Direct seminar on 4 April, 2023 (https://www.waldorfmodern.uk/waldorf-institute-direct/).

6   A free download is available here: https://www.goetheanum-paedagogik.ch/en/education/basics-of-waldorf-education/guidelines-teacher-education

7   “Anthroposophy”: from anthropos: human being and Sophia: Wisdom. A distinct difference to anthropology, where logos is derived from “mere” knowledge.
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In this article we deal with questions of inclusion or inclusive educational requirements in schools and pay special attention to Waldorf schools. In doing so, we are first concerned with the question of how inclusive Waldorf education is in its foundations in order to then look more closely at the situation in Waldorf schools today and explore what potential Waldorf education has. A contribution to this is the research we are doing on the methodology of perception vignettes. For four years we have been using this methodology to develop an approach of “understanding” diagnostics for our students and future Waldorf teachers, so that they can consult different perspectives in their everyday dealings with children and adolescents and learn to ask the appropriate questions.
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1 Inclusion and inclusive education

Inclusion is no homogeneous term. For about 15 years, there has been a discourse about the different definitions, statements, publications, and research projects of inclusion. There is a diffusion of concepts around the competing paradigms because the term is still not clearly defined. Even in the international context, the term inclusion is not clearly defined because none of the possible definitions is universally accepted (Grosche, 2015, p. 17). It always depends on the point of view, as the term inclusion is a multifactorial and multidimensional construct (ibid., p. 20), which is used in many different and contradictory ways (ibid., p. 29).

Although there are almost 50 years of experience in school practice and science with inclusive teaching and now also with inclusive schools, it remains unclear what inclusion means in the school context. Of the manifold representations and definitions, none has yet been universally accepted (ibid., p. 17). Rather, an understanding of the inclusive school system depends on the approach and wording of the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. Ultimately, it would require political decisions to advance effective inclusive school development. Ten years after the German ratification of the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, Ulf Preuss-Lausitz summarized the results of inclusion and segregation research in terms of their balance and perspectives. He states, “What is missing is an overview that presents in a comprehensible way what knowledge we have about what, which limits of the statements have to be considered, and which fields of research are still open” (Preuss-Lausitz, 2019, p. 469).

Inclusion research still lacks a concept of education that can accompany comprehensive school socialization (ibid.). In a restricted context, the concept of inclusion emerged as a subject of scientific inquiry. Only some independent variables (ibid.) have been made the content of research projects so far, neglecting to include all dimensions of heterogeneity. For an accurate and fair overview of inclusive projects, science will have to make considerable efforts, otherwise there is a risk of a biased reception in the public (ibid., p. 470).

Thus, the theoretical controversies about the term exist, and there is still no recognized certification body with interpretive authority that establishes an understanding of the term as binding and accurate (Grosche, 2015, p. 30). Therefore, the term inclusion should be defined in a temporary, reduced and singular way and used independently (ibid.). Conflicting paradigms reveal themselves at this point: The perspective of curative and special education is, in part, subject to varying interpretations depending on political decisions regarding which educational system can be labeled as “inclusive” and best implements the guiding principle. Thus, the differentiated German special education system is classified on the one hand as part of the inclusive school system to be realized, and on the other hand as its antipode. Currently, the third State Review on the implementation of the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities in Germany has shown that a special education school implementation is not compliant with the Convention and therefore needs to be changed (Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, 2023).

Achieving inclusive schools thus requires a change in the system. It is not enough to have certain pillars at the center, as has been researched for the seven characteristics of good inclusive schools:

	1. Inclusive schools focus on students and their educational success.
	2. Inclusive teaching focuses on individual and cooperative learning.
	3. Binding agreements create reliable structures for joint learning.
	4. Inclusive school practice is constantly put to the test.
	5. In the inclusive school, the teaching staff and school management work closely together.
	6. The inclusive school cooperates with parents and external partners.
	7. Attitude, competence and appropriate framework conditions form the foundation of inclusive schools (Bertelsmann, 2016, p. 13 f.)

In addition, various studies conducted in recent years have identified factors that promote inclusive learning in schools. The federal government in Germany has launched a quality initiative for inclusive teacher education with many research projects (BMBF). As a result, many universities in Germany are researching different topics of inclusive education and school concepts. Nevertheless, in almost all federal states of Germany a very differentiating and mostly divided school system with a separate special school system remains.

The considerations of Hinz (2002, p. 359) make clear which perspectives there are on integrative and inclusive practice. (Mind you, this discussion plays a role mainly in Germany, while in the international context this debate is not conducted in this way). What is important is a specific new perspective that must be reflected in organizational development: It is no longer just about “including” children with certain learning difficulties, disabilities and needs in the general school, but about all children living and learning together in the general school. This includes creating a comprehensive system for all in the theory of heterogeneous groups (different minorities and majorities) and not differentiating schooling according to impairment, problematic situation or social background. School differentiation is mostly based on a two-group theory, which separates children and adolescents according to the criteria disabled and non-disabled, with and without special educational needs or even with and without migration history.

If all children are accepted in school at their respective place of residence—thus also all differently handicapped as well as differently gifted children—, a changed self-perception of school, concept and equipment must be developed. The expansion of special or curative education has an impact on general school education. This changes to a combined model in which school and special education join up. Within this model, special needs educators work as equal team members alongside class and subject teachers, contributing their special expertise for support. The inclusive school model thus has a systemic approach that pushes collaborative and individualized learning for all children and adolescents and is based on an individualized curriculum. Lessons are planned, implemented, and reflected upon by all participants together; problems are solved collegially as a team (Hinz, 2002, p. 359).

It will still take some time in Germany to discuss and understand this difference with regard to an integrative and non-separative, i.e., inclusive, education, although integrative school organizations have already existed for decades in individual states or cities in Germany (Preuss-Lausitz, 2005, p. 76 f.). Preuss-Lausitz believes that in both inclusive and integrative contexts, the characteristics of diversity, cooperation, school for all, community school, heterogeneity, equal opportunity, learning effectiveness, participation, peer group, etc. play an equally crucial qualitative role (Preuss-Lausitz, 2006, p. 94). Nevertheless, there are massive differences in the understanding and implementation of inclusive school concepts in the international context. For example, Italy already changed its laws in the 1960s and pushed inclusion by dissolving psychiatric and special schools, and Scandinavian countries have pursued a clearly inclusive development in terms of school policy (Barth, 2008, p. 124 ff.).

Since this article focuses on inclusive (Waldorf) school practice, it was first necessary to establish that inclusion in schools is understood and implemented very diversely in the international context. Regarding Waldorf schools, we limit ourselves to foundational aspects of the educational concept, which is implemented very similarly in general Waldorf schools, anthroposophical curative schools, and also explicitly inclusive Waldorf schools worldwide (Göbel and Reinthal, 2019; Göbel, 2019a,b). Based on this, we explain the newly developed phenomenological and reflexive methodology of perception vignettes, which serve professionalization through understanding diagnostics and development of the educational attitude.



2 Inclusion and Waldorf school

The argumentation of many Waldorf schools that they are inclusive in terms of their basic idea and their traditional practical approaches is deceptive. What Rudolf Steiner was striving for in terms of an inclusive education we can only assume or deduce from his implications concerning anthroposophical curative education work (Steiner, 1924/1995). The integrative and inclusive potential of Waldorf schools has already been explored in two dissertations (Barth, 2008; Maschke, 2018). But which Waldorf school addresses the levels of diversity relevant to contemporary social life and the challenges that are changing society?

Independent schools such as Waldorf schools per se imply a selection function: Who can afford this school? Who will be admitted? If performance selection dictates the content and formats, especially in the upper grades 9–13 with regard to the different central degrees (vocational, intermediate, Abitur), inclusion cannot be the basic concept. Thus, it is clear that even Waldorf schools are not entirely free with regard to the implementation of inclusive structures and practices (Booth and Ainscow, 2019). Nevertheless, they offer a space of possibility for an inclusive education (Barth, 2008), as teachers develop their fields of action according to the social requirements for an inclusive community (Barth, 2020).

To support such processes, the research center of the Federation of German Waldorf Schools (Bund der Freien Waldorfschulen) has published the brochure about Waldorf Education and Inclusion (Waldorfpädagogik und Inklusion) since 2018. It is placed by the editors in the overall context of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the Women’s Rights Convention and the Convention on the Rights of the Child: “It is ‘not a special right’ for people with disabilities, but demands to enforce in their name what other people have long been granted by other human rights treaties” (Auschra and Eichholz, 2018, p. 5). A key difference between Waldorf schools and other independently run schools is that in most Waldorf schools, both parents and teachers share responsibility for the school (Koolmann and Petersen, 2018, p. 19) or organize and lead it in a self-governing way. Thus, it is only reasonable that they be joint stakeholders in the implementation of inclusive educational concerns.

The self-governing Waldorf school intended by Steiner offers the framework for implementing inclusion, enabling a participatory, open-minded education for children and adolescents in the 21st century which at the same time promotes individual developmental needs (Section 2.1). Behind the concept of the Waldorf school as an inclusive learning space for all children and adolescents whose parents desire it lie fundamental anthropological and educational principles (Section 2.2), which are explained below, taking into account present challenges (Section 2.3).


2.1 Waldorf education

The first Waldorf School in Stuttgart was opened in 1919 as an educational institution for the children of the workers at the Waldorf Astoria factory who wanted to be guided by Rudolf Steiner’s popular educational ideas and visions of a fundamentally new school education (Steiner, 1919/2019, p. 29). Rudolf Steiner’s lectures, which began directly with the founding of the first Waldorf school, attest to his desire to make possible and implement a general education for all children. In an essay about the pedagogical basis of the Waldorf School he emphasizes that “principles” are assumed “based on the demands of the present” (Steiner, 1919, p. 9). “The children are to be taught to be people and for a life that meets the requirements to which every person, regardless of which of the conventional classes of society they come from, can apply themself. What the practice of contemporary life demands of people, it must be reflected in the facilities of this school” (ibid.). The basic idea was to found a school for the needs of the time and under the given social conditions. These principles have to be reconceptualized for every Waldorf school, in every place, in every environment, for every social community, culture and language, in accordance with the given conditions.

In the Waldorf School, the coeducation of girls and boys in age-appropriate class communities, which was not common at the beginning of the 20th century, was introduced from the very beginning. Documents and field reports from the founding period of the Waldorf school show that all children, regardless of aptitudes or impairments, were to remain at the school and that the teachers were expected to make the appropriate effort (Steiner, 1919/2019). Thus, Steiner advocated that teachers should “[n]ot so much have the idea that the children must achieve this or that, but ask themselves, what can the children achieve according to their psychological makeup? Work entirely from within the children! One can only get into the habit of this, respectively, if one has a genuine real endeavor to get to know the child in its different variations. Every child is interesting” (Steiner, 1920–1924/2019, Vol. 1, p. 156). The ideas of Waldorf school education, already put into practice from 1919, basically fulfill the four constitutive dimensions of inclusion: recognition, participation, anti-discrimination and educational justice (Moser and Egger, 2017, 26 ff.).

Explicitly, in the conferences recorded by the teachers at the first Waldorf school (Steiner, 1920–1924/2019), there is a wealth of reflections on challenges and difficulties in everyday educational life, for which Rudolf Steiner recommended relevant or, in today’s understanding, inclusive solutions. For him, it was not an option to expel students from school, but rather to understand the particular situation of each child and to adjust educational action accordingly. Even though the term professional attitude was not part of the language used at that time, Steiner repeatedly points out the corresponding necessary self-development of every teacher in the conferences. A teacher should not let themself go and overcome the “pedantic” manner and the “philistine”—today we would say: one’s own obstacles and presuppositions—through the work of the “higher self” (Steiner, 1923/2019, Vol. 3, p. 22, p. 55).

Only a few months after the opening of the Waldorf School, the teaching staff established a curative class on his instructions. This decision can certainly be understood as an expression of “general educational intentions” (Frielingsdorf et al., 2013, p. 61), which give the Waldorf School’s “school experiment” an “integrative character” (ibid., p. 65). For the time of the first lesson between 8:00 and 10:00 a.m., parallel to the regular lessons, about ten children from grades 1 to 6 were taught across grades by Karl Schubert, an upper school teacher whom Steiner, incidentally, considered the most capable of dealing with the individual needs of these pupils* (Steiner, 1920–1924/2019, vol. 2, p. 37). The children were thus individually supported in a small group during a certain period of the day. The rest of the day, however, they learned integrated into their class communities (Frielingsdorf et al., 2013, p. 65). Thus, in the history of Waldorf education, a deciphering of inclusion and the associated potential precursor developments of current inclusive educational understandings can be found, which are controversial (e.g., Feuser, 2021), but at the same time show the conceptual openness and possibilities at Waldorf schools.



2.2 Inclusive principles of Waldorf schools

Barth (2008) and Maschke (2009, 2018) have written their respective dissertation papers on the topic of integration and inclusion and both come to a clear conclusion: if Waldorf schools remember their origins and create appropriate frameworks for this purpose, they have very good prerequisites to be exceptional integration schools—in today’s understanding, inclusion schools (Barth, 2008). Wiehl (2015) shows in her dissertation that the elementary methods recommended by Rudolf Steiner are to be aligned with the respective developmental needs and tasks and that there is consequently an anthropologically based learning and teaching instead of a performance or result oriented methodology. Rawson (2021) sees Steiner’s educational anthropology as grounding “generative principles” such as soul economy, block teaching, spirited instructional design. The scientific works mentioned are examples of how differentiated Waldorf education implements ideal-typical and at the same time individual approaches to educational action.

Following this and based on the educational work of Rudolf Steiner and the standards of integrative and inclusive teaching, the strengths and weaknesses of Waldorf education for an inclusive organizational concept and the implementation of inclusive teaching will be elaborated.

For decades, Waldorf schools have handed down content and methods that have proven themselves in practice. Guiding principle are often the ideas and dogmas passed on from teacher to teacher, either personally or today via websites. However, they cannot be the basis for a scientific work about the inclusive potential of Waldorf education. One can examine Steiner’s educational work and how he worked with the teaching staff in the conferences (Steiner, 1920–1924/2019); what he actually said to the teachers, about their teaching, about the students or even about requirements to do justice to all children. Of course, it must be examined whether Steiner’s ideas can be considered inclusive. Precisely because the term inclusion did not yet exist, we must come to an understanding about its meaning in principle and especially in Waldorf education. Since inclusion is a young field of work in Waldorf schools and work is done with very different knowledge of inclusive education and inclusive possibilities for action, there are few current findings about it. To this extent, in the following we take up seven specifically Waldorf educational themes as principles that can be used to demonstrate the intentions of inclusive Waldorf education for an inclusive school as a place for development and the unfolding of potential.


2.2.1 Image of man and development potential

Waldorf schools can be considered inclusion-sensitive schools in the sense mentioned above because their basic structures provide for factors. These initially create the basis for a school for all children without further measures, since the image of man within Waldorf education applies to the community as a social place of living and learning and to teaching as a support for human development. Among the important foundations developed in the educational conferences of Waldorf schools is Steiner’s (1919/2021) anthropology of human being. It includes a consideration of the human being in his spiritual, mental and physical dimensions, which form a basis for a differentiated understanding of learning with mental, psychological and bodily activities. At the same time, different learning abilities dominate at each age level, unfolding from imitation, which characterizes childhood, to independent judgment and action (Wiehl, 2015, p. 168ff.). Curriculum content (Richter, 2019) and teaching methods (Wiehl, 2015) incorporate these aspects and are therefore to be designed for the respective developmental and learning needs.



2.2.2 Block, cyclical, and rhythmically structured teaching

As an innovation for school teaching, Rudolf Steiner suggested the block principle (Wiehl, 2015, p. 233 f.) by working on a topic daily for three to four weeks in the first two school hours. This allows teachers and children to connect to a topic or task through practice and reinforcement. Block teaching can initiate common tasks in the sense of Georg Feuser (1995) by working on the topics suggested in the Waldorf school curriculum (Richter, 2019, 2020) in a similar way as in reform educational project teaching.

Epoch and project lessons offer the opportunity to learn from experience and self-acquired knowledge, especially in adolescence (Wiehl, 2015, p. 233 f.). For example, a comprehensive topic, be it a literary work, a historical event, or a scientific problem, is worked on over a longer period of time under multidimensional aspects and with different teaching and learning methods. After an introduction by the teachers, the students first take note of the contents, document them and deepen their reflections on the topic in discussions, in order to express the insights gained in a subsequent self-responsible processing, be it practical, artistic or written. This teaching principle, which is to be applied cyclically and rhythmically, is based on the inversion of Aristotelian logic; instead of starting with concepts, the first step is to perceive and understand something, followed by critical engagement, which leads to the recognition of contexts and meanings and to the formation of concepts (ibid., p. 193 f.).

This especially refers to the fact that it should always be assessed as an entire process, in relation to the subject matter and the student, and particularly for the didactic design of instruction, it considers internal differentiation and diverse design possibilities as necessary.



2.2.3 Curriculum and learning on the common subject

The curriculum content of Waldorf schools (Richter, 2019, 2020) has a cyclical structure so that topics can be revisited in different grades with new emphases and thus multigrade-learning can take place. However, the curriculum, which has been continuously developed for Waldorf schools based on Steiner’s suggestions, is not a fixed one. Basically, there are suggestions for topics that are taken up according to age. The freedom of choice as well as the deeper penetration of the children’s developmental age and learning needs are crucial for the teachers’ lesson design (Wiehl, 2019). However, many things today need to be fundamentally rethought and reexamined (Steinwachs, 2019).

The curriculum of Waldorf schools thus offers an interesting opportunity, which is also listed as a necessity in the Index for (Index für Inklusion, German Version). Traditional curricula have been designed in subject-oriented ways. Tony Booth’s and Mel Ainscow’s call for an inclusive school system is to move away from this and to embrace a topic orientation within the curricula in line with the Sustainable Goals 2030 (UNESCO, n.d.). The Index for Inclusion calls for curricula to be restructured and implemented based on specific future-relevant and current topics (such as food, water, migration, etc. Booth and Ainscow, 2019, from p. 146ff.).

Particularly in dealing with the learning content, aspects surface that can be seen as cornerstones of inclusive Waldorf education: The curriculum suggestions (Richter, 2019, 2020) are cross-school form. They are grounded in general statements by Steiner for a Waldorf school curriculum (von Heydebrand, 2023) that applies to all children regardless of their level of development and learning abilities. Thus, there is no specially designated curriculum for Waldorf special schools or anthroposophical curative schools. Everything is taught to all, the only question is how. In contrast, in the general school context (at least in Germany) there is a different curriculum for children with a so-called mental disability.



2.2.4 Understanding of achievement, individualization and differentiation

Waldorf schools are community schools, often with an affiliated kindergarten, so that children from the age of two up to the age of 18/19 can remain at one institution. They grow together over the years and are allowed to develop; there is no retention in a grade due to unmet performance. The student community stays together. Teachers do not give grades in the usual sense, but write meaningful development reports over the years. In the meantime, developmental discussions with parents and students (depending on age) have become common at the end of the school year in some Waldorf schools (Wiehl, 2021, p. 272 f.). As there is no assessment of performance by grades and no forced selection, the class community remains a social community throughout the twelve years of schooling.

This conceptual orientation of the Waldorf school also means that there are no transitional problems, which means that there is no need to change schools for secondary education—in most federal states in Germany, for example, this is already necessary after four years of primary school. At the same time, this concep is a great challenge to personalization, individualization and differentiation within the lessons. The envisaged freedom for teaching and instructional situations thus requires work within the team of teachers and in multiprofessional teams, all of which, however, draw on a explicit fundamental knowledge related to child development and learning as well as relational and resonance knowledge (Rosa and Endres, 2016; Rosa, 2018). The recognition of each child’s starting point in learning and the resulting Waldorf educational approach across various levels—particularly through art, aesthetics, theater, craftsmanship, and movement—results in an educational, lifeworld-based promotion that takes place for all children according to their developmental needs (Barth, 2020).

To adequately educate all children, teachers at Waldorf schools require, in addition to knowledge of child development and child learning, appropriate forms of learning and documentation. The foundations for their instruction are practice-based research and reflection (Section 3).



2.2.5 All-day school and teamwork

Designing the Waldorf school as an all-day social and living space is a current challenge, as starting from 2026, all children in Germany will have the right to an all-day school place. There are already some proven concepts, such as Waldorf schools with vocational training (Hibernia School), which, beyond the traditional subject curriculum and the commonly offered school qualifications (intermediate certificates and high school diplomas or “Abitur”), integrate practical training from the 11th grade onwards. This differentiation allows young people to stay at one school location and within a class community longer than what most public schools typically offer. Crucial, as seen in newer concepts like the action-based educational Waldorf Schools, is not the expansion of the traditional subject curriculum but the realization of a rhythmic school day, along with providing children with reliable educational care. In grades 1 to 8, ideally, they are taught daily in the first two school hours by a class teacher who is responsible for all class-related matters beyond instruction, including parent involvement, and monitoring the individual learning journey of each child. In grades 9 to 12/13 (up to high school graduation in Germany), subject teachers take on responsibilities for organizational and educational matters within the class. Thanks to the planned eight-year period of the class teacher and the four to five-year class supervision, there is personal continuity in guiding the children and adolescents. This so-called class teacher principle can also be viewed critically (Idel, 2007), but in the early days of Waldorf education it was already envisaged for teachers to support each other in their duties and possibly co-teach in teams (Steiner, 1920–1924/2019, Vols. 1–3).



2.2.6 Professionalization: attitude and self-development

A central concern of Waldorf education is the professionalization of teachers through self-development. In their studies, Randoll (2013) and Peters (2016) demonstrate how Waldorf teachers connect the competencies mentioned by Steiner with their professional success and resilience. The competencies of “imagination and creativity,” “inner truthfulness,” “social responsibility,” “initiative,” “positivity,” “world interest (contemporaneity),” and “conscious handling of compromises” are supplemented by “the fundamental requirement of an educational attitude in which the educator should form a spiritual view of the ‘becoming of the human being’” (Peters, 2016, p. 644). According to the respondents, “Waldorf-related competencies of ‘initiative and self-responsibility’ and ‘imagination and enthusiasm’ […] are related to professional achievement experience,’ while ‘subject expertise’ exhibits similar links to resilience as the two competencies ‘initiative and self-responsibility’ and ‘imagination and enthusiasm,’ which may be somewhat surprising but certainly underscores the importance of subject expertise for Waldorf school teachers” (ibid., p. 656). Contrary to expectations, “spiritual orientation shows only a weaker correlation” (ibid.).

These results are interesting in that we suggest ways to encourage self-development based on educational experiences with the methodology of perception vignettes outlined hereinafter. However, the methodology does not use a competency concept as a starting point but encourages the deciphering of individual potential abilities for attitude development through the practice of phenomenological perception, description, and reflection of phenomena (Section 3); the mentioned competencies are thus meant to be individually unfolded through educational practice.



2.2.7 Complex thinking and social responsibility

In his educational work, Steiner frequently refers to his “Philosophy of Freedom,” first published in 1894 and later revised in 1918/2021 (Steiner, 1918/2021). In this work, alongside engaging with contemporary philosophies, Steiner provides a fundamental study of perception and thinking. It leads to “ethical individualism,” which is based on intuitions derived from thinking itself and to be implemented in practical life through moral imagination and technique. Steiner envisions the development of such vibrant and life-oriented thinking for education (Wiehl, 2022), as it serves as a source of individual cognitive capability and social responsibility. Links can be found between those philosophers whose thoughts relate to contemporary challenges (climate, migration, technologization) with this radical epistemological foundation. On one hand, it involves acknowledging risks (Dufourmantelle, 2019) and dealing with uncertainties (Morin, 2023), as: “One must learn to navigate through the archipelagoes of certainties in the ocean of uncertainties.” (“Il faut apprendre à naviguer dans un océan d’incertitudes à travers des archipels de certitudes.”) (ibid., p. 16). On the other hand, it is about addressing fundamental human tasks through a life-oriented, “continental” (Glissant, 2013, p. 34), and complex-thinking approach (Morin, 1999, p. 39ff.) that comprehends complex relationships.

In 1999, social philosopher Edgar Morin (1999, 2001) published, on behalf of UNESCO, “Seven Complex Lessons in Education for the Future” (2001). They encompass recognizing errors and illusions, relevant knowledge of global issues, humanity, identity with the Earth, confronting uncertainties, mutual understanding, and an ethics of being human (ibid.). To acquire these insights in pedagogy, it does not require fixed curricula, performance-oriented didactics, and outcome-oriented assessments. Instead, it primarily requires the capacity for complex thinking (Morin, 2023)—a comprehensive and life-oriented thinking that can be the foundation and genesis of the seven principles of Waldorf education.

Waldorf education aims for individual and social education with the aspiration to enable holistic personal development for all students within a social community, while considering contemporary challenges (Beckel, 2022, p. 39). The central element of “inclusive practice in Waldorf schools” is anchored in a philosophy of human rights, as expressed in the concept of “Social Threefolding”: The idea of freedom creates space for the realization of diverse ways of life, equality establishes the right of all to education and participation, and solidarity obliges consideration of the needs of others (Schmelzer, 2021, p. 361). The comprehensive Waldorf educational concept encompasses essential principles, by which an inclusive Waldorf concept is indeed feasible within the framework of inclusive education. It is primarily a question of shaping a Waldorf school concept with an inclusive character, where the fundamental foundation is in place (Barth, 2008). However, there are some challenges that can be identified.




2.3 Challenges for inclusive Waldorf schools

Waldorf education is frequently subject to critical examination (e.g., Barz and Randoll, 2007; Idel, 2007; Ullrich, 2015), and in doing so, crucial aspects for the implementation of inclusive Waldorf education become evident. Waldorf schools are not truly schools for everyone: In many countries around the world, they are privately funded schools, accessible only to families who can afford to pay school fees. In Germany, Waldorf schools predominantly cater to children from affluent or well-off backgrounds, often referred to as the “educated bourgeoisie” (Brater et al., 2007, pp. 243 f.). They have been and continue to be established in neighborhoods that do not explicitly reflect the diversity of society (Brater et al., 2007, pp. 244 f.). In Germany, Waldorf schools are required to be open to all children. Nevertheless, children with migration backgrounds and experiences, as well as those affected by illness and disability, are on average underrepresented at general Waldorf schools, primarily because their parents have no knowledge of this school form. However, there are Waldorf schools worldwide that are explicitly established for children from economically disadvantaged or socially precarious backgrounds and are supported by the “Friends of Waldorf Education” (www.freunde-waldorf.de/en/; Göbel, 2019b). Behind this stands the idea of operating a Waldorf school for people in their respective environments if they wish to, regardless of their social status, religion, and culture.

Our focus here is primarily on German Waldorf schools. They too strive to create an inclusive environment and welcome all students, regardless of their social or cultural background (Adam and Schmelzer, 2019). With a holistic approach to education that goes beyond purely academic achievements and emphasizes the development of artistic, craft, and practical skills, which are firmly embedded in the curriculum, equal value is placed on nurturing the creative and emotional competencies of students. Children and adolescents are offered diverse developmental opportunities. This approach makes it possible to meet the societal challenge of individual support and integration of children from diverse social and cultural backgrounds (Schmelzer, 2019). However, the financial barrier remains, and there should be both an educational and political interest in engaging with the questions and topics of an alternative education outside the mainstream.

In Germany, there are still relatively few children with a migration background in Waldorf schools: Children and young people with migration backgrounds and from economically disadvantaged social backgrounds are underrepresented (Koolmann et al., 2018, pp. 57 ff.). The reason for this is not Waldorf education itself; rather, in the past, schools have made little effort to actively engage with children from families with limited educational backgrounds and a migrant background. Instead, they have silently accepted the fact that there are hardly any children with migration backgrounds in their student body, thereby risking imparting a perception of cultural homogeneity to the children that does not align with the reality of our diverse society (Brater et al., 2007, pp. 244 f.).

In particular, Feuser (2021) vehemently contradicts the idea that Waldorf education has an inclusive core. He asserts, “Even though it can be demonstrated that Steiner intended to create a general education for all children with the Waldorf school, practiced coeducation, and admitted children of various religious and social backgrounds, as well as those labeled as disabled, regardless of their financial status” (p. 384), the claim that the Waldorf school is an inclusive school is exaggerated. Feuser grounds this in the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, as the concept of inclusion contains a “societal, political, and legal dimension, which the Waldorf school, despite working in a subject-oriented manner through its educational concept and school organization, fundamentally cannot meet to this day” (Feuser 2021, p. 385). Feuser attributes this to a developmental concept of anthroposophy that thinks in stages and does not work according to today’s developmental theories (ibid.). However, he acknowledges the Waldorf school for maintaining a structure beyond performance measurement, thus demonstrating possibilities for inclusive implementation (ibid.).

At this very point, we address the criticism and, based on the work with perception vignettes, develop a methodology relevant to school and education from the Waldorf educational perspective on children and adolescents. This endeavor indeed refers to Georg Feuser’s critical perspective on inclusion in Waldorf schools and the handling of disabilities. He understands disability as a “process of societal and socio-cultural as well as normative construction and attribution practices […] as a result of which a person is actively hindered in their life activities, the realization of their educational needs, and thus in their personal development” (Feuser 2021, p. 386 f.). Disability should be regarded as a “competence of a person […] in view of the individual and social conditions of their personal development […] and classified behaviors should not be considered as defective, deficient, deviant, abnormal, or pathological. They are expressions of the specific human way of appropriating themselves to people and the world and, consequently, developmentally logical” (ibid.). With these explanations, Feuser observes that despite his critical stance, it is the conditions that “through learning as a central function of self-organization and self-preservation, connect people with people and the world, and enable, support, endanger, or make their (survival) possible as an instinct-bound, minimally determined, and open system.” In this sense, the processes are educationally organizable and shapeable. We have developed the perception vignettes precisely for this interface of cultivating a professional attitude as well as educational action in (the inclusive Waldorf) school.




3 What are perception vignettes?

Perception vignettes are a method that emerged within the context of general vignette research (Netzwerk Vignetten und Anekdotenforschung [VignA], n.d.) in collaboration with students. This method focuses on perceiving and observing with explicit appreciation when dealing with entrusted children and adolescents. Perception vignettes are based on the act of perceiving and observing the “thing itself” (Husserl, 2016) or its “givenness” (Marion, 2015). In the broadest sense, they are short phenomenological descriptions capturing an affecting moment. They are written in the present tense without assumptions, explanations, or judgments and serve to sensitize individuals to the unique events and potentials of the others.

Perceiving is seen as an open, empathetic, and unbiased engagement with all senses towards the emerging phenomenon(s). It moves from sensory perception to affecting sensations (Graumann, 1966; Reh, 2012; Brinkmann, 2017). Perception is triggered by wonder about “moments that exceed the boundaries of the ordinary toward the unexpected…” (Gess, 2019, p. 15). Afterward, perception transitions into increasingly focused attention, directing the gaze and evolving into deliberate observation. This process involves a conscious decision about the moment of observation or the scene that presents itself (Graumann, 1966; Reh, 2012; Brinkmann, 2017). Fundamental to this process is sensitivity, which trusts all sensory accesses, discovers phenomena, and allows for the extraordinary (Barth and Wiehl, 2023, p. 23). Perception vignettes are considered an aesthetic and educational-diagnostic medium that emerges through phenomenological exploration of being-in-the-world within a life or action field. They capture individual, affecting, and wonder-inducing moments (Gess, 2019). Something draws attention, brings something to light, and directs the focus towards others and otherness or what appears as foreign. Perception vignettes magnify special moments and condense them into language. This approach fundamentally promotes an open and respectful attitude towards special or even perplexing moments and requires appreciative participation. Perception vignettes are created in a phenomenological process. They always describe the perspective of the actors on the affecting moments. Sometimes, a series of perception vignettes traces an experiential process that allows us to understand the change and development of an individual, group, or action field.

Perception vignettes arise from sensitive attention that must be practiced in the everyday educational field. Steiner’s exercises for the “cultivation of thinking” (Steiner, 2009; Barth and Wiehl, 2023, p. 71ff.) are suitable for training perception, observation, and unbiased thinking. For the development of an attitude, particularly in dealing with challenging situations, the so-called supplementary exercises and the evening review are recommended (Steiner, 2019, 2022), which we also refer to as mindfulness exercises (Barth and Wiehl, 2023, p. 175). We have reworked these exercises for the phenomenological and reflective methodology of perception vignettes to create an accompanying empathetic experience openness.


3.1 Diagnostics as a “service”

When we take a closer look at these statements regarding Waldorf schools, we can in turn identify foundational principles for recognizing the initial state of children to implement an inclusion-sensitive education at these schools:

The transition from the family home to kindergarten and then to school can be shaped through the collaboration of parents, educators, and teachers, so that there are no disruptions for the children (Schilter, 2023). Many Waldorf kindergartens and schools have already developed concepts in the past for how the institutions can support each other, especially by accompanying children in their individual development and exchanging ideas. Observation of child development is crucial, especially at this young age. Even though non-standardized observation manuals are used by kindergartens and schools to conduct assessments of the developmental level at the beginning of school age (around 6 to 7 years in Germany), this provides a professionally important baseline for teachers to develop the teaching environment accordingly. Especially in the primary school classes, a curriculum oriented towards the sensory and motor development of children should take precedence, according to the children’s development (Wiehl and Auer, 2019; Auer and Wiehl, 2021). Additional physical activities, such as those based on the work of Elfriede Hengstenberg, provide an inclusive physical education in school (Barth, 2021; Barth and Stein, 2021). In many Waldorf schools an individual child-environment analysis, the so-called “second-grade examination” according to McAllen (2020), is conducted. Understanding the individual starting points of child development and learning is crucial for a personalized teaching concept. Knowledge of how children access learning and develop is crucial for teachers to adapt their teaching preparation and choice of methods to individual children and the class community. The team of teachers, therapists, school doctors or school physicians, who ideally keep a close eye on the children in the first years, determines additional assistance. A format for individualized support is the so-called “extra lesson” according to Audrey McAllen, which has seen various international adaptations in recent years. With the concept of the “extra lesson,” Audrey McAllen provided a way to understand early motor and neurological development and support children in their learning process with this approach (McAllen 2020, p. 9). It becomes evident that so-called diagnostic actions are always part of the educational day-to-day routine in the school context.

Diagnosis, understood in its original sense—diagnosis (diagnósis)—generally refers to a differentiating judgment and derives from the Greek word diá-gignóskein—to thoroughly recognize something. Since every person possesses a universe of characteristics, the claim to fully understand a personality is an excessive demand. Recognizing this is an important premise of inclusive education because only in this way can the future of learners remain open to diverse development possibilities (Zimpel, 2017, p. 41ff.).

In an inclusive sense, we could describe diagnostics as a “service” for all children: an instrument used to search for suitable educational offerings and presentations, along with adaptations of the setting for each individual child (Gebauer and Simon, 2012), “linked to a critical examination of institutions and concepts for their ‘inclusion capability’” (Simon and Simon, 2013). This would be a crucial step because “experience shows that children and adolescents living and growing up under the conditions of (determining) diagnoses are often underestimated in their development possibilities. Competencies are frequently not recognized or acknowledged, or only insufficiently so. This not only leads to confusion but also to stress for those involved, which, in turn, negatively impacts the development of children and adolescents” (Ziemen, 2013, p. 23). Therefore, we need rules for the use of diagnostic categories in the inclusive field. Diagnostic findings must be perceived as provisional and revisable working hypotheses, as they always have limited applicability and only pertain to selected aspects of an individual. Teachers or the entire multi-professional team of an institution are obliged to combine their general background knowledge with their individual understanding of children and adolescents to avoid, or at least reduce, the “threat of stereotypes” through non-labeling open diagnostic models. In general, diagnostic perspectives should be oriented towards the individual within their ecosystemic environment, and the focus should be on intervention possibilities within the setting (Prengel, 2017, p. 23).

In the context of Waldorf education, diagnostics are individual-focused (Steiner, 1919/2021, 1920–1924/2019), and therapeutic diagnostics are offered to all students (Steiner, 1924/1995). The information gained about individual children or adolescents is considered a general foundation for educational planning and reflection as well as openness. They are designed from a multi-perspective standpoint as a co-constructive and dialogical process (Steiner, 1920–1924/2019; Barth, 2008; Gäch, 2008, 2013; Knoch, 2014; Wiechert, 2017) and require an appreciative attitude as a prerequisite (Göschel, 2008, 2014; Henke and Ruhrmann, 2017; Wiechert, 2017).

In general, the multi-professional team at the Waldorf school maintains regular communication with parents. Particularly following the respective series of examinations (second grade and possibly fourth and/or sixth grade examinations), a parent-teacher conference is scheduled. Parents can also be involved in pedacogical child conferences and be invited to annual development discussions to engage in a dialogue about learning processes and developmental assessments.

Teachers use team meetings, class conferences, and student conferences as opportunities to discuss individual children and the entire class, and to take appropriately modified measures. Cooperation and mutual consultation are the pillars parental involvement and cooperative work in interdisciplinary teams within Waldorf education. Networking with in-school and out-of-school support systems is the basis for the diverse resources that children need for their development. Ideally, support, assistance, and help emerge when a school doctor works within the team, and the possibilities for supporting children are diverse. These may include activities such as physical education, art, crafts, Hengstenberg work, eurythmy, music therapy, speech formation, social education intervention, and interest-based after-school groups.

“Human perception is not a solitary relationship of a subject to its world. It always contains the potential presence and possible perspectives of others” (Fuchs, 2020, p. 160). Perceiving as the starting point for developing an educational attitude has become an important topic for us in terms of Waldorf educational professionalization. How do students learn or retain a sense of wonder? How can they also allow for moments of perplexity without hastily categorizing? The appreciative gaze within education must be learned in order to allow for the existence of secrets and mysteries that are not always solvable or guessable: “And yet it is precisely what one wants to grasp in a person, their secret. One would like to get hold of what always remains elusive. And this for two reasons: firstly, precisely because, by its very nature, it is not graspable, and secondly, because it is the core inseparable from a person’s development, their inner drive. Everything secret is becoming. Secret remains what conceals itself” (Dufourmantelle, 2021, p. 27).

In recent years, we have worked with perception vignettes in various courses and initiated projects and experiments. Perception vignettes and the reflective approach associated with them have become the foundation of our training, especially for developing a critical diagnostic and reflective capacity in students of (curative) education. “What a person sees depends not only on what they are looking at but also on what their visual-conceptual experience has taught them to see” (Kuhn, 2020, p 125). In other words, I only see what I know, have contemplated, or reflected upon. In this regard, we aim to introduce the writing of perception vignettes and the three-phase reflection process.



3.2 Writing perception vignettes

Writing perception vignettes is rarely accomplished in situ, primarily because it would alter the situation and interaction with a person. It is not the “participatory observation” applied in ethnographic social research (Brinkmann, 2015, p. 531). Within educational phenomenology, insights are gained through “observational participation” or “participatory experience” (ibid.). Typically, only notes are taken at the scene, or the scene is mentally retained for later recall. This process follows a course that corresponds to the four phases of creativity, as per the methodological framework provided by Wallas (1926/2014):


“1. Preparation for writing a perception vignette: empathetically engaging with a child/person/group.
2. Incubation or insight: letting go of and forgetting the impressions.
3. Insight: remembering the perceived and observed moment.
4. Processing: writing the perception vignette and exchanging and reflecting in a seminar or a group” (Barth and Wiehl, 2023, p. 127).



The crucial aspect is that a remembered event is described as accurately as possible. Then, in its written form, it is perceived, read, much like the original phenomenon, and subsequently reflected upon inquisitively.



3.3 The three phases of reflection

In our seminar work with students or participants in professional development, we have transitioned to reflecting on existing perception vignettes in three phases. Reflection is considered an aspect of action and execution for attitude (Christof et al., 2020, p. 55) and is seen as a key to professionalization (Kahlau, 2023, p. 51). The exploration of the topic of reflection reveals that there is no unanimous understanding of it and, above all, it is not clear how the transfer of theoretical knowledge into practical action can be achieved in such a way that the intended connections of knowledge profoundly inspire professional attitudes and lead to creative action (Barth and Wiehl, 2023, p. 177ff.). The three-phase reflection process we have developed, also referred to as a reflection spiral, essentially encompasses three levels of insight: initially, it involves uncovering or raising awareness of the content or statement in a perception vignette through spontaneous reflection; in a second, discipline-specific reflection, connections and references to anthropological, developmental, and other knowledge are established. Finally, in a third phase, one becomes conscious of their own attitudes and modes of action. This primarily attitude-sensitive and action-oriented reflection is intended to lead to the formation of concepts for an expanded, complex understanding of the individual(s) (Wiehl and Barth, 2021, p. 200). The development of an attitude can result from the use of phenomenological approaches and co-engagement in the context of further education and training for educators; it “can (and should) lead to increased mindfulness towards oneself and the recipients of educational action” (Brinkmann et al., 2017, p. 9).



3.4 The reflection spiral in practice


A Fly

You sit beside me, and the class teacher is explaining something about fractions. A fly is buzzing in front of you as we all work on math together. You very carefully and skillfully take out your eyeglass case. Slowly, you open it, your eyes following the fly the whole time, attempting to catch it with the case. Then, you snap it up. You tilt your head thoughtfully toward the case and open it gently. The fly is perched on your eyeglass cloth, which you delicately hold with your fingers, carefully take out, and place on the table. The little creature is still on it. You are completely absorbed, staring at the fly, and watching it for a while as it flies away. I wonder what’s going on in your mind. Do not you hear how loud it is in the classroom? You are in your own world. (Barth and Wiehl, 2023, p. 107)


Students first read the perception vignette and write an initial spontaneous reflection on what is revealed to them in this text and how they read, interpret, or empathetically understand the situation. Subsequently, they discuss it with each other. A situation like catching a fly might be read as an example of a child’s inattentive behavior, even though they are intensely focused on an activity other than math. Students consider the impact such lapses in attention to instruction and the concentration on extracurricular activities might have on them.

In the second phase of the reflection process, students are presented with various academic texts offering diverse perspectives and knowledge transfer. In this case, the selection covers a wide range, including attention deficits and their effects, medical knowledge on the subject, challenging behavior in the classroom, and a philosophical text on attention. Students read these different texts and subsequently write another reflection related to the perception vignette. In an ensuing discussion phase, they openly present their different, sometimes new perspectives and engage in exchange.

In the third reflection phase, students deliberate this new perspective on the situation, which may either entail a change or confirmation of their initial interpretation. This phase encourages self-reflection and self-development in their (curative) educational professionalization. The focus here is on evaluating their own three-fold reflection process.

The striking aspect of this methodology is that it helps recognize and understand the uniqueness of an individual and appreciates the observed moments. Shared experiences and collaborative learning foster a professional, inclusive, and prejudice-conscious attitude development. Through the collective conversation, ideas for educational actions and support options emerge. The reflections of the students in this third and final phase often convey touching realizations: “If from the beginning, we saw distinctiveness as an asset, and if every institution was designed, built, and conceptualized in such a way that each child always had the opportunity for a variety of working, moving, and leisure options, fewer emotions would be pent up, and fewer boundaries would be imposed. As a result, a balanced overall situation would prevail.” Students also describe the new perspectives that are revealed through the academic texts. Their view is inverted, broadened, and they perceive not only the one student catching a fly or the individual teacher, but also the environment, the world around them. The reflections reveal numerous possibilities and reasons for unusual or conspicuous behaviors, but the complete truth is impossible to fathom. We always see only a partial aspect, but that can reveal something essential: the child inattentive during math class actually possesses a remarkable level of attentiveness and a nimble responsiveness, allowing them to catch a fly without harming it.

Working with perception vignettes is perceived by students as a highly rewarding and generous tool for sensitizing themselves to educational experiences by putting themselves in the shoes of the observed. Students reflect that each person employs different mechanisms to interact with what is presented in a perception vignette. What’s intriguing is that young individuals find very diverse solutions to educational issues and, in conversations about their reflections, they notice how differently they see, interpret, and react. For instance, one student expresses, “My perception has changed through this process. I became aware that every child learns differently and must be addressed and stimulated differently. The world is rarely as it first appears. I was reminded not to judge too hastily and to consider as many dimensions as possible.” (Barth and Wiehl, 2023, p. 230).

