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The following account is of an event involving a class of children for which I was responsible. All images of the actual event are the property of the school and are not accessible or available for individual consent to publish by the parties involved, therefore all images shown are from previous similar occasions which are already in the public domain e.g. google images.  Any children referred to specifically have had their names changed for safeguarding reasons.
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September 2017
Start of the new school year. The returning class of 26 children will be entering into Class 5 of their Steiner school. Many have been together since Kindergarten, all have been together since class 1, with the same teacher for the previous 4 years and a teaching assistant who had been previously part time, who was to be starting with them full time this school year. At the age of 10 to 11 the majority had known each other for 6 to 7 years; in their lives, longer than they had not known each other. Friendships had been built and established, with everyone’s strengths known and accepted by all. With half the class acknowledged as having additional needs, this led to a deeper level of understanding and tolerance of the diversity within the group than if they had just joined together. Each child’s strengths and weaknesses were well known to the teacher who differentiated individually to accommodate everyone in her classroom, without the label of ‘special’ or ‘additional needs’ just the acknowledgement of an individual who learns best in a particular way or with targeted support.
According to Rudolf Steiner and his theory of child development at this age movement becomes more balanced and graceful with a new developing co-ordination. Individuals become more aware of themselves and begin to foster their individuality along with their sense of ‘self’. The group dynamics begin to mature and flow as the members become more confident of their own abilities and strengths although self-awareness is still in the early stages of development. Their readiness to move on to greater challenges is becoming apparent as the basic skills have been established and at this time they are cognitively more able to understand questions and phenomena in a more realistic and reasoning way. Questions are also being raised about their place in the world around them and what part they are to play. A greater pride is taken with this new self-awareness and ownership and presentation of work becomes an extension of this feeling, with more time taken with creativity and correctness as a self-representation, a reflection of the developing personality (Childs, 1991, pp. 94-118). 
Class 5 is also a special year in the Steiner calendar; it is like a coming of age year. The majority of the curriculum during the first two terms is based around one major occasion due to take place in the summer term. In class 4 the focus of the main lesson is ancient civilisations, with this continuing in to class 5 with the study of ancient Greece and Rome. In this year the aim is to make the transition from myth to history and its emphasis on the individual (Childs, 1991). The children should develop a greater consciousness of the inter-relatedness of life and their environment. Subject lessons support the main lesson focus by incorporating skills and knowledge that will be advantageous for the main event – The Ancient Greek Olympics. Throughout this year there will be a greater emphasis on the original Olympian ideal in which group distinctions are subservient to the greater whole and in which qualities such as determination and courage are as valued as speed and distance. 
The curriculum guide is as follows:







Main lesson – Ancient Greece
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Art – Mosaics and murals
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Form Drawing – Borders and columns i.e. Greek key design 
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Handwork – making and decorating the tunic that will be worn during the games
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Bushcraft – building, lighting and cooking on an open fire
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Games – playing team games that will be held at the Olympics and practicing field and track events i.e. javelin, discus, relay, high jump, long jump, wrestling, sprinting and the all important marathon.
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Woodwork – Carving spoons and bowls
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The main event, the highlight of the year, was the Steiner School Olympic Games. This festival was to be held at St. Michael Hall School, East Sussex, during the week 20th to 23rd June 2018 where over five hundred 10 to 11 year old children from every Steiner School in the UK and Europe, even some from China, will camp out over the three day event and become a part of a Greek ‘city state’. They will all be practicing together in eight different Olympic events in the extensive grounds in the lead up to the finale, to be held on the Saturday.
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St Michael Hall School, East Sussex
The trip was to be organised with the class teacher as the party lead, the games teacher as the Olympic expert and deputy, the bushcraft teacher as the camping specialist and three parent volunteers. Unfortunately, the class teacher was taken ill several weeks before the event and I was asked to take over her duties, which involved not only taking over as class teacher but also leading and organising the party for the Olympic trip. As a person who prefers room service to campfire cooking, it was not a challenge I was looking forward to!
For most of the children it was an exciting year, their main focus throughout was the camping trip and for some meeting old friends at the gathering. However, exciting for some was stressful for others. Out of a class of 26 children 14 were known to have additional needs, the majority of which were supported and encouraged by their peers in the spirit of love and friendship; but one young girl was struggling silently. This imaginative young girl, who shall be known as F, is high on the autistic spectrum and quite solitary by her own choice. An instinctive and clever artist, with a dry and cynical sense of humour, she kept herself private and had not established a strong friendship base with any group or individual in the class, although everyone was supportive of her and encouraged her input. She had been with the class since kindergarten, but due to her extreme mood swings and unpredictable outbursts she remained distanced from the others, although she took comfort in knowing they were there and would include her when she was ready. The prospect of mixing with a large group of strangers in unusual and unknown circumstances must have been torturous to her internal sense of safety and tested her established security boundaries, as with the others in the class of similar dispositions.
The weeks running up to the camping trip were a trying time for F. She was not comfortable with the thought of being so far away from her parents and, not having any close friends, feared she would feel isolated and lonely without the possibility of being collected by them should it be necessary. Her parents, however, were keen for her to go on the trip, for the experience and the opportunity to build her confidence and self-awareness. When a person, especially a child, has issues such as F, they build walls around themselves and trust very few people to enter that guarded space; I was lucky enough to be one of the people that had earned that trust, after many months of support and encouragement.  Knowing this her parents approached me to speak to F and try to convince her to go on the trip. After several conversations, reassurances and putting resources in place, F agreed to go two days before we were due to leave.


