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How to use this ebook





Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.





Look out for linked text (which is underlined and/or in a different colour) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.





Introduction


Play is vital to being human and without it we would be much diminished. Although we cannot define precisely what play is, we do know that it has a great value in itself and is essential for our physical, emotional and mental health, regardless of its other practical and utilitarian ends. Play is also a time when there are no goals beyond the activity itself.
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Learning through play


Play is a learning activity, through which we first experience cooperation, risk and creativity and begin to discover the physical laws and structure of the world. Play helps our cognitive and kinetic development, and enhances our problem-solving abilities, aesthetic sensitivity and linguistic skills. It teaches us to manage our frustrations and joys, and strengthens our sense of purpose and determination. It encourages self-motivation, helps us find our individual personality and facilitates empathy for others. Play brings together head, hand and heart. It is fundamental to each and every one of us and, although it may change as we mature, it never completely disappears from our lives.


In Steiner Waldorf early childhood centres, play is seen as a foundation for later learning. To appreciate the grounds on which such an education is founded, it is worth considering a number of views on childhood through history.


Space to learn


Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712–1778) introduced the idea of the ‘social contract’, a process involving various stages through which an individual develops into a member of a community. According to Rousseau, each developmental stage requires an appropriate way of teaching and, because every person is different, learning should also aim to accommodate the individual’s development. The educator’s role is one of guidance but should not be authoritarian. Rousseau maintained that children differ from adults in that they are innocent, sensitive and vulnerable, yet also have a right to freedom and happiness. They have an inner urge to be active, which lies at the root of their incipient curiosity. Learning is a direct consequence of physical activity, so children need to move in order to learn and are entitled to have the space in which to do so.


Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi (1746–1827) took up these ideas in a practical way at the beginning of the 19th century, founding schools in which a child’s own motivation was paramount: each child was encouraged to follow his own questions and find his own answers. Pestalozzi felt that cognitive development was only one side of the personality and that it was important for the whole child to be engaged. His emphasis was on work and not play, however: ‘The important thing in good upbringing is that the child should be prepared for his own circle; he must learn to know and to do things that will bring him bread to still his hunger and peace and content to his heart.’ There was to be no corporal punishment and every child was to be approached with love on the grounds that maternal love is a manifestation of a greater divine love that keeps us from ‘complete selfishness’.


A child’s environment


It was Friedrich Froebel (1782–1852) who first used the word ‘kindergarten’ to refer to a place of play for children, where they were encouraged to play out of their own nature and in a suitable environment. The garten metaphor underlines the balance between nature and child development with an emphasis on the qualities of freedom and joy. Interestingly, when we, as adults, think back to our own childhood, the first remembered image of playing is often one of being active in natural surroundings. Froebel’s institutions were intended to cultivate family life and provide parents with appropriate guidance. Play equated closely with educational aims in helping the child integrate his experiences. Froebel, like Rousseau, saw children as naturally good – a goodness that could be built upon through nurture.


Maria Montessori (1870–1952) placed her emphasis on the relevance of sense development – first feel, then learn. According to Montessori, there are multiple ways in which a child can learn and each child needs addressing in his own particular way. The child is not a blank slate or empty barrel but has the inherent capacity to discover for himself and is deeply influenced by everything around him. In her book, The Absorbent Mind, she wrote: ‘The child has a different relation to his environment from ours. Adults admire their environment; they can remember it and think about it; but the child absorbs it. The things he sees are not just remembered; they form part of his soul. He incarnates in himself all the world about him that his eyes see and his ears hear. In us the same things produce no changes, but the child is transformed by them.’ Montessori was not, however, promoting creativity but rather independence and autonomy. Elsewhere, when writing about the imagination of children, she stated: ‘It is we that imagine not they; they believe, they do not imagine. Credulity is, indeed, a characteristic of immature minds, which lack experience and knowledge of realities.’ From this viewpoint, play is primarily instrumental in building up other faculties and skills.





[image: Image missing]





Rudolf Steiner (1861–1925) recognized the importance of free play and imagination in the context of the developing child and this is now central to all practice in Steiner Waldorf early childhood centres. The idea is that children have predispositions and gifts that, if fostered by the playgroup or kindergarten, will enable the child to develop into a confident, responsible and free individual. An extended childhood provides an excellent foundation for this development. Finding their own internal balance through play eventually equips children for adulthood, enabling them to reach their full potential in the world.
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Creative play in the home


This book shows how you can bring Steiner’s theories on early childhood to your two- to four-year-olds. By observing your child and allowing your natural feelings of care to guide you, you can help your child to experience childhood to the full. As well as enjoying free space, children also need to feel embraced. It is, therefore, important to establish a framework of sorts, within which play is organized. Daily events should be habitual, with different types of play having a recognizable beginning and ending. These should be rhythmical and repetitive, to give the child boundaries and a sense of structure. For example, using a song or finger game to start and conclude playtime gives the child a sense of appropriateness and self-control. Meals or snacks can also provide a homely and natural framework for play. Such a structure is essential if a child is to engage fully his social-emotional, kinetic and creative development. A secure atmosphere helps build a growing child’s confidence to enter new worlds.