What students learn in their work with and through perception vignettes is an increased sensitivity to the singular and distinctive. They are encouraged to think in a layered and multi-perspective manner, and they realize that effective and development-supporting education always requires fundamental insights into the individuals: “The theory of professional action teaches us that we should alternate multiple perspectives if we want to understand children” (Prengel, 2003, p. 36). Regarding diagnostics, questions arise as to whether categorizations of children’s behaviors are always necessary, or if it’s also about initially connecting knowledge, wanting to understand and recognize the children, and whether these texts serve to “retrace the learning experiences of children as protocols of shared experience” (Peterlini, 2018, no page). Because they can “be a way to perceive phenomena of inclusion and exclusion and reflect on their multiplicity in terms of didactic, educational, and normative consequences. Precisely because everyone is different, observing and listening to how this diversity manifests itself with the instrument of the vignette is a way to reflect on educational action in relation to an inclusive school not with a predetermined goal, but with an open-ended approach.” (ibid.)




4 Future visions for inclusive Waldorf schools

With the methodology of perception vignettes, we aim to demonstrate that training formats of education require concepts, content, and methods for a complex and diverse approach to educational tasks. For educators to “engage with diversity that does not fit into normative conceptions of normality, a paradigm shift is required, especially in the context of learning—it is not deviations in learning behavior that should conform to normative conceptions of normality, but rather, the conceptions of normality must expand to accommodate the existing reality in its expression and form.” (Peterlini, 2018, no page).

If Waldorf schools fundamentally embraced an inclusive conceptualization, reevaluated their traditional forms in some areas, and above all, integrated anthroposophic special needs and curative schools, evolving into a new form of school, then the methodology of perception vignettes would become a building block for fostering an appreciative awareness of diversity competency (Barth and Gloystein, 2020, 2021) in the training of the next generation of Waldorf educators who think inclusively in a general sense.
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The first Waldorf School was founded in 1919 and the first curriculum was published in German in 1925. Since then, this curriculum has been translated into many other languages and transmitted across geographical space to other cultural contexts while maintaining the character of Steiner Waldorf education. For much of the past 100 years it has been a taken-for-granted source of inspiration for Waldorf teachers. However, Waldorf education faces a number of challenges to its curriculum. In many countries it is increasingly forced to explain and justify itself to the state and comply with educational policy requirements for standardisation and testing. It is challenged to adapt to the digital age and it faces calls to modify its original Western focus and become more attuned to local cultures, while retaining its universal humanist aspirations and its intrinsic character and function. Given that the curriculum is one of the best-known features of Waldorf education, it is surprising that there has been so little research on it. Drawing on the relevant literature, this review paper explores the fundamental concepts of curriculum within Waldorf education: its primary characteristics and functions. It tracks the historical development and the way the curriculum has been adapted both to requirements within schools and to external factors. Along the way there have been differing understandings of the status and function of the curriculum, including whether and in what sense it is universal and essentially unchangeable and/or how it can be adapted. This paper highlights a number of areas in which further research is needed and reports on important new developments, which promise to sustain the viability and relevance of the Waldorf curricula.
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Introduction

Waldorf 1education is a serious alternative to mainstream education. It has truly international credentials, as it is practised in 70 countries worldwide (Friends-Waldorf-Education, 2023).2 Despite all the challenges facing those who wish to start new schools both in the private and public sectors—such as financing, finding suitable property and of course, finding qualified teachers—the number of Waldorf school is increasing steadily. It is not possible to say with certainty what accounts for this continuing success, but anecdotal evidence suggests that factors such as the focus on the whole person, the emphasis on creativity, the breadth of a curriculum that includes practical and artistic learning alongside academics, and the lack of pressure are certainly factors. Recent alumni research from Australia and New Zealand (Haralambous and Carey, 2022) aligns with previous research done in the US, Germany, Sweden and Switzerland [summarised in Rawson, 2021], in suggesting that graduates feel confident, resilient, creative and capable of meeting the other. These are certainly the aims behind the Waldorf curriculum.

For teachers, the opportunities to be creative and innovative within a collegial working atmosphere—often with distributed leadership—is certainly an attractive alternative to what are perceived as strictly regulated, hierarchical, high pressure mainstream working environments. Waldorf schools appear to be places where people with educational ideals feel they have more freedom. They tick many of the boxes that resonate with middle-class, educated, ecologically and spiritually minded people who value the development of the person at least as much as academic success for their children.

Despite its long-term success, Waldorf education has been one of the least-researched fields of education. Rittelmeyer (1990) notes that in Germany, where there are the most Waldorf schools, few academics would risk their reputations being associated with the theory behind Waldorf education because of its esoteric nature, he himself being a notable exception. Ullrich (2008, 2012) has long argued that Waldorf education should drop its association with Steiner’s esoteric ideas and focus on its successful contemporary practice. As Steinwachs (2019) points out there has been even less research on the Waldorf curriculum. My inquiries have identified three academic accounts in German (Gögelein, 1999; Zech, 2016; Steinwachs, 2019; translated into English, 2023) and four in English, one detailed (Pountney, 2019), the other three as part of overall surveys of the education (Ashley, 2009; Stehlik, 2019; Rawson, 2021). In researching this review, I have also had to draw on references in the Waldorf literature and my own long experience.

Academic attitudes to Waldorf are changing, as evidenced by the present Frontiers in Education special edition, and two dedicated special editions of the peer-review journals, Scenario: Journal for Performative Teaching, Learning and Research (Vol.16/1) in 2021 and Humanising Language Teaching (Vol. 25/2) in 2022. This is partly due to the academicization of Waldorf teacher education and there are now some 15 higher education institutions internationally that offer Bachelor, Masters and even PhD programmes in Waldorf education.3 There is a peer review journal, Research on Steiner Education (RoSE) and mainstream publishers like Routledge/Taylor& Francis now have several publications on Waldorf education (Nicol, 2016, Nicol and Taplin, 2017, Rawson, 2021, Schieren, 2023).

For the first time in the English-language literature, this paper reviews the origins, transmission and adaptation of curriculum across multiple cultural contexts and discusses the challenges this has brought. It highlights a number of important areas for future research and offers insights into significant new developments. Understandings of Waldorf curriculum are surprisingly culturally situated, even though many practitioners believe that there is an single original and definitive Waldorf Curriculum. The article briefly summarises the ‘travels’ of Waldorf curricula across the globe as Waldorf education has been taken up in many countries. The more visible Waldorf has become, the more it has been necessary to explain to state authorities how it compares with national curricula, which increasingly reflect neoliberal education policies of standardisation, prescribed outcomes and testing regimes (Ball, 2012, 2013, 2016). The second part of the paper explores the tensions involved in the process of re-visiting and re-aligning curriculum in the response to changing societal landscapes and the needs of learners. These include challenges to some core assumptions about the links between curriculum and child and youth development and about how curricula can be adapted and modified within Waldorf parameters. In the final section a model is outlined that provides a framework for ensuring a coherent and common framework for all schools, while enabling local cultural variations and adaptations.



Characteristics of Waldorf curricula

All Waldorf schools follow a common curriculum, though this varies according to the national, cultural and geographical context and is modified over time as society changes. The main common feature is a developmental structure of age-sensitive activities, themes and content, which are organised on a year-to-year basis. It would be fair to say that grade 3, or grade 7, in any Waldorf school around the world will be doing recognisably similar things. In contrast to many other curricula, Waldorf is not primarily focused on mapping out subject-disciplinary knowledge that has to be learned by a specified stage. With its equal emphasis on arts, crafts, practical work and academics, it seeks to support the development of the whole person.

As Henry Barnes put it: “What characterizes Waldorf education is not primarily its content, although this may be interesting and innovative, but the spirit out of which the curriculum and methods grow” (Barnes, 1979, p. 4). This spirit is an attitude of inquiry, one that seeks to ‘read’ the personality of each student and “to recognize it, to respect, protect, and encourage it. Our work as educators in the broadest sense is to further its inherent development, to free it from encumbrances, to challenge and stimulate, but also to offer the resistance that it needs in order to grow independent and inwardly sturdy and strong” (Barnes, 1979, p. 5). It is this challenge that seems meaningful to many talented and highly qualified young people, who could follow other more lucrative careers than being a Waldorf teacher.

Most presentations of the curriculum (e.g., Richter, 2006; Rawson et al., 2014) are organised in a horizontal and vertical structure:

 The horizontal curriculum is an attempt to describe the didactic coordination of the different subjects in a certain period of the child's and young person's development. However, behind the individual teaching acts, the child must always be seen, who creates the actual 'curriculum', the actual 'educational programme' for the teacher. The teacher has to orientate himself on the child (Richter, 2006, p. 41).



The horizontal curriculum traces a loose matrix of themes across all the subjects in a given school year. The vertical curriculum gives a more detailed progression of the content in each disciplinary subject, such as math, first language etc. These subject strands often unravel from a single ‘nature study’ strand into separate strands for biology, zoology, geology, astronomy etc. As Steiner Education Australia points out:


The curriculum in a Steiner school reflects the developmental theory and philosophy on which it is based, namely an emphasis on the whole development of the child—spiritual, physical, moral and academic. At each stage of development, the curriculum is designed to engage the abilities of the growing child… In this way the Steiner curriculum responds to the developmental needs of the pupils at each level. It has proved to be a relevant and contemporary curriculum…, largely because it is broadly based, integrated, interdisciplinary and comprehensive. (cited in Stehlik, 2019, p.44, but available on the SEA website)4
 

Unlike most state curricula, which are prescribed, the Waldorf versions are generally understood as a framework for orientation. As Zech (2023/2017) has observed, from the German perspective, the curriculum is understood as offering a non-binding orientation of options and perspectives for teachers. However, as Stehlik (2019) notes,


There is a conundrum here in talking about a curriculum that is not prescriptive however [the curriculum] offers an approach that is nonetheless descriptive and indicative and provides examples, resources and ideas, formats and strategies that established schools and experienced teachers can share with pioneering schools and beginning teachers. It was an important step in documenting and validating the curriculum towards the process of accountability for state education authorities and regulatory bodies, for example in the process of seeking school registration; and ultimately led to the Australian Steiner Curriculum Framework which was ratified in 2011 by ACARA—the Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority. At the time of writing, this is the only Steiner curriculum in the world to be recognised by a ‘mainstream’ national regulating body (Steiner, 2019, p 50).
 

Stehlik’s last comment overlooks the fact that in a number of European countries (e.g., the Czech Republic, Finland, Flanders, Germany, Hungary, the Netherlands, Norway, Sweden, the United Kingdom and Ukraine) the Waldorf curriculum is officially approved for Waldorf schools in those countries. However, Stehlik is right to point to the paradox of a recommended orientation and an officially approved curriculum. The European Council for Steiner Waldorf Education currently has a project to design a core curriculum framework for its 28 member national federations. For many years Waldorf schools were largely ignored by the state authorities, but ministries but with the advent of standardised curricula and high stakes testing regimes, the focus on Waldorf has sharpened. This means that Waldorf school national federations must produce curricula in a language that the state can understand and they also have to ensure all their schools follow this. They may also have to accept all or part of the state curriculum and try to teach this in a ‘Waldorf’ way. This, of course, contradicts the Waldorf assumption that schools are autonomous regarding curriculum.

Waldorf education has been characterised since its inception by the assumption of teacher autonomy (Steinwachs, 2019; Zech, 2023). Although Rawson (2011, 2021, 2023) has argued that the level of autonomy that was originally intended was at the school level, since it is the school that ultimately must assure the quality of the education and be accountable for it to parents and the state, it is nevertheless also true that Steiner assumed that teachers would individually be creative regarding the curriculum.

Despite the trend towards global education policy alignment and convergence towards a singular version of ‘best practice’ (Ball, 2012), education is still highly culturally situated. Because common educational terms such as education, pedagogy, learning, competence and curriculum (Horlacher, 2018) vary in meaning between cultures and this also changes over time (Nieke, 2012; Nieke, 2023), it is necessary to agree to a specific definition for a Waldorf curriculum. This is compounded by the fact that Waldorf education has, been primarily translated (in all senses of the word) from the German, and second hand, as it were, from English. Many terms used in Waldorf discourse, which are taken-for-granted by insiders, need to be explained to ‘outsiders’: these terms include main lesson, class teacher, lower, middle and upper school (or high school), pedagogy, college of teachers and curriculum.

To establish commonality Rawson (2021) suggests using the following characterisation that Dahlin has offered. The curriculum includes:


everything that children or students in a Waldorf school or preschool may experience or are supposed to experience, consciously or subconsciously, during their school day. Thus, not only the contents of teaching and learning, but also the way the teachers teach, and the teachers themselves as persons are included in ‘the curriculum’. Even the aesthetics of the internal and external architecture of the schoolhouse are part of it because, in an ideal Waldorf school, this aspect of the external environment is consciously designed to support children’s development. All aspects of the curriculum are related to potentials for the learning that children have in different ages and phases of development (Dahlin, 2017, pp. 77–78).
 

This characterisation reflects traditional Middle European understandings of Lehrplan, which include the whole pedagogical approach (Horlacher, 2018) and contrasts with the Anglo-American notion of curriculum as what should be taught and learned (often specifying by when it should be learned). However, Dahlin’s description has the advantage in that it takes a holistic perspective and is more focused on the self-formation and development of the whole person than on learning in the narrower sense and is closer to the intentions of Waldorf education. It also implies relationships between teachers and students and learners and the world, which is transactional and transformational. In Biesta’s words, which also express the spirit of Waldorf education, the point of education is that students should be “learning something, that they learn it for a reason and that they learn it from someone” (Biesta, 2022, p.43, italics in original). In Dahlin’s definition teachers are also part of the curriculum.



The historical background and origins of Waldorf curricula

Rudolf Steiner never published a curriculum during his lifetime. In the course for the teachers of the Waldorf School in 1919 Steiner outlined a curriculum for class teachers. In gaining permission to start the school, Steiner and Molt, the owner of the Waldorf Astoria Company, agreed with the education authorities that the school would match the state curriculum expectations by class 3, 6 and 8, the end of obligatory schooling, though Steiner was in favour of secondary education for all (Zdražil, 2020). At that time in Germany only about 1% of school students went onto secondary education and in most federal states, pupils left school after 7 years of schooling (Frielingsdorf, 2019). High school classes were added in 1920/21 year by year until grade 12 in 1923/24, without any selection, which was unique in Germany at the time.

In the First Teachers’ Course Steiner, gave some curriculum examples and three lectures on the curriculum were held on the final day (6.09.1919, Steiner, 2020). Over the course of the next 5 years, while Steiner was able to regularly visit the school and have meetings with the teachers, many curriculum innovations were introduced, many at the suggestion of individual teachers, with the tacit or explicit approval of Steiner. Some of the first cohort of teachers were already familiar with Steiner’s work and chose topics on which they knew Steiner had carried out spiritual research. Thus, they drew on some of these themes and brought them into the curriculum, and these included aspects of Steiner’s Christology, his interest in Nordic and Germanic legends and Egyptian and Greek myths, Grimm’s fairy tales, certain figures in German history, the literary works on Wolfram von Eschenbach’s Parsifal, Goethe’s Faust, and so on. Steiner gave the teachers considerable free space to innovate and, indeed, he expected the teachers to be creative. Thus it come about that Steiner’s minimal suggestions about the history curriculum (“the students should learn real historical concepts in grade 5”) were interpreted to include his theory of cultural epochs, that have become canonised in the Waldorf tradition and which today are highly problematic (Zech, 2020).

Following the first school inspection by the authorities in 1922 it was noted that the teachers had no formal curriculum, and it was agreed that this would be remedied (Zdražil, 2019, p.335). Prior to the inspection the teachers had to submit lesson plans explaining what they were going to teach and why. Steiner advised them to be ‘laconic’, arguing that the less the authorities knew the better. In fact, he noted that if the ministry knew what the actual aims and methods of the Waldorf School were, the school would not exist (cited in Zdražil, 2019, p. 328). Following the inspection, Steiner advised the teachers to publish short accounts of the main aspects of Waldorf education in clear accessible language, especially explaining those aspects that differed from mainstream education (such as the class teacher principle, the main lesson, how reading and writing are introduced, the methods of foreign language teaching, eurythmy, etc.). By implication, these accounts should avoid anthroposophical terminology and be comprehensible to school inspectors, parents and presumably journalists.

The lack of curriculum was also something the teachers themselves were concerned with, since they were relying on word of mouth and notes made by teachers on Steiner’s recommendations. The discussions in the teachers’ meetings show that there was a need to bring together Steiner’s ‘scattered’ references (Zdražil, 2019, p. 329). Walter Johannes Stein published a paper on the curriculum in the magazine Die Drei in 1922. Zdazil comments that Stein’s account was very theoretical and sought to offer an epistemological founding of the Waldorf method. It may be that this was its weakness with regard to a publication for the general public. At any rate, another teacher, Caroline von Heydebrand was delegated the task of compiling a curriculum.

The work was to have been presented at a conference at Easter 1925, but this was delayed due to Steiner’s death at the end of March 1925. In a special edition of the Newsletter of the Waldorf School Association in October 1925, von Heydebrand published a 60-page document entitled Vom Lehrplan der Waldorfschule (From the Curriculum of the Waldorf School). This documented what was being taught in the Waldorf School since the school had been founded. It was very brief and contained only minimal indications of what was taught. It certainly met the requirement of being ‘laconic’, if we consider that the most recent German Waldorf curriculum book (Richter, 2019) has over 700 pages. In 1955 Ernst Stockmeyer, another of the founding teachers, who carried out the functions of educational manager, published the collated references, subject by subject, that Steiner made to curriculum across his lectures. These two books remained the main source of curriculum until the 1990s.



International dissemination of curricula: rhizomic and arboreal perspectives

The first Waldorf schools in non-German speaking countries were founded in the 1920s; 1922 and 1925 in England, 1923 in the Netherlands, 1926 in Hungary, Portugal and Norway, 1928 in the United States and Prague, which was then in Czechoslovakia (Göbel, 2019a, b, 2020). This means that the curriculum had to be translated into other languages and adapted to other cultural contexts. This process was relatively conservative and for many years Waldorf education orientated itself closely on the Stuttgart model with minor changes. Ida Oberman (2008) for example, in her history of the Waldorf movement in the US, noted how remarkably loyal schools had been to a Middle European model of curriculum: “It is all the more remarkable that this innovative venture, with its heavy Teutonic freight, made it across foreign waters” (Oberman, 2008, p. 70). In the UK Eileen Hutchins published a translation of the Heydebrand curriculum in 1966 with additional notes making a few suggestions for the British context (e.g., stories of King Arthur, Shakespeare).

Rawson (2021) has given more details of this process around the world, but the overall impression is that very little modification occurred anywhere until the 1970s in Australia. Even today that adaptation, with some local exceptions, has been modest. Rawson writes,


until recently the basic assumption has been that the curriculum used in Waldorf schools is based on an assumed historical ‘original’ core curriculum and where necessary, equivalents are sought in the local culture…Equivalence implies that something has the same or similar value in relation to a standard or norm. In these translations and adaptations, an assumed norm relating to content and a body of practice is taken for granted and is referred to as The Waldorf Curriculum, with a definite article, indicating uniqueness (pp. 147–8).
 

As mentioned above, the trend to standardisation in national curricula has posed problems for Waldorf school federations. Neither the von Heydebrand nor the Stockmeyer texts, or their translations met the expectation of school authorities. The International Forum for Waldorf Education (also known as the Hague Circle) initiated a process of documenting the curriculum used in the German speaking world in 1992 and this was published in manuscript form, edited by Tobias Richter. Seven years later a much-revised official version was published in German (Richter, 2002). At first there was strong resistance to the idea of a detailed curriculum.

The controversy surrounding the original Richter (1995) manuscript version led to reflection and a clarification of the status and function of curriculum in the German-speaking world. In an article explaining the nature of the curriculum in Waldorf education, Gögelein (1999) formulated a set of criteria for a new consensus (though he presented these ideas as if they were already widely accepted). He suggested that schools should be protected from dogmatic definitions based exclusively on Steiner’s statements that have not been evaluated in practice, though they should also be protected from arbitrary innovations. The curriculum and pedagogical activities should respond to current changes in society, in particular in the science curriculum. Parents and the general public should be informed about the education in comprehensible language. He also added that teacher education needs to be so organised that student teachers learn how to review and evaluate their practice and develop curriculum. It is unclear to what extent these criteria have been implemented in Germany. The Steiner Waldorf Schools’ Fellowship in the UK, following a series of school closures due to failed inspections, have introduced an accreditation process for teacher education courses to ensure that teachers are equipped to understand and implement the criteria for passing state inspections, which involve teachers being able to explain and justify their lesson plans and show evidence that they can monitor student learning and adjust their teaching accordingly.

In 1997 the New Labour Party in the UK contacted the Steiner Waldorf Schools Fellowship (SWSF) with a view to including Waldorf schools into the maintained sector. Once Tony Blair was Prime Minister this process was actively pursued by the Ministry of Education and the SWSF. This led to a comparison between the English National Curriculum and the Waldorf curriculum used in the UK at that time (Mepham and Rawson, 1997). Another curriculum for the class teacher period was also published in 1997 (Rawson and Masters). In 2000 a curriculum was published (Rawson and Richter, 2000) called the Educational Tasks and Content of the Steiner Waldorf Curriculum (published in revised edition in 2014). This curriculum took account of all previous published Waldorf curricula, including the Richter (1995). It differs from all previous curricula by including early years, an overall presentation of the education, chapters on assessment and minimum learning outcomes for literacy, numeracy and second languages, which had never been published before. It was also written in a language that could readily be understood by education authorities.

Since 2000, this version of the Waldorf curriculum has been translated and adapted, to varying degrees, into over 20 languages and has become the de facto Waldorf curriculum for the international Waldorf movement and is still used as a standard resource. Since the publication of Rawson and Richter (2000, revised in 2014) other countries have developed and published their own Waldorf curricula, some based on the German original, some on the English version. Waldorf UK (formerly SWSF) has produced a revised curriculum for grades 1 to 8 (Bransby and Rawson, 2022), which included cross-curricular skills and knowledge and uses the potentialities framework developed by Rawson. In 2016 Götte, Maurer and Loebell published a competence-based curriculum in German.

Bransby and Rawson (2022) have described the growth of the Waldorf movement in the self-understanding of those involved as, metaphorically speaking, akin to the careful transport and planting of the fruits of the original Waldorf idea in other countries. However, these authors judge that the actual dissemination has been more rhizomic in character, to borrow Deleuze and Guattari (2004) well-known metaphor. In botany and dendrology, a rhizome is an ‘invisible’ (i.e., below the surface) network of stems from which roots and shoots grow, wherever conditions allow, in contrast to an arboreal tree, which has a single trunk growing from its root system. Bransby and Rawson extend the botanical metaphor to contrast a single ‘arboreal’ centre disseminating ‘exotic’ seedlings (i.e., the transplantation of an original curriculum from Middle Europe in other cultures) with a rhizomic growth of emerging ‘native’ plants from a global network of ideas (i.e., emergent Waldorf schools with a curriculum that reflects local cultural and geographical qualities).



The character of a Waldorf curriculum

Since the founding of the first Waldorf School in 1919, the assumption within the Waldorf movement has been that teachers have to choose and prepare the teaching material, taking a number of key factors into account and relating these to the ideal curriculum. This comes clearly to expression in the introduction to the first published curriculum (Heydebrand, 1925/1966):


The ideal curriculum must trace the changing image of the nascent human nature at its various ages but, like any ideal, it must face and fit into the full reality of life. This reality includes many things; it includes the individuality of the teacher facing a class, it includes the class itself with all its particularity of each pupil, it includes the time of history and the particular place on earth with its own school laws and authorities, where the school is located that wants to implement the curriculum. All these conditions modify the ideal curriculum and demand changes and understandings, and the educational task that is set for us by the nature of the adolescents can only be solved if the curriculum itself has flexibility and clarity (Heydebrand, 1925, p. 3, author trans.).
 

I return to the phrase ‘ideal curriculum’ below. The point I wish to emphasise was echoed later by Stockmeyer (2015/1965) in the introduction to his compilation of Steiner’s verbal references to curriculum content:


It would contradict the meaning and essence of Rudolf Steiner's art of education if one were to try to squeeze its work into a fixed scheme. [..] A correct curriculum can point the consciousness of the teacher to certain necessities, but it must also be based on the teacher's current perception of the situation and his (sic) creativity and allow adequate freedom of movement. [..] Accordingly, the properly formed curriculum should only be a collection of all the demands based on the objective, general developmental steps, which the educator should respond to in the various age groups. (Stockmeyer, 2017/1955, p. 6, author trans from new German edition).
 

Steiner himself phrased this expectation in the First Teachers Course in 1919 as follows,


we must approach this curriculum in such a way that we put ourselves in a position that we can form it ourselves at any moment, so that we learn to read the 7th, 8th, 9th, 10th years and so on, and see what we have to teach (2019, p. 643, author trans.).
 

In some ways one can understand Steiner’s reticence to publish a curriculum. Firstly, he gave examples for curriculum content and not prescriptions, and he was aware that his followers often took every word he said, literally as ‘gospel truth’ (in German “auf Treu und Glauben”), rather than using the modality of conscious knowledge, “as a botanist looks at botany” (Steiner cited in Kiersch, 2018, p.99), that is, as a scientific method for examining the phenomena in a particular field. In the chapter called ‘Anthroposophy as Religion: the effects of a form of life’, Kiersch (2018, pp. 99) has documented how Steiner himself was aware of and criticised the fact that anthroposophy was received with religious devotion by many of his followers. Iwan (2007) calls this the ‘wooden spoon syndrome’ after the fact that Steiner asked the woodwork teacher (Max Wolfhügel) to suggest a first activity for students in that subject. When Wolfhügel returned a week later with the suggestion of carving a wooden spoon, Steiner welcomed this. Since then, Waldorf students all over the world carve wooden spoons in grade 5, although even Wolfhügel himself introduced a range of other options, but a tradition had been established and ‘religiously’ followed (in Asia they now carve chopsticks in bamboo). This attitude has strongly influenced the reception of the curriculum.

Secondly, curriculum, in Steiner’s view, should be generated by teachers in context and therefore should not be fixed. Steiner was also pragmatically concerned that the more the school authorities knew about the education, the more they were likely to raise objections. Steiner told the teachers, “The Waldorf School exists only because the school authorities do not understand our ways and methods” (GA. 300b, 2019, p. 65. Author trans.). He even pointed out ironically that if the Education Ministry starts praising the Waldorf School, or if the teachers start doing what the officials want, then they might as well have not founded the Waldorf School, since state schools can realise the state’s educational aims better (GA: 298, p.124, cited in Zdražil, 2019, p.336). Steiner’s point about teachers needing to be able to explain the education in plain language is still pertinent today, as is the need to ‘translate’ anthroposophical ideas and Waldorf terminology for the mainstream educational discourse.

The aspect of Waldorf curriculum that is perhaps best known, is its developmental approach. In 1922 Steiner explained to his audience in England the principle underlying the curriculum and gave an example, which I think explains his whole approach (I have modified some parts of this translation to avoid misunderstandings):5


I believe that the characteristics I have given of the teaching of natural history, botany and animal science show how the Waldorf School-principle attempts to adapt the course of teaching, the curriculum, entirely to the principles of development, to the developmental forces of the child according to the different ages of life. I have spoken of the significant turning point between the ninth and tenth years, when children begin to distinguish themselves from the world. Before that age, in their thinking and feeling there is no sense of separation between themselves and the world’s phenomena. Until the ninth year, therefore, we must speak of plants, animals, mountains, rivers, and such in the language of fairy tales, appealing above all to children’s imagination. Animals, plants, and springs must speak, so that the same kind of being that children are first aware of in themselves also speaks to them out of the external world (Steiner, 2007, p. 155).
 

This statement makes the challenge of curriculum clear. The Waldorf School approach assumes that there are principles of development, and developmental forces or processes (Entwicklungskräften) that are age sensitive, and that the teaching should align with these. If we tease this statement out, we find several layers of meaning. There is a theoretical level in relation to development—one could say a model. Then there is the recognition by the teacher of the actual developmental processes that manifest in the body and psychological life of the child. The theory helps direct the teacher’s attention to the developmental process in the children. The next point is that language plays an important role in prompting learning. Up to the age of 9 years old, the children generally live in a consciousness in which they feel themselves embedded in the world of sentient beings—nature can be experienced as animate. Now the teachers need to start talking to the children (and no doubt engage them in other activities, such as observation and direct experience) using a language that enables them to develop a different kind of consciousness, and thus develop a different kind of relationship to the natural world.

As Steiner frequently pointed out, the Waldorf School was not to be considered a school with a specific methodology or approach (which he referred to, somewhat confusingly as a Weltanschauung), but rather a ‘method school’. At Millicent Mackenzie’s Oxford conference on Spiritual Values in Education, Steiner pointed out that,


I have repeatedly said that the Waldorf-School principle is not to establish a school to promote any particular philosophy or educational ideology but rather a method school. What is to be achieved through a method that is based on a knowledge of the human being, is what makes children into people who are physically healthy and strong, psychologically free and spiritually clear (in English Steiner, 2004, p. 116, in German, GA 305, 157, author trans.).
 

As Wiehl (2015) has argued, Steiner uses the word method in its origin meaning methodos in Greek, which literally means the way of pursuing something, a means, a way that leads to a goal,6 as the term is used in philosophy. Therefore, a pedagogical method is a way of attaining an intended educational aim. In this sense, curriculum is a method because it is a means to achieving a series of pedagogical goals. The curriculum-as-method is based on a dialectic relationship between a model of development and the actual developmental processes in the students, and knowledge about the various pedagogical means, such as language. Thus, a printed curriculum provides an orientation to possible content, possible ways of teaching a given topic at particular times in specific places as a means to realising the educational goals that the teachers have.

Steiner insisted that, “We will only be good teachers, however, if we know the relationship between the ideal curriculum and the curriculum we need to follow initially because of outer demands” (Steiner, 2020, p. 294). This would require imagination and flexibility and the ideal curriculum would provide an ideal-typical point of reference. A day later in The First Teachers’ Course Steiner added,


We need to be able to develop our curriculum ourselves at any moment, by learning to read from the children what they need, depending on their age. Tomorrow we will compare the ideal curriculum with the one presently used in Central European state schools. We will be well-prepared for this if we have really internalized what we need to know in order to understand the curriculum (Steiner, 2020, p. 311).
 

We now have to clarify what Steiner meant by the term ‘ideal curriculum’ (Ideallehrplan). One traditional reading is to interpret ideal in an essentialist, idealist way that implies that a particular curriculum has universal validity and is the best possible curriculum, hence all curricula are less than ideal. There is another possible interpretation. Steiner’s contemporary, the sociologist Max Weber created the construct “ideal type” (Idealtypus, Weber, 1949). Weber sought to establish the social sciences on a sound theoretical footing, equivalent to the natural sciences. The ideal type is an idea based on the best available data that formulates what characteristics a social phenomenon should have for the purposes the concept was designed to explain. Kelly writes,


As such, Weber stresses, one cannot claim validity for an ideal type in terms of a reproduction of or a correspondence with social reality; rather, one has to look to the resonance of ideal types with lived experience, guiding the social inquirer in their consideration of real-life cases to reveal what is ‘possible and adequate’(Weber, 1970, p. 323; Kelly, 2013, p 7).
 

The ideal type provides the researcher with a model that can be used as a heuristic to judge the extent to which an actual phenomenon relates to the theoretical model (Kelly, 2013; Serpa, 2018). We do not know if Steiner was aware of Weber’s construct, though they both shared a wish to establish the Geisteswissenschaften or humanities complementary to the positivist natural sciences, in order enable the scientific study of human beings and human society. Thus, the task of the teacher is to seek resonance between the ideal curriculum and the lived experience of the children and young people.

Zech (2012) has introduced the term ideal-type into the academic Waldorf discourse, where it serves an important function along with the growing tendency to see Steiner’s ideas not as given facts but as heuristic hypotheses (see Rittelmeyer, 1990; Rawson, 2021).

The construct of ‘developmental tasks’ is another example of an ideal type that is very relevant to the theme of curriculum. This construct refers to the typical challenges facing people at key moments of transition in the lifecourse that have to be successfully negotiated in order to take the next developmental steps. The term was coined by Havighurst (1953, 1982) in relation to the phases in the life course. It was subsequently taken up by Hurrelmann (2012; Hurrelmann and Bauer, 2018; Hurrelmann and Quenzel, 2018) in his analysis of identity work in the lifecourse. In Hurrelmann’s analysis, the process of socialisation and individuation involves a dynamic interaction between inner and outer realities through which the individual produces and reproduces a self-identity. Götte et al. (2016) adopted this term in the context of Waldorf education.

Rawson (2021) has extended the concept in terms of Waldorf curricula by identifying four sources of developmental tasks:

	1. the inherent biological and psychological patterns of maturation and individuation,
	2. extrinsic social and cultural expectations, including state curriculum requirements,
	3. the biographical interests (Grotlüschen, 2004) of the person,
	4. school curriculum.

The biographical interests include the learner’s ability to recognise opportunities for personal development in educational settings. From a Waldorf perspective this includes the latent potential that each individual brings with her, and this expresses itself in the individuation process, which involves responding to inner and outer developmental tasks. The Self, as spiritual core of the person, expresses itself in how it engages with these biographical tasks (Loebell, 2012). The task of the teacher is to read the developmental tasks facing the children and young people they teach. This new perspective is being discussed and gradually gaining traction within the German Waldorf discourse.



Some problematics of the Waldorf curriculum

The reception of the first published curriculum within Waldorf practice across the world has been and remains problematic. As we have seen, Heydebrand’s text was titled Vom Lehrplan der Waldorfschule. The little word vom (meaning from or deriving from) implies that the content was not ‘the’(der) Lehrplan, but only a part of the overall educational approach of the Waldorf School. What her text described was curriculum-in-use in the school at that time. In her short introduction Heydebrand herself makes it clear that this is not the ideal curriculum, but one that was a response to the actual situation of the Waldorf School, the needs of the children, and by implication, the requirements of the ministry, the expectations of the parents and the capacities of the teachers at that time. Historically, however, this text has been canonised as the Waldorf Curriculum (with a definite article and capital letters).

Part of this canonization of the ‘origin’ curriculum is the widespread view that the curriculum is a work of art. The recent publication of an English translation of the 2016 Richter curriculum was titled ‘Tapestry’ (Richter, 2020), suggested by the structure of interweaving horizontal and vertical strands, though technically a tapestry is a picture made by using threads on a warp. This essentialist and idealist notion of curriculum as a work of art is evocative but also seductive. In stark contrast to curricula that are functional tables with lists of contents and outcomes, continuously being updated by the Ministry, the Waldorf curriculum is widely believed to be unique, complete and universal and as such, cannot be ‘updated’. The author has been told several times that The Waldorf Curriculum is a gift from the spiritual world to the children mediated by an initiate and that any substantive change could only weaken its healing power. The curricula used in Waldorf schools are certainly distinct and remarkable but are not, in my view, set on tablets of stone.

This sacred view of curriculum may reflect an interesting tendency for Waldorf education to be received in ways that reflect the interests and aspirations of the host culture. The pioneers of Waldorf education in the US may have felt affinities between Steiner and the Transcendentalist movement of Thoreau, Emerson and Whitman (McDermott, 2012) and the reception of Waldorf has certainly reflected the emergent quest for spirituality experienced by many Americans. I suspect that similar specific cultural influences can be found in other cultures who have adopted Waldorf, though this has yet to be investigated.

The canonization of curriculum is part of the wider phenomenon of Steiner’s charisma that was first highlighted by Uhrmacher (1995) and which has been analysed by Kiersch (2018) in relation to the Anthroposophical Society. Kiersch notes that many pioneer anthroposophists, including Waldorf teachers, saw themselves as recipients of a revelation, an elite summonsed to do good in the world and bring light into the darkness of materialistic modernity. Not only did these pioneers transmit Steiner’s charisma and base their authority on the dual claim of “Herr Doktor hat gesagt” (Dr. Steiner said) but they were also able to radiate the sense, “we are the real deal” (Kiersch, 2018, p. 102).

Oberman also addresses the wider issues of the founding of the first Waldorf School being perceived by many of Steiner’s followers as a significant step in the salvation of civilization. She writes that the,


original German cultural context posed a liability, as did the social interaction model of ‘Stuttgart 1919’ itself. “Teachers can’t innovate, because they are constantly obsessed with the ‘miracle of Stuttgart’” one Amsterdam Waldorf teacher put it nearly eighty years later, in 1996. The adaptable pedagogy itself had the potential to become frozen in preconceptions born from turn-of-the-century Stuttgart. A school, conceived amidst the disintegration following World War I, derived from nineteenth century German philosophy, with the aim to teach a curriculum for civilization preservation, had taken form. The question became whether it had the inner malleability and authentic vitality to be transported outside of this unique historical circumstance (2008, p.71).
 

Fortunately, the phase of charisma has faded in wide parts of the Waldorf movement, and the reality is that many Waldorf teachers today are likely to have accepted (unknowingly) the advice of the German academic Heiner Ullrich (2008, 2015, 2021), that Waldorf teachers would do well to focus on their excellent practice and drop the unscientific and esoteric anthroposophical theory. While Schieren (2023) argues that Steiner’s epistemology is the basis for Waldorf education, except for Sijmons (2008) and Amrine (2019), few academics outside of the Waldorf movement have tried to understand Steiner’s theory of knowledge. As Dahlin (2013) shows, Ullrich’s own attempt to understand and represent Steiner’s philosophy of knowledge is superficial and does not recognise that “inner spiritual activity is necessary in order to understand Steiner’s philosophy” (p. 206). This, of course, is the nub of the problem; one cannot really understand Steiner or Waldorf education from a detached, spectator stance.

The next problem with the reception of Waldorf curriculum is the somewhat idealistic assumption that teachers have the skills and knowledge to develop their curriculum in situ based on their ‘reading of the child’, as Steiner imagined. This is a very demanding expectation of pedagogic-diagnostic skills even for experienced teachers, almost impossible for beginners and for the many teachers who have not had a full-time Waldorf teacher education. In my experience most teachers follow the curriculum traditions in their own schools or use the range of secondary literature that is available, much of it out of date. The aim of having teachers, who are autonomous enough to generate a situated pedagogy, drawing on general principles is worthy but, in many schools, unrealistic. Steiner’s answer to this conundrum was to establish the teachers’ meetings. These meetings are supposed to be,


a living ‘higher education’7 for the college of teachers—a permanent training academy, as it were. They are so-called indeed, and for the reason that every practical experience gained by the teacher in school becomes, in turn, part of her own education. And she who derives such self-education for herself from her teaching work, gaining on the one hand a profound psychological insight into the practical side of education and on the other side into the different qualities, characters and temperaments of the children, will always be finding something new, for herself and for the whole college of teachers. All the experience acquired from the teaching should be ‘put into the pool’ at these meetings (Steiner, 2004, p. 198, gender modified by author).
 

Today we would call this evaluation and practitioner or action research. The primary function of the college of teachers is to develop a better understanding of the education and induct new teachers into this community of practice. Much depends on teacher education, which in turn depends on there being adequate concepts of how teachers can learn the necessary teacher dispositions and skills (see Rawson, 2020) and of course adequate funding.

Another problem is the assumption that the ideal curriculum is a fixed and detailed model of developmental phases and stages that is universally valid, a concept that has long been questioned outside of the Waldorf discourse (Burman, 2017). At the World Teachers Conference at the Goetheanum in 2012 Remo Largo, one of the world’s best known and respected experts in child development made the point that what characterises development is not conformity with norms but individual variation, “A child’s individuality is an expression of this great diversity” (Largo, 2012, p.18). He went on to state,


The teacher with a class of twenty, six-year-olds will see differences of up to three years in the children’s developmental ages. Some children will have a developmental age of 7 to 8 years and will read at the age of six, whilst others have a developmental age of 4 to 5 and struggle with reading. Before children reach the upper school, the differences between them tend to increase markedly- At age 13, the developmental ages of the furthest and least developed children diverge by at least 6 years. In addition, boys – as a group- tend to lag behind girls by 18 months on average. Dealing with such ‘inter-individual variability’ can be a challenge for parents and teachers (2012, P. 18).
 

The implications of this are that school readiness tests for the transition from kindergarten to grade 1 are not meaningful and statements that describe typical class 3 or class 7 children are misleading and may lead parents and teachers to identify children as backward or precocious, leading to forms of discrimination. Thus, presentations of the Waldorf curriculum that suggest that children and youth universally make annual developmental steps synchronously, are simply false. However, the impression is widespread and informs teachers’ unconscious assumptions about students, and these may even be culturally, or gender biassed. Idel (2014) who studied the biographies of Waldorf students during the class teacher period found that one in four pupils felt misunderstood by their class teacher if they failed to conform to the unconscious assumption of the teacher as to what an ideal student should be. He found that some teachers in the Waldorf schools in Germany he investigated had what he called a romantic view of young children, meaning that they were open, innocent, seeking authority and malleable. If the actual children did not match this unconscious expectation, they might be labelled as difficult. 25% of students is a very worrying statistic.

This has led some Waldorf researchers such as Michael Zech (2011) to question the status of what is understood as the ‘ideal curriculum’. Zech writes that,


from the perspective of the heterogenous developmental situation of the individuals in a typical Waldorf class, we cannot assume that age-specific stages are the norm. Rather they are set by the teaching. General developmental phases such as seven-year-stages or changes around the age of 10 or 12 that can be observed, do not simply occur, but are brought about by the pedagogical approach and originate themselves on the one hand on ideal-types, and on the other, on the actual situation of the pupils (Zech, 2017, p.70).
 

It is widely believed that the Waldorf curriculum reflects the changing consciousness of the child and that this reflects the evolution of human consciousness over cultural history. An example of this is Mazzone:


… one of the fundamental ideas in Anthroposophy is the evolution of consciousness, and this underlies much of the humanities curriculum. The theory of recapitulation, which claims that each child in his or her mental evolution passes through all the great culture epochs that have marked the development of the human race is fundamental in the organisation of curriculum content from year to year. The story curriculum parallels the cultural epochs and from class to class the cultural history, including the major myths and legends, are studied (1995: 5–6, cited in Stehlik, p. 51.)
 

Stehlik comments on Mazzone as follows,


This is reflected in the primary school curriculum in the study of great epochs of human civilisation at the corresponding age at which the child’s individual consciousness is unfolding. For example, Norse mythology is introduced in Class 4 when the children at around age 9 are able to identify the moral and ethical issues arising from the great sagas of the Norse gods as they battle with the forces of light and darkness.. In Class 5 the study of Ancient Greece introduces the allegorical and metaphorical nature of the characters of the Greek gods, and by inference the children are made aware of the influence of these archetypes on the collective psyche of modern society and culture. Within this epochal chronology, Roman times are dealt with in Class 6, giving a picture of the origin of the modern-day State and a highly regulated and martial society, at an age when the children are beginning to question authority structures (Ibid. p. 51–2).
 

Apart from details such as the fact that children in most Waldorf schools in grade 4 are 10 years old and not 9, which is important if each year counts in the sequence of story material, (grade 3 is traditionally stories from the Hebrew tradition), and it is not clear that children’s attention is drawn to the allegorical and metaphorical character of Greek Gods, this kind of parallelism, though attractive, is itself a myth. Are we really expected to believe that children in grade 5 transition through the consciousness of a series of ancient cultural epochs from Mesopotamia to Ancient Greece (even if we were able to generalise this—which Greeks are we talking about, Aristotle or a Spartan hoplite?). Or can be that students have a Roman and /or Germanic consciousness because the Romans and ‘Barbarians’ are a major theme in grade six, even though grade six also includes geology, chemistry and physics approached in a phenomenological observational way that could not be further from the beliefs of classical times in these fields?

Though it is true that Steiner made generalised references to the individual child today recapitulating significant stages in human evolution—uprightness, language learning and the development of cognition in his anthroposophical lectures before the founding of the Waldorf School (e.g., the lecture given in Penmaenmawr, in Wales on 30th August, 1923, Steiner, 1979), he did not take up this idea in his education lectures in such detail. In fact, he specifically made the point that this level of recapitulation is not intended:


Can we find a parallel between human spiritual and soul development and this biogenetic law? We can do so only if we can say that at the beginning of his or her earthly life, a small child goes through the various stages of humanity and moves through later periods of human development as he or she grows. Thus, the development of a child repeats the development of humanity as a whole. We could certainly create such a fantasy, but it would not correspond to reality. In this area we can approach reality only through spiritual science. When we follow the development of the human embryo from the second or third week until it matures, we can see hints of a continuously more perfect form in the developmental stages, the form of a fish, and so on. However, when we observe the early developmental years of a child, we find nothing that indicates a recapitulation of the subsequent stages of human development. We would have to attribute fantasy forces and processes to the child’s development to find something like that. It is just a beautiful dream when people like Wolf [Friedrich August Wolf 1759-1824, author comment] try to demonstrate that children go through a period corresponding to wild barbarians, then they go through the Persian period, and so forth. Beautiful pictures can result from this, but it is nonsense nevertheless because it does not correspond to any genuine reality (Steiner, 2001, p.73–4).
 