09.00 Wednesday 20th June 2018
The day of the trip had arrived. Oh, the excitement, the chaos, the equipment! Some groups had agreed to share a tent, some were happy to be in their own single tents, but everyone had tents, bags, sleeping bags, sleeping mats, hats, water bottles and sundry items to make the trip comfortable for themselves. There were giant bottles of water, boxes of food (vegetarian), cooking equipment, gas bottles, bowls and everything else twenty six children and six adults could need for a three to four day camping trip.
As a Steiner school, technology was discouraged as it is believed that children need to find their place with their environment and nature and experience life actively. A true Steiner parent will not even have a television in their home and are shocked when they learn that some children watch cartoons or play computer games. So with no mobile phones, no computer games and no technology of any form, from that moment on the only communication the children had with their parents would be through the adult chaperones who each carried a mobile phone with the contact numbers for each other, with the staff members having the number for the school secretary in case of emergencies.
It was a scorching hot day and once the register had been taken, we were facing a four hour drive in a coach; none the less spirits were high and a great adventure anticipated. 
15.00 Wednesday 20th June 2018
Arrival at St. Michael Hall. What had once been a magnificent stately home was now a private Steiner School set in extensive 12 acres of ground, ranging from trimmed lawned areas to fields with sheep and cattle. The games teacher made his way to book us in as he attended the games every year in his capacity as Olympic instructor and knew his way around the site and who to liaise with. Once the register had been taken everyone else set to offloading the equipment and supplies and collecting individual tents and bags ready to move to our allocated camping area.
On his return he led us all up a trail, away from the main building and towards the fields. Our camping area was set on gently sloping ground, part of a very large meadow that had once contained sheep, but now housed many tents, all established in their own unmarked but clearly defined zones.
Everyone chose their own space in a circular area around a central fire pit and started to erect their tents. The teachers and parents helped where needed, but the children, in their groups or as individuals mostly set up their own areas. My tent was erected at the top of our area with F in her small tent next to me. Once tents were up volunteers were called for to dig the large fire pit in the centre, and to my horror, two latrine pits, one at the top and one at the lower edge of the camp. These were enclosed in a small ‘toilet tent’ and furnished with a chipboard five-sided box with a toilet seat stuck around the hole that had been cut into the top. The washing and toilet facilities in the main building were not available to the guests due to the sheer volume of people on site and the logistical nightmare that would cause, not to mention the strain on the old plumbing.
Once camp was established the children were allowed to play and venture out to meet with children from the other schools while the parent volunteers set up the cooking gazebo equipped with gas outside catering cookers, and prepared the evening meal of pesto pasta and cheese, vegan version for the members of the party who had those dietary needs. The other teachers and I met to discuss the plan of action for the forthcoming days.
The structure of the games was based on the original Greek Olympics with different cities attending; but these cities were not to be made up of the individual schools. Each city had an ‘Archon’, an adult who moved with their city group to each event. These positions were chosen from the attending teachers and were there to support the children in their ‘city’, to be the overseer and main point of contact whilst on the field. They were to carry a tall pennant in the colour of their city which could be seen from anywhere around the main arena, so if anyone of the group wondered off they would always know where their city was practicing. Each of the five cities were made up of children from different schools, so friendship groups were split up, with only a few members of the class being in the same city. No-one had a choice as to what city they were placed in, but we had arranged for F and another young boy from our group to be allocated to the city where our teacher was the Archon as they were familiar with him and he could support and help them integrate.  One of the main tasks of the Archon was to observe the children as they practiced, as four fifths of the children in their groups would be unfamiliar to them. The reason for this was that one key aspect of the games was that all forms of conventional competition are removed, so there is no measuring, timing or recording of the events or winners.  Without the pressure of who runs the fastest, throws the furthest or jumps the highest, the children were free to participate to their full potential, regardless of ability. Medals were to be awarded on far less shallow grounds than brute strength or fast feet. The bushcraft teacher was nominated for this prestigious position as, being an ex-marine, he had a commanding presence, an aura of leadership, the respect of all the children and a booming voice when necessary. The games teacher was to be involved in the running of the games and the organising of the events so would spend all his time on the event field, with my duty being camp mother and team co-ordinator. The volunteer parents were in charge of refreshments and meals and taking care of all our nutritional needs. With all roles established it was time to gather everyone together, take the register, eat our meal around the campfire, tell stories, sing some songs to the accompaniment of a parent and their guitar, and by nine o’clock, time for bed.
