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Foreword


by Martyn Rawson


It is twenty-five years since Francis Edmunds first published this book, and the Steiner Waldorf Schools movement has changed in many ways in this past quarter century. In view of this it would be justified to ask if such a book is still relevant? What is in many ways more significant is the fact that the world has changed in this time in ways that very few people could have predicted and it is these changes that pose the question: is Steiner Waldorf education itself still relevant?


I started teaching about the time that this book was written. As a visiting student I had experienced Francis at Emerson College. For many of us he was already an almost mythical figure, one who represented an inspiring image of wisdom, genius, mystery and charisma—the very qualities we intuitively associated with the Waldorf Class teacher. As a young man with a young family and a serious task in the world (founding a Waldorf school), a figure like Francis Edmunds was not only an inspiration but a standard one measured oneself against. It is not that one tried to be like him, but one experienced qualities in him that one felt were necessary to cultivate.


There were others among that group of outstanding personalities of his generation from whom we learned and drew courage. Edmunds, though, had a curious aura. He appeared to have a personal following quite unusual in Waldorf circles. Even today I frequently meet people all over the world who almost immediately on hearing of my work in Forest Row tell me of their time at Emerson College and their memories of Francis (Asian people always say Mr Edmunds of course). It seems like it was a golden time for a whole generation of young people who are now leading lights in the international Waldorf School movement. And that seems to be the crucial point—Edmunds and Emerson College brought Waldorf education to the world in a way that was unique. Something of that uniqueness is apparent in this book. Francis Edmunds had the ability to make complex ideas seem comprehensible. He was a great communicator. The ideas underlying Waldorf education can be very hard to grasp. There are many learned books explaining anthroposophy that frankly are barely comprehensible (though few would admit it). Francis lived these ideas and was interested in helping others find their way into them too. This was a great achievement and one that has left a lasting impression on the international Waldorf School movement. Curiously, though, his books have not translated well in German and other languages. For the German ear, Francis seemed lightweight. He wasn’t.


Many countries now have their own teacher training programmes, but in those days Emerson was a beacon for Waldorf Education through the English language and as such offered a counterbalance to the German speaking Waldorf centres in Dornach (Switzerland) or Stuttgart. Scandinavia had Jarna, the Dutch had Zeist, but the world had Emerson College!


The world but not necessarily Great Britain. Of course many British students did learn to be teachers at Emerson College, but most years they have been in a minority. Emerson College and Francis Edmunds had their greatest influence locally in Forest Row, that quiet backwater in the stockbroker belt south of London, and in the wider world. For many of us in the British Waldorf schools movement, Emerson College was as remote as Dornach or Jarna. This curious situation, which had many explanatory factors not relevant here, tells us however something very positive about Francis Edmunds. His understanding and demonstration of Waldorf education was most brilliant when he addressed what is universally human. It is that dimension of universality that graces both the best in this book and which ultimately makes Waldorf education relevant in a much changed world.


What is the challenge of education in our times? The answer in a word is globalization. This concept includes not only the shift in the global economy away from the industrial Western nations but the cultural impact of the electronic media. Twenty-five years ago the world had a very different economic and political structure. Now the Berlin Wall has fallen and the Soviet Empire has gone, major parts of the Second and Third Worlds, such as India, China and Indonesia, are rapidly developing and becoming the manufacturing powerhouses of the world economy. Multinational consortia and the globalization of world banking and stock markets have replaced national economies (even if politicians are locally in denial). Wealth has been more widely distributed among the nations, though the poor everywhere have got poorer and the rich richer. The cold war has been replaced by the hydra of international terrorism and the rise of fundamentalism, both as a post-colonial backlash but also as an expression of the frustrated aspirations of the citizens of many new nations which, having thrown off their colonial shackles, find themselves under the yoke of home-grown dictatorship—most of which enjoyed Western support at one time or another. But the world really is different after 9.11.


Those global changes are experienced locally in many varied ways. One of the most wide-ranging consequences of the transition in a modern economy from being essentially production-orientated to service-orientated has been the shift in the role of work. Work once involved nearly everybody at some level or other in a self-evident creation of value through the transformation of primary resources into products for the market through the industrial process. In the age of automation such processes possess the constant tendency to make human work redundant. The better organized the work becomes, the fewer people are needed. This has led to mass unemployment and artificially reduced working hours and job-sharing, with corresponding social insecurity and alienation. What was to blame was the reduction of the concept of work exclusively to the activity of production. Work was what one did to earn a living; it provided social status. What was described as the natural loss of jobs in the post-industrial society was in fact a controlled reduction in the length of working life based on wage-earning linked to production.