This misunderstanding about recapitulation brings significant problems with it. Firstly, the narrow linkage of age and stage of consciousness and the corresponding assumptions about human cultural evolution are both naïve and unrealistic. The second problem is associated with the assumption of an evolutionary sequence of so-called cultural epochs and the essentialist notions of culture that go with these, if they imply a predetermined progression from lower to higher levels of development (with the implication that other cultures did not make the transition). Such un-examined assumptions about universal stages and phases are problematic today. As Burman has pointed out,


Comparison between child, prehistoric ‘man’ (sic) and ‘savage’ presupposed a conception of development, of individual and of evolutionary progress, as unilinear, directed steps up an ordered hierarchy. This confirmed the intellectual superiority of the Western male, while non-Western (male or female) could be figured as less important than his or her evolutionary predecessor (Burman, 2017, p.15).
 

Postcolonial critics of developmentalism, such as Lesko (1996) see the construction of the phases of childhood and adolescence as part of the colonist project, by overlaying notions of development with recapitulation theory; primitive-as-child and child-as-primitive. In Lesko’s terms, “concepts like development, acculturation, modernization, and urbanisation carry the evolutionary imagery and social relations of lower species and higher species” (Lesko, 1996, p 459).

Angelika Wiehl (2015) has engaged with the question of child development supposedly recapitulating historical cultural development in detail, as has Dahlin (2017), showing that the idea was common in German educational discourse at the beginning of the 20th Century notably through the work of the followers of the influential educationalist Herbart (1776–1841). They both point out that Steiner’s distanced himself from this position and insisted that there should be no matching of the year class/grade to any cultural chronology (Wiehl, 2015, p. 146). At the same time, however, the influence of the Herbartian cultural-stages approach was so pervasive that even Waldorf teachers unconsciously adopted it. A number of recent academic critics of Waldorf education (e.g., Prange, 2000, Zander, 2007) have asserted this recapitulation theory is part of Waldorf education. Despite Steiner’s disavowals, the reality is that this idea still lives in Waldorf practice, notably in the class teacher period. Both Professors Michael Zech and Volker Frielingsdorfer (both personal comments) have suggested that Stockmeyer, who had considerable experience as a state school teacher, introduced this idea both in his time as school leader and later in his collation of curriculum references.

If certain key assumptions about Waldorf curricula are contentious, such as the recapitulation theory, the deconstruction of fine-grained developmental phases where does that leave Waldorf education?



New developments

In recent years a new approach to Waldorf curriculum has emerged that goes hand in hand with an epistemological shift. Until recently, as we have seen above, Waldorf teachers based their work on trust that Steiner was right and what one might call practice-based validation (i.e.it seems to work). Rittelmeyer suggested back in 1990 (and has elaborated this more recently, 2023), that since we have no way of verifying the results of Steiner’s spiritual research, his ideas should be treated not as facts, but as heuristic hypotheses used as a lens to explore pedagogical phenomena. The criteria for their validity would lie in their fruitfulness in shedding light on these phenomena and the possibility of verifying such hypotheses through other research, perhaps using other theory to complement Steiner’s. Furthermore, as Steiner (2011) himself suggested, working with such ideas as ‘boundary concepts’ (see Kiersch, 2010; Rawson, 2021), teachers can develop dispositions to pedagogical insight, thus extending the boundaries of their knowledge-in-practice. Together with the introduction of practitioner research into teacher education (in Germany at least) a new basis for Waldorf theory is being established and documented.



A layered curriculum

Using this heuristic approach Rawson (2021) was able to develop a new interpretation of curriculum by interpreting Steiner’s notion of an ideal curriculum in Weber’s sense of an ideal type (see above). A curriculum is therefore a pedagogical construct that offers a framework of ideal typical developmental themes as orientation. Using the notion of developmental tasks (see above), the curriculum is structured to provide a sequence of developmental learning opportunities across the life course of childhood and youth. The developmental sequence is a pathway laid down by Waldorf education to prompt and guide the development of learning groups (e.g., Waldorf classes) and individual student’s actual development can be assessed in relation to this. This is not intended as a normative set of prescribed outcomes to be tested with high stakes consequences but rather as roadmap and diagnostic tool.

As Bransby and Rawson (2022) have shown, this developmental framework can be seen as common to Waldorf schools anywhere. They call this the macro level of curriculum in analogy to Bronfenbrenner (1979) ecological approach. The developmental sequence is pegged to Waldorf classes as a convenience but this not a necessity. As Rutishauser and Stolz (2018) have shown in the field of emergency education, the child’s actual developmental sequence can be delayed through trauma, but with adequate learning opportunities, children can ‘catch up’. The sequence is more important than the specific age group. Since few children are at the same developmental stage at any specific age, the developmental sequence can be seen as a harmonising instrument.

At the meso level, each country, federal state or even school can identify the sequence of skills and knowledge relevant in their context and at the micro level, the teacher draws on the macro and meso level curriculum and adapts this to her particular class or group of students. This would enable teachers anywhere to develop Waldorf curricula locally, while retaining a rhizomic and coherent link with Waldorf education everywhere.

The overall ontology of curriculum can be iterated as follows; as Rawson (2021) has elaborated, Steiner’s pedagogical anthropology gives rise to a number of generative principles relating to learning and development (e.g., learning benefits from a rhythmical structuring, children should first have experiences then make sense of these before coming to any concepts etc.). Steiner never formulated these as such but rather implied them in his suggestions for practice. Using these generative principles teachers can then plan and implement their practice by shaping the learning process accordingly. The ontological sequence can be shown in the following formula: Figure 1.

[image: Flowchart illustrating the progression from pedagogical anthropology to generative principles, then to practice such as curriculum, with each stage represented in a blue rectangle connected by arrow symbols.]

FIGURE 1
 The ontological origins of curriculum.


Waldorf education can learn from other approaches. This new interpretation of curriculum as a sequence of age-sensitive learning opportunities was also inspired by a Vygotskian perspective. The learning opportunities in the layered curriculum offer zones of proximate8 development (Vygotsky, 1986, 2017). As Barrs (2022) has shown, new translations show that Vygotsky’s interest in the ZPD was to highlight the role of pedagogy in children’s development. The activities, tasks and challenges and the developmental themes they are linked to, prompt children’s learning. Learning is thus the motor of development when it enables the learner to experience challenges beyond her current abilities. As Vygotsky says,


The very lines of school education awaken inner processes of development. …Most important about this hypothesis is its position that developmental processes and learning processes do not coincide, that the former follow the latter, creating zones of proximate development (2017, p.370).
 



Future research

Since there has been so little research on Waldorf curriculum, research on almost any aspect would be useful. Even accurately documenting the development in each country, separating myth from historical evidence, would be vitally important, if only to create awareness of the processes and dynamics involved. However, there are some more specific questions that I think would be particularly interesting to explore. Bearing in mind Said (1979/2003) view that when an idea travels from one culture to another it not only changes through translation but it ‘adopts’ some assumptions of the new culture, and the problem is, the new culture often does not realise this. This may also apply to the ideas of Waldorf education. Alexander (2001), writing about comparative pedagogy, notes that pedagogy is always embedded in a culturally, situated discourse. The theory informing the field of comparative education in the mainstream could be applied to Waldorf education. This is an area of research that could be fruitful for understandings of the transmission and transformation of Waldorf practice over time and space.

Another area of research would be to explore how Waldorf curricula have responded to state requirements, in particular where Waldorf education is applied in maintained schools (e.g., academies in the UK and charter schools in the US). It would be interesting to see to what extent aspects of Waldorf curricula are transferable to non-Waldorf schools, notably the focus on interdisciplinary themes.



Conclusion

The Waldorf curriculum has come a long way since 1925. It has been at the heart of the worldwide success of Waldorf education. Though it has remained relatively static for a long time, it has gradually adapted to changing times, to places and circumstances. In its most recent iterations, it continues to provide teachers with orientation and inspiration while allowing innovation and creativity. Like many aspects of Waldorf education, it has emerged from a long period of faithful loyalty to its founder Rudolf Steiner and the founding myth of the first Waldorf School. This led to an asymmetrical relationship between its German origins and the rest of the international movement. This long incubation has provided it with deep roots and the arboreal metaphor of a central, original master-curriculum gifting its (exotic, i.e., imported) fruits to the world, is now in the process of transforming into a rhizomic network without a centre, linked by a growing interwoven substructure that enables it to sprout and take roots anywhere the conditions permit.

Like Ngũgĩ wa Thiongo (2012) notion of globalectics, one can envisage the Waldorf curriculum as distributed across the globe, with no particular version of curriculum or place of origin more central than any other. All growth points would be connected and in decentred contact and in multiple dialogue, not only between the centre and the periphery, as it has been and partly still is, but between Waldorf schools and scholars everywhere. Every Waldorf curriculum that shares the macro layer developmental structure and builds on the generative principles of Steiner’s pedagogical anthropology, is of equal value. As in Deleuze and Guattari (2004) original metaphor of the rhizome, it is a network with no centre, in which all points are in dynamic balance. As Ngugi says, “central to the pedagogical enterprise is the practice of translation. Translation is the language of languages. It opens the gates of national and linguistic prisons” (2012, p.61). The art of curriculum is therefore a question of translation, which means returning to the original pre-linguistic source and intentions.

The Waldorf movement- if not all its practitioners -has grown out of the phase of faithful imitation and in many places, it has already developed its distinctive character. It is now at the phase in which it can draw its influences from multiple sources, and not just the singular one of Steiner and the Waldorf tradition. It needs to develop its own local voices while maintaining family resemblance. This may be difficult for institutions that feel they have the task to preserve and cultivate certain traditions, but if they do not participate in the process they will be hollowed out and have ever less influence.
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Footnotes

1   Rudolf Steiner founded the Waldorf School in Stuttgart, Germany in 1919 at the request of the entrepreneur Emil Molt, who wanted a school for the children of the workers in his Waldorf Astoria Cigarette Factory. Some of the schools that follow this educational approach are called Waldorf, others Steiner, and other again are named after other notable people. In this article I use the term Waldorf and this includes Steiner education, schools and curriculum, whether in public, state-funded or private schools. Steiner himself spoke out in the strongest terms against schools being called after him personally, and he also objected to the name Waldorf for other schools following his educational ideas because of its association with the cigarette brand, “one always smells tobacco when one hears the name Waldorf.” The first school in Hamburg-Wandsbek was called The Free Goethe School. The author’s current school is named after the poet Christian Morgenstern. Steiner also envisioned his education being practised in non-Waldorf schools (see Frielingsdorf, 2019, p. 68–9).

2   To date there are 1,857 kindergartens in 70 countries, 1,092 schools in 64 countries.

3   
https://www.inaste-network.com/


4   
https://www.steinereducation.edu.au/curriculum/steiner-curriculum/


5   The English translation speaks of “evolutionary laws and forces they operate through the stages of a child’s development” where the German speaks of “Entwicklungsprinzipien…Entwicklungskräften des Kindes nach den verschiedenen Lebensalter….” This conflation of evolution with development seems to be a feature of Anglophone understandings of Steiner.

6   Methodos literally means a way, a pursuit of knowledge, an investigation, a mode of prosecuting such inquiry, or system (Kluge, 2002).

7   The origin word is Hochschule, German for a university or higher education institution.

8   I follow Barrs (2022) in adopting proximate simply meaning the next, instead of the tradition translation of Vygotsky’s construct, proximal.
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The New Zealand Certificates of Steiner Education (CSE) are secondary qualifications at levels 1, 2 and 3, recognized by the New Zealand Qualifications Authority. They give access to tertiary education in New Zealand and beyond. The impulse for new qualifications grew from a wish to have important aspects of the taught Steiner curriculum recognized and valorized, that these aspects be credit bearing toward tertiary study, an option not offered by existing qualifications. The certificates were developed over an 18-month period and were implemented by the (then) four New Zealand Steiner schools with high school classes. The CSE are based on a suite of learning outcomes which give teachers a substantial degree of assessment autonomy, allowing them to tailor assessment modalities to the student or class being taught. Since 2012, the qualifications have been offered overseas and are now used as a pathway to university by Steiner schools in a growing number of countries. This article draws on the experiences of one of the developers of the qualification and two teachers in schools using the certificate in the UK, and outlines some of the challenges faced when breaking new ground in the advancement of Waldorf education internationally.
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Background

There has long been a tension in the upper classes of Steiner Waldorf schools between the delivery of a full ‘Steiner’ curriculum and the requirements for state qualifications (see, among others, Vries, 2014; Hoffmann and Götz, 2016). Specific elements of a Steiner education, such as practica (including farm experience, surveying, work experience, and community work), eurythmy,1 class plays and the Class 12 project2 have often not been able to be credit bearing for state qualifications. Because of this, these subjects have tended to either loose priority in the minds of students (‘Does this count toward the exams?’, see Hoffmann and Götz, 2016), been timetabled out in favor of subjects which are formally assessed, or resulted in students completing additional work which they receive no formal credit for. Moreover, exam pressures in the final school year have trickled down and affected lower classes as well (Rawson, 2012).

This chapter looks at how the experience of Steiner secondary schools in Aotearoa New Zealand led several of them to work with this challenge, leading to the creation of the New Zealand Certificates of Steiner Education (NZCSE, or CSE), state-recognized qualifications in secondary education, accepted for entry into all universities in New Zealand and increasingly offered overseas (New Zealand Qualifications Authority, 2023).

The chapter falls into three main sections. Firstly, we give some New Zealand context – educationally, socially, and regarding Steiner education. The second section looks at the history of the certificates, outlining how a small group of schools chose to disengage from the state qualification system and then to engage intensively with it in order to create a new set of nationally and internationally accepted qualifications. In the third and final section we hear of the experiences of students and teachers from two schools in the UK which have taken up the certificates. To conclude, we look at future prospects and challenges which lie ahead.



The New Zealand context

New Zealand is a small country in the southern hemisphere. With around 5 million inhabitants, its population is similar to Switzerland, Ireland, Singapore and Costa Rica. There are some 825,000 students of school age, with approximately 70,000 completing their schooling every year (Education Counts, 2021). The founding social contract of the country, Te Tiriti o Waitangi (the Treaty of Waitangi, 1840) intended to establish principles of partnership, active protection and redress between Māori and the colonizing British of the time (Orange, 2012), acknowledging very early on in the colonial history of the country the existence and equal status of different ways of understanding and being in the world (Anderson et al., 2015). This openness to diversity extends into the area of education. As well as state schools, around 12% of all students attend what are known as state-integrated schools (Ministry of Education, 2021). These are schools with ‘special character’, established under the Private Schools Conditional Integration Act of 1975 (New Zealand Government, 1975). Special character schools have a strong underlying ethos or philosophy. The large majority are Catholic, but they also include schools of other Christian denominations, as well as Muslim, Jewish, Montessori and Steiner schools. They are ‘integrated’ into the state system and receive the same level of funding as state schools but, importantly, their ethos is protected by an agreed ‘statement of special character’ which guarantees that their identifying characteristics will be respected by the Crown. They can additionally ask for ‘attendance dues’ to help cover running costs or additional staff.

Nine of the ten Steiner schools in New Zealand are integrated into the state system including four of the five high schools. As a small but influential body of schools, the Steiner schools of New Zealand have sought to engage positively with state authorities to promote, represent and advocate for the healthy development of Steiner education in contemporary, diverse contexts. This has included responding to pressures on the Steiner curriculum caused by mandatory standardized testing (primary, currently not being applied) and preparation for external exams (secondary).

At the same time as these pressures were being felt in New Zealand, colleagues in Europe were facing similar issues and looking to create what was known as the European Waldorf Diploma (Hardorp, 2011). This was worked on intensively for several years without reaching a format in which it could be adopted by schools.



History of the certificates of Steiner education

From the mid-90s, Taikura and Raphael House Steiner Schools (in Hastings and Lower Hutt, respectively) decided not to offer state examinations or qualifications in their high schools, but to teach a curriculum which better encompassed their Waldorf educational values. Students who wanted to continue their studies at university level applied for discretionary entry with a portfolio of their work from school and were admitted to university on a case-by-case basis. Discretionary entry was also a common pathway for overseas students to enter New Zealand universities and the two Steiner schools were able to use this pathway successfully.

However, in 2008, funding to New Zealand universities was cut by the government of the time, which in turn led to universities offering fewer places to students and the entry requirements rising. With fewer places on offer, priority was given to those with state qualifications rather than those seeking entry through the discretionary pathway. Steiner schools became concerned that entry through this pathway was becoming more difficult and that their students would likely also need state qualifications in the future to study at university. The schools believed that preparing students for state qualifications would have a negative effect on the teaching of a broad and widely accepted Steiner curriculum (Rawson and Richter, 2000; Boland and Rawson, 2024). This became the catalyst for the development and design of a set of nationally recognized Steiner secondary qualifications. Additionally, the schools wanted the full breadth of overall achievement and competence of their students to be officially recognized and validated, and to do it in a way which reflected the special character of a Steiner education more accurately.

To do this, a working group was formed by the Executive of the then Federation of Rudolf Steiner Schools in New Zealand to take up a new project to develop a state-recognized Steiner high school qualification. Funds for the project came from New Zealand Steiner schools. The group initially comprised Karen Brice-Geard (chair, and principal of Raphael House Rudolf Steiner School), Mark McGavock (associate principal, Taikura Rudolf Steiner School) and Donna Skoropada [former Taikura teacher and quality assurer with the New Zealand Qualifications Authority (NZQA)].


Designing of CSE

The first step in designing what has now become the New Zealand Certificates of Steiner Education was to embark on a consultation process with schools, parents, teachers, students, and alumni to better gain an understanding of what each of the (then) four Steiner high schools taught, what their curricula covered, and what kind of assessments each was using. Through this process of consultation, it became apparent that three qualifications needed to be developed, one for each for Classes 10, 11 and 12 (ages 16, 17 and 18), and that each qualification would need to be flexible and broad enough for each school to be able to implement them without requiring major change to much of their existing curriculum.

With the decision to design three qualifications, at levels 1, 2 and 3 of the New Zealand Qualifications Framework (aimed at Classes 10, 11 and 12), came the early decision that developing Learning Outcomes (LOs) which arise out of the subject content for the different classes, supported by assessment criteria, would best suit the needs of the qualifications. Learning outcomes were chosen because of the flexibility that they offer. Assessing by learning outcomes places the student at the center rather than a curriculum or body of content which is taught (Hipkins and Cameron, 2018). The goal (outcome) is pre-set, but how that goal is attained and by what path is up to the teacher. They allow teachers to adapt their teaching methods and content to meet the needs of individual students and changing circumstances. They put the focus onto the student’s progress and achievement rather than external assessments. Additionally, they provide students with clear expectations so they can track their own progress, which in turn can enhance motivation and self-directed learning. As Geoff Masters states, “one of the best ways to build students’ confidence as learners is to help them to see the progress that they are making over extended periods of time” Masters (2017).

Over a period of 18 months, the three draft qualifications were developed with learning outcomes and assessment criteria for each level and each subject. Quality assurance and school coordinators’ documents were written along with numerous articles on the qualifications to inform schools, teachers and students as well as the wider Steiner community. Consultation continued at all levels to refine the learning outcomes and numerous meetings were had with NZQA, the New Zealand Ministry of Education, and Universities New Zealand—Te Pōkai Tara.

In September 2010, applications were lodged with NZQA for three separate qualifications. Three months later, formal approval was given with confirmation that the certificates would be listed on the New Zealand Qualification Framework (NZQF) as recognized, quality-assured secondary school qualifications. They remain one of just two secondary qualifications on the NZQF, the other one being the main state qualification, the National Certificate of Educational Achievement (NCEA).

The working group also applied to Universities New Zealand—Te Pōkai Tara for ad eundem statum (admission at an equivalent level) which was granted in March 2012. This meant all eight New Zealand universities would (be required to) accept graduates from Rudolf Steiner schools with a Level 3 CSE in the same way as they would holders of the state qualification, the NCEA.



What they are and how they work

The certificates are assessed by means of a growing set of learning outcomes (LOs). The creation and revision of these LOs is made by the New Zealand-based Qualifications Committee which meets twice a year and an independent body – its members all have long experience of Steiner education. The Qualifications Committee responds to requests from schools to revise LOs or create new ones for specific purposes or subjects.

When the NZCSE is implemented in a high school, it brings with it a quality management system which ensures transparency for all high school assessments and requires an assessment and moderation plan for classes 10, 11 and 12. Teachers are required to internally moderate a selection of their students’ work on an annual basis. These moderation processes are an essential and necessary part of the life of a high school and help develop teachers’ awareness of teaching and learning as well as good assessment practices. In addition to internal moderation, 30% of assessments are externally moderated at level 1 and level 2, and 100% of level 3 assessments are moderated when a school begins to offer it for the first time.

This detailed and rigorous moderation system ensures the robustness of assessment results and international consistency. Where the curriculum is based on developing personal or inner qualities or is more reflective in intent, a school may offer other forms of attestation in addition to the teachers’ assessment. These processes help parents, students and schools work collaboratively together for the best interest of the students.



International development of the CSE

In 2012, the Federation was contacted by the European Council for Steiner Waldorf Education (ECSWE) who had been developing a European Waldorf Diploma (EWD) for the previous 8 years. They had read an article about the development and the approval of the CSE in New Zealand and invited Karen Brice-Geard and Mark McGavock attend the Easter Teachers’ Conference in Kassel, Germany in 2013 to give a presentation and talk about the qualifications. Teachers from the United Kingdom were at the conference which led to a trip to the UK, to discuss the possibility of the qualifications being offered there as well. While attending the UK teachers’ conference that year, the EWD working group of ECSWE decided to put aside their work toward a European Waldorf Diploma and instead work toward the implementation of the CSE. A significant reason for this was that, by using the Lisbon Recognition Convention (Council of Europe, 1997), students achieving a CSE Level 3 endorsed with university entrance (UE), can apply and gain entry to universities in signatory countries beyond New Zealand.

At the same time, two schools in the UK (St. Michael’s in West London and the South Devon School) declared that they wanted to start implementing the CSE after their summer break. Mark and Karen visited these schools to train the teachers and get the schools ready to start. Shortly after this, the first request was received from a German school. Since then, the CSE has been taken up by more schools in the UK, Germany, Austria, Switzerland, and Australia.



Moving from the Federation to the Steiner Education Development Trust (SEDT)

As interest in the CSE grew, it became clear that the New Zealand Federation was not resourced to oversee, manage, and develop an international secondary school qualification, and that a not-for-profit, charitable organization would need to be established to take on this important task. Several individuals were approached based in New Zealand with backgrounds in business, finance and Steiner education, leading to the Steiner Education Development Trust (SEDT) being established in September 2014 (Steiner Education Development Trust [SEDT], 2023).

SEDT has a board of independent directors who have a long association with Steiner education and are ultimately responsible for its governance and operation. It employs a General Manager as well as country managers in the UK, Germany and Austria. The independent Qualifications Committee, comprising experienced Steiner high school teachers, ensures moderation quality assurance and oversees the development of additional LOs as needed. Outside New Zealand, this awarding process involves a Credit Recognition and Transfer process, to ensure parity and consistency with NZQA requirements.

There are currently 22 schools offering the CSE: 15 in Europe, two in Australia and five in New Zealand, with interest and requests for information and visits from other schools in Europe, Asia, Africa and North America. As the CSE develops and grows over time, it is hoped that it will become further recognized and valued worldwide as a specifically Steiner qualification on a par with other internationally recognized secondary school qualifications such as the International Baccalaureate and Cambridge International A Levels.




Implementing CSE in schools: two case studies

There follow two brief case studies from schools in the UK which implement CSE. They give insider viewpoints of how it is to use CSE qualifications, both as a teacher and as a student.


St Michael Steiner School, West London. Amanda Bell

In the summer of 2012, while London prepared for the Olympics, the St Michael Steiner School moved from its original site on the top floor of a state primary school in Wandsworth, Southwest London, to a 200-year-old vicarage set in three acres of wood and parkland two miles south of Heathrow Airport. The physical transition and consequent clear-out of what had built up over the first 11 years of the school’s life facilitated the mental shift that was necessary as we prepared to open our first ever high school class.

Our preparation included attending the International Refresher Course for Steiner upper school teachers in Kassel, Germany, which, serendipitously, was focusing on Class 9 that year. We recognized the rising 15-year-old’s need for a curriculum based around practical skills and experiential work, in striking contrast to what most of them would have been getting in the first year of their GCSE3 courses offered by most UK schools. Practical work had been a central aspect of our curriculum from the beginning, so we had skilled, experienced staff, and our new grounds offered the opportunity for interesting and challenging projects that would give the students the experience of contributing something valuable to the community, rather than just focusing on their own ambitions. We felt well prepared to provide what our students needed. The issue we faced was assessment or, more precisely, qualifications. Much as we would have liked to educate our students without the intrusion of formal assessments, it was important for the long-term survival of our nascent high school that they could get into British universities.

We had discussed options with the students concerned and their parents during the planning stage. Having investigated the impact of offering GCSEs and A-levels with teachers at other British Steiner schools, we felt that the gap between what we thought was right for the students and what (and how) we would have to teach for these exams was too great. The parents and students of that first Class 9 were committed to Steiner education; as a pioneer class, they were used to a degree of uncertainty about the future and had already thought through the consequences of not taking a mainstream route to further or higher education. This flexibility of the parent body was a gift that freed our decision-making, which, consequently, was able to remain idealistic in the early stages. The pragmatic questions came later from parents with children in the lower school approaching secondary school age,4 and at Open Days from prospective parents who had not been party to the initial planning process. The school has parents who have come toward the school to avoid rigorous testing regimes in state education as well as parents drawn toward Steiner education itself. When parents are faced with the prospect of their own children leaving school without widely recognized qualifications, ideals begin to clash with pragmatism; even committed parents can become conventional. There can be a security in doing what everyone else is doing, and stepping away from that can suddenly seem reckless when applied to your own child. It became clear that, if we started offering GCSEs and A-levels, parents’ and students’ expectations would prevent us from ever giving them up. It was not something we could use as a stopgap.

In 2012 we decided not to offer any formal qualifications, instead investigating pathways for our students to university without them. There were some avenues of possibility. The Acorn School in Nailsworth, Gloucestershire, had been following such a path for several years. The problems we foresaw were when we looked at options for students who did not want to go to university. Whereas schools in more rural areas can develop relationships with local schools and colleges, this is not feasible in London. It appeared that we would have to advocate for our students case by case, with no guarantee of success.5 We considered just offering GCSEs in English and Math, which seemed to be prerequisite everywhere, although for places on competitive courses it looked as if having two GCSEs could be worse than none. Having none indicates that there has been a clear decision to take a different path; having just two can look like under-achievement.

Fortunately for us, we went to the Kassel conference again in 2013 and met Karen Brice-Geard and Mark McGavock. They were promoting what was then called the Steiner School Certificates and it became clear that it would be possible for us to let go of the notion of offering GCSEs. We breathed out and everything happened very quickly after that: Mark and Karen visited St Michael’s, explained in detail how the certificates work, gave us some training and we signed up in mid-July, ready to begin with Level 1 assessments in Class 10 from September 2013.

Looking back, adopting CSE in the school was a leap of faith, taken mostly because it felt right and came at exactly the right time. Many voices in the British Steiner movement were raised in alarm at what we (along with the South Devon and Norwich Steiner schools) were doing. We swam against the tide for quite a while and the only support we received came from New Zealand and Germany. However, this meant that we formed closer links with people in the movement outside the UK as well as with colleagues at South Devon and Norwich. These relationships have continued to broaden and enrich our work; we are now joined by colleagues in Cardiff.

What appealed to us most about CSE was its flexibility. Assessment criteria are set by the moderators in New Zealand and generally ask students to demonstrate skills or understanding: for example, an ability to describe, explain, evaluate or analyze; to demonstrate practical and artistic skills: creativity, presentation, leadership, planning and problem-solving. These skills can be assessed through almost any content. Teachers write the assessment tasks themselves, based on what they want to teach and what they want the students to get out of the lessons. For example, ‘Examine human interactions with the environment and natural resources’ asks students to ‘describe/explain/discuss the social/environmental impact of using and/or developing a natural resource, including differing perspectives of people.’ This has been applied to pre-history, looking at the impact of the development of agriculture on ancient societies, as well as to current ecological issues such as water supply and food production in Global Issues and Geography lesson blocks. Assessment tasks and a sample of marking are moderated, first internally by a colleague and then externally in New Zealand. This is a lot of work for teachers, but it requires that we take an interest in our colleagues’ work, which means that we are aware of what is being taught and expected of students in other lessons.

Assessment always has an impact on teaching; it is impossible, as a teacher, not to have in the back of your mind the assessment criteria and the need to ensure that the students have the necessary skills and understanding by the time they reach the deadline. That said, we do our best not to allow the assessment to dominate. It requires some skill and experience—as well as intuition and good fortune—to write an assessment task that will really reflect what the students learn before the block has started. Often, we fall short simply because what arises in lessons and reveals itself as the real heart of the block is largely unpredictable. In the worst cases, the assessment feels tacked-on and irrelevant or we find ourselves shoe-horning the lesson into the assessment task; this has happened to all of us at one time or another.

The success of CSE, both in terms of assessing learning and of not driving our teaching, depends on how well the assessment tasks are designed and implemented. It takes time to learn how to write a good assessment task; some teachers are better at it than others, so effective mentoring is necessary. One of the best outcomes for us of working with CSE has been the development of the ‘critical friend’ relationship between colleagues. This works against the common experience of secondary education being thought of and taught in siloes (Patnoudes, 2018) with little cross-pollination between subject areas. It has had positive repercussions in all aspects of our work and models a collaborative and supportive, rather than competitive, way of working for the students. A good assessment task will be clearly written, so that the students know what they have to do and uncertainty doesn’t become a source of anxiety; it will work with the tasks being set by other teachers, so that a balanced range of skills is assessed across the curriculum; it will allow for different modes of assessment to enable all students to achieve; it won’t try to assess everything that has been taught but will sample the students’ knowledge and give them scope to explore or extend topics independently.

Through this last attribute, we can avoid shoehorning by setting assessment tasks that provide an opportunity for students to follow their own interests. For example, when the above assessment task was applied to a pre-history block, one of the students’ research projects—into the effects of the advent of agriculture on Paleolithic societies—led her to investigate and write about the effects on society of intensive food production today. In doing so, she came to an understanding of the relationship between population growth and food production across thousands of years. An aspect of the history curriculum resonated with what she had studied in ecology and geography, and she began to experience the connections that exist between all subjects. Another student was curious about a connection between painted caves and cathedrals and investigated possible spiritual purposes of cave painting. Others went in different directions and, when they shared their research, they brought together a range of different aspects of the same subject, each of which was of particular interest to an individual student. The different threads they had followed wove for the whole class a fabric richer than anything the teacher could possibly have produced or imagined alone.

Although in Humanities and Arts, the CSE assessment criteria can be applied to any content in this way, in Sciences and Math, our teachers have found the topics much more prescriptive. Our Math teacher writes:







	

	The courses that I teach are journeys of exploration and discovery in which putting mathematics into an historical context and tracing the threads of an unfolding tapestry of patterns, connections and relationships allows pupils to develop an intuitive grasp of processes and principles and so discover concepts, which in turn leads to intellectual understanding. The aim is to engage, inspire and foster understanding of mathematics. As Hardy says, “A mathematician, like a painter or poet, is a maker of patterns. If his patterns are more permanent than theirs, it is because they are made with ideas” (Hardy, 1941/1992).











	

	
My initial experience of working with the CSE in mathematics was one of liberation; the complications, constraints and compromises imposed on delivering a Waldorf Upper School mathematics program by simultaneously preparing pupils for public examinations had been removed. I quickly discovered that this was not quite the case. Although assessment criteria are broad, that breadth is often contradicted by the proscriptive nature of the accompanying Guidance for Teachers, which in essence is a curriculum based upon applying principles to solving problems.






Revision and renewal of assessment criteria by the teachers who are using them is an integral part of the structure of CSE and our own teachers have done some of that work, mainly to address differences between what we teach in certain classes and what is done in Steiner schools in New Zealand. For example, we teach Projective Geometry in Class 11 as well as Class 12, and Embryology in Class 11, whereas both are taught in Class 12 in New Zealand, so there were no available assessments for those subjects at Level 2. The wider issues described above remain: the nature of Steiner math and science teaching is fundamentally different from that of mainstream education, and the fact that this is not reflected in the available assessment criteria means that the special quality of our teaching in these subjects is undermined by the assessments. On the other hand, the content demanded by universities in these subjects is also much more prescriptive than in the humanities, and if the purpose of the assessments is to get the students into universities, they are doing their job.

For most of our students, CSE Level 1 is their first experience of having their work formally measured against someone else’s and, generally, they look forward to it with a mixture of excitement and nervousness. The results usually confirm what the students already know, from feedback and reports, about their abilities, but not always. We can only assess the product of their effort, not their personal progress or the effort itself. For those who work hard to achieve at all, this stands in stark contrast to the encouraging and supportive feedback they have had in the Lower School. Others discover that they can ‘do well’ without much effort, which is a drawback. Students’ work can be assessed in many ways, including through oral presentations, independent research, projects, portfolios, class discussions and interviews as well as through written work, so if assessment tasks are well planned, this can level the playing field to a great extent. However, it is very easy to think (conventionally) of written work as the default method of assessment, to adopt other methods for students who do not write well and allow the ‘high flyers’ to use writing (their favorite method) all the time so that they always achieve the highest grades. However, for their own development, these high-achieving students also need to experience challenge sometimes, even at the cost of an Excellence grade. Teachers and students need to understand the value of this so that the grade does not become the focus of their education. Conversely, those who struggle most of the time do not need an additional challenge and can be guided to the best ways in which to show what they know and can do. All students thrive from knowing that their teachers ‘see’ them and are designing assessment tasks with them in mind, so CSE does not have the negative aspects of objectivity—the ‘facelessness’ of conventional exams—and can more effectively reflect the character and style of their (Steiner) education.

One of our students who graduated in 2018 and is now studying Liberal Arts with Languages at King’s College, University of London writes about her experience at university:







	

	
When you get results and feedback for essays it’s all on a digital platform and tends to be very abstract. People are often afraid to speak up if they have questions regarding their grade as we don’t really get to know the marker personally. In Steiner schools, students and teachers interact and I feel this gave me the confidence at King’s to organize meetings to discuss my essays so that I could improve where needed.






In our school, all subjects are taught in blocks, so the familiar ‘main lesson’ experience, with a mainly oral exposition of content, recall and discussion continues. By Class 12, most students want challenging tasks and serious critique of their work. Continuous assessment allows us to provide ongoing feedback and for students to work with that throughout the year to improve their work. We can design tasks that stretch or support them in the right way, so that education becomes a dialogue between students and teachers, driven by the students’ interests, questions and desire to learn. This seems to prepare them well for university.







	

	
Seminars are very similar to how we did main lessons, through discussion in small groups. I was surprised how rarely people spoke up when asked to share their thoughts on a subject. Seminar leaders seem to have a hard time getting students to discuss or speak at all, even in groups as small as five students. I was never afraid to discuss a concept with another student, as we did this often in school, so I felt very comfortable. The intimacy of the group and actually being able to interact with the seminar leader makes me feel like I am back in St. Michael’s and tends to be where I feel I am learning the most.






The overall structure of CSE and the assessment criteria generally provide for the development of many skills that are appreciated by our students when they go to university:







	

	
I am very grateful that we were taught how to reference and create bibliographies properly for the CSE as I saw the stress this caused friends on my course who had never had to do it before. Universities don’t teach you how to reference but it is a requirement, and they expect you to work it out yourself. In Liberal Arts you have to use different referencing styles depending on which department you are writing an essay for. I was relieved that I knew how to do this already.












	

	
We have deadlines all through the year, similar to CSE. This way of being assessed was easy for me to transition into as I was used to it and knew how to stay focused and work hard at different times of the year. My course-mates who had only ever had end-of-year exams in school really struggled with completing mid-term assignments.












	

	
I took my first ever proper exam this year in Olympia in a room filled with 600 students. I was very, very nervous but, although never having sat an exam before, I can only really say that it made me work harder over the study period. It was fine. I have handwritten essays before and all I had to do was revise the subject and practice under timed conditions.






We have been working with CSE for 7 years now, and we have graduated students every year for the past 5 years. We prepared letters of introduction to CSE which accompanied each student’s application, and they applied through the usual route,6 to five universities of their choice. All of them were offered a place by at least two of their chosen five, and most received four or five offers. In some cases, predictably where they applied for science subjects, the universities asked for more information about the curriculum the students had followed, and two turned our students down on the basis that the CSE was not an acceptable qualification. We could have fought this using the Lisbon Recognition Convention, however, both students received offers from other universities which they wanted to take up. So, to date, CSE has 100% success rate in achieving what we wanted from it, in terms of getting our students into university. Its success in not interfering with our teaching is perhaps less than that but, apart from in the areas already mentioned, this is mainly down to the ability of teachers to implement it well. This ability, in turn, depends on good training, colleagueship, ongoing mentoring, the development of good working relationships with students and, ultimately, good teaching. The fact that its success depends on these things means that they must develop in our schools, and that can only be a good thing.



The Acorn School, Nailsworth, Gloucestershire. Christine Cook

The Acorn School was founded in 1991 by Graeme and Sarah Whiting to provide its students with a forward-thinking, holistic education enabling them to realize their potential in a supportive environment. Children start at the age of 6 and can go through to the age of 18. The class sizes are intentionally small, with a maximum of 16 students in the lower school. The teacher/student ratio in the high school means that each child is seen and supported by the teaching team. The school prides itself on offering an exciting and fulfilling educational experience that, through the broad curriculum and excellent teaching, sees our young people become confident and conscientious achievers.

A central principle of the school is that assessment is student focused and originally assessments were created and moderated internally. All graduates from The Acorn School over the last 30 years have had 100% entry acceptance rate to university courses they applied to without taking national exams, instead presenting their work and portfolios.

In 2019, the school decided that a recognized qualification would make the transition easier for students to take their next steps beyond school either into further education or employment and for those who wished to change career direction at a later stage in their lives. So the team at The Acorn School began to explore which qualifications, if any, they would potentially use. Having worked with NZCSE for 6 years in another school setting, I joined The Acorn School tasked with implementing it in the school.

NZCSE allows the Acorn’s broad and creative curriculum to continue, as well as offering a progressive and rigorous model of achievement and standards. It offers our students an internationally recognized qualification in their last three school years of school. The ongoing assessment throughout the year is far preferable to a series of high-pressure exams in the summer term. The implementation of the NZCSE brought an increased level of professionalism and transparency around teaching, learning and assessment into the school that was at the same time both challenging and liberating. With the NZCSE, the school can provide a fully creative learning journey, tailored to the students’ interests, and allows for a curriculum to be delivered that can remain flexible, relevant, and current while giving students the opportunity to achieve a high level of accreditation.

The NZCSE was implemented in our school in September 2021. In October 2022, the NZCSE was officially added to the UK’s Universities and Colleges Admissions Service (UCAS) online application form allowing our students the same University access process as other recognized Level 3 qualifications nationally and internationally.7 In Autumn 2022, our first Class 12 students each received an average of four or five university offers (out of five), including to Russell Group universities8, and plan to study a wide range of subjects from human biology, social anthropology, zoology, English, business and management, fashion styling, and art. In July 2023, the first Class 12 cohort (18 years old) graduated having successfully completed their final year Level 3 NZCSE Certificates with the highest possibly rating – each received a Level Three Certificate, achieved with Distinction with University Entrance.

As a school which values education and a student-centered approach to learning, we recognized that this could remain intact using the NZCSE assessment framework instead of an exam system that proscribes a curriculum. Subject specialist teachers can thus deliver a rich, broad, flexible, and challenging educational experience giving each student the chance to develop themselves, their interests, and skills in many subject areas. They were also able to build transferable skills and personal confidence to take with them onto the next steps in their lives and fulfill their career aspirations with an excellent university entrance qualification.

During our school’s recent Ofsted9 inspection in May 2023, inspectors rated The Acorn School as “Outstanding” in all five categories: quality of education, sixth-form provision, behavior and attitudes, personal development, and leadership and management. The inspectors noted in their report that our students’ “attitudes to learning are very strong and they are highly motivated” to achieve high standards for themselves at whatever level they are able and that “staff used assessment precisely” by monitoring and facilitating that progress through the teaching and learning cycle in a very clear and supportive way. They also highlighted that “The curriculum in the sixth form is deep and broad. It is academically demanding, and students have very strong subject and cross-curricular knowledge.” Ofsted found that our “school’s curriculum is very ambitious for all pupils” and the assessment chosen allowed the students to be challenged and thrive.

The NZCSE supports the school’s strong educational curriculum aims and ensures the future pathways that our talented student body wishes to explore. It is always a fine balance to strike, as inspiring education is not about the ultimate qualification. The balance we strike with the NZCSE is that we can continually create a curriculum that is contemporary, original and that involves, develops, and challenges the students’ interests leading them toward continuous and greater progress, rather than a pass or fail. It does take more time and makes demands of the teachers’ creative input, but it is worth those demands when you are able to retain creative freedom to teach and inspire young people so they can become competent achievers, who are able to fulfill their place in the world with confidence.




Review of progress so far

From these reports from St Michael’s and The Acorn School, it is clear that many of the original hopes of the New Zealand Federation have been able to be achieved with the implementation of the certificates.

The first of these was to provide qualifications which would allow teachers to teach the content they wanted from the Steiner curriculum while at the same time being widely recognized, so offering pathways into tertiary study. A parallel hope to this was to legitimate and valorize the Steiner high school curriculum by gaining official recognition that it allows students achieve at an equal standard to students using other curricula. Furthermore, the certificates aspired to address any lack of consistency in assessment through quality assurance mechanisms which also appears to be the case in practice.

That said, there are many challenges which exist and need to be worked through. In many countries, Steiner high schools have gained recognition and built their reputation for academic excellence by their students excelling in state qualifications. In practice, this often means that preparation for these state exams begins in earlier years which can then mean that the Steiner curriculum becomes diluted to some extent, which is something which the CSE specifically aims to counter. However, familiarity with and respect for well-established qualifications is a significant consideration when implementing the CSE. Similarly, SEDT has found that qualification authorities vary considerably in their openness to alternative approaches to assessment. This varies between countries, and even within them.10

Concerns have also been voiced by teachers that the quality management system which is necessary when implementing the NZCSE requires teachers to change much of their (often conventional) assessment methods, and that undertaking a significant amount of internal moderation is something which they do not wish to take on. This has been expressed most strongly by those who have taught in the schools for a number of years or who are nearing retirement.

The hope that the certificates could lead to greater creativity in assessment methods and reduced dependence on summative assessment is something which is still being worked on. Initially, when designing assessment, teachers often draw on tried-and-tested approaches – tests, workbooks. As the CSE becomes more deeply embedded in a school, more imaginative approaches begin to emerge, such as cross curricular work, projects, portfolios, and performances. Learning outcomes which facilitate entry into non-academic pathways (the trades for instance) are still being designed. One of the most promising, non-intrusive assessment methods which is used increasingly is ‘naturally occurring evidence’ – evidence that you have met learning outcomes which can be attested and proven without formal assessment events being set up. Work is continually underway to increase the breadth and efficacy of these means of assessment so they do not interfere with student learning but can operate alongside it seamlessly.

In the words of two students following their Abitur year in a German Steiner school (Hoffmann and Götz, 2016).







	

	
How are you supposed to get a feel for the complex world if exam pressures prevent you from discussing it?… When, through [state exams], non-Waldorf content is pushed into the upper school in order in the end to make individuals comparable, everything which has been carefully guarded becomes secondary and freedom is completely undermined. We are taught this freedom for 10 years and then miss the chance to experience how we could deal with it as individuals…












	

	
It would be nice if, on the occasion of the 100th anniversary of our schools, a campaign for “Courage for Waldorf” saw the light of day, so that our children do not have to go through the… Abitur or other state examinations at Waldorf schools one day.