Each child has the right to daydream and, for toddlers especially, healthy play needs the counterbalance of rest. In affluent societies, there is a steadily increasing bombardment from different media, over-stimulation from electronic devices and a fashion for unceasing entertainment. The toddler is susceptible to this chaos of multiple impressions and needs help in finding his own alternative space in order to come to terms with it all. Our inner resources need strengthening to enable us to cope with the intense demands from the outside world and these resources develop naturally in the years before we begin formal learning. Give your child space to breathe for the sake of his mental and emotional wellbeing.


Playing simple games with your child will help him to communicate with you. From 18 months a child’s vocabulary increases exponentially and by two years of age his vocabulary includes a mix of verbs and adjectives. However, facial expressions, movement, behaviour and gestures are still vital forms of communication and can, in certain ways, speak louder than words.


From about 22 months a child can very creatively connect mental pictures, whereas previously these were impressions that stood apart from each other. Connection words and phrases, such as ‘as well’, ‘with’ and ‘together’, appear in his speaking and influence how he plays. New connections are made and your child will express and develop these further through play. You can aid this acquisition process by speaking clearly and directly and avoiding inconsequential chatter. Enjoy his words as if they are new to you, too. It is also beneficial to encourage movement in play. This helps your child’s language formation in that the development of networks in the brain is, to a large extent, influenced by how he moves at this early age.









Steiner Waldorf early childhood centres


These centres focus on providing an environment in which the child’s personality can develop in an age-appropriate way and on creating a setting in which children can immerse themselves in the experiences of life through free and creative play. A child learns primarily through imitation and consequently the Steiner Waldorf centres ensure that what surrounds the child is as worthy of imitation as possible. The space is consciously and aesthetically created for child-motivated play that is not led by adults – their role is simply to ensure an atmosphere in which children feel secure, loved and untrammelled by extraneous demands, in order that their boundless imaginations may be allowed full reign.





The right pace and environment


You should not push your child, but allow him to follow his own mental processes as they emerge. If his development is to be healthy, he needs time to grow towards thought. The importance of this is underlined again and again by Steiner. In his book, Extending Practical Medicine, he states: ‘It is of the utmost importance to know that the human being’s ordinary forces of thinking are refined form and thinking forces. A spiritual element reveals itself in the form and growth of the human organism. For this spiritual element then appears during the course of later life as the spiritual power of thought.’ The child is still growing and vulnerable and should not be pushed into abstraction and formalization of experience at this stage but rather, with your help and understanding, should enjoy, explore and fully enter the experiences as he encounters them. His thinking is still bound up with his body and its forces of growth, which accounts for its liveliness and freshness. You need to respect this wisdom of nature and allow your child’s development to take its own course, strengthening it rather than trying to supplant it with a premature way of thought. It is, after all, the foundation on which our adult logic finally rests. Abstract thought comes in its own good time if we can trust the nature of childhood.


For a child to develop healthily, his home and care settings have to be mutually supportive. The better the understanding of responsible adults, the more positive the situation for the child. Warmth, calmness, interest, gentleness, rhythm, humour and empathy all allay the anxieties of growing into an individual who, in due course, will inevitably be faced with far greater demands and choices. The way we receive our children into the world can give them resources that last a lifetime and in turn provide parenting skills for future generations. This was expressed concisely in the report produced in 1981 by Sweden’s Family Aid Commission: ‘Basic to a good society is that children are welcome, are given a good environment during childhood and are the concern of the whole society. Children have a right to secure living conditions that enhance their development. Pre-school has an important function in children’s lives. It offers a comprehensive programme and is the source of stimulation in the children’s development. It gives them a chance to meet other children and adults and to be part of an experience of fellowship and friendship. It is a complement to the upbringing a child gets at home.’


