
This essay outlines Rudolf Steiner’s development theory and how Waldorf schools approach the education of their students. The student-centred approach of teaching that these schools provide are considered in context with the needs of modern society and how it has impacted the students that attend these schools. The learning experiences that are available in these Waldorf schools are evaluated and considered with Montessori’s theory and how it could change the education system. Some criticisms are considered within the essay, alongside the positive impact this educational approach could have if delivered in mainstream schools. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Rudolf Steiner was an Austrian philosopher, scientist and spiritualist, and was well known for his cultural approach. He is the founder of Anthroposophy, a human-centred spiritual philosophy that reflects upon deep questions and combines the sciences, arts and spirituality into research methods and attainment of knowledge. With this understanding of human nature Steiner created the first independent Waldorf school which was a radical step, yet one which was necessary at the time. As Steiner was recognized and respected for his holistic understanding of life and what is essential development of the mind, body and soul, his theory and methodology was eagerly implemented. The school’s values are based upon holistically meeting the academic, physical, emotional and spiritual needs and nurturing every student’s love of learning with an authentic approach. (Barnes, unknown). 

Steiner created a childhood development theory which has a holistic approach, incorporating his spiritual beliefs which aimed to nurture self-sufficient, creative thinkers and conscientious adults who are able to discover their purpose and live to their full potential. (Nordlund, 2013). In a changing world he recognized that teaching concepts such as critical thinking and reasoning is of more benefit that repetitively memorising information. His beliefs are emphasized in each of the three separate developmental stages - willing, feeling and thinking, which are approximately 7-year periods and have three distinct learning mythologies. Throughout these different time frames every part of the learning involves practically applying the skill whilst learning the theoretical support. This is because Steiner felt that a person with knowledge who has not learnt how to implement it is essentially useless. Using the medium of movement as a form of learning is equally emphasized in the curriculum and is used as a way of providing creative learning experiences. For example, children that are playing a sport and mastering a physical skill can observe and later reflect on the biology of the movements and the physics of gravitational forces. (Cardiff Steiner School, unknown). During the second phase of development there is an increased emphasis on artistic application of skills, demonstrated in the painting, modelling, acting and singing activities that take place. Each learning experience studies the subject from a multi-dimensional perspective so that the students can apply their knowledge and understanding in a variety of ways. This approach in learning is supportive in leading to innovative ideas that our current climate requires. (Childs, 1991).

The personal values and beliefs that teachers hold are of vital importance in Waldorf schools, with an essential approach of the child teaching the teacher which determines how learning is approached instead of enforcing the misconception that the teacher knows everything. Within each Waldorf school students are at the forefront of the teacher’s mind, approaching learning that will support their needs.  Students engage in every subject at age appropriate levels throughout their education and has an emphasis on truly experiencing the subject through practical learning experiences and activities that strengthen their curiosity to questions and learn about the world around them. There is a precedence that each child feels safe in their learning environments, with the first phase of education focused on nurturing the child’s belief that the world is good and that the people around them can be trusted to support them. This security can be found in a student’s relationship with their personal tutor which will span across their school life. (Oldfield, 2001). As the student receives consistent support from their teacher until aged 14 it nurtures a relationship of trust and respect, which holds both parties accountable for their actions and encourages more meaningful interactions that will enhance the student’s ability to relate and communicate with others. If any conflict is to arise between the teacher and student it is an opportunity to work together and address any difficulties which continues to develop communication skills and emotional intelligence, whilst demonstrating how to navigate difficult situations. (Barnes, unknown). Students that have positive interactions with their teachers nurtures trust and enables the student to receive constructive feedback which enables them to increase their engagement with appropriate self-development activities which leads to higher achievement. (Rimm-Kaufman and Sandilos, unknown). This increased productivity level and focus in learning could also be due to Steiner schools providing practical learning experiences which allows the student to explore the environment. The schools do not enforce a seated policy as this suppresses the learners’ natural instincts and creates a negative association to learning. (Barnes, unknown). 