Ensuring on-going development for Rudolf Steiner high schools

If Steiner education is going to be recognized as a credible, robust, and effective alternative education pathway for students, right through to tertiary study, a new impulse is needed. The single-most significant point of difference for Steiner high schools is that students receive a rich, nourishing and developmentally based curriculum program throughout their schooling. However, this can be compromised when Waldorf education becomes a patchwork pathway when blended with state qualifications. Steiner schools in many countries are pushed or compelled by outside forces to become like other schools rather than the schools they want to be. The Certificates of Steiner Education offer an important point of resistance to these outside pressures.

Looking ahead, the NZCSE provides not only a long-awaited direct pathway into university and higher education, but also the concomitant opportunity to facilitate a complete Steiner curriculum from Class 1 through to Class 12 uninfluenced by state qualification pressures. This is hugely significant for the Steiner School movement, but especially for the thousands of students who will benefit from a cohesive and seamless educational journey to their choice of university, or other course of study.
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Footnotes

1     Eurythmy is a form of movement initiated by Rudolf Steiner. It is performed to both the spoken word as well as music. It is a curriculum subject in Steiner schools, is practised as a stage art and has therapeutic applications.

2     The Class 12 project is the capstone achievement of a Steiner education. It typically takes the form of a comprehensive, self-directed, and independent study or creative work (see Dovzhenko et al., 2020 and Stehlik, 2019, among others).

3     General Certificate of State Education, the UK’s standard school qualification taken at 16 years old.

4     The transition from primary to secondary education in the UK is at the end of year 6, which is Class 5 in Steiner schools, when the children are 11 years old. Before we had a high school, two or three children usually left after Class 5 because their parents felt their children would be disadvantaged if they transferred to mainstream at 14. Since the high school opened, this has happened less and less. In 2020, no-one left Class 5 to go state schools. It is not clear whether this is because we are offering the CSE, or because we have a high school, but since our students have begun graduating from Class 12 with their CSE and going to the universities of their choice without any difficulty, parents and students no longer question its validity. Every year, we hold a meeting for parents of middle school children about the CSE, but increasingly we find they already know about it and have no concerns. It has become part of what we do.

5     Three students from the first cohort decided to leave after Level 2 (Class 11) to take specialized courses at local colleges. The same thing happened the following year. However, the raising of the school-leaving age to 18 in 2015 meant that these students now had a right to places at local schools and colleges to complete their education, and the lack of GCSEs was no longer an obstacle.

6     Through UCAS (The Universities and Colleges Admissions Service) which centralizes and manages the application process for British universities.

7     Such as the German Abitur, US high school diploma, International Baccalaureate or Scottish Highers.

8     The Russell Group is an organization of 24 universities in the UK that have a shared focus on research and academic achievement. It includes the original six red brick universities and seven more that joined since 2007.

9     The Office for Standards in Education.

10     In the federated model in Australia, each of the seven states and territories is free to set its own regulatory requirements for school registration for years 11 and 12. For example, the New South Wales Education Standards Authority strictly restricts the patterns of study a school needs to follow in order to deliver Higher School Certificate subjects, while the Queensland Curriculum and Assessment Authority has successfully negotiated with SEDT and Samford Valley and Noosa Steiner schools, enabling all Steiner schools in Queensland who offer years 10, 11, and 12 to use the NZSCE as an equivalent to the Queensland Certificate of Education (QCE).
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In this perspective paper I propose to explore the remarkable humanity-centered education designed by the Austrian philosopher Rudolf Steiner (1861–1925), along with his legacy in the form of the Waldorf schools that still serve children aged 3–18. Steiner was a polymath who could have been influenced by figures including the Roman playwright Terence, a freed slave who valued “humanity,” as well as the 16th Century Humanist Erasmus of Rotterdam, who was in favor of humane education. International Waldorf education is now over 100 years old and Steiner’s focus on educating the human being in a healthy and integrated manner remains central. This paper provides an exploratory overview of Steiner-Waldorf education and offers a critical reflection on issues sometimes raised against its theory and practice. I have interviewed 43 Waldorf teachers from schools in Germany, the US and the UK covering their individual evaluation of human and humane-focused Waldorf pedagogy. The paper concludes that, given external government support, it can remain a visionary movement and a stimulus to other educational systems.
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The origins of humane education

I am aware of the humane studies of the wider European tradition (Plato included), but here I wish to draw attention to those who initiated the idea of being humane (like Terence), and those who restored it in the Renaissance (like Erasmus). In the early modern period “humane” was used as equivalent to the Latin “humanus” (the word used by Terence). The phrase “humane education” is accordingly used in this paper in a sense recognized for several centuries before Steiner. Steiner was probably aware of the contributions of Erasmus, if not also Terence, but even if he was not, it is worth imaginatively reconstructing the pathway that links them.

Many people look back to the Roman dramatist Terence (second century BCE) as the founder of humanist education. Terence, a freed slave from Africa, in his humanitarian play “Heautontimorumenos” (The Self-tormentor), gave one of his characters the famous (Latin) line “I am a human being, and I regard nothing human as alien to me” (Darwin, 1968, p. 541, I, i, 25). Terence meant no aspect of human language or culture was to be considered unworthy of study or consideration in any sphere of life. This line of Terence has echoed across the centuries, fostering humane education (in the sense of the kind of education of which everyone was worthy) to eventually be given a new prominence.

In the 16th century Desiderius Erasmus of Rotterdam was another polymath and a proponent of broad and humanistic education (in the sense of broad non-technological education). He supported teaching children the classics of ancient Rome and Greece. He encouraged schools to teach about Roman writers such as Cicero and Livy so that students would have access not only to logic and theology but also to poetry, history and cultures beyond their own experience. Yet these schools were usually restricted to well-connected boys. In the time of Erasmus, the recent invention of printing with moveable type meant that it was possible for multiple copies of books, including ancient books, to be accessible to the literate public. So, pioneers such as Erasmus could propagate new forms of education based not on rote-learning but on pupils’ direct acquaintance with works that could fire their imagination, as was to happen a few decades later with a schoolboy from Stratford-upon-Avon whom we now know as William Shakespeare (Livingstone, 1977).



Rudolf Steiner

Despite being brought up in a working-class family, Steiner was educated in a learned environment. At 18 he secured a scholarship and became a scholar of multiple disciplines. He founded the spiritual scientific philosophy of human wisdom, or “Anthroposophy.” Steiner set out principles for social reform in his “Threefold Social Order.” “Liberty,” one part of this, related to the freedom of culture, religion, and education (Briault, 2018). Steiner also published an essay entitled “The Education of the Child” which laid out how to facilitate through education the natural growth of children as free human beings (as capable of creativity and not conditioned mechanistically), and to provide an education for the future. Steiner established the first “Waldorf” school in Stuttgart in 1919 when he set up a beacon school for the Waldorf Astoria Factory workers’ lower-class children, as well as for the factory owner’s own son. Both boys and girls were welcome. Steiner applied his creative curriculum to enable the teacher to value the whole child who faced them (Dahlin, 2018). There are now 64 countries in the world with Waldorf schools (Waldorf World List, 2022).

Steiner explained that the phases of childhood map onto the “three-fold human organism,” that is three educational and chronological stages of Kindergarten, grade (or lower) school, and high (or upper) school. He also identified the ways that children learn, through the “soul functions” of will, feeling and thinking (Suggate and Suggate, 2019). In addition he contended that the human being matures through four developmental periods—thus realizing the “four-fold structure of the human being”—which can ultimately constitute an experienced and accomplished human being (Goldschmidt, 2017).



Common values of the humane education of Terence, Erasmus, and Steiner

The notion of holistic study is central to Steiner’s philosophy. Terence believed that no area of study should be withheld from learners, no matter the status afforded to it. In a parallel way, Erasmus wanted to facilitate wide-ranging opportunities for students to learn subjects previously outside of formal education. So, Erasmus introduced a new literature base which incorporated multi-dimensional thinking. Other educationalists, Comenius among them, further developed this innovative approach (see Livingstone, 1977). Steiner, for his part, wanted people to be able to think for themselves and for children to gain a sense of autonomy regarding the choices available to them for future study or career; children therefore needed a holistic education in all disciplines, ranging from the sciences and mathematics, to the humanities, languages and law, and to movement, and to crafts (Darwin, 1968; Livingstone, 1977; Steiner, 2020).

In a related vein, Steiner required that this education was taught creatively and that all means of learning were treated equally. Terence had implied that all types of knowledge (or at least those available in his day) ought to be considered and made available for learning, with no area of study considered worth less. Erasmus had corresponding ideas: he rejected learning via the conditioning of memorization and repetition, and he promoted learning where the source of knowledge could become meaningful (Darwin, 1968; Livingstone, 1977). Steiner’s creative curriculum meant that, at all learning stages, students would learn simultaneously by means of “head, heart and hands” (Steiner, 2020): that is with cognitive, intellectual investigation, by perceptual and imaginative personal engagement, and physically by practical enquiry (Goldschmidt, 2017).

Another of Steiner’s possible connections to Erasmus is his crucial notion of experiential learning. At the time of Erasmus, the Bible was becoming available in vernacular languages like English, which enabled teachers to provide direct learning encounters with its stories, morals and legends. Like Erasmus, Steiner believed in fostering meaningful discovery for students and initiating understanding that was personally rooted. In a similar way, Steiner highly valued the notion of children participating in biographical learning, involving study of the formative background, cultural upbringing, and life-circumstances of relevant thinkers. Erasmus advocated the study of famous scholars such as Cicero and Livy which allowed for students to absorb unfamiliar cultures and histories (Livingstone, 1977). Steiner similarly advocated the biographical study of prominent figures (critically undertaken), so that students would see themselves in the development of others (Steiner, 2020).

Steiner particularly believed in all-inclusive pedagogy. Terence implied that all disciplines held importance, whatever their different statuses. Erasmus was able to facilitate education for a variety of learners using a new corpus of literature that they could understand intelligently (Darwin, 1968; Livingstone, 1977). Steiner incorporated these values, educating children from diverse backgrounds. He highly valued the input of women colleagues in developing this education, including Millicent Mackenzie, professor of education and a suffragette (Paull, 2013; Jenkins, 2014). Steiner intended his education to spread to different countries, but without it becoming ethnocentric; instead he advised teachers to use the local cultures, histories and languages in their teaching (Steiner, 2020).

As a young adult Steiner was a tutor to four children, one with an evident barrier to learning (Steiner, 1977). Consequently, Steiner formulated his “soul economy” (Rawson, 2021), thereafter a universally-applied Waldorf teaching method which required the teacher to absorb their topic deeply, and to creatively recount the central facets to enable the child to progress. The same child with a learning delay eventually became a medical doctor (Steiner, 2020). The “soul economy” could have contributed towards the modern teaching and learning approach of the “Universal Design for Learning” (Orkwis and McLane, 1998) where in both cases the needs of those with the greatest barriers to learning are prioritized, thus embracing all learners.

Steiner declared that each human being developing themselves freely remains fundamental to Waldorf education (Steiner, 2020).



Methods

This research into Waldorf studies is here scrutinized using conventional social scientific methods. Three sets of qualitative international interviews were held with 43 participant teachers altogether who had expertise in the three stages of Waldorf education and they were asked about their practice. Ten teachers were interviewed at kindergarten stage, 15 at grade school stage, and 18 at high school stage. Participants were teachers across three nations. Of these, eight were based in Germany (G), 14 were in the US (US) and 21 were in the UK (UK). Qualitative research looks for individuals’ experiences and perspectives, and therefore it is immaterial that numbers of participants in each country are different. Sample participants conveyed their own knowledge and experiences of Waldorf education. The findings conveyed patterns and contrasts, allowing for overall critical scrutiny and reflection (Silverman, 2022). Some operational contrasts within countries were apparent, yet what was more striking was that cultural similarities emerged between countries.



Findings

Modern Waldorf education is complex at every stage. The fundamental aim of the humane values guiding this education is purposefully considered in every aspect of practice. Examples selected for their current relevance to humane /humanistic education are highlighted here; and the above keywords are explored in turn. The overall aims of this research are to explore specific examples of modern Waldorf education and assess them critically and thematically with regard to their value and promise.

Waldorf education encompasses the three educational stages of kindergarten, grade and high school from ages three to 18. Teachers reflected on what they feel Waldorf education offers at their own stage. A kindergarten teacher stated, (UK) “children at the center of what you are doing develop a sense of awe and wonder for the world, and for each other.” A grade school teacher summarized, (G) “Waldorf education is about respecting the value of the human being.” A high school teacher observed, (US) “if you have one more human than yourself it is a mixed class.” In embracing students’ varied means of learning, teachers engage all students through the values of learning in a three-tiered way, (UK, grade school) “interactively, intellectually, and emotionally.” After appropriate assessment Waldorf education was found to be about children recognizing their own and their counterparts’ place in the world, through all students being intelligently educated to become multifaceted, thoughtful human beings.

The three stages of Waldorf education are designedly correlated with the three-fold nature of the human being. In kindergarten (US) “the child’s ‘will’ develops unconsciously”; young children learn through “doing” life through guided teacher-led and child-led activities. At grade school students’ perceptual instincts mean that (UK) “children see the beauty of the world, in ‘feeling’ what they learn.” At high school students are invited to use their developing intellect and to question: (G) “You start to see children yearn for more logical ‘thinking,’ reasoning, analyzing” but also it (UK, high school) “does not just require intellectualization, it requires experience, feeling, expression and thinking.” The findings of this research support the claim that the three-fold human organism allows children to learn at natural stages of development, but in a way that requires the traits of doing, feeling and thinking to mature throughout their education (see Steiner, 2020).

Waldorf education is seen to have a curriculum that enables creativity at its core. At kindergarten (UK) “children do not realize they are learning,” and at grade school in (UK) “experiential activities … you are (facilitating) sensing, engaging and connecting, in wonder and discovery” and through this (G) “we keep their imaginations and creative capabilities open.” By high school it (G) “is a transformative place. Students are super-confident; it is a positive, joyous experience.” While the enthusiasm of this respondent may need to be qualified, students of some schools can choose what they study beyond traditional academic subjects, which makes the educational experience dynamic and stimulating, as the New Zealand Certificate of Steiner Education bears out (SEDT, 2024).

Schools have however been criticized by the wider Waldorf movement for implementing a literal interpretation of the curriculum of Steiner of 100 years ago. One high school teacher stated that amongst American Waldorf schools, (US) “the curriculum was Eurocentric; we started a pioneering social justice group to advocate change.” This response raises the important issues of Eurocentrism and the wider issue of diversity and inclusion. Steiner himself has also been accused in modern times of having been racist, and this has been fervently debated by Waldorf academics for decades (for example see Rose, 2013, and see also Zander, 2009; Martins, 2023). Steiner appears inconsistent in his advocacy of universal inclusion and his simultaneous assumptions about the roots of human races (Selg et al., 2021).

Waldorf teachers discussed Steiner’s educational purpose of producing free human beings. Teachers felt (UK, kindergarten) “we need kindergartens because we are closing down children’s worlds in this race to be reading and writing by 3 years old.” In addition, self-regulatory restoration occurs throughout: (UK, grade school) “Anti-social behavior is challenged, and students are required to recognize the effects of their actions, through reverence for one another.” However for this to work, this depends on the parental support of such values. High school teachers reported that school leaders attending university are advanced, (UK, high school) “because we allow them to find their vulnerability, and what their strengths are, and therefore their voice.” One high school teacher summarized: (G) “young people who emerge from this education are able to give direction to their own lives.” Throughout their education students are gradually encouraged to become self-regulating, independently minded young people (Dahlin, 2018).

Waldorf education is widely regarded as an education for the future. All 43 teachers interviewed across Germany, the US and the UK spoke repeatedly of the humanizing nature of this education; (US, grade school) “kids are academically sharp, but also creative, and they are interested in the world and in problem-solving.” Equally other teachers commented on their countering societal negativity: (US, kindergarten) “We bring values of less egocentrism, less judgement, and less indifference to the world.” High school teachers reflected on their educational investment in students. (G) “I try to imagine these individuals at the age of 40 or 50,” and (UK, high school) “we want students to have fresh ideas in a big way for humanity.” By the age of 18, students are holistically knowledgeable as well as specialists, creative and imaginative, and leaders focused on new possibilities (Thewaldorfs.waldorf.net, 2024).



Conclusion

Rudolf Steiner was a farsighted scholar and educationalist. He was informed by esoteric, spiritual ideas, which may feel eccentric in today’s secular climate. However in Steiner’s day, many scholars were influenced by their spirituality. His underlying spiritual philosophy of Anthroposophy is never taught to Waldorf students; rather, it informs the teacher’s appreciation of the child. Practices such as designing one’s own curriculum found in some Waldorf schools may seem unconventional, but sometimes serve to inform other education systems.

Waldorf education remains exclusive, and inaccessible to many in countries without significant state support. This position contradicts Steiner’s intention of his education becoming available to anyone so inclined. Steiner attempted the ambitious, ideal social reform of promoting humanity in education, perhaps influenced by Terence and Erasmus among others. Waldorf is available as a potential example for other educational systems. It is poignant that a 100-year-old education movement is still considered influential and can contribute to the widescale reimagining of education.
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This article explores the distinctive approach to media education in Steiner/Waldorf Schools, focusing on delayed introduction of electronic media. Addressing a research gap, the article highlights the unique developmental phases guiding media pedagogy, combining direct and indirect media education and the so called “media maturity tower.” A central focus is the alignment of media pedagogy with the cognitive developmental stages of students. There are three distinct phases addressed in connection with different topics within the school curriculum. These phases underscore the educational commitment to age-appropriate media engagement and enable a comparison between the rather critical stance taken by Steiner/Waldorf Schools and the current trends regarding the use of media in education. The article highlights the need for further research on the long-term impact of the developmental approach here described on students’ media interactions in adulthood.
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1 Introduction

Media education is a subject undergoing constant evolution and transformation, as societal conditions and technological prerequisites in schools change rapidly, surpassing the pace observed in other STEM disciplines, such as mathematics or physics, in the context of student education (UNESCO, 2023, p. 9). Notably, there has been limited research on media education in Waldorf/Steiner Schools. Consequently, this article draws upon non-scientific sources, recognizing the existing gap in academic exploration.

The specific approach to media education in Steiner/Waldorf Schools is the focal point of this article, aiming to present and justify its divergence from conventional media education. One notable distinction lies in the delayed introduction of electronic media compared to many other educational institutions.

A research desideratum is identified in this context. Further studies are warranted to investigate the approach of Steiner/Waldorf Schools concerning media, with a particular emphasis on exploring what sort of relationship Waldorf students or alumni exhibit toward electronic media in later life.



2 Media literacy and media maturity

The concept of media literacy was succinctly described by the British researcher Sonia Livingstone.

 The more that the media mediate everything in society—work, education, information, civic participation, social relationships, and more—the more vital it is that people are informed about and critically able to judge what’s useful or misleading, how they are regulated, when media can be trusted, and what commercial or political interests are at stake. In short, media literacy is needed not only to engage with the media but to engage with society through the media (Livingstone, 2018).



The educational goal at Waldorf schools can be described as “leading students to media literacy and media maturity”:


By the time they leave school all pupils should be able to use all kinds of media properly for their own education, and also understand exactly how media are technically structured and how they work. To this end they need to have been equipped with skills in the use of educational media through theoretical and, above all, practical media education (Hübner, 2019, p. 2).
 

So, even though the goals of Steiner/Waldorf Schools align closely with the aforementioned concept, the approach or path taken is quite different.

Waldorf schools are generally regarded as institutions that approach technology and electronic media critically, using them very little to none in their teaching or not at all. Media reports typically emphasize the artistic approach, as exemplified by some news broadcasts: (Silicon Valley School, 2011; Inside A Tech-Free School, 2019). Instruction based on “arts and crafts” indeed plays a significant role in Steiner/Waldorf Schools. However, Rudolf Steiner, the founder of Waldorf education, also aimed to nurture students as contemporaries who understood and were able to navigate the technologically driven world around them:


You just need to ask yourselves how many people regularly use the telephone, public transportation […] without having the faintest idea of how they work. In our civilization, people are practically engulfed by a technology that they do not understand. […] Ordinary consciousness is unconcerned about whether it understands the processes or not, and from this point of view it can be argued whether these things matter or not. But when we look at what is happening in the depths of the unconscious, the picture looks entirely different. To use modern technology with no knowledge of how things work or how they were made is like being a prisoner in a cell without windows through which one could at least look out into nature and to freedom. Educators need to be fully aware of this (Steiner, 2003, p. 232).
 

Examples of this type of instruction include the structure of physics classes in the 9th grade focused on combustion engines or electric motors, and the surveying project in the 10th grade, where students experience how mathematics is applied in a practical context (Rawson and Richter, 2014, p. 326). It could be added, that “engineer” is second highest on the list of career choices for former Waldorf students (Barz, 2007, p. 52).

Developing ways of equipping high school students with an understanding of how computers work has also been a feature of Waldorf schools. Over the years, ICT lessons have become an established curricular item in many of them (Rawson and Richter, 2014, 347).

With the development of social media and smartphones the situation in all schools changed radically: Children were now having their first contact with digital devices at a much earlier age, while the school curriculum had not yet made any provision for such devices. As a result of these developments, in schools all over the world curricula were adapted such that digital devices were already being used in kindergartens (Medienkindergarten Startseite, 2023). The practitioners of Waldorf education take a critical view of this development.



3 The approach to media-education in Steiner/Waldorf schools

One of the fundamental, pedagogical principles of media-education in Steiner/Waldorf schools is that the media used should align with the child’s stage of development. Waldorf education is based upon a cognitive development theory, comparable to that put forward, for instance, by Vygotsky.

Accordingly, it seeks to unfold a thematic sequence which supports the child’s development. Ideally this means that children should build up a rich store of sensory experience, learn, and practice useful cultural and social skills, and complete the transition from orality to literacy (the ability to read and write) before they begin adding media literacy to their list of skills. In setting such a standard, Waldorf education is working on the principle that there are distinct phases of childhood. Each of these covers roughly 7 years. The first phase runs from birth to the change of teeth (0–7), the second from the beginning of school attendance to puberty (7–14), and the third from 14 to 21, which corresponds to the age of legal majority (Rawson and Richter, 2014, p. 22).

The first phase is chiefly concerned with the growth of the body and the development of the senses. This means, for instance, that in the pre-school period, the child’s engagement with her environment occurs in her interactions with her (kindergarten-) teachers and peers in “real-world” experiences and not on screens. The vitally important thing in the pre-school period is growing up in a socially and language-rich environment. The use of electronic media at this age, therefore, is not beneficial to the child’s development. There is indeed a growing body of evidence that it may be more harmful than helpful. Not only does it negatively affect social development (Bozzola et al., 2022), but also in a growing number of children it has been found to impair eyesight (Foreman et al., 2021).

In the second phase, the first years of school are characterized by an actively artistic approach to lesson content (Rawson and Richter, 2014, p. 59). Thus, for instance, in the process of learning to write, the letters are derived from hand-drawn pictures (Hübner, 2019, p. 3).

The third phase begins around the age of 14.1 This is the point at which the development of the pre-frontal cortex starts. Accordingly, lesson content increasingly addresses the students’ intellectual and critical faculties. This is the age, for instance, when science teaching begins in earnest in Waldorf schools (Rawson and Richter, 2014, p. 313; Richter, 2019, p. 93, 416).

The phases just described provide a guide for what should be taught in media education at any particular time.

The first phase is largely concerned with real world themes. As a rule, electronic media will only be used, for instance, for the purposes of communication. Nor are they used extensively in the second phase: writing, painting, drawing and, of course, speech are the media used in lessons. During the first years in Waldorf schools there is a lot of recitation and singing in all lessons, and many children play a musical instrument (Rawson and Richter, 2014, p. 126, 298). From this point of view, it can be said that a lot of media education takes place in Steiner/Waldorf schools.

In the third phase, the methods are augmented such that the students now also become acquainted with digital tools and use them in class where appropriate (Figure 1).

[image: Infographic depicts three developmental stages of media education: ages zero to six focus on indirect media education through embodied experience and media abstinence; ages seven to twelve emphasize practicing analogue techniques and cultivating reading; ages thirteen to eighteen transition to direct media education, understanding digital technology, internet safety, and information technology use, integrating arts and social activities throughout.]

FIGURE 1
 The three phases of media education (Dillmann et al., 2021).



3.1 Direct and indirect media education

A basic principle of media education in Waldorf schools was developed by Edwin Hübner: it involves making a distinction between direct and indirect media education, and can be described as follows:


Direct media education has the added task of conveying a basic understanding of how various media function in principle. The task of indirect media education is to encourage children and young people to practice all the skills they need in the information age, but which they cannot acquire in direct contact with media. Indirect media education, for example, provides practice areas in which pupils can train and exercise concentrated attention. Above all, it ensures that young people learn how to acquire knowledge, i.e., how to create a meaningful whole from the many individual pieces of information provided by the media. Children and young people need to learn how to build knowledge from information. In short: Indirect media education trains the self-competence required in the age of digital technology (Hübner, 2019).
 

This idea of preparing for the eventual use of electronic media while at first not using them is rather unique.

In the curriculum of Waldorf/Steiner schools digital media do not replace analog media, they extend them, in that the abilities acquired by use of the latter can subsequently be applied to the use of the former. In parallel to this, it is also a matter of gaining an understanding of the processes going on in technological devices and how they work, as mentioned above. Another approach to this, put forward by Paula Bleckmann, identifies the development of media literacy and media maturity as the central concern (Figure 2). This model envisages two guiding principles for the purposes of curriculum development:

[image: Diagram of a five-level pyramid showing progression from sensorimotor integration at the base, followed by communicative abilities, productive abilities, receptive abilities, and critical reflection at the top.]

FIGURE 2
 Media maturity tower (Bleckmann, 2018).


	1. Analog, direct multisensory experiences should precede digital experiences.
	2. Active and creative media activities should come before receptive consumption (Bleckmann, 2018).

The hallmark of this model is that it seeks to combine different approaches to media education, which were historically regarded as contradictory. It places them in a meaningful sequence, rather than requiring a decision as to which one is right.

The first level focuses upon sensory-motor abilities—not only upon the development of bodily agility, but also on the links between these movement skills and other sensory capacities. The second level is concerned with communication: In learning to communicate, the child goes through a developmental sequence that begins with movement, in other words, gesture. Then later the spoken word is added in, and this may then be enhanced by drawing pictures, the sequence culminating in the child learning to write. These first two levels correspond to the so-called protection-oriented approach within media education (Hoffmann, 2020).

With the third level then come the productive abilities: young people’s productive capacities greatly increase and diversify. This corresponds to the active-productive approach within media education, an example of which is what by now is a tradition of young people producing their own radio shows (Kangas and Sintonen, 2014).

At the fourth level we have the receptive abilities, which evolve as the child grows. This corresponds to the reception-oriented approach within media education, which aims to change the way media content is perceived by critically analyzing it and by exposing the manipulation strategies within media products. It also currently involves critical film analysis (Gentikow, 1998).

The last level—that of critical reflection—corresponds to a critical-emancipatory approach to media education in the tradition of the Frankfurt School’s critical media theory, which aims to promote critical (digital) citizenship, with an emphasis on understanding and countering the manipulative potential of mass media in society (Bleckmann, 2018).

A further characteristic of electronic media use in Steiner/Waldorf schools is that, as a rule, they will be employed for specific purposes as an adjunct to lessons, rather than as regular, ever-present tools (Hübner, 2019, 2022; Dillmann et al., 2021; Pemberger, 2023). Waldorf schools are also engaged upon reviewing and researching their own approach to media. In 2022, an evaluation of media education was published, which included a survey of more than 5,000 parents and almost 1,000 teachers from Montessori and Steiner/Waldorf schools and kindergarten (Bleckmann et al., 2022).




4 Discussion

The introduction of a new technology normally goes through a series of phases, often referred to as the “hype cycle” (Fenn et al., 2003). After a phase of initial enthusiasm society becomes aware that the new technology might have some unwanted side-effects. Then begins the introduction of restrictions to counter these side-effects. History provides us with examples such as x-rays or atomic energy. A current example is the increasing use of AI (Roose, 2023). The same thing is observable with the development of electronic media in general, and when we consider the use of technologies such as smartphones or tablets in school, this is of particular relevance in relation to media education: First came the great wave of enthusiasm: there were projects such as “one laptop per child,” “Steve Jobs schools,” and many others. The general consensus was that there would be a revolution in learning (Stahl, 2007). Several years later it became apparent that learning through electronic media did not produce the successful results that had been hoped for (Pascoe, 2017; Ames, 2021).

Contrary to this enthusiasm for the potential of technology, researchers such as Hattie repeatedly emphasized that the presence of a teacher and his or her relationship to the learners were what played the most essential role in the learning process (Hattie, 2012). Waldorf schools were reserved about media use from the very beginning, and were often viewed with skepticism on this account.

The way things are now (2023) it may seem unrealistic to have a rule preventing children under the age of 14 from using smartphones, as has long been advocated, for instance, by the waituntil8th initiative,2 which refers to the fact that many technology executives waited a relatively long time before their children were allowed to use smartphones. In recent years, however, there has been a shift in the attitude to media use by children. Some examples: California limits the use of smartphone by students while they are on campus (Spiratos and Ratanasiripong, 2023), the state of Utah is introducing a media curfew for minors and more in the Utah Social Media Regulation Act (Socialmedia.Utah.Gov, 2023); Sweden is subjecting the currently obligatory use of media in pre- and primary schooling to thorough investigation (Associated Press, 2023). The UNESCO has made some conclusive pronouncements on this matter:


There is little robust evidence on digital technology’s added value in education. […] A lot of the evidence comes from those trying to sell it. Pearson funded its own studies, contesting independent analysis that showed its products had no impact (UNESCO, 2023).
 

The most far-reaching example here is an initiative in the town of Greystones in Ireland. There the use of smartphones by children in primary school is taboo. About 95% of parents took part in an initiative to ensure that the children do not have smartphones at home either. This initiative also has the expressed support of the Irish government (O’Brien, 2023).

The aim in Waldorf schools is that by the time they leave school students should have acquired a mature and responsible attitude to media. In this they do not differ from most other schools. Where they do differ, however, is in their pedagogical theory of development. From this it follows that the motto “the earlier, the better” is not a good guide to educational practice. On the contrary, it rather indicates that it is better to acquire within the framework of indirect media education the skills that will later be necessary for coming to terms with digital devices. This attitude can create the impression that Steiner/Waldorf schools reject modern technology, although this is not the case.

The general Steiner/Waldorf thinking is that each school can decide for itself when to introduce specific teaching aids, in particular, electronic media (Hübner, 2019).

There is an approach known as csunplugged, which also aims to convey an understanding of how computers work (csunplugged.org). This approach is now more than 30 years old (Bell et al., 2012). It has stood the test of time as a way of conveying a basic understanding of informatics to primary school children. In the meantime, there are projects which use this as an approach to understanding AI (Lindner et al., 2019). These applications of this approach appear to slow down the processes of comprehension they involve. The effect of this is that they can also be understood by pupils who take longer to grasp things. This type of approach is very similar to the approach in Waldorf/Steiner schools. Furthermore, they open up a field of deeper empirical research. With the Media Maturity Study (Bleckmann et al., 2022) a start was made on investigating the media situation in Waldorf schools. Here also it would be worthwhile to envisage further in-depth research into whether young adults who attend or have attended a Waldorf school display different behavior in relation to electronic media, or not.

While this article takes a critical view of smartphones and electronic media, this should not be taken as an outright condemnation of these devices. Smartphones and electronic media are helpful in many areas of life, but this does not imply that they should be in the hands of young children. It goes without saying, for instance, that we do not permit children to drive cars—even though this might be quite helpful—because they are not yet capable of handling a car in a sensible manner (Crossman, 2016). One of the things this article seeks to do is to make the case for a similar attitude to electronic media, without rejecting them in principle.
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Footnotes

1   The onset of puberty has shifted earlier in industrialized countries, but this applies more to bodily than to emotional and cognitive development, which have not shifted to the same extent (Knussmann, 1996).

2   
waituntil8th.org
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Many of the elements of the Waldorf approach featured 100 years ago, with the opening of the first Waldorf early childhood groups, are now supported by current evidence and research into child development. Waldorf practitioners are developing stronger and better-informed practice based on the founding principles, contemporary resources and an ever-deepening understanding of young children today. In this paper I intend to explore five of the significant themes which have received additional impetus in recent years. 1. In the Waldorf approach a foundation of social and emotional development is prioritised as a support for later cognitive development. 2. A key features of the Waldorf early childhood environment is that it is a sensorily-friendly and unhurried microcosm of everyday life. 3. Waldorf practitioners and teachers have been actively promoting for the past century the importance of building up children’s connections with nature. 4. As a result of increased academicization and the pressures of 21st century life, child-initiated, free, creative play is under threat and needs protection and support. 5. One aspect of the Waldorf approach viewed as key is that the inner development of the practitioner or teacher is just, if not more, important than their outer work. Following this review of some essential aspects of the Waldorf approach in the light of recent development, the paper concludes by looking into the future and pinpointing three aspects at the forefront of developments and research among Waldorf early childhood practitioners today.
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 Steiner Waldorf early childhood; early childhood education and care; Steiner Waldorf kindergarten; developments in Steiner Waldorf early childhood; alternative approaches to early childhood education and care


1 Introduction

I became a Waldorf kindergarten teacher in the late 1980s at a time when training for the role was hard to access. I learnt through study, alone and with colleagues, through observing others and through making many mistakes and endeavouring to put them right. For the last 15 years, I have had the privilege of working as a Waldorf early childhood consultant and mentor and of working with some of the seminars around the world which now offer the thorough training which I never had myself. I have brought this international aspect into what follows.

When the first Waldorf school, founded on principles suggested by Rudolf Steiner, opened in Stuttgart in 1919, the youngest pupils enrolled were turning seven. Not until 1926 did the first kindergarten open, admitting children under the age of seven. Now the number of schools and kindergartens continues to grow worldwide. This paper will examine the continued relevance of the Waldorf early childhood approach and curriculum as it moves into its second century of existence. It is not a fixed method or a set of rigid principles, but a living, evolving way of understanding children and supporting their development. Circumstances have changed and so have concepts of childhood and education. In its practice, Waldorf education (sometimes also known as Steiner or Steiner Waldorf education) has changed too while its essentials remain constant. I cannot provide here a complete overview of Waldorf early childhood theory and practice, but I have chosen five essential elements to reflect on in this paper in the light of contemporary developments.

When the first school opened, some of the ideas seemed radical. The aspects of early childhood Waldorf practice I will discuss here are now common topics of debate across the educational spectrum and can be supported by current research from educational psychologists and neuroscientists. Waldorf practitioners are developing stronger and better-informed practice based on the founding principles, contemporary resources and an ever-deepening understanding of young children today.

In this paper I intend to explore these five significant themes which have received additional impetus in recent years. As the Waldorf approach is worldwide, I will include international aspects of practice from places where I have personal connections and experience.



2 Social and emotional development comes before cognitive development

Across Europe and much of the world, Britain is an outlier, when it comes to the age for starting formal education. In many parts of the world with enviable educational reputations, the tradition is that children start school when they are 6 or 7 years old, after attending kindergarten. In Slovenia and Croatia, two countries which I visit regularly as a tutor and mentor, children enter school at 6 and 7 years old, respectively. Childcare in organised groups is provided by the state from babyhood, if required, and most children will be in a kindergarten setting from the age of three until they start school. In these flexible, family-friendly settings, they learn to socialise through free play and through adult-led games and activities. Children are there all day and there will be an afternoon nap or rest in addition to meals and snacks, indoor and outdoor times.

Since a compulsory school age was introduced in the 1870s, Britian is notable for having omitted the kindergarten stage, sending young children straight into formal schooling at 5 years old. Now with most parents wanting and needing to work, childcare for children under school age is a necessity and the concept of ‘pre-school education’, including semi-formal teaching of literacy and numeracy, has become embedded. Steiner (1861–1925) suggested that, for the first 7 years, the focus is on physical development and mastery of the physical body, through activity in which the child imitates what is happening around them (Steiner, 2008a).

There is contemporary research supporting the view that a later start to formal education may bring short- and long-term benefits. At its most dramatic, starting school early could be life-shortening, according to Kerr and Friedman: ‘Early school entry was associated with less educational attainment, worse midlife adjustment, and most importantly, increased mortality risk.’ (Kern and Friedman, 2009, p. 419). Others have argued that there is little academic benefit: ‘success at reading is not assured by an earlier beginning.’ (Suggate et al., 2013, p. 45).

For those used to seeing early childhood classrooms crammed with materials for teaching literacy and numeracy, there may be a hesitation about approaching education and care for young children without this structure. An overview of the Waldorf early childhood setting will show what can be done to provide a rich and nurturing environment, in a welcoming and inclusive community, for children up to the age of seven. A typical arrangement may be that there are 16 children, aged three to rising 7 years old in the care of two adults. With all day provision, there will be a rotation of staff to cover this, but the aim is for a consistent pattern and a family atmosphere. From the start, we want to create trusting relationships with children and their families, and to look upon parents as our colleagues. This community takes care of its own needs. Caring for the spaces, indoors and out, preparing meals and clearing up from them create a daily rhythm with structure and purpose. Some children will be busy alongside adults, chopping vegetables, polishing windows and counting out bowls and cutlery. Others will be just as busy playing, often with a free-flow between the adult-led activities and the child-initiated play. This purposeful mood of care lies at the heart of practice and is encapsulated in this quote: ‘the task of the kindergarten teacher is to adjust work taken from daily life so that it becomes suitable for the children’s play activities’ (Steiner, 1923a, p. 81).

The daily rhythm with its emphasis on time for play, will be punctuated by whole group activities, such as a ‘ring time’ in which the children follow through imitation the voice and gesture of the adults in a linked sequence of songs, verses and games, often celebrating seasonal changes, and story time, when the whole group comes together to listen to a story usually learnt by heart and told by the practitioner, sometimes given as a simple puppet play. The environment will fuse practicality and beauty, including artistic activities such as painting, drawing and modelling.

The Waldorf approach to early childhood education and care is not a fixed method, but from the foundational seeds based in observation of child development, evolution to meet present and future needs is continual. Recently, questions of diversity, inclusion and equality have been highlighted, in Britain and internationally. In Britain now, all Waldorf settings are asked by Waldorf UK (our national organisation) to conduct a DIE (diversity, inclusion, equality) audit reviewing their provision. A recent publication based on a conference reflects the changing needs of the time:

 ‘As Waldorf Early Childhood practitioners, we are invited to develop the spiritual attributes of greatheartedness, humility, curiosity, interest, wonder and integrity. In these unique and challenging times, we are being asked to see clearly, without any veil of illusions, what influences us. We are being asked to be willing to change, to respond, and to transform’ (Howard, 2022, p. 5).





3 Providing a protected and unhurried environment

Putting ourselves into the shoes of a young child in a busy city street, or in a supermarket, we can imagine the assault on their senses. Not just the sights, noises and smells, but the mood of urgency, and the lack of community connections are strong impressions. In 1981, David Elkind, the American psychologist, wrote about how pressures and stresses in the second half of the 20th century were affecting children’s educational experiences (Elkind, 1981). A pressured attitude infiltrates even methods of child assessment with a tendency for electronic notebooks and tick box forms aiming to identify omissions to be rectified, replacing the educator’s time to stand back and observe the child.

In China, Waldorf schools and kindergartens sprang up in the first two decades of the 21st century like a thicket of bamboo shoots and I have been involved in the adult education required to support this. Many settings have been in densely populated urban areas where living spaces are small, and the working lives of parents are stressful. Families who discovered the Waldorf approach to education and care found settings that offered a respite, where sensory experiences encourage calm and peace, where there is no rush and children can receive the individual attention in their pre-school setting which parents saw as missing in their own educational experiences.

Freye Jaffke, an experienced Waldorf early childhood practitioner, discussed the concept of the mantle as a protective space around the child within which opportunities for healthy development can be nurtured. This mantle is created by the physical environment, and, more importantly, by the way in which the adults conduct themselves and organise time in the setting. In addition to the mantle of time, she writes about the mantle of physical and psychological warmth and the mantles created by the way practitioners speak and move (Jaffke, 2002).

This emphasis on psychological warmth is one explored by Tamsin Grimmer in her research-based book, ‘Developing a Loving Pedagogy in the Early Years’. Grimmer writes:


The main benefit to adopting a loving pedagogy is that children will feel loved and have a sense of belonging and will want to be part of our setting and spend time in our company. … This in turn will raise levels of well-being and children’s self-esteem. … adopting a loving pedagogy helps to foster positive dispositions to learning, such as the characteristics of effective learning, and also helps to build really strong and secure relationships with children and their families (Grimmer, 2021, p. 6).
 

Another recent book by Alison Clark, looks at the benefits of slow pedagogy. She quotes many modern authors on the negative effects brought by the acceleration of time in education and how, especially for young children, this works against the firm foundations for future learning that are needed. She sees the young child as in a process of becoming which cannot be hurried, and writes, “This ‘becoming’ is, by necessity, time consuming” (Clark, 2023, p. 71).

In a complex world, the need for simplicity is crucial for the young child and is a feature of early childhood approaches such as Froebel and Reggio Emilia. The simplicity of daily life in a Waldorf early childhood group, where meals are prepared and eaten, and the environment is cleaned and repaired as part of the children’s experience, supports the feeling for young children that the world makes sense, that they can contribute to it, and that it is valuable.

In the same way that you cannot hasten the opening of a flower by tearing open the bud, childhood cannot be rushed, but needs to unfold in a way that gives children time for horizontal exploration of each stage of development, rather than being a vertical ascent to be achieved with utmost speed. The Waldorf setting is designed to be a sensorily calming and peaceful place. You will see a clear space with equipment rich in natural materials and open-ended possibilities inviting exploration and play at a young child’s pace. Days and weeks follow secure rhythms within which it is safe to be curious and make mistakes. In recent years, as the outside world seems to become more frenetic, Waldorf practitioners have taken more steps to provide a respite in their settings. In Britain, kindergarten hours have been extended so that there is more time for play and for leisurely transitions between play and adult-led activities. I would like every Waldorf early childhood setting to have above their gate the motto, ‘Here we have time!’.



4 Connections with nature are essential

Approaches to early childhood education since the time of Rousseau have referred to connections with nature (Peckover, 2012). Reinvigorating this concept in the 21st century, Richard Louv wrote ‘Last Child in the Woods’ and brought to the fore the danger for young children of a diminishing connection with nature which has been echoed by many (Louv, 2007). As a contrast, Louv posits a connection between an experiential relationship to the natural world and later active engagement with environmental issues (2007, pp. 9–11). Louv writes, ‘If we are going to save environmentalism and the environment, we must also save an endangered species: the child in nature’ (2007, p. 158). The Forest School movement, with its roots in Scandinavia, has flowed into Britain since the 1990s and actively seeks positive outdoor experiences as a foundation for a lifelong respect and reverence for the natural world (Miller and Pound, 2011).

There are many commonalities between the Forest School or Kindergarten and a Waldorf setting. The Forest School setting emphasises the sensory experiences, challenges and opportunities which only a natural outdoor environment can bring (Williams-Siegfredsen, 2017). Natural resources, referred to so eloquently by architect Simon Nicolson as ‘loose parts’, bring a call on flexibility and imagination which much mass-produced play equipment does not: ‘in any environment, both the degree of inventiveness and creativity and the possibility of discovery are directly linked to the number and kind of variables in it’ (quoted in Tovey, 2007, pp. 74–5). Loose parts include not only such variable and valuable items as branches for den-building, plants for making potions and that most attractive and versatile of materials, mud, but also the tools and equipment needed to make the most of this bounty. Only by using tools for play and for real work can small hands become adept at achieving their aims. There is plenty of research to support the larger benefits of this such as ‘Do nimble hands make for nimble lexicons? Fine motor skills predict knowledge of embodied vocabulary items’ (Suggate and Stoeger, 2014). Positive impacts of outdoor settings on well-being and social and emotional skills are also well documented (Miller and Pound, 2011).

That essential relationship of the human being with nature was thoroughly explored by Rudolf Steiner. The view of the earth as a living entity where everything is interrelated, was postulated repeatedly by Steiner in the early 20th century (Steiner, 2008b) and can be seen as a forerunner of Lovelock’s Gaia theory that the world is a composite living being which self regulates (Lovelock, 1974). The Waldorf educator sees a warmth towards the natural world as intrinsically present in the very young child. The aim is just to protect this warmth so that adults who are motivated to take care of our world, eco-warriors, can develop from the mud-splashed small children playing in the meadows, woods and streams.