As anticipated the first night was not settled easily. Where groups were sharing a tent giggles, whispers and rustling were continuing long after lights out. One particular group had to be separated as they were disturbing others around them, and as I had two rooms in my tent one of the girls brought her bed roll and sleeping bag and settled down in the main room on the other side of the partition to where I was sleeping.  The slope of the campsite and the position of my tent became all to obvious when I awoke later that night to find her sliding slowly and silently, feet first through the zipped doorway. I had to awaken periodically to gently pull her back in to the tent, still sleeping and unaware of her predicament.
Thursday 21st June 2018
Day one, and an early start. Up at five to get everything ready for a breakfast of scrambled eggs, toast, cereals and fruit. Children were to be awakened, fed, watered, dressed appropriately and present on the field by eight sharp. It was another glorious day, with temperatures anticipated to be in the high twenties. Hats, suntan lotion and water bottles were imperative. After taking the register we made our way to the field and were happily surprised to find that if we cut through a small wooded area at the base of our camp we found we were the closest site to the eventing arena. We were able to quickly establish a base under a large tree before all groups were called to gather in the centre of the field. This was the welcome to all and the nominations for each city group. Once everyone had found their appropriate Archon they were all given a timetable of practice events and who had to be where and when. F decided at that point that she would not participate in the practices and made herself comfortable under the tree with sketch paper and pencils. We became the store area for water bottles, hats and jackets that were too much to carry around and risk losing.
By ten o’clock the sun was getting high and the children tiring but the cavalry arrived with refreshments which were set up under the tree that had been established as base. A much needed break. F remained sat under her tree while the athletes returned to their practice. Lunch followed at one o’clock with everyone returning to their own camps for a longer more restful break and a refresher of suntan lotion and water bottles.
The afternoon followed a very similar format to the morning with practice of the different events continuing until five o’clock when it was time to return to camp for supper and free time for the children to talk about their day with their friends and to mingle with the other children, building on the friendships that had begun to evolve in their new city groups.  By eight everyone had gathered back at the camp to take register and sit around the firepit to discuss the events of the day before bedtime. That night was much quieter than the one before with little to no disturbances, unsurprisingly.
Friday 22nd June 2018
Last day of practice and the routine of the day settling in. The sun was still glorious in the sky with the day proving to be another hot one; suntan lotion, hats and water bottles the new mantra. F kept to her position under the tree and even helped with setting out refreshments and clearing up after they had been finished with. She seemed to be settling a little to this new environment, but still was unwilling to participate in the games themselves. I was not worried by her non involvement as to see her joining in with the other children back at camp and offering to help at times was a huge leap forward for her. Occasionally we would venture out from our tree and watch the rest of the class as they were practicing for the events, with F even offering encouragement at times.
The rest of the day followed a similar pattern to that of the previous one, but the heat and the constant physical activity was obviously taking its toll as it was an early and quiet night for everyone in preparation the main event the next day.
Saturday 23rd June 2018
The day of the main event. The children were up bright and early and dressed in the white tunics that they had made and decorated in their handwork classes, even F was dressed in her tunic. All helpers and supporters were to be wearing white in support of the athletes and to be distinguished from the parents who were allowed to attend for the games. Only a few members of our group were expecting their parents to have made the 250 mile trip in the early hours of the morning, and with the surprise arrival of the class teacher who had slept in her car, there was a tangible excitement in the air and a huge sense of camaraderie.
Register taken, water bottles and hats collected and filled, we were all on the event field by eight o’clock. As the tradition was for the athletes to compete barefoot our base tree was surrounded by shoes and sandals, along with the usual water bottles, hats and suntan lotions. The athletes went to gather in the starting area ready for the launch of the games. All of our group parents that had made the trip had found their way to our tree and had ensconced themselves ready for the opening ceremony.
A bugle call announced the commencement and over 500 children, all wearing white and in total silence, followed their city standard bearer and torch holders around the corner and on the arena. They made their way to the centre of the field where the Olympic Flame was lit by all cities simultaneously touching it with their torches. It would remain alight until the end of the proceedings; the 2018 Steiner Olympic Games had commenced. 
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The standard bearers then led the teams to their starting events. A quiet F suddenly erupted into excitement as she saw her mother unexpectedly walking across the spectator area towards us. Unknown to F or myself, her mother had made the long journey over night to support her. F’s mother, naturally concerned for her daughter was keen to know how she had been coping with the stress of the new situation. As I was explaining how well she was doing, but had not wanted to join in the practices, F declared that she is going to compete in all the events and took herself off to join her city. She did in fact take part in every event, closely watched and supported by her mother.
The rest of the morning consisted of following the city around as they compete in the: 