This flexible approach to learning provides the freedom for the learner to engage in an activity of interest, which creates a foundation of their enjoyment of discovering new information. It also develops cognitive skills that enable them to confidently learn more advanced skills, which can be difficult if the child does not have co-ordination, speech or a relationship with themselves or those around them prior to being introduced to a new activity. This is one reason why Waldorf students do not start formal learning until age 6. Another is because the intention of Steiner’s curriculum is to nurture a sense of wonder and develop the natural desire to seek out the truth, which is achieved through focusing on other attributes of the students, instead of forcing them to engage in formal learning which disrupts the natural development of a child. By providing creative learning experiences that involve the child using imaginative play, it develops their tenacity in finding solutions to problems and developing positive habits which could improve their learning experiences throughout their life. (Oldfield. 2001)  This form of learning through play can also be observed in the foundation phase in mainstream schools. (Welsh Government, 2018). During this first phase of education children are free to explore the natural environment and engage with natures materials. This is similar to the emphasis of Montessori’s use of natural materials as a form of concrete learning and also providing the opportunity for the students to choose their own learning. Their theories are also similar in that there is an importance in exploring the child’s natural spirituality and nurturing their intrinsic love of learning. (Montessori, unknown)

Having the freedom to explore the natural involvement satiates the child’s natural aesthetic desires and allows them to complete their developmental stages. Practical experiences are a crucial component of Steiner’s curriculum because children naturally want to interact with their environment. This allows the teachers to incorporate teachings of how the students feel about their world or different places, which supports the development of self-regulation and also the ability to emotionally engage with the learning. (Childs, 1991). The schools ensure that the importance of working with the individual child and respecting the variety of cultures and traditions are emphasized in the experience, so that the aim of enabling every child, no matter their background, to actively participate in the modern world with compassion and acceptance of one another. This appreciation for another person’s strengths and weaknesses is nurtured with the sense of community that is created in the schools. (Barnes, unknown)

There is an ascending spiral of knowledge structure that systematically develops a student’s understanding of a particular subject to suit their ability and learning style. As the student matures the level of difficulty in each subject increases and further complex tasks are introduced into the daily structure. As each school values the individual needs of each student, the daily learning structure considers the natural cycle of the day for a child and supplies and appropriate activity. This prevents them from disengaging from the learning experience and increases attention spans. This structure is demonstrated in the emphasis of focusing on one subject for 2 hours each day over a time period of approximately two months. This allows the student to immerse themselves in a variety of materials that develops their understanding of the topic. Teachers in Waldorf schools encourage curiosity and conducting research that considers both scientific and spiritual evidence. Rubenstein (2017) noted that by allowing students to recognize how their emotions effect their learning and understanding of subjects, it develops their self-awareness in how they approach and respond to situations in their life. The emphasis placed on acknowledging an individual’s belief system in their learning and using their intuition establishes self-regulation and confidence in their ability to recognize personal strengths and weaknesses in researching and engaging in the subjects. With mainstream education only focusing on a sliver of a students’ cognitive development and ability, the effects of their emotional and personal being neglected in education can have a detrimental effect on their whole development, which can be demonstrated in the increasing number of students with anxiety and reduced self-esteem. (Flook, 2019). With Steiner schools providing a safe space for every student to expand their emotional intelligence and understanding of their inner world, it develops a flexible and intuitive approach to their learning and boosts their attainment of knowledge and level of achievement. This is evidence that by providing students with practical learning experiences alongside academic learning and including teachings about self-awareness and good practices, that it is can support the student in finding more success in their attainment of knowledge and learning capacities than what traditional schooling offers. (Oldfield, 2001) 

The set curriculum evolved from Steiner’s anthroposophy emphasises delivering learning through appropriate resources and methodologies. In Waldorf school's children do not learn from books, instead their learning is through narrative and practical experiences. Reading is delayed, but has not shown to hinder their ability to learn to read as Steiner believed that the initial development of oral skills then benefits the child when learning to read. (Cardiff Steiner School, unknown). Waldorf schools expect teachers to attend additional training which demonstrates that the teacher lives by their word and that what they are saying is accurate and that their word can be trusted. This emphasis on the student’s perception of the teacher in Waldorf schools reflects how the philosopher Augustine describe the impact teachers’ values and actions can have in learning. He noted that:

 “teachers must act consistently in accordance with the principles they are attempting to promote. It is possible for the wicked man to teach those who wish to learn, but his effect would be much greater if he lived by his teaching. Learners no longer listen attentively to a man that does not listen to himself and, in despising the instructor, they learn to despise the word that is taught” (Flanagan, 2006, p.74) 

Through listening to the teacher's teachings and observing them practice what they teach instils trust and security of the teachers’ word. This self-awareness is vital so that during the first phase of schooling where the child has the freedom to explore and interact with their surroundings and learn through mimicking, that they teachers are demonstrating positive behaviours and approach to learning. (Oldfield, 2001) 

Steiner’s education system aims to create a well-rounded individual, incorporating not only their intellectual ability but also their personal experience of the world, their feelings and beliefs. This holistic framework enables each learner to recognize how their emotions can affect their understanding of subjects, but also helps them process their emotions. This is evident with their no technology policy until the age of 14. Without the distraction of technology, which is becoming an increasing source of addiction, it teaches the student how to manage their personal world effectively without engaging in negative behaviours that suppress emotions. (Glaser, 2018). This develops their resiliency, tenacity and focus in every aspect of a students’ life, positively impacting how they approach every day and complex situations that arise. This form of education would also be of great benefit to students with additional learning needs that require personal support and guidance. (Childs, 1991). 

It could be said that because Waldorf schools do not teach to the national curriculum that the students could be negatively impacted in the working world, yet this does not seem to be of any value. These schools do not focus on the end result of gaining a certificate of competence, instead it nurtures the value of the learning process. Students are submitted for recognized examinations over the school years instead of taken in two years. This relaxed approach reinforces the enjoyment of learning, instead of creating a stressful environment. It also enables the school to create motivated, independent, confident, considerate and responsible learners that have the skills to confidently approach exams, or any other potentially stressful situation. (Cardiff Steiner School, unknown). As the students research each subject at depth they are able to gain full insight into the complexities and connections of their learning, which develops a strong understanding. Instead of learning for exams, Waldorf students have the time to develop their confidence in the knowledge in each subject to then apply to the exams. Steiner’s education could be noted as revolutionary as it starts the day with a form of meditation to prepare the students for learning, as well as practicing memory recall of the previous day. These exercises are similar to the mindfulness activities that are being introduced into mainstream schools. These types of practices are increasingly being recognized to improve cognition, the ability to concentrate for sustained periods, an increase in mental well-being, learning and engagement, which strengthens the argument that Waldorf school practices are of great benefit to learners. (Mindfulness in schools, unknown).  

Waldorf schools have been scrutinized for accepting students that have not received immunizations which could leave others at risk to being exposed to harmful diseases. This acceptance creates a sense of equality and respect of the peoples’ beliefs and values, yet it has been criticized as it could compromise the effectiveness of herd immunity if there are high numbers of students that have not received vaccinations against severe illness and disease. This risk of a detrimental disease spreading could negatively impact the school’s conscientious reputation as it could leave students vulnerable and also lead to a division in the community that the school encourages. It could be perceived that the children’s overall health is not being considered and that the beliefs of the parents are being prioritized without considering the evidence of the positive and undeniable impact immunization has had. (OVG, 2016). By accepting those who are not vaccinated it allows the family to feel that they are supported by the school, yet it could be criticized that the mission of promoting conscientious practice and honouring their connection with the world and others around them. As it is not a compulsory requirement for humans to have vaccinations to attend school the decision of placing a child in an environment with un-vaccinated children would be the choice of parents, providing they have access to the schools’ records. (Atchison and Hassouna, 2015). Steiner schools have confirmed that any form of opinion about immunization is not an educational objective. (Steiner Academy, unknown)