While the imaginative world of early childhood is still strong, the approach will be lively and pictorial. In the European context, there could be stories of the gnomes at work under the ground who take the seeds and bulbs into the protection of Mother Earth in the autumn, look after them during the winter and help the plants to grow in the spring. (Of course, Waldorf is a global approach and in other parts of the world, nature forces will have other characteristics and names.) The children will be actively involved in gardening, recycling and careful use of natural materials but not given ‘scientific’ explanations of why sustainable activities such as these are good for us and the environment. The young child will take the vegetable peelings ‘back to Mother Earth’ by emptying them onto the compost heap, will see them decay and be there when the compost is added to the garden beds, but, although any questions will be answered in a lively way, this experience will not be extended into a lesson which explains the cycle of growth and decay, thus remaining as an experience.

Beyond the Waldorf early childhood setting, value for the natural world continues to be nourished throughout the full Waldorf school curriculum and the mood will change to one which includes detailed observations, practical involvement in food and craft production and land care, and, eventually, critical inquiry into humanity’s relationship with the natural world. The developing human being takes a natural journey from the wish to ‘help the gnomes’ to an adult understanding of the responsibility of the human being towards the ecosphere (Rawson and Richter, 2000).

From my own experience as an early childhood educator, social dynamics outdoors are easier under the sky. For many years I began my kindergarten days outdoors, rain or shine, summer and winter, so that children, appropriately clad for the season, could relax and rediscover each other after the early mornings rush to leave the home and get to school. I found that anxious children separated more easily from their parents outdoors. They were not leaving their parents to come into my space but arriving in Mother Nature’s space and that seemed to be more congenial.

Waldorf early childhood groups have included outdoor time as part of the daily rhythm over the past 100 years. Risk taking has an extra dimension in natural outdoor surroundings and this has been fully acknowledged in the 21st century Waldorf kindergarten with a renewed emphasis on work and play in nature. Children learn respect for nature and respect for tools through imitating the adults around them and their ‘ground rules’ which make sense and become good habits. Now many Waldorf settings include days spent mostly or entirely outdoors at least once a week. This will include preparing food, al fresco, and cooking over fires, which brings further opportunities for respecting boundaries, self-regulation and learning resourcefulness, all very transferable skills for life. For many urban children today, their only experience of fire may be the virtual explosive disasters which happen in the cartoon realm. In the kindergarten, the cooking fire is a regular and familiar presence to be nurtured with twigs, respected and blessed for the warmth and the hot food and drinks it provides.



5 Free play needs protection and support

I am in a Waldorf kindergarten in provincial Thailand observing a group of 16 children aged four to rising 7 years old. This is ‘free play’ time, and the children are engaged in self-initiated activities indoors. They have space and time to play with a range of simple and open-ended toys and equipment. A boy, aged about 5 years old, begins, by himself, to build. He sets up four large wooden frames in a square, tying them together at the corners with ropes. He drapes a sheet over each frame so that the space he has created is hidden. He selects some items to take inside; a stool, some coconut shell dishes with seedpods in them and some log slices. As a finishing touch, he carefully balances a small piece of wood on the projections at each end of all the frames that he has used. This is difficult as they keep falling off, but he patiently replaces them until his structure appears to satisfy him. At this point, he leaves it and goes to join his friends who are sitting at the table and drawing.

Such a play situation would be unlikely in a mainstream English educational setting for children of this age. By the age of six, if not before, the child will already have left behind the requirements of the Early Years government curriculum and will have been embarked on the National Curriculum for school children. Cognitive skills in particular, will be tested regularly as part of a national system ranking individual achievements, and those of classmates and school, against those of peers nationally. Much adult consideration will have gone into surrounding the child with equipment designed to stimulate cognitive development and into filling school days with adult directed tasks that have the same aim. There is a contrast here not only with the Waldorf approach but also with Piaget’s belief in the child as an innate learner, and with the ideas of Froebel whose child centred pedagogy has in the past had a great influence on early childhood and primary teacher training programmes in the United Kingdom.

Froebel, like Steiner, believed that play would allow a rounded and holistic development of the young child and provide an essential and sound basis for future education. His own ideas changed during his life from a more to a less fixed curriculum (Bruce, 1992, p. 13), a move which the Waldorf practitioner would support. As the world becomes more complex so play which is essentially child-initiated, and relies on simple open-ended equipment, becomes more important. The adult still has a role, but it is a peripheral one, to engage with some purposeful work, in an artistic way, which will add to the busy, engaged but not hurried mood in the room. The adult’s task alongside their cleaning, cooking, making and repairing activity, is to be awake to what the children are doing. Intervention might be necessary because somebody’s ingeniously constructed ‘aeroplane’ or ‘fire engine’ is in danger of collapsing on those within, or because an unhappy mood is developing which the children are unable to resolve themselves. Additionally, observing children at play, free from your expectations of their achievements, will enhance the deepest understanding of the essence of each child.

The idea that children have, through self-initiated unguided play, something intrinsically their own to contribute to their early educational experiences is now much more accepted, the right to play being enshrined as a basic right in Article 31 of the UN Convention on the Right of the Child (UNICEF, 1989). In England, United Kingdom, there is a tension between the value of play in its own right and the aim of preparing children for a flying start in school by introduction structured sessions in literacy and mathematics. The Early Years Foundation Stage Framework, a statutory document, for example states that ‘Play is essential for children’s development, building their confidence as they learn to explore, relate to others, set their own goals and solve problems’, while at the same time this document sets specific and extensive learning goals for reading, writing and mathematics (DfE, 2023).

Campaigners such as Sue Palmer in Scotland (Palmer, 2016) and Peter Gray in United States (Gray, 2015) have built a strong case for giving children more time to play, especially in early childhood. The English academic, Jule Fisher, has written eloquently on the need for young children to develop their own learning through long periods of uninterrupted play (Fisher, 2016). In the Waldorf early childhood group, play has been valued from the very beginning. In 1923, Rudolf Steiner wrote:


Play is fun for an adult, an enjoyment, a pleasure, the spice of life. But for children, play is the very stuff of life. Children are absolutely earnest about play, and the very seriousness of their play is a salient feature of this activity. Only by realizing the earnest nature of child’s play can we understand this activity properly (Steiner, 1923b; p. 59).
 

The essence of the play incident in Thailand that I have described is mirrored in what is happening in Waldorf kindergartens all over the world. Child initiated play, although it is balanced with periods of adult-led whole class activities, is given time and space and a special value. The view is that this kind of unguided play has value for young children not only in terms of their own satisfaction but also because it is essential to their development. As it emerges from the relationship between the child’s inner life and their experiences, it can be relied on to provide their own bespoke curriculum.

One of the consequences of a world in which screen media is often dominant, is its appearance in the play of young children. Children use their play to digest their experiences, including their screen experiences (though the Waldorf early childhood setting is free of all electronic gadgets). But play on screen themes such as superheroes and Disney princesses can become repetitive and obsessive, and Steiner Waldorf practitioners today, notwithstanding their respect for free play, have found that there comes a point where intervention is necessary.

It is helpful to think of young children engaged in their self-initiated play as being within a bubble. However rumbunctious and exciting the play, the bubble is delicate and could be burst by the wrong word, or even gesture, from an adult. Sometimes one observes play on a screen theme which has become stuck because there is something incoherent and, from the child’s perspective, indigestible, in the theme. Therefore, it keeps being regurgitated, and the adult must step in, without, if possible, bursting the delicate bubble of play.

One approach which 21st century Waldorf practitioners have come to, is by using their own imagination, to drop in a few words which bring the play theme back to everyday concepts more comfortable for children, mostly around care. For example, Darth Vader must have to remove his helmet to eat his breakfast porridge and would need to remove his whole suit to put on his cosy pyjamas at bedtime, and there must be, somewhere in that Disney castle, a room filled with wonderful fabrics, ribbons, buttons and embroidery threads where those beautiful dresses are made. In a similar vein, dinosaurs will inevitably hurt themselves from time to time and must be tended by the dinosaur vet and assistants. Such fantasies may sound bizarre to adults, but to the child, they make sense, form a connection to their lived experience and make it possible for the play to move on. The Waldorf practitioner becomes adept at stepping in with an imaginative picture which might help the children, and then stepping back to the periphery so that the free play can continue.



6 The inner development of the practitioner is just as important as their outer work

All Waldorf teacher and practitioner education programmes will cover the topic of ‘the inner work of the teacher’. For example, the internationally agreed guidelines for early childhood training include a section entitled ‘Path of inner development of the adult/educator’ (IASWECE, n.d.). The view is that this inner work, which can take various forms, will give access to the kind of pedagogical wisdom that the ideal teacher or practitioner would have, and directly support healthy child development.

Steiner reiterated frequently in his lectures on education the importance of the self-development of the teacher or practitioner (for example, Steiner, 1924, p. 58), through the kind of attention to one’s thoughts, feelings and actions which seeks to make one a better, kinder, wiser person. For this purpose, Steiner suggested many exercises to strengthen one’s capacity to be more attentive to thoughts, feelings and actions and thus to gain increasing mastery of them. These include exercises to focus thinking, train the memory, reflect on one’s past, and take a step back from instinctive, habitual or emotional responses (for example in the compilation ‘Start Now!; Steiner, 2004, pp. 109–119).

We can see this echoed by the current interest in ‘mindfulness’ techniques in education and many other areas of life (for example, Jennings, 2015) and common sense tells us that the kind of balanced personality which might result from this effort on the part of the teacher would be an asset to pedagogical wisdom in the classroom. Every individual has personal strengths and weaknesses which make the path towards mastery of thinking, feeling and actions a more or less stony and uphill one, but being on the journey makes a difference to the teacher or practitioner.

Recently I have been working with two organisations in Lebanon to provide a Waldorf early childhood seminar for those working in kindergartens near Beirut and in the Syrian refugee camps. We have included, alongside sessions on Waldorf principles, child development and practical advice to practitioners, ideas and exercises for self-development, and in particular the six exercises which Steiner suggested as a basic framework for self-development (2004). The earthquake which struck parts of Syria and Turkey earlier this year (2023), had an impact on Lebanon too. Not only were there significant tremors, but there was a major impact on the mental health of a population which has suffered destructive civil war, failing infrastructure and the massive explosion in the Beirut docks.

The following week, I met these students online for one of our regular study sessions. They spoke of the difficulties they found in regaining their equanimity in these appalling circumstances. ‘But’, they declared, ‘we have been working on the exercises you gave us, and it is helping us to be strong and peaceful for the children’. The troubles of my life are minor irritations compared with their experiences and I found their statement a striking endorsement of the power of inner work. They knew that their efforts to calm themselves and come to terms with what was happening, would be beneficial to the children in their care.

One of the foundational principles of the Waldorf approach to early childhood education and care is that, especially through the first 7 years, children learn most through imitation. Any parent of a baby a few weeks old can research this for themselves and teach their baby, in a few hours, to stick out their tongue in response to this action by the adult. Rudolf Steiner emphasised the point that children not only imitate our outer gestures, but also imitate and respond to our inner activity. He wrote:


What matters are the thoughts, the attitude and the atmosphere with which one surrounds the child. … Everything children absorb goes in through the senses, and children will imitate everything that goes in (Steiner quoted in Jaffke, 2004, p. 39).
 

This leads to an obvious conclusion:


it is what you are that matters; … Health for the whole of life depends on how one conducts oneself in the presence of the child. The inclinations which he (sic) develops depend on how one behaves in his presence (Steiner, 1924, p. 18).
 

If we work in the care and education of young children, then it becomes our responsibility to be models worthy of imitation.

We have been aware of mirror-neurons since the work of Rizzolatti in the early 1990s (Rizzolatti and Craighero, 2004). There are still many unanswered questions but, as Steiner suggested at the turn of the 20th century, children not only imitate outer movements, but more complex inward aspects of our inner nature. For me, the essential point is not that only perfect human beings are fit to take charge of young children, it is rather that young children, as they look to their environment to find out what it is to be human, need to meet the striving human being, one who is endeavouring, through self-discipline and personal effort, to become a better person.

The suggestion is that mirror neurons are involved in such inner activity as language learning, empathy and acquiring social traits, because imitation extends to imitating the brain state of those close to us, especially when we are very young (Iacoboni, 2008). After almost a century, Waldorf early childhood practitioners now had neuroscientific evidence for a foundational principle which Steiner had indicated was especially important for those concerned with the education and care of children under seven.



7 Conclusion

This paper has given an overview of five aspects of Waldorf early childhood education and care which were indicated by Steiner more than one hundred years ago, and which have been evolving ever since. Although there are societal and economic pressures moving against these, in this paper I have demonstrated that that there are convergencies with the thoughts of non-Waldorf practitioners, researchers and academics, taking similar directions.

Looking forward, here are three areas of current discussion and research amongst Waldorf practitioners from which new ideas and practices are emerging. Firstly, as caring for very young children outside the home becomes more and more a necessity for families, so more understanding of the needs of babies and children under three is needed. Secondly, fruitfully extend our support for families. Thirdly, working more closely with those who share a similar understanding of what constitutes a healthy environment for the young child, in order to have a stronger impact on family and educational policies.

As Waldorf education moves into its second century there are still depths of understanding of the young child to be explored and researched, and the work continues.
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A well-established principle of Waldorf Education is that children’s development is compromised if we bring intellectual teaching too early. Waldorf teachers congratulate themselves that they wait until the seventh year to begin formal schooling, but according to the principles of child development out of which Waldorf Education arose, and on which much of our practice has been based for a hundred years, teaching children to read and write at seven is not ideal; they are still not ready. Convention and state expectations made it necessary in 1919, just as they do now, to introduce literacy teaching at an age not too far from what was generally considered normal, so a compromise was needed. Steiner suggested that, because physical development reaches a certain completion at seven, it is less harmful if we can wait until then. But according to Steiner, this is still a compromise: we cannot immediately unleash any kind of teaching scheme on children as soon as they reach their seventh year without doing any harm. According to modern teaching principles and methods, starting earlier means getting ahead; everything should be taught explicitly and systematically; and nothing can be left to develop of its own accord. Proponents of synthetic phonics refer to impressive research showing that it produces better results than other methods of teaching literacy, which is why it has been adopted so widely in mainstream education. However, the validity of this claim depends on what we mean by ‘better results’ and ‘literacy’. This paper explores these ideas.
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Introduction

Young children are primarily imitative. They perceive written letters and words initially as images and their impulse is to imitate the look of writing. If they see people reading, they will imitate it by sitting with an open book and moving their eyes or heads from side to side. They also notice very early, from watching adults read aloud, that writing relates to spoken language, and they will mimic the purposes of writing by trying to use it to communicate. In 1967, educator John Holt, described a story ‘written’ by a five-year-old girl:

 It is a mass of letters, or letter-like shapes, arranged more or less roughly in lines on the page, but not in words, that is, groups of letters. These lines of scribbles … meant a great deal to [her]; she meant to say something, and thought she was saying something, as she wrote them. … in time more of her symbol shapes were actual letters, and she grouped them more and more in word-like bunches. But she always meant something when she wrote them and always expected [someone] to know what she had “said.” (Holt, 2017)



Many children now will not experience this stage of imitative ‘writing’, because literacy instruction begins so early. Modern teaching principles and methods are based on the idea that starting earlier means getting ahead; everything should be taught explicitly and systematically; nothing can be left to develop of its own accord (Robinson, 2017).

Conversely, a basic principle of Waldorf Education is that children’s development is compromised if we bring intellectual teaching too early. Waldorf teachers congratulate themselves that they wait until the seventh year to begin formal schooling, but according to the principles of child development out of which Waldorf Education arose, teaching children to read and write at seven is not ideal; they are still not ready. Rudolf Steiner, speaking in 1919:


If you consider the letters we use for reading and writing, you will realise that there is no connection between these letters and what seven-year-old children do naturally … If we confront young children with these letters, we present them with something alien that in no way suits their nature. (Steiner, 2004, pp. 58–59)
 

Even so, convention and state expectations made it necessary in 1919, as they do now, to introduce literacy teaching at an age close to what was generally considered normal, so a compromise was needed. Steiner suggested that, because physical development reaches a certain completion at seven, it is less harmful if we wait until then. But according to Steiner, this is still a compromise; we cannot immediately unleash any kind of teaching scheme on children as soon as they reach their seventh year without doing any harm:


Let us be clear about what it really means to force something foreign into a child’s organism … people fail to perceive the damage done … merely by introducing reading and writing to children in a wrong way. (Steiner, 2004, pp. 58–59)
 



Developmental stages and how we teach

When reading this, we have to acknowledge that writing is not foreign to seven-year-olds in the twenty-first century. From birth, words, in advertising, signage, packaging, shopfronts, screens and toys, have been part of their environment. But perhaps the alien encounter with the system of alphabetic writing remains, and it’s here that how we teach becomes important, because although some children will be able to grasp the system and its rules at seven, others will not. Some of these will have specific learning difficulties, and systematic approaches to teaching are then useful, but others are just not ready.

Beginning in 1954, the Zurich Longitudinal Studies1 demonstrated that in any class of rising-seven-year-olds whose development is measured against age-related averages, there will be a range of about three years, and the range increases as the children get older. Put simply, in any class, some children are much further along in the measured aspects of their development than others, and this is normal.

In light of this, it is problematic to generalise about what a seven-year-old ‘should’ be able to do. Some will not have moved out of the imitative stage; curiosity will have led most of them to learn to write and read their own name; many will have worked out for themselves that letters are symbols that represent particular sounds; some may have taught themselves to read; almost all know what writing and reading are—that they convey meaning and that adults can interpret them. Consequently, learning to read and write is anticipated by most children with great excitement.

It seems obvious that, however we decide to approach it, our teaching should not dampen this enthusiasm; it should not appear to beginners as something difficult and complicated; neither should it seem dull and tedious to those who are ‘further along’. It should meet them at whatever point they have reached, take hold of their enthusiasm and carry them forward, acknowledging and building on what they already know.



Systematic methods of teaching literacy

In spite of Largo’s research and that of many other educators, current modes of education stand in stark contrast to this ideal. John Holt used the example of speech to highlight what he saw as the mistakes inherent in systematic methods of teaching reading and writing:


Suppose we decided that we had to “teach” children to speak. …First, some committee of experts would analyze speech and break it down into a number of separate “speech skills.” We would probably say that, since speech is made up of sounds, a child must be taught to make all the sounds of his language before he can be taught to speak the language itself. Doubtless we would list these sounds, easiest and commonest ones first, harder and rarer ones next. Then we would begin to teach infants these sounds, working our way down the list. Perhaps, in order not to “confuse” the child … we would not let the child hear much ordinary speech, but would only expose him to the sounds we were trying to teach. Along with our sound list, we would have a syllable list and a word list.

When the child had learned to make all the sounds on the sound list, we would begin to teach him to combine the sounds into syllables. When he could say all the syllables on the syllable list, we would begin to teach him the words on our word list. At the same time, we would teach him the rules of grammar, by means of which he could combine these newly learned words into sentences. Everything would be planned, with nothing left to chance; there would be plenty of drill, review, and tests, to make sure that he had not forgotten anything.

Suppose we tried to do this; what would happen? … most children, before they got very far, would become baffled, discouraged, humiliated, and fearful, and would quit trying to do what we asked them. If, outside of our classes, they lived a normal infant’s life, many of them would probably ignore our “teaching” and learn to speak on their own. If not, if our control of their lives was complete,… they would take refuge in deliberate failure and silence, as so many of them do when the subject is reading. (Holt, 2017)

Children want to learn independently. If experiences are forced on them their motivation to learn will be lost. … they want experiences that will further their development, starting from the stage they have already reached. (Largo, 2019, p. 67)
 

When we think about how to ensure that all children become literate, we have to be aware that, if we take all six- or seven-year-olds through a synthetic phonics programme, based on the belief that they will not learn to read unless we do,2 we risk denying all of them the opportunity to experience this as a personal discovery. Jean Piaget:


Each time one prematurely teaches a child something he could have discovered himself, that child is kept from inventing it and consequently from understanding it completely. (Piaget, 1926, Part 2)
 

Those children who can already read, or who get the idea right away, are often frustrated and disappointed if they have to go through a programme of steps designed to lead them to what they have already worked out for themselves. The rest are denied the possibility of doing that. For all of them, the whole subject of reading and writing can become tainted with negative feelings. The children’s long-term relationship with reading and writing is at stake here; what is lost through failing to develop the habit of reading for pleasure is immeasurable and can have life-long consequences. It is not enough to be able to read and write; we have to also make sure, as far as possible, that once they have the skills, children still want to read and write.

Holt goes on to cite a plan (thankfully abandoned before it reached the classrooms) in Chicago’s public schools to teach two hundred and eighty-three separate reading skills that had been ‘identified by experts’ (Holt, 2017). I mention this only to illustrate how far systematic methods can go when they are devised without imagining the child’s experience. This exchange from a current synthetic phonics website3 illustrates how this approach persists:


Q: Is it still OK to get children to think of words beginning with a particular sound?

A: No! The whole point of teaching synthetic phonics is to improve the children’s reading and spelling. Thinking of words … does not do this. Also, children are unlikely to generate words of the type you are currently teaching them to blend/segment. e.g. if you are teaching simple CVCs containing ‘ch’ (e.g., ‘chip’), a child might suggest ‘cheese’, ‘chocolate’, ‘change’ and these are totally inappropriate for their blending and segmenting skills at this point. (Lesley Clark’s Synthetic Phonics, 2024)
 

Proponents of synthetic phonics will refer to research showing that it produces better results than other methods of teaching literacy,4 which is why it has been adopted so widely in mainstream education. However, the validity of this claim depends on what we mean by ‘better results’ and ‘literacy’.

It is understood that decoding and literal comprehension are the most rudimentary aspects of literacy and that mastery of these skills does not in itself make us literate. The path to becoming truly literate is an intricately woven fabric of skills, sensitivities, and experiences; ‘the stage they have already reached’ and being ‘further along’ are really indefinable. Some children may be able to read and spell, but have few books in their homes and never see their parents reading. Without the example in the adults around them, they will less often opt for reading as a pastime, and their facility with written texts and literature will tend to remain at the decoding level. Other parents read for pleasure and to their children every day. These children, whether they can decode or not, will have a deep understanding of story structures, tropes and literary styles and are likely to understand and use a broader, richer vocabulary than children whose parents do not read (Kalb and van Ours, 2012).

At the other end of the spectrum of learning theories from systematic teaching is ‘unschooling’ which asserts that learning is as natural as breathing; many children teach themselves to read, and since literacy teaching begins at such an early age, it is impossible to be sure that most children who grow up in a literate society would not do so, given time (Holmquist, 2016). This view, and the laissez-faire approach to reading it implies, have at times been part of mainstream education, but in the current educational climate, they are considered too unpredictable, to the point of being irresponsible. Free, creative thinking, however much it is valued, is expansive, often illogical, unpredictable, involves leaps of imagination and individual interpretation, and when the aim of education is to ensure that children acquire specific, prescribed skills to meet measurable targets at the ‘right’ age, it is hardly surprising that more controllable, systematic programmes of teaching are favoured. The effect of this narrowing of the aims of education to what can be measured can go far beyond the acquisition of literacy, numeracy or any other skills.



Teaching through art and adaptive teaching

John Dewey called art ‘the most effective mode of communication that exists’ (Dewey, 2017). A great deal of artwork is produced in Waldorf schools, and this is perhaps what has led to the misconception that ‘teaching through art’ means that the children produce beautiful books, paintings, and craftwork alongside their ‘proper’ work. In fact it means making the arts the vehicle through which we teach everything. Rudolf Steiner explains why we would want to do this:


… pictures refuse to communicate themselves in the narrow, rationalistic way that is possible with concepts and ideas. …A picture or an imagination works in a living way, like a living being itself. We may have come to know one aspect or another of a living person, but ever and again he will present new aspects to us. We shall not be satisfied, therefore, with definitions purporting to be comprehensive, but we shall endeavour to look for characteristics which contribute to the picture from different angles, giving us increasing knowledge of the person in question. (Steiner, 1923)
 

A work of art is not definitive; it characterises; it does not force its ideas on us but presents itself as something we can come to know; it renders more, the more we engage with it.


When we teach with images and with imagination … children take as much instruction as they can bear. A relationship arises like that between eating and being satisfied. … a child will not eat more than is bearable, spiritually, because the organism spontaneously rejects what a child cannot bear. (Steiner, 2004, p. 70)
 

When an idea is presented in a picture, story, poem, descriptive language of any kind, song or drama, the children receive, understand and respond to it in individual ways. They are all immersed in the narrative and imagery of the stories, the musicality of poems and songs, the practical activities of drawing pictures, forms and letters, all of which suit the nature of even very young children. A child who does not yet understand how written language works will still learn to draw the letters and to write beautifully. The concepts can be brought again later in different ways, until he can take them in. The child who has already grasped them will still need to practice forming the letters and develop her handwriting, but she will also be able to write freely out of herself, and opportunities should be given for her to do so. What each child learns is not—cannot be—prescribed, defined or limited. This creates opportunities for everyone to learn and has unlimited depth for those who look for it. This, by its very nature, is adaptive teaching.

By teaching through art, all children can learn to write and be given the opportunity to discover how to read by themselves; this is the best way to develop functional literacy skills while also fostering a feeling for the beauty of language and a love of reading. Our observation skills, understanding of child development and a feeling of responsibility for the children in our care, if taken seriously and properly developed, will ensure that children who do not make this discovery for themselves do not go unnoticed, and, as explained, systematic teaching can then be useful.

Our aim in teaching in this way is still that all children become functionally literate, but this objective is only part of the much broader purposes of education, which we should not be willing to sacrifice for the sake of early reading.



Innovation in Waldorf education

Over time, Rudolf Steiner’s educational indications have been used to create a so-called ‘Waldorf curriculum’ that was never his intention, and which does not take into account the range of abilities and cultural, familial, religious, lingual and socio-economic backgrounds that are to be found in every class today. Pressure from official bodies with their own age-related requirements5 has led to a growing tendency for Waldorf teachers to conform to mainstream expectations and methods. This is especially the case where their understanding of their own practice is inadequate. Waldorf teachers are accused by ‘progressive’ educators of resisting change, but this is a misunderstanding. Waldorf practice is not prescribed; innovation and individual interpretation have always been fundamental to it. Rudolf Steiner:


If you go into one of the first classes, you will see writing taught through painting and drawing; …[in another] first class and you will see something different; this teacher allows the children to run round in a kind of eurythmy, getting them to experience the form through their bodily movements … And it is possible to do this in a third or fourth way. … every teacher must present lessons as an individual. Just as life appears in manifold variety, so, too, teaching based on life will take different forms. … If you lay down abstract principles, you expect to find the same activities in every classroom. If your principles are taken from life, you know that life is varied and that the same thing can be done in different ways. (Steiner, 2004, p. 62)
 

We can waste a lot of energy trying to protect our traditional practices from compromise when it is these principles, not a particular curriculum content, that need defending. Without this understanding, practice is not renewed or diversified and becomes obsolete, and when it is questioned, we have no basis on which to argue its validity.
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Footnotes

1   Beginning in 1954, ‘The goal of the Zurich Longitudinal Studies was to gain a better understanding of the norms of child development. […] This ambitious research project involved a team of paediatricians, development specialists and biostatisticians, who recorded the development of more than 900 children from birth to early childhood.’ Detailed information about these studies can be found at https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7901945/ (Largo, 2021).

2   From a phonics training: Teaching Phonics in Early Childhood Online Course (2020).

3   Synthetic phonics, also known as blended phonics or inductive phonics, is a method of teaching English reading which first teaches the letter sounds and then builds up to blending these sounds together to achieve full pronunciation of whole words.

4   A longitudinal study reported by Johnson and Watson (2005) found that a group taught by synthetic phonics had better spelling, word reading and comprehension than a group taught by analytic phonics. Available at: https://dera.ioe.ac.uk/14793/1/0023582.pdf.

5   At the time of writing, there is a requirement to teach literacy through synthetic phonics in schools in the United Kingdom. This is a requirement of the Ofsted inspection framework 2019 and applies to Waldorf schools that are inspected by Ofsted. Independent schools inspected by the Independent Schools Inspectorate are not required to do so.



References
	 Dewey, J. (2017) Democracy and education. Scotts Valley, California, USA: Createspace independent publishing platform, Dancing Unicorn Books.
	 Holmquist, A. (2016) Children will teach themselves to read when They're ready. Available at: https://fee.org/articles/children-will-teach-themselves-to-read-when-theyre-ready/ (Accessed February 18, 2024).
	 Holt, J. (2017) How children learn. Hatchett Book Group, New York
	 Johnson, R., and Watson, J. (2005) The effects of synthetic phonics teaching on Reading and spelling attainment: A seven year longitudinal study. Available at: https://dera.ioe.ac.uk/14793/1/0023582.pdf (Accessed June 15, 2020).
	 Kalb, G., and Van Ours, J. C. (2012) Reading to young children: A head start in life. Available at: https://www.education.vic.gov.au/documents/about/research/readtoyoungchild.pdf (Accessed June 18, 2020).
	 Largo, R. H. (2019). The right life: Human individuality and its role in our development, health and happiness. New York, NY: Penguin Random House, 67.
	 Largo, R. H. (2021) The importance of childhood for adult health and development—Study protocol of the Zurich longitudinal studies. Available at: https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7901945/ (Accessed February 18, 2024).
	 Lesley Clark’s Synthetic Phonics. (2024) Available at: https://www.lesleyclarkesyntheticphonics.co.uk/index.php/about/45-synthetic-phonics-faqs (Accessed February 18, 2024).
	 Piaget, J. (1926). The language and thought of the child. Orlando, Florida: Harcourt Brace.
	 Robinson, K. (2017) Out of our minds: The power of being creative, Capstone Press, Mankato, MN
	 Steiner, R. (1923) Whitsun and its connection with the Ascension. Available at: https://wn.rsarchive.org/GA/GA0224/19230507p01.html (Accessed June 12, June 2020).
	 Steiner, R. (2004) The spiritual ground of education, Anthroposophic Press, New York.
	 Teaching Phonics in Early Childhood Online Course. (2020). Many, but not all, children need explicit phonemic awareness instruction in order to become aware of the patterns they hear in spoken language. Available at: https://www.futurelearn.com/courses/teaching-phonics/5/steps/705213 (Accessed June 12, 2020).


Copyright
 © 2024 Bell. This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (CC BY). The use, distribution or reproduction in other forums is permitted, provided the original author(s) and the copyright owner(s) are credited and that the original publication in this journal is cited, in accordance with accepted academic practice. No use, distribution or reproduction is permitted which does not comply with these terms.










	 
	CONCEPTUAL ANALYSIS
published: 09 May 2024
doi: 10.3389/feduc.2024.1364978





	[image: Gray square icon featuring a bookmark inside a circle above bold text reading “Check for updates,” indicating an option or button to verify for new software or content updates.]

Publicly funded Steiner education in England–Beautiful anomaly? Missed opportunity? Or both?

 Trevor Michael Mepham*

International Council for Steiner Waldorf Education, Dornach, Switzerland

Edited by
Liane Brouillette, University of California, Irvine, United States

Reviewed by
Peter Lutzker, Freie Hochschule Stuttgart (Waldorf Teachers College), Germany
Kimberly Telfer-Radzat, University of California, Irvine, United States

*Correspondence
Trevor Michael Mepham, trevor.mepham@lineone.net

Received 03 January 2024
Accepted 28 February 2024
Published 09 May 2024

Citation
 Mepham TM (2024) Publicly funded Steiner education in England–Beautiful anomaly? Missed opportunity? Or both? Front. Educ. 9:1364978. doi: 10.3389/feduc.2024.1364978
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Introduction


A “Public good,” or a “contrivance for moulding people”?

The 1870 Education Act signalled a clear intent to provide school education on a national scale for all children in England and Wales. The provision of public funds aside, over the last 150 years, there has been an intermittent debate concerning the perceived benefits and drawbacks of the control and regulation of education by the state. In broad terms, the debate has occupied a space between the libertarian views of English philosopher and political economist, John Stuart Mill (1806–1873), and those advocated by the Welsh textile manufacturer, philanthropist and social reformer, Robert Owen (1771–1858).

For Owen, the provision of publicly funded education and learning opportunities to the children of the poor, uneducated masses that laboured to fuel the economic and industrial transformation of the 19th century, was the greatest imaginable public good, and the most powerful tool for human development and social renewal. On 1st January 1816, Owen (1816) gave a speech in New Lanarkshire, in which he outlined his social vision for the year 2000:







	

	
“What ideas individuals may attach to the term ‘Millennium’, I know not: but I know that society may be formed so as to exist without crime, without poverty, with health greatly improved, with little, if any, misery and with intelligence and happiness increased a hundred-fold; and no obstacle whatsoever intervenes at this moment, except ignorance, to prevent such a state of society from becoming universal.”






John Stuart Mill, on the other hand, while supporting the general notion that universal education and learning are unquestionably positive developments, was much more cautious about the reach and the role of the state in such affairs. In an essay - On Liberty - written in 1859, Mill (1859) wrote:







	

	
“If the government would make up its mind to require for every child a good education, it might save itself the trouble of providing one. It might leave to parents to obtain the education where and how they pleased, and content itself with helping to pay the school fees of the poorer classes of children, and defraying the entire school expenses of those who have no one else to pay for them.” (97)






Mill warned that in his view,







	

	
“A general State education is a mere contrivance for moulding people to be exactly like one another; . . . in proportion as it is efficient and successful, it establishes a despotism over the mind, leading by a natural tendency to one over the body. An education established and controlled by the State should only exist, if it exist at all, as one among many competing experiments, carried on for the purpose of example and stimulus.” (97)






In one respect, the forebodings expressed by Mill encapsulate the anxieties and doubts of those in the UK who have expressed the view that, intentionally, or not, the advent of Steiner education into the national education ‘system’ would be an inevitable sell-out, with successive compromises and adjustments leading to the eventual hollowing-out of the educational ethos and distinctive pedagogical approaches.

This paper will examine the process whereby, in 2008, Steiner education in England took ‘the King’s shilling’ and consider whether the spoon crafted to sup with the state was long enough for both parties to be able to enjoy the meal. The ‘David and Goliath’ nature of the relationship between government, with its full array of policy levers and powers, and the ‘small is beautiful’, holistic aspirations of an independent ‘community’ school will be described and analysed by reflective inquiry.

Aspects of the school’s past, present and future will be delineated and weighed. Taking an ‘interested party’s’ perspective, an evaluation of the effectiveness and ‘worthwhileness’ of the experiment to publicly fund Steiner Waldorf education will be attempted.




Setting the scene

In the UK, the development of Steiner’s work in the field of education has a history that stretches back to the early decades of the 20th century. In Steiner (1922)1, was invited to participate in a conference at the University of Oxford. The Manchester Guardian (29th August 1922) reported that Steiner’s lectures had “vividly brought home to us the human educational ideal.” Following further lecture tours to Yorkshire (1923) and Torquay (1924), the first Steiner school in the UK opened its doors in London, in January 1925.

For about 50 years the Steiner Waldorf schools’ movement in the UK and Ireland grew slowly and quietly. Arguably, this initial phase can be characterised as the emergence of a small collection of idiosyncratic, “private,” or fee-paying schools, catering to progressive, liberal, middle-class families, some of whom were students of Steiner’s work and/or co-workers in Steiner schools and therapeutic (special) education schools, Camphill “villages,” and biodynamic farms.

In the 1970s, in the wake of waves of protest by students and activists washing around the western world, and calls for peace and social justice ringing out, a second phase of Steiner Waldorf schools was conjured into life, sustained by meagre levels of parent funding and huge amounts of good will, enthusiasm and ingenuity. For better and for worse, these schools were often referred to as alternative or progressive schools, while critics seeking for caricature sometimes employed the term “hippy school.” At arms-length from the regulatory frameworks and systems of national curricula and summative testing that tended to drive the state-funded education sector, these independent, or parent-funded schools popped up in mainly rural or provincial locations. Some of the distinctive features they offered included: creativity, sustainability, experiential learning, community relationships and a non-sectarian approach to spirituality.

Meanwhile, in the background, advocates of Steiner education made occasional and faltering attempts to engage with government and a range of political actors and agencies. The objective was to seek some element of public recognition and funding, and to fulfil the aim of broadening social access to the education. This campaign and lobbying work began to pick up pace in the final years of the 20th century, both in England and, separately, in Ireland. In 1997, a “New Labour” government led by Prime Minister, Tony Blair, took office. Part of its manifesto for government included a commitment to add to the diversity of publicly funded schools in England.

In July 2004, Prime Minister Blair (2004) set out his commitment in a speech to the Fabian Society in London, stressing that education spending,







	

	
“will be devoted to the state system, so that there are more good schools among which all parents can choose - including academies and other new schools run by independent sponsors in the state system on the basis of all-ability admissions and fair funding” (7th July 2004).






A year later, in 2005 the Blair government commissioned the first comprehensive mapping of Steiner school education in England, conducted by researchers at the University of the West of England (Woods et al., 2005). This was a significant development on the road to recognition, since during the preceding decades, the interface between Steiner education and the world of higher education had been, and to a large extent remains, characterised by scepticism and ambivalence. In this on-off relationship of mutual doubt, the words “innovation” and “evidence” are often in play. To put it bluntly, Steiner education is sometimes portrayed as a blend of striking innovation, and outdated, homespun modes of practice. The lack of evidence tends to be held up as a significant barrier to scholarly acceptance. Charming and/or colourful anecdotes abound, while secure, gritty evidence—of success, effectiveness, relevance and worth—have been hard to pin down.

At various times over the last 30 years, occasional research papers have been published in the UK, focusing on aspects of Steiner’s pedagogy. There have been a few collaborations and partnerships between Steiner educators, Steiner Waldorf schools and teacher education programmes in the higher education sector. For some 20 years, a BA degree in Steiner Education was approved and accredited by the University of Plymouth and an EU Comenius Project led to the design and approval of a European Masters in Steiner Education. More recently, there have a range of contacts embracing research, teaching and learning, and quality assurance with universities in Stirling, Greenwich, Bristol, Canterbury, Plymouth, and most recently, Bath Spa and Buckingham. The debate and sporadic exchanges continue, together with the stereotypes, and some genuine interest.

And so, with the dawn of a new century, after decades of informal contacts with a range of political parties and agencies, the stars seemed to be aligning for a breakthrough in terms of securing funds from the public purse for the provision of Steiner Waldorf education. In the early 2000s, following several years of intense negotiations at governmental level in Ireland and England, state recognition and public funding was granted to two Steiner Waldorf schools in Ireland and one in England.

In September 2008, after more than 80 years of direct parent-funding of Steiner schools in the UK, the first publicly funded Steiner school in England—the Steiner Academy Hereford2 located in the Herefordshire village of Much Dewchurch—opened its doors. One year previously, the 1000th Steiner school in the world had opened. In addition, in an unplanned piece of synchronicity, the Irish Government decided to fund two Steiner schools in south-west Ireland in the very same year.



Possibilities and possible problems

As noted above, from the perspective of government, the opening of a Steiner Academy seemed to be a concrete attempt to include diversity—different kinds of schools—in the national education “offer” and, arguably, to “realise” the oft-quoted rhetoric of successive governments by providing more scope for “parental choice.” As far as the UK Steiner schools movement was concerned, a series of opportunities and risks were presented by this venture into the unchartered waters of public regulation and accountability to government. An opportunity seemed to be presented by the prospect of widening the potential for social access to the education; an additional plus point for Steiner educators was the possibility to engage in an active discourse with colleagues in the wider educational field.

The risks were regarded by opponents and sceptics within the schools’ movement as in “plain sight,” visible to all who could see; namely, a watering down of distinctive “Waldorf” pedagogies and an international curriculum framework, a curtailment of freedoms in teaching and learning, and a requirement to adhere to “standard” forms of governance, leadership, and measurable learning outcomes.



Personal position

I was born in England and have always lived here. I have been involved in Steiner Waldorf education since the 1980s, as class teacher, school principal, school parent, teacher educator, education adviser and school development partner. After a period of school teaching, I worked in the Faculty of Education at the University of Plymouth for 12 years. I was appointed Principal of the Steiner Academy Hereford in 2007 and undertook a year’s secondment from the University of Plymouth. Following a transitional period, the school opened as an Academy and I held the post for 4 years, from 2008 to 2012. During this period, 25 years after becoming a class teacher, I assumed the role of “guinea pig” and, as principal of a state-funded Academy school, I undertook a school-based, graduate teacher programme (GTP), to reach the required standards for qualified teacher status (QTS) in England.



The child is father of the man3

The Steiner Academy Hereford did not appear as a tabula rasa, newly minted for a brave new world of educational change and opportunity. The “new” school—a state-funded Academy school—brought with it a history, a legacy, and a strong and vibrant ethos in the guise of a predecessor school.

Hereford Waldorf School was part of the second phase, or wave of development of Steiner Waldorf schools mentioned earlier. The school began in 1980 with 6 children. Their classroom was a room in the home of one of the parents. Three years later, the “home-school” managed to purchase a traditional, Victorian village schoolhouse in the village of Much Dewchurch. The school was set down a country lane, surrounded by farmland, 6 miles south of the city of Hereford Today, the village has just 700 residents, and is home to the Steiner Academy Hereford.5

By 2000, the growing school consisted of the village schoolhouse, an Elizabethan barn, a farmhouse—Church Farm—that adjoined the village church, and an array of “temporary” portacabins and sheds. By now, the school’s roll extended from toddlers through to teenagers. The “finishing point” for the school and the stepping-off point for the students was 16 years of age. Regarding student progression, the school had negotiated an innovative, pragmatic, and effective arrangement with the local sixth form college in the city of Hereford. Prior to transition to Academy status, the predecessor school had offered students a minimal number of public exams and qualifications in the form of GCSEs6 and OCNs.7 Then, based on a teacher’s report, a portfolio of the student’s work from the previous 2 years, an interview with college tutors and the qualifications at 16+ mentioned above, a student was granted a place on a course or courses of their choosing.

For nearly 30 years, the fabric and activities of the school—the buildings, the administration and support services, the teaching and learning, the bills, and the mortgages—were funded and supported by the parent-body through a framework including regular financial contributions, non-financial, practical contributions, voluntary work, and parent-led fundraising.

There was a shared, or collaborative model of school leadership and management, via a “flat model” of colleagues working together with mandated responsibilities. The governance of the school was assumed by a leadership group consisting of teachers, supporters and parents. Since its inception, the school had had no headteacher.

As the first publicly funded Steiner school in the UK, tasked with bringing “authentic” difference into the educational system, and charged with demonstrating public accountability and educational quality, the school found itself, from day one, in the middle of both a building project and an innovation project. Offering a different curriculum, working with a different pedagogy, and articulating a distinctive ethos,8 the Steiner Academy had to work out how to find a place within the funded system of schools in England, and to have that place publicly recognised–its work validated as providing a genuine, positive effective difference—as a school that works well for children from all social backgrounds and abilities.



Preparing the policy groundwork

The policy foundations for Hereford Waldorf School’s journey to Steiner Academy Hereford can be traced back to 1996. In December of that year, sentiments expressed by the then Leader of the Opposition, Blair (1996), in his speech at Ruskin College Oxford, appeared to nod in the direction of a broader, richer, more open concept of teaching and learning.







	

	“Education is about more than exams. We are right to be concerned about how our children seem to be falling behind. But we are also right to insist that education is about something more. Ruskin College reminds us that education is about opening minds not just to knowledge, but to insight, beauty, inspiration” (Blair, 1996, 16th December 1996).





On coming to office a few months later, the government flagged up its intentions for education policy in a White Paper: Excellence in Schools (1997).







	

	
“If we are to prepare successfully for the twenty-first century we will have to do more than just improve literacy and numeracy skills. We need a broad, flexible and motivating education that recognises the different talents of all children.”






Further support for the call for breadth, flexibility and a commitment to motivate children and young people came in 2001, with the publication of a report–All Our Futures—by the National Advisory Committee on Creative and Cultural Education [NACCCE] (2001). The report argued that the priorities and pressures in education acted to inhibit the creative abilities of young people and their teachers. Particular concern was expressed about the decline of the arts and humanities in the programme for learning. At the same time, anxiety was expressed that science education was losing its vitality because of these pressures. The report authors stressed that assessment and inspection must support not inhibit creative and cultural education:







	

	
“raising standards should not mean standardisation, or the objectives of creative and cultural education will be frustrated” (11).