Wrestling
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Javelin
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Relay
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High Jump
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Long Jump
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Discus
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Sprint and Marathon
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By midday the events were all concluded and the athletes gathered once again around the Olympic Flame. This time supporters and parents formed in a circle around them to witness the medal ceremony. In true traditional Greek Games procedure the medals were not awarded to the strongest or fastest. As mentioned previously, thanks to the observations of the Archons, the medals are awarded for grace, effort, overcoming difficulties, strength of heart and courage. As a result, F was awarded a medal for overcoming her difficulties and for joining in.
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Once the medal ceremony was over it was time to gather the belongings, now scattered over the field, and to return to the camp ready to break it up for the triumphant journey home. Parents who had made the journey helped pack up and then took their children with them, and once the final register had been taken, the rest were left to reload the coach and settle in for the long drive back.
Despite the fact that everyone was tired and ready for a shower and good nights sleep, the return journey was just as noisy and excited as the outward one. Everyone who had remained on the bus was singing loudly and talking and laughing. By the time we reached our destination the story was very different, with the now very tired and subdued children being picked up by their parents, keen to hear their news, but making do with a welcoming hug, any news having to wait for the next day.
Hand dug field latrines aside, it was one of the most rewarding and memorable occasions of my life.
Rudolf Steiner believed that “teachers should give their children beautiful memories of their school years as they serve as rejuvenating influences throughout the rest of their lives.” (Childs, 1991, p. 88).  This would undoubtedly be one memory that will meet that criteria.
Although still very young, the children that returned were very different to the children that set out on this adventure. They all learned something about themselves which had enabled them to grow and find a new confidence and maturity. Even for myself, the experience had been one of growth and learning.
The whole ethos of Steiner education is about the child as an individual, learning to find themselves and the shape in society that fits them, not the shape made for them to fit into. That ethos runs strongly through these games, an established tradition of over thirty years. Every child that attends learns something about themselves and returns a stronger person. Even though the majority of the children had not spent time away from their parents outside of the occasional sleep over with friends or relatives, the occurrences of home sickness were few and easily managed, with the emergency line only being used to chase up supplies or money for payment for delivered food. Not once was it requested to call a parent for reassurance or comfort; although a couple of children were threatened on the first night that parents would be sent for to take them home if they did not settle down!
Children with issues or disabilities found that they were welcomed regardless of proficiency or resource and were appreciated for their effort and endurance as well as strength and capabilities. Thanks to funding subsidies by the school, and the balance made up by the Parent Association, 100% of the class were able to attend, and with those who had sharing with those who didn’t have, no one was left out or made to feel inadequate in any way.
The theory behind the Steiner pedagogy is based not only on the cognitive but also the physical developmental stages of the child. Each stage covers around seven years and coincides with ‘change of teeth’ phases. From the development of the baby teeth the child is influenced heavily by their surroundings and people that interact with them; this stage lasts until the age of around 7-8 years old when the milk teeth change to the more permanent adult teeth and the physical body begins to develop.  The next stage extends to puberty when the body once again goes through a transformation into early adulthood or adolescence. During each stage the child is more receptive to certain influences on their cognitive abilities and development and should not be subjected to forms of learning that extend outside of these recognised areas. Although there could be comparisons made with the theories of Piaget, who claimed four stages of development (Pound, 2007), Steiner’s claim of the stages of development extending beyond the cognitive for a child to learn effectively involves the physical development which has direct influence on the attitudes and capabilities of the developing child (Childs, 1991, p. 84). The later stage of the second phase, or pre-pubescence, is significant as further physical changes are taking place and the tendency is to reflect inwardly in an attempt to discover a sense of the self so teaching and learning should remain ‘artistic’ or alive and active, rather than passive which would be more relevant to the third or post pubescent stage as the intellectual development is more open to academic forms of teaching (Childs, 1991, p. 86). 
The establishment of these games is to meet these inherent requisites and to engender the skills necessary for each child to build on the formation of their ‘ego’ or personal identity which is usually established around the age of twenty (Childs, 1991, p. 156).  The ‘ego’ of the Steiner anthroposophical theory is not to be confused with that of Freud. Although there are similarities in that both ‘egos’ are the foundation of the personality, Steiner’s ego is the result of personal growth where the balance of knowledge and understanding inform the personality and forms the character and persona projected beyond the physical being (Childs, 1991, p. 156).  Freud, on the other hand, formulated that the ego was the internal mediator of the id and superego, or the balance between the rational and irrational self, the arbitrator of everyone’s constant internal battles and therefore liable to change depending on circumstance or moral position (Lumen Learning, 2020).
The children attending these games find these needs well met by the proceedings as all participants returned with a new confidence and self-awareness of their own abilities and strengths which lay previously dormant. The whole experience had been one of learning and personal discovery, which as Kolb would suggest, would continue to lead to new experiences, new ideas forming new concepts applied to new experiences forming the basis of personal expansion and knowledge (McLeod, 2017).  It could also be argued that Gardner would not be out of place at these games with his spatial, kinaesthetic, naturalistic, linguistic, intra and inter-personal intelligences all being nurtured and fed, finding their places in the circumstance and opportunities offered by the meeting of this multi-disciplined occasion (Armstrong, 2019).
To the children, unfamiliar with the psychologists and educationalists of this world, they learned they could survive, and even thrive, outside the comfort zone of their familiar surroundings. They discovered the strength of friendship and the courage to cultivate new ones among strangers from different cultures. They found hidden resources of resilience and endurance and the ability to push themselves to outperform even their own expectations, physically and emotionally. They lived and learned through the history of the Greek Olympics, they found the benefit of being part of a team, not only competing together, but also in supporting each other at the individual events. They found that living outside of comfort and technology was a levelling experience, meeting everyone on equal ground fuelling the realisation, that inside, everyone has their gifts and are able to contribute their particular skills to the benefit of all. 