We show our welcome, therefore, by taking a child’s play seriously, either at home or in an early years’ setting and, by doing so, we show the child that we take him seriously, too.
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Self






Knitted rabbits


Making a knitted rabbit


Soft doll


Making a soft doll


Dolls’ clothes


Making dolls’ clothes


Doll’s swing seat


Making a doll’s swing seat


Doll’s sling


Making a doll’s sling


Felt horse


Making a felt horse
















Self





Up to about the end of her second year, a child lives in the eternal present. Then, together with a rudimentary use of grammar in language, come new concepts of time. Sentences appear that suggest a future and a past, and this shows that the child’s mind is able to make representations. In other words, she can conceive of something not present, such as an event that has recently occurred.
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Awakening consciousness


From three-quarters of the way through her second year until the start of her third year, a child develops the ability to combine these representations. She can ask ‘if’ questions about someone not present and can respond to ‘or’ questions like: ‘Would you like to drink water or milk?’ although neither are visible at that moment. She can understand the word ‘self’: a sense grows of the nearby future and out of this derives an understanding of identity. The child realizes that she is the same self as she was a little while ago and as she will be in the immediate future. This is a momentous moment.


As a child’s ‘I’ becomes conscious, at about three years old, her relationship to the sensory world is also transformed. She is no longer just subject to feelings of wanting or not wanting, which originate in bodily desires and needs, but can now begin to respond in a more sympathetic manner. The power of fantasy awakens, and if an inanimate object falls over the child may describe it as being tired and needing to sleep; branches blowing in the wind may ‘wave’ at the child. The forces that engaged in building up her body – developing the senses, pushing out the milk teeth, enabling standing up and walking, early language acquisition and the formation of the brain – are, from two and a half years onwards, gradually oriented to other goals. The child’s body has found its definitive form and she is increasingly alert.


The growth of the child’s consciousness can be observed through play and the child’s wish to exercise her new thinking capabilities: she seeks her own path of development through doing. This phase can be misinterpreted and undermined by adults who assume the child is ready for a purely cognitive form of learning. In fact, the process is ongoing and the body still has a long way to go to maturity. The child naturally balances the demands of her developing sense organs and those of her expanding consciousness, which is why a young child needs so much sleep. She needs us to respect this delicate condition and not to destabilize her with inappropriate educational burdens.



The rhythms of life


Rudolf Steiner differentiated between four dimensions, or aspects, of human beings – the physical body, etheric body, astral body and the ‘I’ or ego (see Being ourselves). These aspects all have developmental rhythms, perceived most easily as we pass through childhood and adolescence. The more apparent physical changes are symptomatic of deeper changes. We cross certain thresholds every seven years, the first being the change of teeth when we lose our milk teeth, the second the bumpy path through adolescence.
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Our physical body prepares itself in the womb and is born, so to speak, at the moment of our birth. In this context the word ‘born’ is used to suggest a freeing up and greater independence. Our etheric body (life forces) matures throughout the first seven-year period and, in turn, has its own birth at around seven years of age, just as our astral body (emotional and behavioural traits) is born at around 14 and our ‘I’ or ego fully appears at 21.


The transformation and awareness of self at around three years old has a fundamental connection to the life rhythms of the etheric aspect. Children delight and thrive on repetition, because, paradoxically, repetitiveness strengthens identity and helps to develop the capacities needed to deal with our freedom as individuals. The most recent neurobiological research, as summarized by J. Chilton Pearce in Evolution’s End, bears this out: ‘Children want to hear the same story over and over again, not to “learn” it – most children remember a story after one hearing – but because repetition causes the interweaving neural fields involved in the image-flow to myelinate… Thus, the more stories and their repetitions, the more neural fields and connections are brought into play. The stronger and more permanent the capacity for visual-verbal interaction grows, the more powerful conceptualization, imagination and attentiveness become.’ Nursery rhymes, fairy stories and finger games all have repetitive and ritualized elements that children do not find at all boring and that help them anchor into themselves with confidence. In echoing the etheric in our actions with the child, we are contributing to her long-term health and allowing her to express her feelings through play.








Steiner’s four dimensions


Our physical body is the structure that separates us from others, within the space that only we can occupy. In this we share an attribute with the mineral kingdom, plants, animals and other people. This body undergoes constant transformation throughout our lives, most especially when we are young. The network of forces that keeps us alive and drives the process of biological change (again in common with the plants and animals) is the ‘etheric body’. This includes the life functions, such as breathing, biochemical processes and regeneration, all of which are connected to temporality. If our etheric body were to leave our physical body there would only be lifeless material left behind. The ‘astral body’ refers to our emotional and behavioural traits in thinking, feeling and willing. It embodies our sympathies and antipathies, our wishes and desires and our mobility. It is a vehicle of consciousness through which we become aware of joy and sorrow, pain and enthusiasm, memories and relationships. Finally there is our ‘I’, or ‘ego’, where our intentions, goals and purposes reside. This is where we can become visible as a personality in what we do and in the life choices that we make. It delineates our identity, encompasses our spiritual nature and is the part of us that is immortal.
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