Against this background, what, in practical terms, did “a broad, flexible and motivating education” mean? And what might a publicly funded Steiner school bring to the table? In summary, several elements can be pinpointed:

	•There were no requirements to adhere to national or county admission arrangements.
	•The programme of teaching and learning was based on the international Steiner Waldorf curriculum framework.
	•The “early years phase” continued through to rising 7, from age 3+ (Parker-Rees, 2011).
	•As an all-through school, from 3+ to 16+, a child could spend 12 or 13 years of their lives in continuous education on one site. The school had one site, embracing early years, primary-middle and secondary school phases. The model of teaching and learning provided for 2 or 3 years in the nursery and kindergarten, followed by an 8-year period in which a single class teacher might remain with a group of children from 6+ to 14+., ending with a 2-year “upper school” phase of specialist teaching across a range of multidisciplinary themes.
	•Modern foreign languages—German and Spanish—were part of the learning programme from rising 7, along with handwork, eurythmy and a series of outdoor land-based crafts.
	•There was no national testing—standardised assessment tests (SATs)—at age 11. A slim, non-standard package of qualifications and assessments was offered at 16+, as an endpoint to the school, and as part of the admissions process to the local sixth form college.
	•The school was run collectively by a group of colleagues with a specialist training in Steiner’s educational ideas and approaches, the majority of whom were “unqualified” in the eyes of the state, since they lacked the “mainstream” professional qualification which conferred qualified teacher status (QTS).





Principles, practices, and hints of resonance

In this section, an attempt will be made to offer a soupçon of the principles underlying Steiner’s approach to teaching and learning, some of the practices that arise out of these principles, and thirdly, to consider some educational voices from the last 40 years or so, to gauge whether some implicit dialog or convergence can be detected.

Over the last 100 years various iterations of Steiner’s educational insights and indications have been articulated, as the movement has grown and spread to different parts of the world.9 From the very outset, Steiner offered a vision that was disarmingly clear, and tantalisingly difficult to grasp. In the opening lecture of an intense 2-week short course of teacher development, just days before the first school opened in Stuttgart, Steiner (1996b), stated that, “The task of education understood in a spiritual sense is to bring the soul-spirit into harmony with the temporal body” (39).

The idea that the central defining purpose of education, of teaching and learning, is to foster and enable the healthy growth, development and learning of the human being, who lives both in a general stream of age-related development, and an individual stream of development that is, itself, related to a complex tapestry of biological, cultural, geographical and spiritual realities, all mediated by the unique character, anima or soul of the individual, constitutes a rich landscape and field of possibility, as well as being a radical concept of common sense and shared humanity.

In an opening address to children, teachers and parents, on the 7th of September 1919, Steiner (1996a), attempted to sum up, his vision for the education in the school. In an aphoristic turn of phrase, he welcomed the teachers and families and homed in on the essential task:







	

	
“Science that comes alive! Art that comes alive! Religion that comes alive! In the end, that is what education is” (16).






In more prosaic, pedagogical-curricular terms, the educational practice embraces an idea of integrated education in which the core skills of oracy, numeracy and literacy are woven together with a study of science, and an immersion in the arts. Alongside the core skills and academic disciplines, experiential learning–in the form of handwork and land-crafts–and an exploration–through narrative, biography and history–of the moral-ethical ideas, myths and truths of diverse cultures and religions, form the cornerstones of the international curriculum framework.

Curriculum and pedagogy are predicated on the notion that lesson material and educational method must be in harmony with the generic developmental stage of the class of children and the development and progress of the individual children in the class. In the early years, especially in the 4–6 years period, the educational focus is on physical growth and movement, imaginative, child-generated play, imitation and rhythmical activities. Formal learning and attention to aesthetic and affective faculties are prominent in the “heart of childhood” from 7 to 12, while an increasing emphasis on analytical, rational, cognitive capabilities provides the educational signature of the older classes (Steiner, 1972, 1988).

The teaching of foreign languages from the age of 7 is fostered; “eurythmy”–a form of artistic movement blended with music and speech is practised; play, drama, music and art are recognised as vital and rewarding channels for learning and progression. The assessment approaches focus on a range of continuous and contextualised assessments that reflect the range of abilities in the classroom and the scope and detail of the programme of teaching and learning.

The insights and principles on which Steiner Waldorf education is founded embrace a range of methods and approaches that preview and share ideas and concepts that have emerged more clearly over the last 100 years—from Dewey’s ideas on “progressivism” in school education (Dewey, 1938), to Gardener’s theory of multiple intelligences (Gardner, 1983, 1999), Eisner’s work on cognitive pluralism (Eisner, 1994), the educational priorities outlined by the Delors Commission (Delors, 1996), and the value-oriented concept of education outlined in the Kroneberg Declaration (German Commission for UNESCO, 2007).

In 1996, the Report of the International Commission on Education for the Twenty-first Century, “Learning: The Treasure Within” (Delors, 1996) argued for an integrated vision for education and learning worldwide, founded on the paradigms of lifelong learning and the four pillars of learning—learning how to know, to do, to be, and how to live together.

Ten years later, at the invitation of UNESCO, a panel of experts issued the Kronberg Declaration on the Future of Knowledge Acquisition and Sharing. The panel reports that in an era of digitalised learning and web-based knowledge and information,







	

	
“knowledge acquisition and sharing institutions will have to focus more closely on the development of social and emotional abilities and skills, and to come to a wider, value-based concept of education;”












	

	
“The importance of acquiring factual knowledge will decrease, whereas the ability to find one’s way in complex systems and to find, judge, organize and creatively use relevant information, as well as the capability to learn, will become crucially important”;






The following decade, at the World Economic Forum in September 2018, Ma (2018), founding CEO of Alibaba—the global e-commerce company—spoke of the need for an educational reboot.







	

	
“Education is a big challenge now. If we do not change the way we teach 30 years later, we will be in trouble. Because the way we teach, the things we teach our kids for the past 200 years have been knowledge-based. We cannot teach our kids to compete with the machines - they are smarter. So, what can we teach kids to prepare for tomorrow’s world? Values, believing, independent thinking, caring for others. These are the soft parts. Knowledge will not teach you that. That’s why I think we should teach our kids sports, music, painting and art. To make sure that humans should be different, everything we teach should be different from machines. If the machine can do better, you have to think about it. In this way, 30 years later, kids will have a chance.”






At the same event, Director of the London School of Economics, Minouche Shafik, said,







	

	
“Anything that is routine or repetitive will be automated.” She stressed importance of “the soft skills, creative skills. Research skills, the ability to find information, synthesise it, make something of it” (ibid).






Then in March WBGU (2019), the German Advisory Council on Global Change published a report entitled: Toward our Common Digital Future, focusing on the concept of a “digitalised sustainability society.” The report identifies two of the most important developments of the recent modern age; firstly, a growing threat to humanity’s natural life-support systems and secondly, dramatic and far-reaching advances in the field of information and communication technology (ICT).

These developments present two crucial challenges, which the report pinpoints as: “sustaining the natural life-support systems” and adapting to the “digital revolution.” The health of the natural environment will depend greatly on success of the digital revolution, and yet, there is a risk that digitalisation will act like a “fire accelerant”, further stretching and weakening the biosphere. The report demands that these challenges “are finally studied holistically,” arguing that the “old way of thinking” focusing on “specialisation, separation and linearization” has become an unhelpful dogma.



Compromises—New promises?

The reality of compromise in a project such as the formation of the Steiner Academy Hereford is undeniable. Yet, the notion of compromise is invariably contested. The concept–“com-promis”—is a confluence of two Latin words meaning, to promise together. One way of looking at compromise is to see it as a movement away from ideals, traditions and principles. But compromise can also be interpreted as the seedbed from which new and unknown change may grow. Rather than going my way or your way, in some senses compromise breaks new ground and works out of the future, tracing a route which may lead to a destination which might not have been intended, yet is resonant of its time and place. Associations with terms such as watering down or selling out are some ways distant from what is arguably an ideal notion of forging a new agreement or compact with others.

Steiner (1996b, 29), referred to compromise as being a necessary stage en route to the fulfilment of an ideal. Presumably, he was referring to compromise as a shared commitment to something new—promise together—rather than an imperfect or thwarted attempt to reach one’s stated goal.



Then

In August 1919, just before the Waldorf School opened in Stuttgart, Steiner (1996b) spoke directly to the teachers about the need to make compromises:







	

	
“it is necessary that we make compromises, because we are not yet so far developed that we can accomplish a truly free deed… On the one hand we must know what our ideals are, and, on the other hand, we must have the flexibility enough to conform to what lies far from our ideals. It will be difficult to for each of you to find how to bring these two forces into harmony” (29–30).






Certainly, at the outset, a mixture of creativity, chaos and compromise characterised the opening of the Waldorf school. The school opened over a week late, the timetable was in draft format right up to the last minute, and the children were taught in two shifts, since there were not enough classrooms for the numbers enrolled, while the desks arrived in dribs and drabs, leaving the pupils to sit on the chairs from the former restaurant. while writing by leaning on their knees.

The school had to obtain permission to open, and three compromises were struck with the local government authorities enabling the school to open its doors. Firstly, the school agreed to be inspected regularly, including a pre-opening registration visit. Initially, the teachers had to be authorised by the regional ministry of education and subsequently, were required to have a state teacher’s certificate. The third compromise was in the realm of teaching and learning. A degree of freedom and autonomy in the curriculum on offer was granted, and in return, it was agreed that the school would undertake to ensure that there would be academic parity with state schools in the region at the ages 9, 12, and 14.

Three years later, in 1921, Steiner (2003) returned to the theme of compromise. In relation to how the children should be taught and cared for, Steiner urged the teachers to bring a lively and contemporary approach to the lessons and the pupils:







	

	
“Pupils must never become estranged from contemporary life… right from the start the most varied compromises have to be made.”








And now

The first Waldorf school opened with a package of three fundamental compromises, or new promises, as mentioned above. Fast-forward to 2008, and the agreement, or deal between the New Labour Government and the UK national movement of schools—the Steiner Waldorf Schools’ Fellowship10 consisted of a series of elements—a melange of statutory requirements, expectations and opportunities—gathered together in a Funding Agreement. Some of these elements are outlined and discussed below.



The deal, the compromises, and the new agreements

The Steiner Academy Hereford was and continues to be impacted in many areas with the arrival of state funding. In brief, the following features are unambiguously related to state-funding:

	•a capital building programme of approximately £7 million for refurbishment and new build,
	•guaranteed annual “recurring” funding,11
	•an offer of Steiner education that families did not have to pay for, beyond the tax-code,
	•the broadening of social access to families previously unable to afford to send the children to a parent-funded school,
	•a full school with waiting lists,
	•increased funding per pupil,
	•the provision of free school meals (FSM) for children from eligible families,12
	•increased salaries for teachers,
	•a pupil admissions policy containing a catchment area, and no selection, with children who are, or have been in public care or adopted coming at the top of the oversubscription criteria for admission,
	•as an Academy school, the disapplication of the National Curriculum for England13 and the acceptance, in its place, of the Steiner Waldorf curriculum framework and approaches to teaching and learning,
	•an understanding that in Steiner Waldorf education, the early years phase continues until rising 7, and the beginning of formal education in Class 1 (Year 2), at rising 8,
	•the offer of specialist subjects on the timetable, including, foreign languages from age 7, eurythmy in the kindergarten, lower and middle school, handwork in lower and middle school, and woodwork and land-crafts in the middle school and upper school,
	•the placing of information technology (IT) in the programme of teaching and learning from Class 7 onward, via programmes offered by The Learning Machine, providing qualifications in essential digital skills based on the INGOT assessment mode,
	•additional funding for those pupils and students who have special, or additional educational needs and disabilities (SEND).14





Standards—Upholding uniformity, or embracing quality?

One of the knottier, or one could say, more interesting elements of the deal, which may not have been that apparent at the time, lies in the differing perspectives that can be held regarding educational standards. For the last 25 years, with the advent of the PISA (Program for International Student Achievement) testing programme,15 what is sometimes called the “standards movement” has set the agenda for a Global Education Reform Movement—GERM (Robinson, 2015, 6). Successive governments in the UK have been enthusiasts and proponents of the drive to push up educational standards as a fundamental plank of education policy.

Before the first school opened, on 20th August 2019, Steiner (1996b) had offered a blunt and negative assessment of the standards that prevailed in school education at the time:







	

	
“The state imposes terrible learning goals and terrible standards, the worst imaginable, but people will imagine them to be the best. Today’s policies and political activity treat people like pawns. More than ever before, attempts will be made to use people like cogs in a wheel. People will be handled like puppets on a string, and everyone will think that this reflects the greatest progress imaginable” (29–30).






An echo of these forebodings from 100 years ago are echoed, in part, by Robinson (2015):







	

	
“Typically, the standards movement is focused on curriculum and assessment. Teaching is seen as a way of delivering the standards” (100).












	

	
“Too often the standards movement casts teachers in the role of service workers, whose job is to ‘deliver’ standards” (101).






More recently, the English schools minister, Nick Gibb, education minister in a series of Conservative administrations nailed his and the government’s colours to the mast of knowledge-delivery and measurable learning outcomes, focused on the functional skills of literacy and numeracy, and extending into what is described as a knowledge-rich curriculum. In July 2021, in an address to the Social Market Foundation, during a panel event on raising school standards, Gibb16 suggested that,







	

	
“In recent years, many academics in university schools of education, leaders of tech businesses and politicians of all stripes have argued that, with the world’s information at our fingertips, the focus of school should be less about teaching maths formulae or historical dates.












	

	
Instead, they suggest schools should focus on teaching pupils so called ‘21st century skills’, such as how to be more creative, to work in teams and to be problem-solvers.












	

	
This notion of ‘generic skills’ is one of the most damaging myths in education today.”






From the perspective of a Steiner Waldorf educator, the PISA-informed debate on standards often seems to be overtly one-sided, with much of the attention given to attainment benchmarks, numeric data scores and the quantification of learning. In such a scenario, there is scant remaining space for consideration of standards of quality. And yet, in many important activities and life experiences, it is qualitative standards, such as effort and engagement, diligence and discovery that are potent, transformative and meaningful, if more difficult to quantify and measure.



Beautiful anomaly and missed opportunity

In the dictionaries, the word “anomaly” is granted a degree of potency and paradox. Whether one opts for, “a person or thing that is different from what is usual, or not in agreement with something else and therefore not satisfactory,”17 or perhaps, “something different, abnormal, peculiar, or not easily classified,”18 the “outlier,” or non-standard nature of Steiner Waldorf education in the state-funded system is clear to see.

The advent of publicly funded Steiner Waldorf education in England served to stir the waters in ways that were, and continue to be regarded as positive by some, and controversial by others. In a certain sense, beauty is in the eye of the beholder.

However, underneath the pros and cons, depending on your standpoint, a deeper and recurring question seems to lurk; namely, what is education for? Over the centuries, education has often been a contested subject. While learning–gaining experience and knowledge; developing understanding, becoming proficient, capable and learned—tends to be regarded as an intrinsically good thing, the means or pathways to learning can be hotly disputed.

Is education a public good, for each member of humankind, as proclaimed by Owen (1816)? Or is it more like a tool of the state, as argued by Mill (1859). Among other purposes ascribed to education is its value to society as a cultural activity, to its economic potential as a commercial product in an international marketplace.

It seems that the ongoing tension between a systematised, summative, techno-academic approach to childhood and learning, and an approach that places the child and the child’s development at the very root and core of the educational process is not a circle that can be easily squared. In the former, measurable outcomes and evidence that can be graded are fundaments, while in the latter, human experience and human interchange are regarded as fundamental and essential, even when the outcomes elude numeric scores, and are often intangible, or “in process.”

Critics of the standards agenda and the “global education reform movement” (GERM)19 argue that a cocktail of acceleration, earliness, acceleration and simplistic, regurgitative cognitive learning sucks pretty much all the oxygen out of the classroom, or setting; where, like a dried- up wadi, the zest of learning has evaporated, and the water is shallow and toxic. Biesta (Evers and Kneybar, 2016) argues that the existing culture of summative testing and the measuring of learning and progress goes right against the grain of education, as a deep, nourishing and potent and enquiring process of discovery and learning.

Many of the distinctive approaches espoused in Waldorf education stand as a question-mark, if not a direct challenge to what are, arguably, the Panglossian-like convictions of policymakers. Ministers and officials seem convinced by the ideas and principles of the standards agenda, and adamant concerning the effectiveness of a standards agenda that focuses relentlessly on the measurement of quantifiable standards. These policy objectives stand in jarring contrast to notion that the quality and vitality of children’s learning and educational experiences are transformational. Added to this mix is the insight that the relationships between learners, and teachers and learners, are fundamental. A third core tenet is the understanding that the connections, associations and coherence within and between the materials and contents, shared in a developmentally resonant manner, is a pivotal factor in a student’s educational achievement and progress.

In reality, the picture of learning, and the disposition to learn, is much more subtle and layered than a singular focus on end-point summative testing would seek to prove. In Finland20 (Institute of Education and UCL, 2022), there is something of a resistance to the GERM agenda. A consistently top performer in international education league tables, a high level of trust is accorded to teachers in Finnish schools, along with a healthy regard for the processes of democratic accountability. In Hessen, in Germany, teachers are trusted and respected to such a degree that they both compile and mark exam assignments. As one study (Nolan, 1995), put it: “trust in and respect for teachers as professionals is common in countries whose students are noted for excellence.”

Meanwhile, in the UK, the 2020 annual report from the charity Good Childhood examined data from 24 European countries and reported that children aged 15 in the UK had the greatest fear of failure, and the lowest overall life satisfaction. And in the part of the UK known as England, it has been recognised for some time (Alexander et al., 2010) that, as The Times Newspaper (8th February 2008), reported, “English children are tested longer, harder and younger than anywhere else in the world.” This was the conclusion of a study comparing standards in 22 countries around the world. This body of evidence does serve to raise doubts over the one-track learning journey to a single destination, as suggested by the PISA-GERM programme.

Woven through Steiner’s educational approach, on the other hand, is an underlying sense that the human being participates in a life-long quest to behold the world holistically. Learners are encouraged to analyse what is discovered and experienced with interest and warmth. Following the careful noticing, experiencing, and picturing of a world that is imbued with inner coherence that takes place in childhood, the educational focus for the young person turns to counteracting the many tendencies for the world to fragment, by creating a creative and meaningful synthesis or re-integration of the many wonderful threads.

The notion or working assumption that the human being is an “open system”—permanently unfinished—is central; a living learning being wrapped in a double vortex of generic, age-related development and unique individual growth and change. These ideas have much in common with the “Fit Principle” proposed by Largo (2020): (xxviii), in which he lays out what he calls an understanding that, “Every human, with their individual needs and talents, strives to live in harmony with their environment.” And when children, young people and adults are supported in doing so, they can live a good life.

A total of 15 years after it opened, the Steiner Academy Hereford continues to be the one and only in England, and the UK as a whole. Three Steiner Free Schools opened in a brief flurry in 2012, 2013 and 2014. Within 7 years, they had closed, having fallen foul of the school regulator’s judgements, and having been found wanting in areas of leadership, despite having high levels of parent approval and full classes. As for the little school set down a country lane in the Herefordshire village of Much Dewchurch, in the summer of 2023, it was judged to be “outstanding” in three areas of inspection and good overall.21 In short, the “beautiful anomaly” is alive and well, although the opportunities beyond Much Dewchurch have been curtailed, and arguably, for the time being, somewhat squandered.
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Footnotes

1      https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2018/01/top-quotes-from-davos-on-the-future-of-education

2      https://www.steineracademyhereford.org.uk/

3      From the poem by William Wordsworth, My Heart Leaps Up, composed in 1802, published in 1807.

5      https://www.citypopulation.de/en/uk/westmidlands/admin/county_of_herefordshire/E04000838__much_dewchurch/

6      OCN—Open College Network—an organisation developed to recognise informal student learning.

7      GCSE - the General Certificate of Secondary Education (GCSE) qualification at end of year 10 / age 16+.

8      “We offer an education that enables children to experience childhood fully while enabling them to become responsible, free individuals who can think clearly and considerately, observe perceptively and act constructively for the good of the world.” https://www.steineracademyhereford.org.uk/ (accessed September 25, 2023).

9      https://www.waldorf-international.org/en/key-characteristics-of-wald orf-education/ https://ecswe.eu/waldorf-steiner-education-in-europe-2/

10      https://waldorfeducation.uk/

11      Recurring funding: amounts for 2010/11: General Annual Grant - Total receivable = £1,397,384, pupils on roll (Jan 2010) = 311, average amount per pupil = £4,493 (Includes reference to pupil numbers, site specific issues, pupil attainment and free school meals, Special Needs Grant (Bands 3 and 4) = £18,000

12      https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/free-school-meals-guidance-for-schools-and-local-authorities

13      See, for example, the speech given in the House of Lords by Lord Storey, on 12th September 2016: “Academies are not obliged to follow the national curriculum and are not accountable to their local community but directly to the Minister’s department via eight regional commissioners. They are not obliged to include parents or teachers as governors, can set their own salary scales and terms and conditions for staff and can employ unqualified teachers.” https://hansard. parliament.uk/lords/2016-09-12/debates/5967E6A5-E1FD-4DEE-8487-A2 60DE6B9B36/TeachersAcademiesAndFreeSchools (accessed November 13, 2023).

14      https://www.gov.uk/children-with-special-educational-needs

15      “Since 2000, PISA has involved more than 90 countries and economies and around 3, 000, 000 students worldwide.” https://www.oecd.org/pisa/ (accessed September 12, 2023).

16      https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/the-importance-of-a-knowledge-rich-curriculum (accessed September 26, 2023).

17      https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/anomaly (accessed September 29, 23).

18      https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/anomaly (accessed September 12, 2023).

19      https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00131911.2019.1532718#:~:text=Sahlberg%20has%20identified%20the%20principal,features%20of%20the%20new%20orthodoxy (accessed January 16, 2024).

20      https://www.ucl.ac.uk/ioe/events/2022/may/finlands-education-system-and-its-continued-resistance-global-education-reform-movement-germ

21      https://files.ofsted.gov.uk/v1/file/50229091 (accessed November 16, 23).
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As the number of students enrolled in charter schools grows across the country, so do questions about their impact on academic outcomes (National Center for Educational Statistics). Given the importance of student test scores as evidence of success at the state, school, classroom, and teacher levels, understanding the effect of these charter schools' pedagogies on student outcomes is critical. Waldorf-inspired charter schools are one such growing alternative pedagogy. This study answers the question: Is there any significant difference between the levels of achievement for students in English Language Arts and math who are enrolled in Waldorf-inspired charter schools vs. those in either local public school classrooms or other charter classrooms that do not use the Waldorf pedagogy? Using OLS multiple linear regression this study examined the significance of the levels of achievement in English Language Arts (ELA) and math among students in 16 Waldorf-inspired charter schools and other charter and non-charter schools in California, using the California Assessment of Student Performance and Progress (CAASPP) scores. The research revealed that there are significantly higher percentages of eighth-grade students in Waldorf-inspired charter schools meeting or exceeding state standards in ELA and math as compared to their non-Waldorf charter school comparison groups, even when controlling for the size of the school, socioeconomic status, and district-level fixed effects (p < 0.01). This is despite the significantly smaller percentage of students in these schools meeting state standards in grades three through five. The results of this study suggest that Waldorf's developmental approach to education can result in strong academic outcomes despite a slower, low-stakes approach to teaching.
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Introduction

The popularity of charter schools across the country has grown since their conception in 1991. Initially, they promised to improve lagging student test scores by harnessing competition to push schools to improve their teaching and learning (Fryer, 2012; Stein, 2015). Yet, even with 30 years of history behind the charter school experiment, there is no agreement among researchers regarding the success or failure of charter schools to improve academic outcomes for their students (Turner, 2015).

For example, a study from Texas used a value-added model and found that students' achievement gains in urban charters were higher in reading and mathematics than in non-charters (Grosskopf et al., 2009). In 2014, an analysis of charter schools across 14 states found that, on average, there were negative but not significant impacts on achievement in math and reading, and students' race or gender was not found to be a factor in outcomes (Clark et al., 2014). They did find that disadvantaged students tended to have either positive or insignificant outcomes, while advantaged students were significantly negatively affected, across all groups. A large study through the Center for Research on Educational Outcomes (CREDO) found small but significant positive effects on reading scores. However, they stated, “With a very large sample size, nearly any effect will be statistically significant, but in practical terms, these effects are so small as to be regarded, without hyperbole, as trivial” (McClelland and Maul, 2013, p.1). In a more recent 2021 report titled Charter Schools' Effectiveness, Mechanisms, and Competitive Influence the authors, using evidence from the CREDO study, stated that across the United States, charter school students tend to perform, on average, at about the same level as their district counterparts and that charters located in urban areas consistently have students whose test scores are boosted by charter enrollment, particularly for Black, Latinx, and low-income students (Cohodes and Parham, 2021). However, despite a lack of consensus, the number of students enrolled in charter schools has continued to grow (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2019a), Table 1 shows the increasing enrollment of students in public charter schools in California for the 5 years covered in this study.


TABLE 1 Charter school enrollment growth in California.

[image: Table showing student enrollment numbers and percent of enrollment for five years: 544,293 and 8.7 percent in 2014–15, 568,774 and 9.2 percent in 2015–16, 602,837 and 10.1 percent in 2016–17, 626,982 and 10.6 percent in 2017–18, and 652,825 and 11 percent in 2018–19.]

Given the importance placed on student test scores as evidence of success at the state, school, classroom, student, and teacher levels, along with the increasing number of schools using alternative curriculums, identifying ways these alternative pedagogies impact student outcomes is critical. This study addresses this goal by reviewing archival data on student achievement at a classroom level for a unique educational system. Using scores from classrooms in grades three through eight for five years, between the years 2015 and 2019, this study answers the question: Is there any significant difference between the levels of achievement for students in ELA and math who are enrolled in Waldorf-inspired charter schools vs. those in either local public-school classrooms or other charter classrooms that do not use the Waldorf pedagogy?


Philosophical framework
 
Waldorf public education

Waldorf education is a 100-year-old pedagogy developed in Europe just after World War I (1919) for the children of the workers at the Waldorf Astoria Cigarette Company. According to Friedlaender et al. (2015), the pedagogy is “unique in its comprehensive nature, with its explicit theory of child development, curriculum, pedagogical approach and philosophy about the role of the teacher,” (p. 99). After being shuttered by Hitler during World War II, the movement rebounded as an international, independent network of schools with a well-defined pedagogy and oversight guided by either the Association of Waldorf Schools of North America (AWSNA) or Alliance for Public Waldorf Education (Alliance) (Barnes, 1995; Oppenheimer, 1999). Both oversight agencies require extensive and ongoing work by applying schools, including self-studies and site visits to ensure that the Core Principals of Waldorf Education have been applicably integrated throughout the school and community. Until such permissions have been given, institutions are not allowed to use the Waldorf service mark in any of their school materials (Alliance for Public Waldorf Education, 2023; Association of Waldorf Schools of North America, 2024). The first school in the United States, The Rudolf Steiner School in New York (private), dates to 1928, and Waldorf schools have become one of the largest independent school movements in the world (Zdrazil, 2020). Additionally, Waldorf schools in the public realm, Waldorf-inspired schools, have been growing.

The Waldorf curriculum was created by Austrian philosopher Rudolf Steiner in response to the limited educational opportunities available to children from poor and working-class families in the early 20th century. Steiner's was one of several international movements that aimed to advance more organic educational opportunities than were offered by the widely implemented factory model of education. When the first school was being formed in Germany, Steiner described the goals of the educational model as, “a school for all classes” which hoped to more deeply understand and account for “what is universally human.” He continued, “In the Waldorf school what is considered is the educational principles, and no difference is made in their application between a child of the proletariat and a child of the ex-Kaiser” (Steiner, 1922/1947, Lecture 4). Rudolf Steiner advocated eschewing a narrow focus on the intellect and implementing a child-centered model of education, emphasizing hands-on learning that included arts, crafts, and practical skills (Barnes, 1995).

Prior to the 1950s, Waldorf first-grade classrooms would have looked more similar to traditional public school first-grade classrooms because the cultural mindset about the purpose of kindergarten was still rooted in the idea that this was a time for developmental, as opposed to academic growth (Dombkowski, 2001). Both public and private schools considered first grade the beginning of formal academic instruction. As the mindset around the role of kindergarten has shifted, Waldorf schools remain steadfast in their belief that play is essential for a child's development in kindergarten. They have kept kindergarten classrooms in the developmental realm, saving the first-grade classroom for the beginning of academic instruction.

However, this delay in academic instruction is only the first of many differences in their pedagogical beliefs. Another practice, known as looping, wherein the students in each grade often remain with the same teacher as they progress from first through eighth grade, is routinely practiced in Waldorf schools, if not always in a full first through eighth-grade cycle, then in shorter first through fourth and fifth through eighth-grade increments. Research has shown that looping can provide an academic advantage equal to two to three months of extra instruction per year looped (Burke, 1997; Tucker, 2006).

The students in these schools are taught academics through story and art, movement, and music. Also, rather than teaching the students every subject every day or week, the curriculum is organized in three to four-week blocks referred to as the Main Lesson (ML). Language arts, math, history, and science are all taught this way. Daily, in private Waldorf schools in grades one through four, classes may spend nearly half of the ML engaged in movement and games, which appear to target foundational skills such as executive function (Telfer-Radzat, 2024). Additional weekly subjects that occur outside of ML may include a foreign language (or two), handwork, games (a form of physical education), violin, painting, modeling, recorder, and woodwork. As reported in Telfer-Radzat and Brouillette (2021), the approach is designed to expose students to a wide range of topics and then focus deeply on how they connect (p. 7–8). Finally, the education is centered on a teacher's relationship to their students. Rather than relying on textbooks and worksheets, the teachers, while adhering to a particular content theme, are free to present the Waldorf curriculum in ways that best meet their group of students, as long as they stick to the developmental and academic guidelines provided by Rudolf Steiner and complied in Rudolf Steiner's Curriculum for Steiner-Waldorf Schools (Stockmeyer, 1969). While all second graders hear fables of animals who are clever and naughty and funny and lazy, those stories may be centered in various cultures that are most directly connected to each unique group of students. The students then create portfolios, providing evidence of their growth over a year. In private Waldorf classrooms, students in grades one through five, at a minimum, forgo any significant testing and are not given grades. As private schools, there is little oversight from a state perspective and, really, only the consumer (parents) to please.

Before 1991, all Waldorf schools in the U.S. had been private. The Milwaukee Urban Waldorf School, a public school, was founded in 1991 and the Yuba River Charter School in California was given its charter in 1994 and became the first Waldorf-inspired charter school in the state. Since that time, because all California public schools, including charters, are required to comply with certain accountability measures, these Waldorf-inspired schools, along with all other public schools, take state assessments every spring that measure English Language Arts (ELA) and math.




Literature review

Despite its large, world-wide presence, quantitative studies of Waldorf school practices by external researchers have lagged. Several factors, including a pedagogy that is complex and difficult to untangle, beliefs that external proof was unnecessary to validate their methods, along with their private school status, meant that Waldorf schools remained largely unknown to mainstream researchers. The growing presence of public charter schools that have adopted the pedagogy has increased interest in their practices. The number of Waldorf-inspired charter schools has grown to 57 nationwide, according to the website of the Alliance for Public Waldorf Education (2023). In California, there are 26 schools in various stages of membership, from new initiatives to full member schools, and two high schools. These charter schools, along with a smaller number of Waldorf-inspired magnet schools and Waldorf-inspired district schools, implement Waldorf instructional methods with the oversight of both their public-school agency and a national public Waldorf school organization (Alliance for Public Waldorf Education, 2023).


How academically effective is Waldorf education?

Comparing academic achievement in private Waldorf schools has been difficult given that, unlike traditional public schools, the implementation of the curriculum of Waldorf schools does not directly align with the public school timeline, and they are not required to administer state-mandated standardized testing. Yet, some comparable student populations are available.

The first Waldorf public school, Milwaukee Urban Waldorf Elementary School, had great success when, within 3 years, they had increased the number of students meeting grade level in reading from 26% to 63% (McDermott et al., 1996). A study from 2001 compared the achievement test scores (2 years) of fourth-grade economically disadvantaged, minority students in a large, midwestern city in the United States (Schieffer and Busse, 2001). One group attended a Waldorf-inspired charter school, and the other group was drawn from a school matched for the same neighborhood and economic make-up. Researchers found that the public Waldorf-inspired school provided minority, low SES fourth graders greater success across all academic areas and reported a moderate correlation between the type of education and the student's test scores.

In 2007, Ida Oberman conducted a study comparing test scores from the California Standards Test (CST) in four urban Waldorf-inspired charter schools, based on similar geography, district size, and other demographics, by grade level. She found that although the students were significantly underperforming at the second-grade level, by eighth grade, the treatment school students either matched or exceeded the top ten of peer-comparable sites in both math and English Language Arts. According to the teachers and administrators of these schools, the reason given for the differences lay in a pedagogy that focused on preparation in the lower grades for higher grades, year by year, e.g., building a strong foundation, rather than moving curricula down and teaching it earlier, a trend occurring in U.S. schools that was documented for kindergartens in a study in 2016 (Bassok et al., 2016). The faculty also believed that aspects of the pedagogy, such as looping and the spiraling nature of the curriculum, allowed the teachers to connect one academic subject to another, such as art to math, math to history, or history to science (Oberman, 2007).

In 2012, researchers Larrison et al. (2012) first compared the test scores of students in Waldorf-inspired charter schools in California with their district averages and then with a specific school matched on economic status and percentage of minorities enrolled. They found that students attending Waldorf-inspired charter schools showed significantly lower test scores in reading in grade two, but that by grades six, seven, and eight, these students significantly outperformed the district averages. In math, there were significantly negative differences in grade three, with Waldorf students earning lower than average scores, but the significance disappeared for all other grades. When the schools were compared individually with other non-Waldorf schools having similar demographics (as determined by t-tests), no significant differences were found for reading or math. Finally, the researchers examined the impact of Waldorf education on one cohort of students over seven years (grades two–seven). Waldorf students scored lower in grades two and three in reading and showed significantly (and approaching significantly) more students at above basic or advanced levels in grades seven and eight. In math, a greater number of students remained significantly lower than their cohorts in grades two to five and later showed significantly higher numbers of students achieving advanced competence by seventh grade (Larrison et al., 2012).

Finally, an intensive case study was conducted at a U.S. public Waldorf magnet school in 2015. The Center for Opportunity Policy in Education at Stanford University carried out a longitudinal study at the K-8 Alice Birney Public Waldorf School in the Sacramento City Unified School District in California (Friedlaender et al., 2015). This study found teachers with beliefs similar to those held by the teachers interviewed in the Oberman (2007) study and concluded that the instructional approaches used at Birney led to strong student outcomes. Quantitative analysis of student record data revealed that, compared to similar students in other district schools, Birney students had low transiency and suspension rates, as well as positive student achievement outcomes on standardized assessments. Further, while outcomes were strong for all students, outcomes were noticeably strong for Birney's large population of African American, Latino, and socio-economically disadvantaged students. African American and Latino students at Birney had a suspension rate one-tenth the rate of similar students across the district. For African American, Latino, and socio-economically disadvantaged students, the effect of attending Birney for 5 years was correlated with an increase of 8 percentiles (i.e. from 50th percentile to 58th percentile) in English Language Arts achievement. This was despite Birney's adherence to the Waldorf tradition of delaying formal reading instruction until first grade, a lack of formal testing in classrooms (except for that mandated by the state), and reliance on student-made “main lesson books” (portfolios)—as opposed to state-sanctioned textbooks—for instruction. These results strengthen the possibility that Waldorf pedagogy may have special benefits for traditionally marginalized students. As Pappano (2011) noted in the Harvard Education Letter:

	It sounds counterintuitive for struggling students to spend class time on, say, knitting and drawing. Yet, a small but growing number of public schools are embracing Waldorf methods in hopes of engaging students in ways advocates say traditional approaches do not—and raising test scores along the way.

So, while there is not yet consensus among researchers regarding the success or failure of charter schools, generally, to improve academic outcomes for their students (Turner, 2015), it seems that perhaps there is a need to investigate more specifically the types of pedagogies being implemented in these schools. One thing that the growing California charter school movement has provided is a means for researchers to compare alternative educational models using a common assessment tool, in this case, the CAASPP. Greene et al. (2006) found that the best way to compare charter schools to traditional public schools is to narrow the scope of the type of charter school and use controls for demographic profiles of the students served by those schools. This study followed that suggestion and isolated the comparison schools to charter and non-charter and controlled for family income and enrollment size of the school.





Method

This study uses secondary data analysis, which is research into previously collected archival data. It is useful because it takes advantage of the significant amount of data that has already been collected, the volume of which has grown larger as our technical understanding has grown (Johnston, 2017). It is also free to use, making it accessible to many more researchers.


Data

In addition to the CAASPP test results file data (California Assessment of Student Performance and Progress, n.d.), data from California's Free and Reduced Priced Meal (FRPM) eligibility files were taken from the California Department of Education (CDE) website (California Department of Education, n.d.). The CAASPP data provides information on the percentage of students who “met or exceeded” the state standards in the areas of ELA and math at each grade level, each year (California Department of Education, n.d.). The FRPM files provide information on enrollment size, zip code, and income variations among schools. Both sets of tables for each of the 5 years were downloaded and imported into STATA and merged by each school's unique County-District-School (CDS) code.



Sample

The nature of the CAASPP data allows us to determine the percentage of students who met or exceeded state standards for ELA or math at a particular grade. A school with three classrooms of third graders will report only the percentage based on the whole cohort, not individual classrooms. Sixteen Waldorf-inspired charter schools had students in grades three through eight, which comprised the treatment group. These treatment schools were compared to two different control groups: (1) all non-Waldorf charter schools and (2) all public schools, including non-Waldorf charters. Descriptive statistics, including the number of students, percentage of white students, percentage of students who qualify as English language learners, percentage of students who qualify for special education services, and percentage of student population who qualify for FRPM for each of the 5 years can be found for the treatment group in Table 2. Because of the relatively small number of Waldorf-inspired charter schools, it was not possible in this study to include demographic information related to race, special education, or English language proficiency. The CAASPP hides public results for any group showing fewer than 11 observations.


TABLE 2 Summary statistics for schools in the treatment group over 5 years.

[image: Data table displaying charter school enrollment and demographic information from 2015 to 2019 for multiple schools, with columns listing total students, percent white, percent English learners (EL), percent special education (SpEd), and percent economically disadvantaged (EcDis); averages provided for each category.]



Measures
 
Demographics

Demographic information is reported by parents or guardians to public schools when a child enters a school district. Additional information is collected yearly by individual school districts and used to indicate FRPM status, English language (EL) proficiency status, and special education status. It is stored in the California Longitudinal Pupil Achievement Data System (CALPADS).



Standardized assessments

California's statewide assessments are designed by the Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium (SBAC) and include a comprehensive portfolio of standards-aligned assessments and tools for use by educational agencies, districts, schools, and teachers to support instruction and improve learning (Smarter Balanced, 2022). The CAASPP is the test SBAC has designed for use by California for its statewide assessment. It has been used in the state of California since 2014 when it replaced the Standardized Testing and Reporting system (STAR) that had been used since 1999.

Each year the CAASPP is administered to all public school students in California in grades 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, and 11. It includes both a computer-adaptive test and a basic skill test for each of the English Language Arts and math assessments. A computer-adaptive test (CAT) is one that “adapts” in response to a student's correct or incorrect answers. A student who correctly answers a question will continue to be given increasingly advanced questions, while one who answers incorrectly will not advance but be given a different question until it is deemed that they have progressed as far as they are able. Educational assessments in California before 2014 did not have this capacity, and it is now believed to be a more accurate way to measure student learning (Reckase, 2011). The choice to switch to this test type was based on item response theory, as CAT tests are believed to be more accurate, fairer, and shorter (Knell et al., 2015).

Students' proficiency in ELA and mathematics is measured in the spring of grades three through eight for elementary school and grade eleven for high school. Data for grades three through eight, and from 2015–2019, are used in the current study. These computer-based tests have been aligned with the Common Core State Standards and are used to determine students' knowledge and skills in the tested subject area. California requires that schools meet a 95% student compliance threshold, and all but the most impacted students are expected to take the tests.

The results from the two assessments (ELA and math) are divided into 4 levels of mastery and can be found on the California School Dashboard for any public school in California. Four categories are represented by the following designations: Standard Not Met (red, level 1), Standard Nearly Met (yellow, level 2), Standard Met (green, level 3), and Standard Exceeded (blue, level 4) for both ELA and math. See Figure 1 below for an example of the state dashboard for California.


[image: Two donut charts compare student achievement levels for ELA and Mathematics. ELA shows 63.63 percent met or exceeded standards, while Mathematics shows 18.18 percent met or exceeded standards. Each chart segments additional achievement levels by percentage.]
FIGURE 1
 California state dashboard. Source: California Department of Education, Dashboard (https://www.caschooldashboard.org/).


The variable, percent of students who met or exceeded state standards (PSMESS), is used for this study, which collapses levels three and four into one group (met or exceeded state standards) and levels one and two into the other group (standard not met or standard nearly met).



Free or reduced-price meal (student poverty)

The state of California identifies a student as low-income if they qualify for free and/or reduced lunch or if both parents have no more than a high school education. Students qualify for free or reduced-price meal status under two categories. The first is based on Federal Poverty Guidelines and each child's family income status and household size (California Department of Education, 2019). Students who qualify as foster youth, migrants or unhoused are automatically enrolled. Because a child's family finances are related to academic outcomes, this study uses FRPM to control for income-related differences in achievement.




Analysis
 
Data analysis

This section describes the procedures used to conduct the data analysis for this quantitative study. Merging demographic and income data from the California Department of Education (CDE) with the CAASPP data, I used a quantitative, causal-comparative method to examine differences in achievement between classrooms of students in Waldorf-inspired charter schools, non-Waldorf charter schools, and traditional public schools. The unit of analysis for this study is grade level.

The CAASPP data files from the spring of 2015, 2016, 2017, 2018, and 2019 were first downloaded from the CDE website as two separate files: the statewide .csv delimited files for each school year and the corresponding delimited .csv entity files. The two files for each year must be merged to ensure that all scores are correctly connected to the appropriate county, district, and school codes.

Using STATA SE15.1, each year's CAASPP data was imported by year and a new cdscode was created that combined the county code, district code, and school code into one unique seven-digit-long number. Next, only data for each grade in the year I was importing for either ELA or math was kept. After dropping school codes equaling “0000000” and checking for duplicates, I kept only the new CDS code, percentage standard met and above, district code, and county code. This was done for each grade, each year, and both ELA and math scores. Empty cells, created when the data was merged into its wide file format and not missing data, were coded as missing, as were cells marked with an asterisk, denoting classrooms containing 10 or fewer observations.

Next, the FRPM files were merged to combine both enrollment and test score data over all 5 years (2015–2019); for example, all third-grade scores and school enrollment numbers across the 5 years were consolidated, all fourth-grade scores and enrollment numbers over 5 years, etc. The entire data file was then reshaped as a long file.

This resulted in a file with 26 variables and 62,440 observations across all schools for classrooms in grades three through eight between the spring of 2015 and 2019. One dummy variable (Wcharter) was created to represent the 16 Waldorf charter schools, and another, (school type), identified the 3 different types of schools I was investigating: Waldorf charters = 1; non-Waldorf charters = 2; local public schools =3.



Statistical analysis

I began the analysis by investigating the overall relationship between the three groups of California schools: local public schools (N = 10,968), non-Waldorf charters (N = 1,501), and Waldorf charters (N = 16). A one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was conducted to explore differences in ELA and math scores across the three school types. The treatment group was compared with control groups one and two, separately measuring the percentage of students meeting or exceeding the state standard (PSMESS) in both ELA and math. As a robustness check, the Bonferroni correction was conducted to check for the bias of repeated testing effects and inflated Type I errors.