References
Armstrong, T., 2019. American Institute for Learning and Human Development. [Online] 
Available at: https://www.institute4learning.com/resources/articles/multiple-intelligences/
[Accessed 23 April 2020].
Childs, G., 1991. Steiner Education in Theory and Practice. Edinburgh: Floris Books.
Google Images, 2020. Google Images. [Online] 
Available at: https://www.google.co.uk/imghp?hl=en&tab=wi&authuser=0&ogbl
[Accessed 16 January 2020].
Lumen Learning, 2020. Psyochodynamic Perspectives on Personality. [Online] 
Available at: https://courses.lumenlearning.com/boundless-psychology/chapter/psychodynamic-perspectives-on-personality/
[Accessed 23 April 2020].
McLeod, S. A., 2017. Kolb's Learning Styles. [Online] 
Available at: https://www.simplypsychology.org/learning-kolb.html
[Accessed 23 April 2020].
Pound, L., 2007. How Children Learn. London: Step Forward Publishing.


 
image4.jpeg
CLLLLLLLLLLLLES
CLLLCMLLLMLLLLA
155751155 o G E ST
FEfEEEEEEEEEnEEE
6113l S B Gl Bl S G R G el





image5.jpeg




image6.jpeg




image7.jpeg




image8.jpeg




image9.jpeg




image10.jpeg




image11.jpeg




image12.jpeg




image13.jpeg




image14.jpeg




image15.jpeg




image16.jpeg




image17.jpeg
e E

A

a

(RS




image18.jpeg




image1.png




image2.jpeg




image3.jpeg