As a scientist Steiner’s teaching instils a curiosity of seeking out the truth, but also nurtures the persons’ ability to listen to their intuition, allowing them to develop a sense of purpose in their learning. By developing a genuine enjoyment of learning and discovering, alongside practicing creative methods of engaging with learning resources creates a well-rounded individual that is able to make an impact in the world. The purpose of education is to prepare students for the working world, yet with the increased awareness of climate change and other momentous topics surrounding more holistic practices it could be said that the world is in a state of innovative change, therefore to instil flexibility and creativity would prepare students for the future. Waldorf schools are present in over 91 countries, therefore with the increasing number of students seeking to learn with effective teaching methodologies and support, it suggests this form of education will be increasingly sought after in modern society. (Nordlund, 2013).  Steiner has positively impacted the education system by delivering a curriculum that encompasses the whole student which nurtures a broad life perspective and approach. With mainstream schools currently neglecting the emotional and spiritual needs of students, evident in the focus on intellectual ability and the consequential increase in mental health issues that students are experiencing, it suggests that Steiner’s methodology of teaching should be adopted to positively change the educational experience for all learners. (Barnes, unknown) 

Waldorf schools are gaining recognition for their methods of teaching as the education encapsulates the needs of a developing child and delivers an education that expands each individual’s ability to confidently navigate the world. The increasing support for Waldorf schools should be an incentive for the education system as a whole to change the approach to benefit society by focusing on nurturing enjoyment of self-directed learning and providing practical opportunities that enhances a student’s motivation to engage in the research of any subjects. Through Steiner’s schools the introduction of natural and creative methodologies could create the next generation of creative thinkers that introduce the use of sustainable technology to help reverse the ecological detriment to human society. With the increased acceptance and demand for alternative education, the number of Waldorf schools will continue to rise. (Cardiff Steiner School, unknown) 
















































References

Atchison, C. Hassounah, S. (2015) The UK immunisation schedule: changes to vaccine policy and practice in 2013/2014

Barnes, H. (unknown) Waldorf Education … An introduction.
Available at: https://www.waldorflibrary.org/images/stories/articles/barnes_introwaldorfed.pdf
(Accessed 28 November 2019)

Cardiff Steiner School. (unknown) Wjhat is Steiner Education?
Available at: http://www.cardiffsteiner.org.uk/about/what-is-steiner-education/
(Accessed 28 November 2019) 

Flanagan, F. (2006) The greatest educators .. ever!
Continuum:New York

Flook, L. (2019)  Four ways schools can support the whole child 
Available at: https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/four_ways_schools_can_support_the_whole_child
(Accessed 2 December 2019) 

Glaser, E. (2018) Children are tech addicts – and schools are the pushers.                      Available at: https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2018/jan/26/children-tech-addicts-schools
(Accessed 2 December 2019) 

Mindfulness in schools. (unknown) Mindfulness. Why do it?
Available at: https://mindfulnessinschools.org/mindfulness-in-education/why-do-it/
(Accessed 29 November 2019)

Montessori St Nicholas. (Unknown) The philosophy
Available at: https://www.montessori.org.uk/about-us/what-is-montessori/the-philisophy
(Accessed 2 December 2019)

Nordlund, C. (2013) Waldorf Education: Breathing Creativity 
Available at: https://web-b-ebscohost-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/ehost/detail/detail?vid=0&sid=adcdc85e-1c6d-4b70-968f-088191afd84d%40pdc-v-sessmgr02&bdata=JnNpdGU9ZWhvc3QtbGl2ZQ%3d%3d#AN=85691456&db=eue

Childs, G. (1991) Steiner Education in Theory and Practice 
Floris Books:Edinburgh

OVG. (2016) Herd Immunity: How does it work?
Available at: https://www.ovg.ox.ac.uk/news/herd-immunity-how-does-it-work
(Accessed 1 December 2019) 

Rimm-Kaufmann, S. Sandilos, L. (unknown) Improving students’ relationships with teachers to provide essential supports for learning
Available at: https://www.apa.org/education/k12/relationships
(Accessed 2 December 2019) 

Steiner Academy Hereford. (unknown) Frequently asked questions
Available at: https://www.steineracademyhereford.org.uk/information/frequently-asked-questions/ (Accessed 28 November 2019)

Welsh Government. (2018) How is my child doing in the foundation phase?
Available at: https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2018-06/how-is-my-child-doing-in-the-foundation-phase-a-guide-for-parents-and-carers.pdf
(Accessed 2 December 2019)