Next, a series of ordinary least squares (OLS) multiple linear regression models were conducted to estimate the association of enrollment in a Waldorf-inspired charter school with class-level ELA and math achievement for the 5 years of data. Model one examined the differences in the PSMESS on the ELA and math assessments between the Waldorf-inspired charter schools and all other public schools (non-Waldorf charter and local public combined) with controls for school enrollment size and FRPM. Model two examined ELA and math PSMESS differences between the Waldorf-inspired charter schools and only non-charter local public schools with controls for enrollment and FRPM. Model three compared Waldorf-inspired charter schools to non-Waldorf-inspired charter schools. Finally, the areg Stata code was used to create a type of fixed effects model. This was necessary because one is limited to a wide file type for traditional fixed effects modeling. The school's district code was “fixed” using the code absorb to eliminate differences that would apply to all students across each district. The choice of district code over county code is supported by the fact that school districts have, until recently, derived approximately 80% of their local revenue from local property taxes (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2019b). This has had the effect of funneling more money to schools in high income neighborhoods because they have more income to tax. As well, a single school district can include several zip codes and even counties within it (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2019c). Therefore, it is more likely that policies are consistent across districts, regardless of county. Fixed effects models can result in smaller estimates because of bias from measurement error (Hedges, 1994).

The following equation is estimated for each model:

[image: Equation showing G subscript s equals beta zero plus beta one times Treat subscript s plus beta two times parenthesis FRPM subscript s parenthesis plus beta three times parenthesis enrollment subscript s parenthesis plus mu subscript i plus epsilon subscript s.]

Where Gg is the percent of students who met or exceeded the state standard (PSMESS) outcome for a grade levelg for 5 years. Treat is a binary indicator representing enrollment in a Waldorf-inspired charter school in California. I controlled for school enrollment size (M = 624 students) and FRPM. Descriptive statistics for the groups: all schools, Waldorf schools, non-Waldorf charter schools, and local public schools are shown in Table 3.


TABLE 3 Descriptive statistics: number of schools, average enrollment and %FRPM over 5 years by school type.

[image: Data table comparing Waldorf-inspired charter schools, non-Waldorf charter schools, and local public schools in California, showing number of schools, average enrollment, and percent of students eligible for free or reduced-price meals.]

The coefficient μi was added for model four and represents district-level fixed effects. Fixed effects are used as a robustness check in the final model. It is included to account for district-wide variation within California. This method is recommended for nested data and allows one to control for effects of observable and unobservable unique traits such as school climate or teacher behaviors (Murnane and Willett, 2010). These indicators allow each district (N = 1,054) to have its own intercept and removes variable bias by measuring changes within groups across time. Adding the robust command helps correct for heteroskedasticity.

Each OLS multiple regression—other than the fixed-effects model—was computed path analyses using Stata SE 15.1. The fixed-effects model was computed using the “areg” command and missing data were handled using the list wise deletion.

The εI is an independently distributed error term. Robust standard errors are computed. These error terms assume that observations are independent and account for minor problems about the normal distribution or heteroskedasticity or errors. For the fixed-effects model, standard errors are clustered at the school level.





Results

Table 4 through Table 9 display results from the OLS linear regression models (e.g., unstandardized coefficients, standard errors, and sample sizes) for the overall PSMESS for ELA and math for a pooled 5-year period. Results for model four showing the fixed effect of adding district to the equation can be found in Tables 10 and 11.


TABLE 4 Model one.

[image: Regression results table summarizes the association between attendance at Waldorf-inspired charter schools and ELA CAASPP achievement by grade, controlling for school size and FRPM. Negative effects in grades three to six, but positive in grades seven and eight; all FRPM coefficients are negative and significant. Standard errors are in parentheses, and R-squared values range from 0.510 to 0.612.]


Waldorf-inspired charter school enrollment vs. other charter and public school options (model one)
 
OLS multiple linear regression
 
Model one

This model simply compares the PSMESS in Waldorf-inspired charter schools vs. the PSMESS in all other types of public schools (both charter and local public) for ELA and math when controlling for the number of students enrolled in the school and the percent of students in any one school who are eligible for FRPM. Tables 4, 5 show the overall results, including the number of observations, standard errors, and R-squared.


TABLE 5 Model one.

[image: Regression results table displaying the association between attendance at a Waldorf-inspired charter school and math achievement across grades three to eight, adjusting for school enrollment size and free or reduced-price meal eligibility. Negative coefficients for Waldorf-inspired charter schools are significant in grades three to six, positive and significant in grade eight, and not significant in grade seven. School enrollment size shows small positive significance, FRPM shows strong negative significance, and R-squared values range from zero point four six nine to zero point five eight zero. Standard errors are listed in parentheses with asterisks denoting significance levels.]



ELA

In grades three through six, Waldorf-inspired charter schools, on average, show significantly fewer students meeting or exceeding the state standards for ELA, on average, than the control group, which is comprised of all other public schools in California (p < 0.001 for 3rd and 4th, p < 0.05 for 5th). For sixth and seventh grades, significant differences have disappeared. When tested at the end of eighth grade, Waldorf-inspired charter school classes had significantly more students meeting the state standards across all years (p < 0.01). Students eligible for FRPM show a small but significant negative effect, which decreases slightly by eighth grade.

If one looks at the general treatment effect between third and eighth grade, although students are significantly underperforming in third grade, on average, the Waldorf-inspired charter schools have a higher PSMESS by the time they test in the spring of eighth grade. As shown in Figure 2, on average, nearly 17% more students in the Waldorf-inspired charter schools were meeting or exceeding state ELA standards by eighth grade vs. 0.18% more students in the control group. The R-squared was 0.51.


[image: Line graph comparing percentages of students meeting or exceeding state English Language Arts standards from third to eighth grade, showing Waldorf-inspired charters consistently outperform all public schools across all grades.]
FIGURE 2
 Model one: PSMESS for ELA in grades 3 through 8 for Waldorf-inspired charter schools vs. all other public schools. *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.




Math

In grades three through six, Waldorf-inspired charter schools show a significantly smaller percentage of students, on average, meeting, or exceeding state standards. By grade seven, the significance disappears. In the eighth-grade year Waldorf-inspired charter school classes have a significantly higher PSMESS in math (p < 0.01). Students eligible for FRPM show a similar significant negative trend as in ELA.

Figure 3 shows that, on average, the Waldorf-inspired charter school classes were meeting or exceeding state math standards by eighth grade at a rate 13.6% more than the comparison (51.19% of the third graders vs. 64.83% of the eighth graders). In the control group, the percentage change was 15% less (75.45% of the third graders vs. 60.28%of the eighth graders). The R-squared was 0.47.


[image: Line graph comparing the percentage of students meeting or exceeding state math standards in Waldorf-inspired charter schools and all public schools from third to eighth grade. Waldorf-influenced charters consistently perform higher, with scores starting at seventy-five point four five percent in third grade and ending at sixty-four point eight three percent in eighth grade, while public school scores range from fifty-one point one nine percent in third grade to sixty point two eight percent in eighth grade. Blue and orange lines represent Waldorf charters and public schools, respectively.]
FIGURE 3
 Model one: overall PSMESS for Math in grades 3 through 8. **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.





Waldorf-inspired charter school enrollment vs. non-Waldorf charter schools (model two)
 
OLS multiple linear regression
 

Model two

This model compares the treatment schools (Waldorf-inspired charter) to local public schools, excluding charters when controlling for the number of students enrolled in the school and the percent of students eligible per school for FRPM. This model removes schools that might be using an alternative model as part of their charter. Results, including the number of observations, standard errors, and R-squared can be found in Tables 6, 7.


TABLE 6 Model two.

[image: Table summarizing OLS multiple linear regression results for Waldorf-inspired charter schools versus local public schools across grades 3 to 8. Outcomes include coefficients for Waldorf schools, school enrollment size, FRPM, constant, number of observations, and R-squared values. Waldorf attendance has a significant negative association for grades 3 to 6 but becomes positive and significant in grades 7 and 8. All enrollment size and FRPM coefficients are significant, and constants reflect the percent meeting state standards. Standard errors are shown in parentheses. Data covers ELA CAASPP achievement from 2015 to 2019.]


TABLE 7 Model two.

[image: Regression results table showing the association of Waldorf-inspired charter school attendance and math achievement for grades three to eight from 2015 to 2019. Negative statistically significant coefficients are observed in grades three to six, while grades seven and eight show small and positive or non-significant effects. School enrollment size and FRPM both have significant coefficients, and R-squared values range from 0.571 to 0.631. Standard errors are in parentheses, and observations per grade decrease from grade three to eight.]



ELA

In grades three through six, there were, on average, significant differences in PSMESS for ELA, with the Waldorf-inspired charter school classes having fewer students meeting ELA standards (p < 0.01 and p < 0.001). There were no significant differences in grade seven. By eighth grade the PSMESS in the Waldorf-inspired charter school classes was significantly higher across all years tested (p < 0.01). There was a consistently small negative effect for students eligible for FRPM.

Figure 4 shows that, on average, by eighth grade, Waldorf-inspired classes increased the percentage of students meeting or exceeding state standards by just over 16% in ELA. Local public schools increased the percentage of students meeting or exceeding state standards by 0.6%. The R-squared was 0.58.


[image: Line graph comparing ELA test score percentages for Waldorf-inspired charters and non-charter public schools from third to eighth grade, showing higher percentages for Waldorf-inspired charters in every grade.]
FIGURE 4
 Model two: overall PSMESS for ELA in grades 3 through 8. **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.




Math

When students enrolled in public schools are compared to those enrolled in Waldorf-inspired charter schools as a PSMESS in math, there are, on average, significant negative differences in grades three through six for the Waldorf-inspired schools. In seventh grade, any significance disappears, and by eighth grade, there is a positive significant effect for these schools (p < 0.05). Eligible FRPM students show a small but negative effect across all years.

Figure 5 shows that, on average, in math at the third-grade level, a higher percent of non-Waldorf, local public-school students (75.39%) are meeting or exceeding the state math standards in third grade vs. only 52.51% of those attending Waldorf-inspired-charter schools. However, by eighth grade, the outcomes have flipped. The percentage of students meeting or exceeding state standards in math has increased by 13.6% in the Waldorf-inspired schools, while in the public schools, the percentage has fallen by over 12%. The R-squared was 0.57.


[image: Line graph comparing percent of students meeting or exceeding state math standards for Waldorf-inspired charters and non-charter public schools from third to eighth grade. Non-charter public schools show higher percentages across all grades, with scores ranging from seventy-five point three nine percent to sixty-six point one five percent, while Waldorf-inspired charters range from fifty-two point five one percent to sixty-five point six seven percent. Blue line represents Waldorf-inspired charters and orange line represents non-charter public schools.]
FIGURE 5
 Model two: overall PSMESS for Math in grades 3 through 8. *p < 0.05; ***p < 0.001.





Waldorf-inspired charter school enrollment vs. non-Waldorf charters, with controls (model three)
 
OLS multiple linear regression
 

Model three

This model compares Waldorf-inspired charter schools only to other charter schools using the previous two controls of the enrollment size of the school and the percentage of students in a school who are eligible for FRPM. By restricting the type of school being compared, we are looking at schools with student populations that could be considered more similar. Tables, including the number of observations, standard errors, and R-squared can be found in Tables 8, 9.


TABLE 8 Model three.

[image: Regression results table compares the impact of Waldorf-inspired charter schools, school enrollment size, and FRPM on ELA CAASPP achievement for Grades three through eight, showing coefficients, standard errors, significance levels, constant values, observations, and R-squared for each grade.]


TABLE 9 Model three.

[image: Table showing results of multiple linear regression predicting math achievement by Waldorf-inspired charter school attendance, school size, and FRPM across grades three to eight. Coefficient for Waldorf school is negative and significant for grades three to five, non-significant for grade six, and positive and significant for grades seven and eight. School size and FRPM have negative coefficients, mostly significant. Constants and sample sizes are reported for each grade. R-squared values range from zero point two one seven to zero point three two one. Standard errors are in parentheses and significance is denoted with asterisks.]



ELA

Overall and on average, comparing only charter to charter, significant negative differences were only found in the PSMESS in third grade. In this year, the PSMESS in Waldorf-inspired charter schools was significantly lower by nearly 7 percentage points with a p-value of < 0.05. By eighth grade, the Waldorf-inspired charter school classes had increased, on average, PSMESS for ELA, 7.8% more than the control (p < 0.001). Eligible FRPM students show a small but negative effect across all years. The R-squared for this model was 0.33.

Figure 6 shows the PSMESS differences by grade for ELA. In third grade, non-Waldorf-inspired charters have, on average, a significantly higher percentage of students (65%) meeting or exceeding state standards, as compared to 59% for the Waldorf-inspired charters. Between fourth and sixth grade the scores for both types of schools show no statistical differences. By eighth grade, the Waldorf-inspired charter school classes have a significantly higher percentage of students meeting or exceeding state standards than the control group (p < 0.001). The percentage of students in Waldorf-inspired charter schools meeting and/or exceeding state standards increased, on average, over 18%, while the non-Waldorf charter classes gained just over 3%.


[image: Line graph compares percentages of students meeting or exceeding state ELA standards from third to eighth grade in Waldorf-inspired charters (blue line) and non-Waldorf charters (orange line), showing higher scores for Waldorf-inspired charters across all grades with values ranging from 65.37 percent in third grade to 77.12 percent in eighth grade. Non-Waldorf charter scores range from 58.51 percent to 69.26 percent.]
FIGURE 6
 Model three: overall PSMESS for ELA in grades 3 through, controlling for FRPM and enrollment size. Controlling for enrollment and FRPM. *p < 0.05; ***p < 0.001.




Math

In third through fifth grade, the PSMESS for Waldorf-inspired charter school classes is, on average, significantly lower than the PSMESS for the control group, with a p-value < 0.001. Grade six shows no significant differences between the groups. In seventh grade, Waldorf-inspired schools show a significantly higher PSMESS (p < 0.001) and the trend continues for eighth grade (p < 0.001). Eligible FRPM students show a small but negative effect across all years. The R-squared for this model was 0.25, lower than either model one or two.

As shown in Figure 7, the Waldorf-inspired school group has, on average, a significantly lower percentage of students meeting or exceeding the state standards in third grade (63.9% vs. 48.93%). In sixth grade, the differences converge and are not significant. By eighth grade Waldorf-inspired charter schools show 62.82% of their students at or above standard, vs. 51.09% in the control group. In fact, by eighth grade, the non-Waldorf charter schools have nearly 13% fewer students meeting state standards than they did in third grade.


[image: Line graph comparing percent of students meeting or exceeding math standards in Waldorf-inspired versus non-Waldorf charter schools from third to eighth grade. Waldorf-inspired scores increase from 48.93 percent in third to 62.82 percent in eighth grade, while non-Waldorf scores decline from 63.9 percent in third to 51.09 percent in eighth grade.]
FIGURE 7
 Model three: overall PSMESS for Math in grades 3 through 8. Controlling for enrollment, FRPM, and school district. **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.





Model four: fixed effects

This final model uses fixed effects-type regression to restrict the sample to charter schools, by absorbing district. It assumes that any differences across a district are constant for those students. Controls for enrollment and FRPM continue to be used. Tables, including the number of observations, standard errors, and R-squared can be found in Tables 10, 11.


TABLE 10 Model four.

[image: Data table showing fixed effects model results for Waldorf charter school attendance impact on ELA CAASPP achievement across grades 3 to 8, controlling for FRPM and school enrollment size, with statistical significance levels indicated and constants representing percent of students meeting state standards in the control group.]


TABLE 11 Model four.

[image: Data table displays regression results for Grades 3 through 8, evaluating the effect of attendance at Waldorf-inspired charter schools on math CAASPP achievement, controlling for FRPM and school enrollment size, with coefficients and standard errors for each variable, significance noted, and sample sizes listed for each grade.]


ELA

Accounting for the nesting effect of district resulted in removing any significant PSMESS differences in ELA across charter schools in all grades except third and eighth. On average, a significantly higher percentage of third graders in Waldorf-inspired charter school classes meet or exceed state standards, as compared to those in non-Waldorf schools, a trend similar to all other models. By eighth grade the Waldorf-inspired treatment group has, on average, a significantly higher PSMESS in ELA (p < 0.01). Eligible FRPM students show a small but significant negative effect across all years, however, that number is smaller for ELA than for math. The adjusted R-squared is 0.38.

While the two groups start at significantly different levels in third grade (66.1% control vs. 60.03% treatment PSMESS), they follow a similar trajectory in grades four through seven. Both groups have a drop in PSMESS between fifth and sixth grade. Then, the Waldorf-inspired charter schools begin to show significantly higher percentages of students meeting and/or exceeding state standards than the control group, finishing with nearly 7% more students meeting or exceeding state standards than their comparative counterparts. See Figure 8 below.


[image: Line chart comparing percentages of students meeting or exceeding ELA standards in Waldorf-inspired and non-Waldorf charter schools from grades three to eight, with Waldorf-inspired consistently scoring higher each year.]
FIGURE 8
 Fixed effects: average PSMESS with fixed effects for ELA in grades 3 through 8. Controlling for enrollment, FRPM, and fixing school district. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01.





Math

For math, the negative association of PSMESS for attending a Waldorf-inspired charter school remained significant, on average, in grades three through five (p < 0.001). By seventh grade the differences were significantly positive and in eighth grade the treatment group showed, on average, a significantly higher PSMESS than the control classrooms (p < 0.001). Eligible FRPM students show a small but negative effect across all years. The adjusted R-squared is 0.31.

Growth is seen for the Waldorf-inspired charter school classes in fourth grade and then a decrease in fifth before trending upwards again. The control group shows a steady decline up to sixth grade when they begin trending up again. By eighth grade, on average, nearly 10% more students in Waldorf-inspired charter schools are meeting or exceeding state standards in math, as shown in Figure 9. The PSMESS for the control group has dropped by just over 12% by eighth grade, while the Waldorf-inspired charter schools have increased their percentage by over 12%.


[image: Line graph comparing percent of students meeting or exceeding state ELA standards between Waldorf-inspired and non-Waldorf charter schools across grades three to eight. Waldorf-inspired charters show higher percentages in all grades with values generally increasing from grade six onward, while non-Waldorf charters remain lower and comparatively stable.]
FIGURE 9
 Fixed effects for PSMESS in math in grades 3 through 8. Controlling for enrollment, FRPM, and fixing school district. *p < 0.05, ***p < 0.001.





Summary of results

In models one and two, at a school and grade level, controlling for school size (enrollment) and the percent of students qualifying for FRPM (an indicator of neighborhood income levels), the differences between the Waldorf-inspired schools and the two control groups (all public schools including non-Waldorf charters and only non-charter schools) follow a similar pattern for both ELA and math. In years three through six, generally, students attending Waldorf-inspired charter schools meet the state standards at significantly lower percentages. Between fifth and sixth grade the two groups converge and then begin to trend in opposite directions. In eighth grade, there is a significantly higher PSMESS for both subjects. The effect size is large.

When comparing only Waldorf charter schools to other charter schools using the same controls (model three), the percentage of students in Waldorf charter schools remains significantly lower in third grade for both subjects. In ELA, there are no significant differences until eighth grade and both groups follow a very similar trajectory, including a dip in sixth grade. In eighth grade, in both ELA and math, there are significantly (p < 0.001) more students meeting state standards in Waldorf-inspired charter schools. In math, the percentage of students meeting or exceeding state standards in the non-Waldorf-charter schools has dropped below the third-grade level.

When using a fixed-effects model (four), absorbing district code while continuing to control for enrollment size and FRPM, the overall pattern remains the same. Students in Waldorf-inspired charter schools meet state standards at a significantly lower percentage rate in grades three for ELA and three through five for math. However, in seventh and eighth grade for both ELA and math, the percentage of students meeting or exceeding state standards at Waldorf-inspired charter schools is significantly higher. There is a medium effect size.




Discussion

In this study, I pooled 5 years of archival CAASPP test data (2014–15 to 2018–19) from the CDE website, along with FRPM and enrollment numbers from the CALPADS website to examine school CAASPP scores based on their school type status. Using these data, I employed descriptive statistics and OLS multiple linear regression to investigate the association between enrollment in a Waldorf-inspired charter school and PSMESS on the CAASPP standardized assessments. Group one, the treatment group, included students in Waldorf-inspired charter schools. Group two included students enrolled in either local, public schools or non-Waldorf charter schools. The estimates included applicable covariates to account for school enrollment size and socioeconomic status (FRPM). In addition, I employed district-level fixed effects and reported significant results that withheld the Bonferroni correction to correct for type-one errors.

At the school/grade level, I found that at baseline (when students are first tested in 3rd grade) students in the Waldorf-inspired charter schools, across all models, have a significantly lower PSMESS for both ELA and math. However, in sixth grade, the students in the Waldorf-inspired charter schools no longer show any significant difference from the control groups. In eighth grade, in both ELA and math and across all models, a significantly larger percentage of students in Waldorf-inspired charter schools were meeting the state standards. This result is consistent with previous research investigating Waldorf academic outcomes. Without constant testing (other than that required by the state), early academics, or state-mandated textbooks, a greater percentage of students in treatment schools are achieving proficiency by 8th grade than their peers in both ELA and math.

Using the fixed effects model, I also found that the percentage of students meeting standards in eighth grade for the Waldorf-inspired group was greater than any of the control groups in both ELA and math. In ELA, the students in Waldorf-inspired charter schools showed approximately 6% more students meeting the state standards in eighth than the control group, which showed a < 1% increase. In math, the differences were more pronounced, particularly if you look at the increasing percentage of students which are meeting state standards. There were over 12% more students at standard for the treatment group in eighth- grade than at third-grade level. The control group had nearly 13% fewer students at standard in math than at the third-grade level. The overall effect of this schooling was moderate (R-squared ELA = 0.39; R-squared math = 0.33).

Given what we know about cognitive development, these results should not be surprising. We know that learning doesn't happen on a fixed schedule and in yearly increments. Yet, we continue to measure it that way. Students in our public and private schools are expected to be at a certain point by a certain time each year or they and their teachers are considered sub-par. This study provides evidence that one alternative educational model has been able to educate its students successfully, without the stress of constant testing, a state-mandated curriculum, or traditional grading systems. Despite the strong push to provide traditional academics to students at younger and younger ages in the U.S., these schools have resisted that drive and continue to approach education from a developmental perspective, one recommended by renowned cognitive scientists such as Dewey, Piaget, and Vygotsky. The Waldorf model may find success because it focuses on developing strong foundations in the early years, developing skills often associated with executive functioning, and better preparing students entering middle school to dive into the more complex concepts of algebra and writing.

However, it is also possible that other factors are driving the outcomes. All who study Waldorf education realize it is unlike any other system. Several practices may, on their own or tied together, be supporting these students. One of these, looping, is shown to improve scores by several months every 2 years with the same teacher (McCown and Sherman, 2002; Baker, 2006; Tucker, 2006). Since, traditionally, Waldorf teachers may loop up to 8 years with the same class, this could impact outcomes. Another practice that may influence outcomes is the curriculum's widespread use of imagination through story. The Waldorf curriculum depends on story across all grades and exposure to storytelling is linked to the development of cognitive flexibility (Veraksa et al., 2022). Or, perhaps, it is the lack of high-stakes testing? There are many practices employed in Waldorf schools that are supported by current educational research. A recent literature review by Mavrelos and Daradoumis (2020) investigated the relationship between pedagogy, intelligence, and the neuroscience of learning. They found an overlap between Waldorf teaching strategies and Multiple Intelligence Theory (MI) and concluded that although Waldorf and Waldorf-inspired schools are not MI schools, Waldorf schools do employ MI-consistent teaching strategies.


Limitations and future research

This study is the first of its kind to compare the performance of students at Waldorf-inspired charter schools to students in both other charters and traditional public schools using standardized CAASPP test results. It is strong, but some limitations exist. In the case of schools with class enrollment under 11, information related to the class scores, English language learner status, special education status, and race is only available as restricted data. Because parents often worry that their students will not be prepared for a rigorous academic experience in high school and the lack of hard evidence demonstrating its viability, Waldorf-inspired classrooms sometimes have smaller classes in the seventh and eighth grades. This makes that data unavailable publicly and reduces the number of grades that can participate. Having access to these classes would add to the picture by providing a bigger sample, and it would be beneficial to know whether the results differ at all for certain demographic groups.

As well, some may be interested in how different genders respond to this pedagogy. I chose not to include gender in my study as it is not, as is becoming more and more known, a binary indicator. Some may disagree. However, I am currently teaching in a seventh/eighth-grade classroom with at least 10% of the students who do not identify as male or female. Gender is determined through a parent survey when a child enters school, often as young as four and a half. I wonder about the accuracy of using a label that was not chosen by the students themselves. How do we know it is accurate?

Finally, although I controlled for a rigorous set of covariates related to school differences, there were many factors that I could not control for. These include the practices of looping, art integration, and whole-to-part teaching. Additionally, different states have different laws constraining charter school practices and these differences could have an effect that makes California an outlier. Future research may consider using a Propensity Score Matching model to better control for population differences, or, perhaps, following the students through high school using their service set identifier (SSID) numbers to see how they fare in traditional high schools after spending time in a Waldorf-inspired school. Adding the California Science Test scores to the model might also provide some interesting results, as one RTC study in 2019 found strong correlations between the integration of the arts and the retention of science content (Hardiman et al., 2019). I hope that future research will expand on these findings as we strive to improve the education of all children for a brighter future.
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This article seeks to identify trends in Steiner Waldorf education through the lens of Clarence Beeby’s work on educational myths. Beeby calls myths a form of communication between contemporaries or between generations, ways of conceptualizing education that can be understood quickly yet are flexible enough to accommodate a range of interpretations. A myth holds for a period and then transitions into a new myth that best suits changed times and changed circumstances. I reflect on what the myths of Waldorf education might be and take up Gramsci’s well-known quotation on change, “The crisis consists precisely of the fact that the old is dying and the new cannot be born; in this interregnum a great variety of morbid symptoms appear,” In writing this, Gramsci extended the interregnum beyond its usual papal connotation to include the socio-cultural condition as well. I use the notion to consider if Waldorf education is currently in an interregnum period and is displaying both “morbid symptoms” and promising signs of fresh development. In addition, I contemplate if these promising signs point toward a new myth that will allow Waldorf education to step beyond its century-old, colonial heritage.
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Introduction

In this article, I look to distill and interpret trends in Waldorf education as it is practiced, discussed, and written about in different geographic and cultural contexts. In doing this, I observe negative trends that appear to intensify with time and that are not reversed. This has led me to consider the need for new forms to be developed, and if Waldorf education is in the process of transitioning from one myth, one story, to another, from one “deep, though not always clearly defined, … aspiration” (Beeby, 1988) to a new one, specifically one that addresses societal and demographic changes within which Waldorf institutions work. Such a change would serve to challenge the status quo in multiple ways, not least in issues of Eurocentricity, colonial thinking, diversity and inclusion within the curriculum, gender stereotyping, and the relationship between Steiner’s worldview1 and Waldorf education.

Before I go further, I need to deconstruct the positions that I occupy (Dwyer and Buckle, 2009). As a former Waldorf teacher, I consider myself an “insider,” with some insight into ways in which Waldorf teachers view themselves and their profession. I am a white, CIS-gendered man in my 60s, a naturalized immigrant to Aotearoa New Zealand, and have worked on different continents as a teacher and teacher educator; this has given me an idea of how Waldorf education is practiced in different contexts. At the same time, I am no longer a Waldorf teacher but work in the field of education at a large public university and have a nuanced non-Waldorf identity as well. In this regard, I am an outsider, observing Waldorf education from a distance. My identity as I write is fluid and complex. I hope I remain aware of this as I navigate this insider–outside role (Bukamal, 2022).



The power of educational myths

The great New Zealand educationalist, Beeby (1988), viewed the development of education as transitioning through what he called myths.

 An educational myth is, for me, a form of communication, spoken or assumed, between contemporaries or between generations. It’s a communication that cannot be taken quite literally. It gets public credence and support from its capacity to express, in relatively simple terms, relations between ideas and events that aren’t completely understood and whose outcomes cannot be fully foreseen. Within limits, it can be interpreted in different ways by different people; it leaves some place for the element of the irrational that underlies most human activities, and it gives a sense of direction rather than absolute goals (Beeby, 1986, p. 10).



A myth then is a way to view the complexities of education in a simple yet effective image; it is not an educational plan or curriculum. Elsewhere (1988, p. 10), Beeby gives five characteristics to distinguish a myth from an education plan. I give them here in full as they are relevant to my argument.

	1. An effective educational myth must be either an assumption rooted deeply in a country’s history or the expression of some deep, though not always clearly defined, public aspiration; it must say briefly, in simple terms, something new for which many have been trying to find the words.
	2. It must be expressed in language that is flexible enough to permit a reasonably wide range of interpretations. It gives a broad sense of direction on which most people will agree, though they may differ in their specific goals and in their reasons for seeking them.
	3. However, the language and the objectives must still be narrow enough to rule out altogether some lines of action so that administrators, planners, and teachers can get practical guidance from the myth.
	4. The myth must not be fully attainable for at least a generation if it is going to sustain 25 years of change without being constantly and confusingly modified.
	5. People working for the new myth must believe in it so completely that they will fight for it in its youth—and perhaps in theirs—they must hold to it more critically in its middle age, and, when it has served its purpose, they must be willing to see another myth take its place, though an old educational myth, such as many ancient faiths, is usually quietly absorbed into the new, with a fresh interpretation of ideas and a change in direction.

These “myths of purpose” take time to gain general acceptance and transition slowly. Specific myths that Beeby identifies in New Zealand’s educational history include the survival of the fittest, the education of the whole child, equal opportunity, and equity (equality of outcome). These were superseded toward the end of the last century by the myth of education as a commodity (neoliberalism). As neoliberalism itself is now being strongly challenged, the myth of education as a commodity to be bought and sold on the open market is also under question (Nevradakis and Giroux, 2015), and “The hunt is on for its successor” (Beeby, 1988, p. 11). Numerous authors have taken up this challenge, including Clark (2004, p. 18), Gerlich (2013), Gidley (2017), and the current author (Boland and Dobson, 2020). Deeply embedded myths in educational and social thought can also have negative consequences, as convincingly put forward by Hetaraka (2022) regarding beliefs about Māori students in education in Aotearoa New Zealand.



Waldorf myths?

It is not my intention here to examine Beeby’s ideas in depth, but rather to highlight the insights generated by such mythical thinking and to recognize how the educational ideas of the public (parents) and teachers change over time. It leads me to consider what myths exist of and in Waldorf education, which narratives are told of Waldorf education, which give a “broad sense of direction on which most people will agree” (Beeby, 1988, p. 10). These are not the same as what are commonly referred to as Waldorf myths (see Sagarin, 2008; Wiechert, 2014) 2 but are ways of conceptualizing Waldorf education.

There are several Waldorf myths that I would put forward in this regard. The first is what Rawson has called the “foundation myth of origins” (2023), a narrative of the founding of the first Waldorf school in 1919. In this myth, Waldorf education was seen as a school for the children of factory workers made possible by the generosity and foresight of Emil Molt; it is an educational movement springing out of an innovative social impulse at a time of acute need in post-war Germany.

Another myth that has had great currency is of Waldorf education as an “education for freedom.” This phrase comes from Steiner (1922/2004, p. 49) himself and was mirrored in the title of a book by Carlgren (1976), Education toward freedom. Written at a time when Waldorf schools were rapidly being established around the world and translated into many languages, this book promoted a myth of an education toward freedom, which tells how each child and young person can receive an all-round, balanced education (head, heart, and hands) in a Waldorf school, which will allow them to find their place in society, leaving them free to follow their own paths, and find their own life direction. I believe that this is still the dominant myth of Waldorf education. Whether the claim to be an education for freedom for everyone can be justified has been questioned (Boland and Muñoz, 2021); however, a myth exists as an ideal that gives “a broad sense of direction,” whether or not it is realized in the details.

Steiner (1919/2020) spoke and wrote in multiple places about the need for Waldorf education to respond to the needs of the time and to the needs of children of a particular time. In The First Teachers’ Course, he pointed to the importance of this, commenting that “Teachers must understand the times they live in because they must understand the children entrusted to them in relation to that time” (p. 163). In an article a few months later in the newsletter Waldorf Nachrichten (Waldorf News), he wrote, “It would be fatal if the educational views upon which the Waldorf School is founded were dominated by a spirit out of touch with life” (Steiner, 1919–1924, p. 2).

This notion of Waldorf education being able to meet the needs of children of a particular time, in touch with life, has led to it being called “an education for our time” (Wiechert, 2009). Furthermore, its potential for development and modification has led to it (also) being “widely regarded as an education for the future” (Attfield, 2024, p. 3).

Former myths then seem to me to include Waldorf education as an education for social renewal, an education for freedom, an education for the present, and an education for the future. There are likely more. However, I propose here that there appear to be new images and purposes of Steiner education trying to come into being. As Beeby (1988) himself said, these old myths do not disappear nor are simply replaced (think how resilient the survival of the fittest model has proven to be in many education systems), but a new myth will emerge as a new understanding or new chapter of the narrative of Waldorf education, adding to what went before.

For the last 15 years, I have worked outside the Waldorf education movement while maintaining connections to it. My observations (from conversations, conference contributions, and from visiting schools3 and working with teachers around the world) are that Waldorf education has entered a period of significant transition. There are growing tensions between established traditions and developments that move away from these traditions, which appear to intensify. These tensions are not new and were identified by Oberman (2008) in her book, The Waldorf movement in education from European cradle to American crucible, 1919–2008, yet they continue to be unresolved and the potential transition remains emergent.



Signs of an interregnum?

This emergent transition can be thought of in different ways. I have used the metaphor of sticking wings on a caterpillar (Boland, 2016) to underscore a lack of significant transformation, namely, that making ever-more additive amendments to existing Waldorf practice without a rethinking of the premises of the education (a metamorphosis) cannot be reckoned to be transformational. This could be framed in the light of thin and strong equity (Cochran-Smith and Keefe, 2022), although I prefer the caterpillar image. I have also looked at possible steps toward what I called at the time Waldorf 2.0 (Boland, 2017). With Dirk Rohde, I have looked at the development of Waldorf education in relationship to time—specifically to the intersection of past, present, future, and eternity (Boland and Rohde, 2022). Others will think of images that are more meaningful for them. However, it remains my hunch that Waldorf education is in the process of transitioning from one “deep, though not always clearly defined … aspiration” (Beeby, 1988) to a new one.

Transitions are seldom comfortable and often messy. They necessarily involve a change from something familiar to something new. As Otto Scharmer puts it, you need to let something go in order to let something new come (Koenig et al., 2023). Change can bring with it a fear of the unknown, a feeling of loss of control, and a loss of the familiar. Change similarly can bring with it anxiety, leaving well-established zones of comfort (pedagogical and emotional as well as mental) for something that is initially unclear. It can bring with it challenges to professional identity and the pain of saying farewell to valued traditions and familiar ways of being and doing.

Transitions are also not things that happen overnight; they take time, and with that comes uncertainty. I believe that Gramsci (1947/1971, p. 276) well-known quotation sums this up well: “The crisis consists precisely of the fact that the old is dying and the new cannot be born; in this interregnum a great variety of morbid symptoms (‘fenomeni morbosi’) appear”, and that we are currently in what can be called a Waldorf interregnum. This is a transitional state from one way of being to another. If this is the case, are there “morbid symptoms” (see Achcar, 2021) that we can observe? Babic gives a useful definition, “[These] symptoms are morbid because they show that the existing order suffers from existential problems that are unlikely to be solved within the limits of the old framework” (2020, p. 773). I consider next what these morbid symptoms might be in Waldorf terms, existential problems that have been observable for a number of years and cannot be solved within the existing framework, and also positive developments that appear to be moving in new directions.



Morbid symptoms and green shoots

The main “morbid symptoms” I am going to look at here are teacher supply and the closure of Waldorf teacher education centers, the closure of schools, teacher engagement with anthroposophy and Waldorf as a method, and Eurocentrism and dated attitudes. I can only indicate each briefly for lack of space. For each negative symptom, I give ways in which it is currently being addressed.


Teacher recruitment, retention, and education

There is currently a shortage of teachers worldwide, with UNESCO estimating that an astonishing 44 million new teachers will be needed before 2030 (UNESCO, 2024). Beyond this, there is a visible and growing shortage of teachers coming toward Waldorf education (see, among others, Bay Area Center for Waldorf teacher training, 2024; Bester, 2023; Finser, 2019). In a number of countries, all teachers need state certification, and it becomes increasingly difficult to ask teachers for specific Waldorf training in addition. A consequence of this is that there are ever fewer students and teachers enrolling in Waldorf training programs and ever fewer working in schools with formal Waldorf credentials. In a recent study I undertook into the needs for change in Waldorf institutions in Taiwan as identified by the teachers themselves (Boland, 2024), the education of teachers already working in Waldorf education was highlighted as the most pressing need, with many participants commenting that, without a workforce well-prepared for the job, maintaining standards will be difficult.

This drop in numbers has resulted in the closure of formerly thriving full-time teacher education courses around the world, for instance, Emerson College (UK), Taruna (NZ), Rudolf Steiner College (2017), and the Waldorf Institute of Southern California on the US West Coast. Some of these continue with reduced programs.

Teacher recruitment is not a new concern. In Steiner (1923/1991, p. 382) mentioned the difficulty of finding new teachers for the Waldorf school, which may be relevant to the current situation. Speaking about academic congresses held in various cities in 1920–1922, he said,4


There was no inclination [amongst anthroposophists attending] to engage with the world. And you have to engage with the world if you want its co-operation, not its opposition. … I would just ask you to bear in mind that it is becoming increasingly difficult to find Waldorf school teachers. Why is that? Because encapsulation [looking inward] has become systemic.
 

In the intervening century, Waldorf educators have largely remained inward-looking and do not engage strongly with the rest of the educational world. With notable exceptions, Waldorf teachers talk to other Waldorf teachers. Is this inward-looking gesture attractive to potential teachers?


Repositioning Waldorf teacher education

To support the work of teacher educators, the Pedagogical Section at the Goetheanum initiated the International Teacher Education Project (ITEP) in 2017 to help “ensure there is sufficient consistent and high-quality teacher education to support the need of Steiner educational initiatives for well-trained and well-supported teachers” (Boland and McAlice, 2020, p. 4). This work is ongoing and slowly progressing. One outcome is the establishment of monthly online meetings of teacher educators from different continents to exchange experiences and work on elements of teacher education identified in the ITEP project. Numerous new online initiatives have been developed in recent years, sometimes standalone and sometimes as an additional offering from an established institution.




Schools opening and schools closing

Over recent years, a number of Waldorf schools have closed their doors, something that happened rarely in earlier decades when the gesture was strongly one of expansion. These include the Santa Fe Waldorf School, the Urban Prairie Waldorf School, the high school in Honolulu, Brighton Steiner School, Perry Court, and Michael House School in the UK. Furthermore, a number of schools in England (including Wynstones and King’s Langley) were deemed not to meet minimum operating standards and were closed by the government. Rawson notes that in Germany, the country with the greatest number of Waldorf schools, “pupil numbers are stagnating or dropping, and it is getting harder to recruit teachers” (2023).


Expansion in “new” Waldorf countries and new school models

Despite the closure of some established schools and contracting school rolls in others, as a movement, Waldorf education continues to expand, with new schools being established regularly. These are primarily in “new” Waldorf countries, often in Asia. Another impulse that needs noting is the growing number of public Waldorf schools in the United States, with around two new schools opening per year, with expansion into new states. As these schools are state-funded, they can sometimes draw both students and teachers from more established, private Waldorf schools.

New schooling models are also becoming increasingly common, particularly micro-schools and pods, and various forms of homeschooling. The growth of these accelerated during and after the COVID pandemic. It appears that the question of suitable models for educating children and youth is increasingly up for discussion (for example, see Darling-Hammond et al., 2020).




Engagement with anthroposophy and Waldorf as a method

Connected to the diminishing number of students in Steiner teacher education courses is a lessening of Waldorf teachers’ engagement with Steiner’s work firsthand. Whereas active membership of the Anthroposophical Society was common among teachers in earlier decades (my personal experience), as well as membership of the School of Spiritual Science, it is much less common now. I believe that part of this is because engaging with Steiner’s ideas is hard work. His texts are dense and hard to penetrate. It takes time, effort, and repeated application to win through to some insight. These are in increasingly short supply in an ever-accelerating world.

Ten years ago, Denjean (2014) wrote a small article in which he articulated a series of steps that show a clear progression of decreasing engagement with the anthroposophical impulse.


The teacher needs to feel free to explore the spiritual foundations of the curriculum day by day, to put it into practice according to his or her insight. If this does not happen, the curriculum first becomes a worn-out path, then tradition and finally a mere list of norms which have to be adhered to (p. 20).
 

These two simple sentences give insight into what has been a lengthy process in many Waldorf schools and classrooms, from a pedagogy inspired by anthroposophical insight to Waldorf education being applied as a successful pedagogical method, disconnected from Steiner’s work (see Ullrich, 2008, 2015).


Growth of interest in inner life and exploration of connection with anthroposophy

Several publications, including those by Zdražil (2023) and Rawson (2023), have recently explored the connection between anthroposophy and Waldorf education and Waldorf educators. I see this as a positive development that has the potential to open up spaces for increased dialog. Rawson usefully seeks to clarify the meanings given to the word “anthroposophy.” They are anthroposophy as meta-narrative; anthroposophy as charismatic foundation myth; anthroposophy as self-directed esoteric path of schooling; anthroposophy as philosophical, epistemological, and ontological practice; and applied anthroposophy as basis for professional practice. In discussions about the role and place of anthroposophy in Waldorf education, it is important to separate these so it is clear what is being talked about. Anecdotally, these discussions are beginning to take place.




Eurocentrism and dated attitudes

Waldorf education was established over a century ago in a context far removed from the ones found today. Over the past century, it has built up rich traditions of practice that can be found in diverse guises around the world. As schools have spread geographically, questions have increasingly been raised about the degree to which educational practice is in harmony with local contexts. In addition, as demographic and social changes take place in locations in which Waldorf education is long established, there are similar questions as to how these changes are reflected.

Dated attitudes to diversity and inclusion in Waldorf education have been written about by numerous authors including Jeske (2004) (gender stereotyping in secondary education) and Knight (2022) (investigating the Waldorf kindergarten space as an expression of colonial values).


Postcolonial and intercultural approaches

The issue of the Eurocentricity of Waldorf education is being increasingly addressed, both regarding the traditional Waldorf curriculum and questions of equity and inclusion.

Regarding curriculum, Rawson has written widely, including in cooperation with others, on innovative ways to approach curriculum (Boland and Rawson, 2024; Bransby and Rawson, 2022; Rawson, 2021) including using Thiong’o (2014) notion of globalectics to counter persistent Eurocentric framing. The breadth of literature that has been built up over the last few years around this topic is evident in Tyson’s extensive literature review of the same (2023). This extends to the work of intercultural Waldorf schools (Adam and Schmelzer, 2019; Schmelzer, 2015) and the establishment of organizations that promote DEI (diversity, equity, and inclusion) approaches in Waldorf education such as Alma Partners (2024) in the United States.

While traditional Waldorf festivals (including those based on the Christian calendar) are widely celebrated, new festivals are being developed in a range of countries that meet the needs of the local population. These include Indigenous festivals in Peru and Kenya (Hoffmann, 2015, 2016) and the Oratorical Festival established by Seaside Charter Schools (2024) in Florida, inspired by the life and legacy of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and in honor of Black History Month, which allows students to “explore how words can be used to evoke ideas and inspire others to stand up for what they believe in and make positive change in the world.”

The Pedagogical Section at the Goetheanum has taken Interculturality and Curricula as a major theme over the coming years (Pedagogical Section at the Goetheanum, 2024). Interculturality is defined as “the existence and equitable interaction of diverse cultures and the possibility of generating shared cultural expressions through dialog and mutual respect” (UNESCO, 2005). Equitable, in the case of Waldorf education, will hopefully involve change beyond soft equity (minor surface-level changes) to strong equity (changes at a systemic level). This is what I had in mind when I called for a deeper transformation than sticking wings on a caterpillar.

Another new direction that may prove fruitful is the identification of resonances between Indigenous educational approaches and aspects of Waldorf education (see Muñoz, 2016, 2019), which have led to the establishment of schools by and for Indigenous peoples in Canada, the United States, Taiwan, and Peru (and likely elsewhere). Indigenous languages are taught in some Waldorf schools (Boland and Goddard, 2023) and under consideration in others.

I am reminded of a saying by Einstein (Viereck, 1929) that significant problems cannot be solved at the same level of thinking that created them. There are obvious signs of new thinking in all of these areas. However, there is much work still to be done for Waldorf education to address how and if it can move beyond its inherited past (Boland, 2015).





The old is dying and the new cannot be born

Of the issues mentioned above, it is those clustered around postcolonial, intercultural approaches that are at present receiving the most attention. As this work develops and matures and the body of available literature broadens (Tyson, 2023), the tone of some writing from other positions has become stronger within the last short while, reflecting, I suspect, the concerns and anguish of the authors. These counter-positions to a degree mirror attitudes found in the “culture wars” of contemporary society. It is perhaps not surprising that such a polarization can be found in a large, distributed education network. As an example of these counter-positions, I mention briefly a lecture given a few months ago. I believe that it illustrates (growing) tensions between traditional and progressive approaches to Waldorf education.

“Class of 2033: Waldorf at war” (2024) is a strongly titled online lecture by Schwartz (2024). In it, he links the “new activist spirit [which] arose in response to racism and gender issues [the Black Lives Matter movement in 2020]” with the “chorus of European Waldorf leaders … calling for the “decolonization” and “dehierarchization” of the Waldorf curriculum.” In this process, Schwartz contends that “Rudolf Steiner has been denounced” and “schools and teachers [encouraged] to deconstruct the anthroposophical foundations of Waldorf methodology.” The flyer for the talk strikes a serious note, pondering if, given “the struggles of the Waldorf movement,” “Waldorf does, indeed, have a future,” and if “the profound reverberations that the struggles of the Waldorf movement will have in relation to its sister movements [will affect] the viability of Anthroposophy in America.” These strongly worded statements indicate that, to the author, the very nature of Waldorf education is endangered by the processes of questioning that these acts of decolonization entail. Hill (2024) states that “it would be disastrous for Waldorf Education if the ‘idee fixes’ [sic] of academic post-modernism (gender, colonialism, etc.) were to obscure our perception of [the] simple living process” of “natural growth from origins in one place to localisation in other places.”

As a final word here, it is striking how often Rudolf Steiner spoke about being awake to the needs of the times and how these needs demand constant adjustment to existing forms and ways of doing things. It appears that he regarded societal organization in a dynamic way rather than something fixed or constrained. This can be thought of as in contrast to static visions of anthroposophical endeavors in which there is (or has been) ‘a right way’ of doing things that needs to be maintained and adhered to at all costs, irrespective of changes there are in wider situations and circumstances.

An example of Steiner (1917/2008) thinking around this topic can be found in the 1917 lecture cycle published in English as The Fall of the Spirits of Darkness. This is substantially about processes of coming into and going out of being, of the birth and death of social impulses and their spiritual foundation. He gives an example of someone or of a group of people striving to do the same thing better and better, to move toward increasing perfection. One might think that this is a worthwhile endeavor. “This,” however, “is not in accordance with the law of reality” (p. 65). “A change occurs through which the desire for perfection becomes a weakness” (p. 66). Over time, what is aimed for turns into the opposite if it does not continue to respond to and change in line with changing times. “However good the right may be that you want to bring to realization – it will turn into a wrong in the course of time… We must seek ever new ways, look for new forms over and over again. This is what really matters” (p. 66). In order to progress, old forms and familiar (and loved) ways of doing things need to be relinquished for the sake of progress, letting go so that something new can come into being. “Perfection becomes weakness, benevolence uncritical adoration, and right turns to wrong in the course of evolution” (p. 67). It is informative to view the tensions that are building within the Waldorf world in light of these statements.



Fabula emergens

All the initiatives above, which I have called green shoots, speak of a broadening of context beyond what has been practiced for a century. The work is ongoing, and it is not yet known what results will or can be achieved in these directions, or what forms any change may take. An interregnum is a process rather than a fixed state (Babic, 2020). It is full of uncertainty. It contains future impulses striving to find appropriate forms and requires a gesture of inquiry and curiosity about the nature of the present day and how to best respond to it. There is no single moment of transition from the old to the new but rather “long, multidimensional and transformative processes … that … can develop a ‘life’ of their own” (p. 771) and move through periods of disorganization. Neither are interregna necessarily short lasting—Beeby talks about myths taking 25 years to be fully established. Having documented the transformations of educational myths over centuries, he comments that “an old educational myth, like many ancient faiths, is usually quietly absorbed into the new, with a fresh interpretation of ideas and a change in direction” (1988, p. 10). These words may be comforting to those who feel that current strong processes of change endanger what they value in Waldorf education.

I am not able to foresee what will emerge out of the current interregnum. There is a strong move toward postcoloniality tied in with aspects of intercultural understanding, and it could be that a new myth will be one of Waldorf education for social justice. At the same time, I think that this is something that badly needs to be addressed yet will not form a new myth as such. Within the sphere of social justice, we hear much about human rights, and expressions of human rights are developing all the time. They are critiqued as too linked to Western cultural norms, emphasizing civil and political rights over economic, social, and cultural rights, and prioritizing Western notions of individual autonomy (Santos and Martins, 2021). What I find more intriguing and what holds more promise for me than a focus on human rights is the notion of human responsibilities (Kuper, 2005). Instead of considering what your rights are, what are your responsibilities? How do you express your responsibility for your fellow human beings? To the natural world? To the planet? How would education (Waldorf and otherwise) look if its aim was to teach to promote human responsibility? If it was a pedagogy for human responsibility? For me, human responsibilities mean accountability for the welfare of others; they mean (re)forging connections with others, seeking to understand and support them, being aware of the harm all of us cause, and trying to mitigate it.

I have written in a couple of places about new purposes for education. In Boland (2013), I wrote about education for holism and later, in an article for a national news site, I highlighted the need within education to work toward building connections, to repair the disconnections made evident by the COVID pandemic (Boland and Dobson, 2020). While neither of these pieces focused on Waldorf education, my thoughts about Waldorf lead me in a similar direction; I would choose Education for Connection as a future myth. I suggest this to counter strong tendencies of disconnection that we can experience in our societies on multiple levels and which are leading to increased materialism, climate breakdown, conflict, and a flawed sense of reality. An Education for Connection would actively seek to (re)connect students to their inner selves and to build meaningful relationships to the planet and the natural world; it would seek to strengthen the ability to make meaningful connections with fellow human beings and, ultimately, reconnect us to ourselves and our appreciation of what is real. I believe that these impulses for connection are implicit in much of what already exists in Waldorf education and are what I suggest could become the next Waldorf myth.
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Footnotes

1   Anthroposophy is the name given to Steiner’s cosmology and philosophical approach. It is expressed in the 35 books Steiner wrote and the 6,000 lectures he gave during his life.

2   This kind of Waldorf myth is often to do with accepted practice or attitudes, for instance math gnomes, main lesson books, morning circle, the color black and young children, the use of block crayons, among others.

3   In this article I talk mainly about schools, 1–12. I believe that similar questions can be put to the Waldorf early childhood movement, but my focus here is on schools.

4   My thanks to Martyn Rawson for bringing attention to this passage.
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This paper describes a moral education arising from artistic choices and problem solving from out of one’s soul, which lead to a way of taking interest in the world and to being flexible in one’s views. Making choices creatively, imaginatively becomes a habit through a truly artistic education. So does maintaining an inner confidence Through Waldorf education, students choose to nourish their soul; to hold themselves accountable; to have the freedom to realize knowledge from risk and failure; and to experience thinking not just in their heads, but also in their hands or bodies, depending on the medium. To be able to accomplish all this integration of experiences through the creative process and offer something beautiful back to the world is proof enough of their innate wisdom. This paper examines the role of imagination and the arts that rely on imagination as catalysts for moral intelligence. From there, a discussion on the place of morality in educating for a democratic people and as a goal of Waldorf education in general is examined.
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About Waldorf education

Waldorf education is based upon the educational philosophy of Rudolf Steiner. It focuses on an imaginative approach to learning and aims to develop holistic thinking that includes creative as well as analytic thought. The arts are central to the curriculum, instruction and school design. In the words of Henry Barnes, founding teacher of the first Waldorf school in America (New York, 1929), Waldorf Education aims to develop “head, heart, and hand.” The ultimate goal is to provide young people with the basis to develop into free, moral and balanced individuals (Oberman, 2007).



In Waldorf education’s origins, the seed of moral education

Michelle Fine, a speaker at the American Educational Research Association’s Annual Conference in 1996, was asked how she viewed Waldorf education. She declared it to be a “special philosophy for special children.” Afterwards, she presented on imagination and social action, not realizing that she was echoing the thoughts of Waldorf education’s founder, Rudolf Steiner (1861–1925), who determined that thought, imagination and social action were the vehicle and goal of Waldorf education. Steiner never thought of Waldorf as special, but as a needed reform. He created it for the children of the Waldorf tobacco factory’s workers, hoping to produce a “Volks” pedagogy, a schooling of the people for the people, bridging classes that had been separated by industrialization (Oberman, 2007).

After the millions of deaths in World War I, many pondered what could be done to prevent such a tragedy from ever happening again. At the Waldorf-Astoria company in Germany, visionary director Emil Molt enlisted the help of philosopher and natural scientist Rudolf Steiner. Molt asked him to come up with a new way of educating children—preparing them for life in a changing world while also enabling them to develop their own strong sense of moral values, along with the capacity to think for themselves. He reasoned that the only way to stop history from repeating itself was for young people to develop a conscience and become true individuals with the capacity to judge independently.

Rudolf Steiner developed a holistic approach. He reasoned that children are not small adults, as was the customary view at the time, but suggested that the curriculum should tie into the natural development of the child’s body, mind, and spirit. Steiner created an arts-integrated, developmentally appropriate curriculum, putting his ideas to the test at the factory school, and honed and refined the curriculum over the next few years. In the 100 years since, Waldorf schools around the world have used and further developed this curriculum.



The arts and moral education

Recently, representatives of our high school participated in a high school fair to introduce public and parochial school students to the independent high schools in the city. One of the 8th grade parents there told me that “the word on the street is that graduates of Waldorf are all artists.” Not sure in the din of the room how to hear and understand that comment, I spoke about the breadth of the curriculum and how the students not only learn art, but learn through art. She was satisfied, but I continued to think about her words.

When parents visit their child’s Waldorf school, they cannot help but note how pervasive art is in the school. Beautiful blackboard drawings in every class stand out at once. Then there are the carefully illustrated main lesson books for each subject, and the colorful paintings and drawings adorning the walls. The profusion of beauty might beg the question: How does this “artistic education” actually work? How does learning occur through this art? What, exactly is it that the students learn?

Imagine a child seated before an empty paper. Holding a paintbrush, she confronts a kind of question given by the outside world: What shall she do with the colors, the page, the brush? It is an extrinsic “problem” that requires an interior search to solve. The young artist is asked, simply by her desire to produce something and by the materials in front of her, to recognize her emotions, often without full consciousness of them, and to pay attention while choosing what to do next on her painting. In the act of choosing how to proceed, whether that be in painting, clay modeling, or writing poetry, the artist creates, not only the piece of art, but also a certain harmony between self and world. Through the inner courage to plunge in and create, through concentrated effort and the joy of being lost in the process of creation, the young artist has opened herself to discovery and to satisfaction in her personal strength and ability to opt for just the right color (or word or movement or structural form) to make things right in her world, even if only for a moment.

In the Waldorf school, we recognize this moment—in its many iterations—as a kind of moral education. Because the students must confront myriad possibilities and find their own artistic choice, while solving the problem of what and how to create from out of their soul, they begin to take an interest in the world and to become ever more flexible in their views. In an artistically-based education, the practice of making choices, artistic and otherwise, becomes a way of life, as does maintaining the inner confidence to do so. The grade school years bear witness to the growth of these capacities while in the high school they develop into a direct correlation between the students’ knowledge of themselves and their search for their place in the world. Our students know that finding meaning in their lives is as important, if not more important, than their academic advancement. In other words, they learn through their inner explorations, in the arts as elsewhere, what is necessary for them to nourish their souls. Here we come to the true gift of the arts as they are experienced within the school context: the exercise of inner freedom and its flip sides, responsibility and accountability.

In our high school, we observe that as students make choices, they also begin to hold themselves accountable. They learn through the freedom offered by the artistic challenges they face, to realize knowledge by taking risks and by handling failure and they experience thinking not just in their heads, but also in their hands or bodies, depending on the medium. Because they accomplish a fulfilling integration of experiences through the creative process and in the end are potentially able to offer something beautiful back to the world, the students are given the possibility to experience their innate wisdom. By valuing that wisdom and understanding the enormous significance of the arts for their future, the faculty has a simple role in this process: to advise in practical matters of creation and to remove obstacles that might inhibit the students’ creative process.

Rudolf Steiner, the founder of Waldorf education, noted that one of its fundamental goals is to educate students “who are able, of themselves, to give purpose and direction to their lives.” To do this requires a pedagogy that allows for the greatest freedom of thought. Central to that pedagogy is the Steinerian conception of human development, which is based on a holistic view of the human being as composed of body, soul, and spirit, all of which need to be considered in the educational process. Further, the three basic soul capacities of thinking, feeling, and willing must all be enlivened, even educated, in order for the students to be fully in charge of their lives as adults. Within the context of these three capacities lies the imagination, which can be seen as a mediator between each of the three capacities. It is the place, as Douglas Sloan of Columbia Teachers College puts it, where the realms of thinking and willing are joined and unified (1983). This view corresponds to that of Dewey (1934), who wrote, “…imagination is the medium of appreciation in every field. Were it not for the accompanying play of imagination, there would be no road from a direct activity to representative knowledge; for it is by imagination that symbols are translated over into a direct meaning and integrated with a narrower activity so as to expand and enrich it.”



On cultivation of imagination in the Waldorf school

There are many methods employed in Waldorf education that are not exclusive to its practice, but can be found in one way or another in other educational settings. But one that is relied upon by all grade school teachers, and even into the high school, has as its goal to help students toward developing the faculty of free imagination. So, for example, teachers generally tell stories without also showing printed pictures; their words, deeply imagined by the teachers are built in the ineffable space between teller and listener, provide raw materials for the work of the children’s own imaginations. Each child enlivens the story with his or her own internally-created images.

Their imaginations fired, the students produce their own artistic workbooks, called main lesson books, which are their self-created textbooks and records of each course. Playfulness is encouraged in them, because Waldorf teachers believe that imaginative wonderings can often be just as educational as objective facts and conclusions, if not more so (Oppenheimer, 1999).

The use of “unfinished” playthings in the kindergarten, such as dolls with no expressions or tree stumps and pinecones for building, allow the youngest children to exercise their imaginations in order not only to bring the objects to life but also to imbue them with feelings in the case of the dolls or with whatever function is need in the case of the nature-objects.

It is important to note that not only is imagination cultivated within the students, but also the method of teaching itself is fundamentally imaginative. Teachers are trained in a transformative way through immersion in the arts and continue to practice artistic work with their colleagues during weekly faculty meetings (Lutzker, 2022a). Teachers employ artistic methods in the construction of their lessons and in the delivery, utilizing storytelling, drama, and carefully chosen verbal images in lectures and explanations in order to awaken the imaginations of the students in age-appropriate ways from the earliest years through high school.



Educating the imagination through the arts

When something is defined through its wholeness, it is not always easy to find the best perspective to present it. Maybe it is enough as a beginning to see the students happily at work: first graders singing their counting song in the rosy glow of their first classroom; fifth graders eagerly raising their hands, fully engaged in their Spanish lesson; sixth graders repeating the eurythmy form, however self-consciously, because they are challenged to get it right; kindergarteners digging all together, marveling at how deep they can go as a team. Then I remember that at whatever stage—the active physical learning stage of the youngest children, the feeling and imagination-centered learning of the grade school classes, the search for both inner and outer truth as the thinking matures in the high school—at each stage, the teachers aim to build the capacities of their students, helping them to love to learn, even as they practice skills and guide the discovery of knowledge. This is a sacred task, and its importance leads to constant examination of the work.

Teaching as an art means that teachers provide a life-filled context for learning by creating an aesthetic environment that appeals to children’s sense of beauty and order. Within the classroom, in an age-appropriate manner and throughout the day, the rhythms of sound and movement are coordinated in stories, songs, and poetry, so that the children’s imaginations are engaged, and subject matter is made more vivid (see Lutzker, 2022b). At the same time, teachers help their students become more fully involved in the educational process by synchronizing their methods with the rhythms of the children’s unfolding capacities (Easton, 1995).

At every stage in the development of the whole person, the arts play a critical role. Waldorf educators, knowing the importance, encourage artistic activity, which demands disciplined coordination of the students’ ability to think, feel, and do. Specific arts such as choral singing, group recitation of poetry, orchestral music, dance, drama, and eurythmy also develop the ability to collaborate with others. Children learn to experience the world more keenly as they strive to express themselves through various artistic disciplines. Their perception, imagination, insight, and creative thinking are cultivated by the demands of artistic work (Easton, 1995). The arts are seen as a vehicle for awakening moral thought and action, even though the relationship between art and morality remains a vexed one. Is there value in speaking of art and morality together in the educational context?



The Waldorf philosophy: based on an in-depth understanding of human development

Waldorf education places human development at the center of its work and curriculum. The teachers view each student as an evolving human being composed of body, soul, and spirit, all of which their pedagogical practices nurture. Teachers engage the children in the context of their own stage of development, with the understanding that subjects must be brought to them in different ways at different ages. While tailoring the curriculum and methodology to the age of their students, Waldorf teachers address the three “soul capacities” of thinking, feeling, and willing, essential components in Waldorf education, holistically in every lesson. These capacities are also highlighted sequentially as the children grow and develop, with willing dominating learning through imitation in the first 7 years. Feeling is particularly prominent in the grade school years, ages 7–14, approximately, and thinking and developing one’s capabilities of judgment play a central role in the high school, ages 14–18. It can be noted that there is no strict dividing line between “stages” of development. For example, in the overlapping middle school years, thinking becomes increasingly important.

Between birth and age seven, children learn mainly through imitation, which is a phenomenon every parent observes with delight in their young children. Because of the openness, one might even say porousness of the youngest children’s inner beings, the atmosphere surrounding them is most health-giving if filled with beauty, morality, and role models worthy of imitation. At this age the children need warmth and protection to develop their capacities in a natural, supportive, non-competitive and free atmosphere for their creative play and practical work, which consists of archetypal life activities, such as sweeping, bread-making, and cleaning.

Once ready for learning as such, children between the ages of 7 and 14 learn best from teachers striving to reach the ideal of loving and consistent authorities who embrace the world with interest. At this age, teachers present an array of subjects in an artistic way, as in the imaginative storytelling described earlier, in order to engage the children’s feelings so that they will value the world and want to master the basic academic, artistic, practical, and physical skills they will need for life.

For the high school students, the curriculum is grounded in the classics and engaged in the modern world, with academic courses that expose students to the great ideas of humankind, the events that shaped civilizations, the beauty of mathematics, the power of the arts, and the phenomena of the natural world. Through a variety of subjects and disciplines, Waldorf students have the opportunity to discover their own unique strengths and talents, giving them the self-confidence to succeed in all areas of their education.

With an emphasis on ethical values and social responsibility, Waldorf education has the goal of helping students to become a force for transformation in the world. The entire Waldorf approach emphasizes experiential learning. For example, by using primary sources instead of textbooks, students become independent thinkers with strong critical reasoning skills. Scientific study, based on the experience of the phenomena the students are faced with, includes hands-on exploration of chemistry, biology, and physics, giving students a comprehensive understanding of the scientific processes at work in the world,

True education is transformative, and the Waldorf curriculum is designed to support the students in accomplishing this, each in their own way. Through their 4 years of the high school experience, students undertake a journey of discovering themselves and the world around them that allows for authenticity and creativity and results in joyful accomplishment. Students learn that understanding and success come from what they make of each new situation and environment; they see how it changes them, and how they in turn can act in the world out of their ideals. The goal is for young people to connect with their interests and passions, acting out of inner conviction, guided by their moral compasses, toward their own fulfillment and the world’s benefit.

The arts and practical work are the bedrock from which Waldorf education nourishes creativity, thinking, the feeling life, self-discipline, moral judgment, and health in its students.



Premises on art and morality

Plato wrote often about art, sometimes in a curmudgeonly, censorious way, but ultimately with the greatest respect for the virtues of art. In the Republic, Plato put forward a reverential feeling toward art that persists even today despite the sometimes-cynical outlook of postmodernism. Indeed, throughout Plato’s artistically envisioned philosophy runs the moral, educational, and political significance of art (Allen, 2002).

Many modern thinkers, including the late novelist Gardner (1977), who claimed that art is essentially and primarily moral, life-giving, both in its process and in what it says (p. 15):

 True art is by its nature moral. We recognize true art by its careful, thoroughly honest search for and analysis of values. It is not didactic because, instead of teaching by authority and force, it explores, open-mindedly, to learn what it should teach. It clarifies, like an experiment in a chemistry lab, and confirms…moral art tests values and rouses trustworthy feelings about the better and the worse in human action (Gardner, 1977, p. 19).



Here Gardner echoes Dewey and foreshadows both Eliot Eisner and David Swanger, who agree on the open-ended form of artistic endeavor and its place in education. Swanger (1985) offers an elegant and convincing argument for the necessity of both aesthetic and moral education as means of fulfilling our nation’s ideals of liberal education. He begins by deconstructing the long-held notion that art and morality are inseparable and posits instead that both share certain characteristics that make them essential to human life and understanding. He reframes the debate, based on the “principle of ambiguity” to be not about the inextricability of morality and art but rather about the confusion between perception, learning to see aesthetically, and morality. Swanger notes that although the criteria of the two realms are distinct—justice in the case of morality and aesthetics in the case of art—there are parallels in the process of judging each, specifically “open form” and “reciprocity.” These terms can also be understood as “ambiguity” and “empathy.” In the case of solving a moral dilemma or of aesthetic judging the process is not tied to the subject or substance under consideration, but it is, rather, engaged in understanding, judging, and valuing. In terms of education the fundamental nature of these processes can be seen through the value our society places on both art and justice, but even more importantly, on the process of judgment intrinsic to each.

Rethorst (1997) quotes Iris Murdoch, who says that “teaching art is teaching morals,” as he builds a case that both art and morals are “good for the soul,” and, furthermore, that both are fundamentally enterprises of the imagination. Rethorst finds support for these contentions in the work of Mark Johnson, who demonstrates in Moral Imagination: Implications of Cognitive Science for Ethics, that intensive and comprehensive imagining is essential to a person’s goodness. Citing poets like Shelley and Coleridge and theorists like Kant and Dewey, Rethorst broadens the definition of aesthetic experience to include many educational opportunities and contexts; imagination can be freed in any and every classroom and outside of the classroom as well. However, students must be fully engaged, their imaginations active, in order to realize the best of moral education. They are the ones who take an active role in developing their own understanding, which is how a moral sense becomes one’s own, and pedagogical approaches that call for or impose morally correct interpretations are to be avoided in Rethorst’s view.

Thus, we have encountered clear and cogent arguments for the correlation of art and morality and for their dual presence in education. Moreover, imagination repeatedly emerges as the vehicle, indeed the sine qua non of artistic work and of the appreciation of art. Art is characterized by open-ended processes and a certain unavoidable ambiguity. These aspects of aesthetic experience make possible what Swanger terms the parallel understanding of morality, with its basic component, justice. All of which point back to the holistic impulse of an education centered in the full dimensionality of the arts and artistic expression (cf. Camus, 1995; Lutzker, 2022a,b,c).



Arts and social justice

Justice is a major motivation behind the passionate writing of the activist actress Brawley (2009) who declares that “arts education is a matter of social justice” and that “It will save the world.” Brawley calls for more studies to help prove her point that arts education can be a determining factor in rescuing young people from the desperation of poverty, but also cites some recent work from the Maine Alliance for Arts Education that demonstrates arts education helping students succeed while at the same time reducing juvenile crime.

The Maine Alliance for Arts Education’s Advocacy Handbook, which also cites Shirley Brice Heath’s work, goes on to mention two studies—one from UCLA and one a collaboration between the U.S. Department of Justice, National Endowment for the Arts and the advocacy group, Americans for the Arts. Both studies support the social value of arts education:


The facts are that arts education…

[1] makes a tremendous impact on the developmental growth of every child and has proven to help level the “learning field” across socioeconomic boundaries (Involvement in the Arts and Success in Secondary School, James S. Catterall, The UCLA Imagination Project, Graduate School of Education & Information Studies, UCLA, Americans for the Arts Monograph, January 1998).

[2] has a measurable impact on youth at risk in deterring delinquent behavior and truancy problems while also increasing overall academic performance among those youth engaged in after school and summer arts programs targeted toward delinquency prevention (YouthARTS Development Project, 1996, U.S. Department of Justice, National Endowment for the Arts, and Americans for the Arts).
 



Education toward freedom: a moral choice?

Dewey offers what he calls a superficial explanation for democracy’s devotion to education, that is, that education is necessary for the success of a government that relies upon popular suffrage. Because democracy is not imposed upon individuals by external authority, but rather is dependent upon the people’s inner resources, these must be cultivated through education (Dewey, 1916, p. 83). These thoughts seem to be irrefutable. But he also suggests something even more compelling:


But there is a deeper explanation. A democracy is more than a form of government; it is the extension in space of the number of individuals who participate in an interest so that each has to refer his own action to that of others, and to consider the action of others to give point and direction to his own, is equivalent to the breaking down of those barriers of class, race, and national territory which kept men from perceiving the full import of their activity (Dewey, 1916, p. 83).
 

In the work of educators like Deborah Meier, education reformer, can be seen a modern implementation of the essence of Dewey’s thought. Meir is the founder of the successful alternative Central Park Elementary School in Harlem based in large part on involving the students in decision-making in a democratic way. To Ms. Meier, there are two basic purposes of schools: to do no harm to children or their families, and to “inspire a generation of Americans to take on our collective task of preserving and nourishing the habits of heart and mind essential for a democracy, and, as we now see, the future of the planet itself.” As far as she is concerned, “The purpose of education is not: (1) to produce a small ‘leadership’ political elite to lead us to the Promised Land or (2) to produce employees to fit into some particular niche determined by others, and surely, (3) it is not to produce higher test scores and give out more diplomas—which is not even a very good way to do the previous two things!” (Meier, 2009).

In asking what must be changed in our schools in order to encourage a “democracy-friendly education,” Meier does not emphasize curriculum, although there may be ways in which it would have to change. Rather, she insists on a fundamental change in the way people relate to each other in schools, and most particularly in the way “their voices are heard and taken into account” (Meier, 2009). For Meier, then, educating for a democratic people means educating democratically, and I would add, morally. Here, if the previous discussion is taken into consideration, might be a place to insert the arts as ground for cultivating that moral education.

Two other notions about 21st century education that support Meier’s perspective can be found in Education Week, where Prakash Nair writes of schools that we should not just rebuild them, but rethink, indeed reinvent them:


In the 21st century, education is about project-based learning, connections with peers around the world, service learning, independent research, design and creativity, and, more than anything else, critical thinking and challenges to old assumptions (Nair, 2009).
 

And in Larsen:


Those of us concerned about the future of education, and more importantly, the future of this planet, must express our desire for a purpose of education that goes beyond global economic competition. We must envision an education system that affords students the opportunity to grapple with the complex social, ecological, and economic issues we are facing as humans on this planet in comprehensive and creative ways that go far beyond tests (Larsen, 2009).
 

Finally, if we are to educate a citizenry that is not only responsible, and participatory, but actively engaged to ensure social justice, then our schools need to remember the goals first described by Thomas Jefferson in terms of educating for the capacity of discretion, “illuminat[ing] as far as is practicable, the minds of the people at large” (Fraser, 2001, p. 17). Educators need to keep in mind, not primarily what can be tested, but what can awaken their students’ critical thinking and ethical responsibility, so that facts and dates are not of primary importance, but rather more important is their careful interpretation and critically-acquired meaning. Researchers Westheimer and Kahne (2004) emphasize the importance of this latter quality in a study of good citizenship and what that might mean in action. They also look at what it takes to be a good citizens and how these definitions are reflected in democratic educational programs. Westheimer and Kahne isolate three conceptions of the “good” citizen, who must be personally responsible, participatory, and social-justice oriented. They also demonstrate that conservative theories of citizenship that are at the heart of many current efforts at teaching for democracy reflect political choices with political consequences. Below is the authors’ schematic depiction of the three kinds of citizens:

[image: Table compares three types of citizenship: personally responsible, participatory, and social-justice oriented. Categories include description, sample action, and core assumptions, emphasizing increasing levels of civic engagement and critical analysis.]

Though it may seem that the above schema implies a normative attitude in which yellow is better than blue and brown is better than yellow, It is possible to imagine that neither color is exclusive; one can have elements of both and there may be very good reasons why one is blue or yellow and not brown. Still, the classifications can potentially be a helpful way of differentiating between various approaches.

The above discussion has made considerable reference to educating for a democratic people, what John Goodlad calls “a non-negotiable agenda” for school reform (Goodlad et al., 2008).



A schematic interpretation of categorical features based on a tripartite view of a democratic society

How does Waldorf education’s developmental curriculum and its trust in individual growth relate to a more comprehensive picture of a democratic society, as mentioned above? The following graphic representation provides a way of looking at the intersection of Waldorf education and its anthroposophical background with educating for democracy and seems to provide a platform for further work on the aesthetic and moral aspects of Waldorf education. A brief explanation of the origins of this particular tripartite view may be helpful in elucidating the usefulness of my original take on it in terms of education.

In 1917, Rudolf Steiner first articulated a transformative approach to governing society at large. He reimagined the three basic domains of daily life—culture, rights, and economics—in a way that radically altered existing structures, from education, to politics, to finance and enterprise. Steiner’s purpose was to return authority and power to individuals through spiritual and cultural practices, and through that to cultivate tools and practices to work collaboratively in political life and the economy that raised the dignity of humanity. This was a direct counterforce to the oppressive nature of government and economics that had arisen before and through World War I, one that prized capital and the power of the state over the creative and imaginative capacities each person brings into the world in service to uplifting the human spirit.

This transformative approach was further articulated by Steiner in his book Towards Social Renewal, in which he develops a conceptual approach to an understanding of social interaction, called the “Threefold Social Organism” (Steiner, 1919). What was so radical about the Threefold Social Organism was its application of the principle of freedom in the cultural domain, equality in the domain of rights, and compassionate interdependence in the sphere of economics. The application of these principles, which had their triadic origin in the ideals of the French Revolution: Liberté, Egalité, Fraternité, required a maturity of consciousness not yet present in the early twentieth century (And I might note still not present in the early twenty-first century). The Threefolding Movement that Rudolf Steiner attempted to inculcate as a healing impulse had insufficient grounding to take root at the time. In his disappointment at what he hoped would bring about social transformation and thus avoid what he saw as early as 1918 as the likelihood of another World War, Steiner turned to the field of education to begin the foundational transformation of consciousness. It was this impulse for a healing of humanity and the wholeness of each human being that became one of the fundamental inspirations for the first Waldorf school and articulating a view of human development upon which a new educational curriculum could be landed.

One could look at Steiner’s threefold approach and determine that it is impossible to manage all three simultaneously. But that was what his innovation demanded of an educated citizenry. Steiner put forward a conscious approach to social processes that always left each person to determine what was right for themselves as well as their community. Self-knowledge arising from creative processes would guide each individual to exercise spiritual freedom, to come to rights and agreements out of a feeling for equality and equity, and to approach the economic domain out of a sense for others’ needs.

In recognition that it is the single “I” who must implement the ideals of democracy along with each other one, the individual is placed in the center of the diagram. Then the I, radiating through its education reaches the three primary fields (depicted as the angles)—rights ⇨ equity, spiritual/cultural ⇨ critical thinking, and economic ⇨ social responsibility—each of which in turn have their complements opposite them: relationships, civic engagement, and morality, respectively. The diagram follows:


[image: Hand-drawn diagram titled “Educating for a Democratic People” features a colored triangle within a circle. Triangle points are labeled Economics (fraternité), Rights (égalité), and Cultural/Spiritual (liberté). Sides denote Civic Engagement, Relational, and Critical Thinking. Within the triangle, words include Education, Equity, Morality, and Social Responsibility. “Democracy” is handwritten around the outer circle in multiple places. Colors red, blue, and yellow shade the triangle, reflecting corresponding themes. Artwork is signed by Joan Caldarera, 2009.]


If one sees democracy as the ground on which this three-fold educational organism evolves, then one can also see that civic engagement, relationship, and morality itself—the three mediators between the points of the realms of rights, economics, and cultural/spiritual—along with the three points, form the ground of ethical life without which democracy cannot thrive. Education is the aesthetic road upon which an individual can travel toward the goal of fully inhabiting the democratic/ethical conceived of in the foregoing formulation.



Practical altruism and the practice of the arts

Steiner’s view of the tripartite commonwealth can be referenced as a framework for understanding his educational system in that Waldorf education cultivates the three key sectors or domains with their respective principles as a basis for a spiritually-informed democratic society. Such an education encourages an understanding of economic life, that area of interdependence, based on altruism. When fully functioning it would operate independently of the political arena except in the essential agreements of safety and fairness. Such altruism could be inculcated within the students from the very way in which they are regarded within the whole of a class, something Patrice Maynard, past leader of the Association of Waldorf Schools of North America, calls “practical altruism” (Maynard, 2009). The Waldorf Schools give an example of this because only extremely rarely is a child “held back” due to academic considerations.

Because attention is given to the health of the group, the students understand that each one is important; each adds value to the whole. They help each other when necessary because all are in the venture of schooling together; there is not the feeling of one being “gifted” and another lesser, because all have a gift in some area, and are able to share that gift. This social understanding is built up organically during the grade school years when a class of students remains together as a group under the guidance primarily of their class teacher. Upon school leaving, there is, then, an attitude of gratitude for each individual; to leave anyone behind is not considered possible, so conflicts must be seen as always resolvable. When the refrain is not “me first” but “after you,” a true practical altruism can arise, along with respect that translates into true democracy (Maynard, 2009).

The cultural life is enlivened when educators work to guide children into the wholeness of their humanity in the face of a scientific rationalism that can tend to hold as a primary focus children’s cognitive learning measured by achieving the highest possible test results without viewing the whole child, within the context of technological advances that threaten to mechanize our lives. The area of critical thinking can be strengthened through envisioning a renewal of thinking that integrates imagination, inspiration, and intuition into our ways of knowing (Sloan, 1992). Moreover, integrating the arts fully into school life and curriculum underscores the vital role of artistic work in guiding students toward thinking holistically as a means of encompassing aesthetic and ethical considerations (Easton, 1997). A school system built on three-fold principles would emphasize that artistic work allows students to become aware of both inner and outer worlds, and to build upon what researchers Ellen Winner and Lois Hetland call “The 8 Studio Habits of Mind:” develop craft/expertise, engage and persist, envision, express, observe, reflect (through question and answer, evaluation of others’ work, and self-evaluation), stretch and explore, and understand the field (Winner and Hetland, 2007, more fully described below).

There is an aspect of the rights sector that is addressed in the Waldorf model insofar as it encourages the empowerment of teachers to set policy and make significant decisions about teaching, curriculum, and administration (Oberman, 1997, pp. 9–10). Teachers’ self-esteem and job satisfaction are enhanced, as is their ability to relate to students and parents in meaningful ways. Although the integration of teaching and administration frequently results in an exhausting overextension for the teachers, there is general agreement that the benefits of teacher participation in decision making about policy and curriculum outweigh the problems (Easton, 1997).

Waldorf education is one of what could take many possible forms of social education that can be developed based upon Steiner’s conception of the threefold commonwealth. The effectiveness of any education derives from the struggle of its leaders’ and teachers to envision and realize schools as cohesive learning communities that share a vision of the aims of education, a common and constantly-renewed image of the students and their development, a curriculum that respects teachers’ professionalism and autonomy, and a common method of teaching for democratic aims. The basic building-blocks of Waldorf education can become a framework for readdressing the questions and broadening the conversation among educators and parents in the wider community about how we educate children to become more fully human, that is, more morally secure, in today’s high-tech world. Waldorf education offers teachers the possibility of an integrated way of viewing themselves as well as their students, their schools, and education itself (Easton, 1997). A world that resounds with social justice requires that its citizens have the flexibility of thinking to respect the capacities and freedom of each individual, to understand that true equality is essential in governing and in the creation of policies and laws, and to see that the sustainability of the economic world will come about only when self-interested behavior is transformed into a more altruistic practice.



The arts and thinking

While these accomplishments point to a moral outcome from the study of arts, it is not necessarily so that such a quid pro quo is in the best interest of arts advocates, nor of the students they represent. According to the researchers, Lois Hetland and Ellen Winner, it is not viable to say that the arts improve academic performance. Though they came to that conclusion after an analysis conducted in 2000, Winner and Hetland later undertook another study to ascertain what the arts actually do teach. The researchers studied five visual arts teachers at two Massachusetts high schools, observing and interviewing them and their students over the course of a year. They found that the arts classes did provide broad benefits to the students, which they characterized in a framework called “Studio Thinking” (Winner et al., 2006). Winner and Hetland found that studio art teachers interact with their students in three primary ways in every class: demonstration-lecture, followed by individual student work, and frequent critique sessions.

Careful study of the student-teacher interactions in the arts classes uncovered eight “studio habits of mind,” which teachers strove to instill. They are:

	• Develop Craft. Honing technique and learning to use tools, materials, and artistic conventions. Studio Practice: Learning to care for tools, materials, and space.
	• Engage & Persist. Learning to embrace problems of relevance within the art world and/or of personal importance, to develop focus and other mental states conducive to working and persevering at art tasks.
	• Envision. Learning to picture mentally what cannot be directly observed and to imagine possible next steps in making a piece.
	• Express. Learning to create works that convey an idea, a feeling, or a personal meaning.
	• Observe. Learning to attend to visual contexts more closely than ordinary “looking” requires, and thereby to see things that otherwise might not be seen.
	• Reflect. Question & Explain: Learning to think and talk with others about an aspect of one’s work or working process. Evaluate: Learning to make aesthetic judgments of one’s own and one’s peers’ work and to defend them.
	• Stretch & Explore. Learning to reach beyond one’s capacities, to explore playfully without a preconceived plan, and to embrace the opportunity to learn from mistakes and accidents.
	• Understand the Art Community. Learning about art history and current practice as well as learning to interact as an artist with other artists—in classrooms, in local arts organizations, across the art field, and within the broader society.

What is so encouraging about this work is that the arts are seen to have intrinsic worth as subjects worthy of study by all. In fact, Winner and Hetland suggest that academic teachers take a page from the studio teachers’ book and allow their students the freedom of open-ended invention, discovery, and thinking. In short, to bring imagination and artistic sensibility to every aspect of school life, so that their students can benefit from seeing new patterns, learning from their mistakes, and envisioning solutions—just the kinds of abilities they will need to face the unknown challenges of the future. Might there also be a moral element in these lessons from the arts studio?



More lessons that education can learn from the arts

Nobel (1996), writing on the pervasiveness of artistic teaching in the Waldorf schools, states the ideal of art, as a central element not only in Waldorf education, but also in human development, is “not to train people to become artists, but to develop the artistic aptitudes inherent in each and every person. By training our sensitivity to the arts…we can introduce movement and drama and also warmth, aspiration and energy into the process of acquiring knowledge” (Nobel, 1996, p. 266). Nobel’s (1996) Educating Through Art: The Steiner School Approach presents a study that inquires as to why Waldorf teachers’ goal is to integrate artistic elements as part of practical daily realities. Nobel asks, “Why do they [Waldorf educators] attach such significance to art and artistic exercises in the teaching of children and young people, as well as in adult education?” (Nobel, 1996, p. 29). As if in dialogue with her, Elliott Eisner (2004) answers in a passionately eloquent way:


Our destination is to change the social vision of what schools can be. It will not be an easy journey but when the seas seem too treacherous to travel and the stars too distant to touch we should remember Robert Browning’s observation that “A man’s reach should exceed his grasp or what’s a heaven for”.

One could add to this dialogue the work of Maxine Greene, who—with Eisner—was the other well-known proponent of the arts. See her book “Variations on a Blue Guitar” (Lutzker, 2022c).
 

This is a moral message, one generated by the imagination and expressed through the poetic. And as Dewey said in the closing pages of Art as Experience, “Imagination is the chief instrument of the good.” Dewey adds “Art has been the means of keeping alive the sense of purposes that outrun evidence and of meanings that transcend indurated habit” (Dewey, 1934).

Eisner offers his own framework for what the arts teach about thinking, and, like Winner and Hinton, he suggests that education as a whole must reinvent itself along the lines of artistic thought, with its inherent moral qualities. Only if that is accomplished, says Eisner, can we be liberated from our “indurated habit.” It is fitting to conclude this survey with Dr. Eisner’s vision of a fundamentally different form of education, one dedicated to the preparation of artists (in whatever field) and based on the qualitative forms of intelligence that are developed through the practice of the arts. These forms of thinking have to do with (1) a somatic, intuitive understanding of relationships that calls for judgment in the absence of rules; (2) inviting discovery, surprise, uncertainty, and flexibility of aims so that the end may change in relation to the means of getting there; (3) feeling the equal importance of form and content, which are generally inseparable, meaning whole, so that no element can be substituted and therefore paying attention must be to the particular; (4) expressing meaning in forms beyond those we are familiar with because sometimes the need to formulate what we know destroys the very thing we wish to express; (5) learning to think with and into the material we are working with, enjoying its particular freedoms and constraints and allowing ourselves to engage in a kind of intuitive dialogue with the medium; (6) experiencing aesthetic satisfaction as a motivation for engagement, so that the experience itself can be its own reward (Eisner, 2004).

This artistic frame of mind has the potential to be a fundamentally moral one. It depends upon a deep-seated feeling for the truth, a commitment to justice, and trust in one’s inner capacities. I would add to Eisner’s inspiring list the ethical dimension, encompassing the ideals of imaginative thinking, heart-warmed feeling, and moral action, as number seven, thereby forming a more aesthetically appealing, holistic structure to his already beautiful framework. The beauty of democracy rests with the capacity of each individual to imagine a future and have the social and will capacity to engage others creatively in striving toward that future.
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inspired charter school and ELA CAASPP achievement, controlling for enrollment and FRPM, using data from 2015-2019.** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001. Unstandardized coefficients are displayed.
Standard errors in parentheses. Constant represents the percent of students meeting or exceeding state standards in control group.
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‘Waldorf-inspired charter vs. all other types of public schools. Ordinary least squares (OLS) multiple linear regression predicting the association between attendance at a Waldorf-inspired charter
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Waldorf-inspired charter schools vs. non-Waldorf charter schools. Ordinary least squares (OLS) multiple lincar regression predicting the association between attendance at a Waldorf-inspired
charter school and ELA CAASPP achievement, controlling for enrollment and FRPM, using data from 2015-2019. * p < 0.05, ** p < 001, ** p < 0.001. Unstandardized coefficients are
displayed. Standard errors in parentheses. Constant represents the percent of students meeting or exceeding state standards in control group.
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‘Waldorf-inspired charter schools vs. non-Waldorf charter schools. Ordinary least squares (OLS) multiple linear regression predicting the association between attendance at a Waldorf-inspired
charter school and math CAASPP achievement, controlling for enrollment and FRPM, using data from 2015-2019. ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001. Unstandardized coefficients are displayed.
Standard errors in parentheses. Constant represents the percent of students meeting or exceeding state standards in control group.
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Waldorf-inspired charter schools vs. non-Waldorf charter schools. Fixed effects model predicting the association between attendance at a Waldorf-inspired charter school and ELA CAASPP
achievement, controlling for enrollment and FRPM and absorbing “district” using data from 2015-2019. * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.00L. Unstandardized coefficients are displayed.
Standard errors in parentheses. Constant represents the percent of students meeting or exceeding state standards in control group.
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‘Waldorf-inspired charter schools vs. non-Waldorf charter schools. Fixed effects model predicting the association between attendance at a Waldorf-inspired charter school and math CAASPP
achievement, controlling for enrollment and FRPM and absorbing “district,” using data from 2015-2019.* p < 0.05,*** p < 0.001. Unstandardized coefficients are displayed. Standard errors
in parentheses. Constant represents the percent of students meeting or exceeding state standards in control group.
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Waldorf-inspired charter schools vs. local public schools, no charters. Ordinary least squares (OLS) multiple linear regression predicting the association between attendance at a Waldorf-
inspired charter school and math CAASPP achievement, controlling for enrollment and FRPM, using data from 2015-2019. % p < 0.05, *** p < 0.001. Unstandardized coefficients are displayed.
Standard errors in parentheses. Constant represents the percent of students meeting or exceeding state standards in control group.