The important point is that young people leaving education and entering the world of work need quite different skills and abilities. The paradigm shift has led us to readjust our values and in particular our relationship to the concepts of work and learning. We used to go to school to prepare ourselves for a life of working (at least that was the theory and expectation). The end of the production-based economy and the drastic reductions in state welfare provision have brought terrible insecurity and loss of identity, but it has also freed the concept of work and thus linked it in new ways to learning. Learning began to be recognized as work in a life-long learning society and work begins to become a new form of learning. Not only do many forms of work now require us to constantly learn new skills, use new technologies, above all it means dealing with knowledge and information.


Where once education was about the acquisition of knowledge, modern society now requires us to be able to manage knowledge, and many tasks in the world of work involve just that. Interestingly the concept of work has now been expanded to include personal development (to work on oneself), creativity (to work at solving a problem, creating new solutions and designs), play, sleep, eating, caring for one’s body (to work-out), feeling and thinking (work it out), since all these activities lead to the forming of life-habits and personal transformation. Work can take many forms including production, but also including activities such as teamwork, housework, voluntary work. In other words, work has liberated itself from the narrow definition of waged production activity. In doing so it has also re-integrated the two unnatural concepts of work and leisure that was enforced by the production-based society. Leisure was what you did in your free time, i.e. non-earning time. Everything that fosters and leads to personality development can now be recognized as work.


The implications of this change for education are incalculable, inasmuch as education of children and young people was designed ultimately to equip them for their place in the job market.


Take care, for example. Tasks once traditionally done unpaid by women, such as child care, care of the elderly and sick were taken for granted and had little economic value. We now have a new generation of women who no longer wish to assume this burden automatically. And indeed they may actively choose not to, a fact which still causes major domestic and social tensions around the world; it is also a fact which indicates the degree to which men have to acquire social competencies. Now we have to—or better, we wish to—pay for our caring services and these services have become increasingly professionalized and regulated. This has the consequence that most people no longer have the opportunities to learn caring within the family, so parenting for example has to be learned. It is not relevant to make value judgements whether this is a good thing or not—and certainly there are advantages and disadvantages all round. The point is, it is now a fact we have to work consciously with.


We should ask what skills and abilities do people need to acquire to meet the requirements of contemporary society, to be able not simply to cope but to take positive control of their destinies and help shape the society of the future.


Rudolf Steiner formulated this question at the founding of the first Waldorf School in Stuttgart in 1919:


The parents entrusting their children to this school can only hope and expect that these children will be educated to become competent in life... This makes it necessary for us in founding this school to take our start from pedagogical principles that are rooted in what life in the present demands of us. Our children are to be educated to become people who are prepared for a life that corresponds to these demands, which are ones that can support them, regardless of what social class they come from... Idealism must be at work within the spirit of the pedagogy and methods, but this must be an idealism that has the power to awaken in growing human beings those forces and abilities that they will need for the rest of their lives in order to work competently for their community of contemporaries and to have a livelihood that will sustain them. It would be disastrous if a spirit foreign to life were to prevail in the basic pedagogical views on which the Waldorf School is to be founded.


We have to ask ourselves what a ‘spirit foreign to life’ might mean in educational terms. Obviously everything that does not foster competence and healthy development would be seen as foreign to human nature. This would include such obviously unproductive experiences as formal learning before the child was ready, stressful testing regimes, useless indigestible facts, passiveness and a lack of social relevance. Steiner once said there were three effective methods of getting children to learn—fear, ambition and love. He suggested we could do without the first two. But we could also say ‘a spirit foreign to life’ would be an education cocooned from life, sheltered, introspective, exclusive, elitist and confining itself to social ivory towers, concerned only with its own values (however noble they may be), an education that prefers to admire the landscape rather than work to shape.


Rudolf Steiner intended Waldorf education to be a preparation for life.1 That means a preparation for being competent in the world of work since everyone has to make his/her way in the world of work, in one way or another. This does not mean, however, that education should follow the dictates of the economy, or political ideology for that matter. Education should follow human nature, should orientate itself to the universal nature of the developing human being, whilst addressing the specific needs of individuals in their time and space.


Such an education can help the next generation design and create a society and world of work that itself can support human development. Work is to become more and more an activity that not only embodies the highest potential for individual development but one that serves the needs of humanity and the natural world in a selfless way.


The renewal, one could almost say the redemption, of social, economic and spiritual life will depend on the coming generations being able to bring something new, something out of their own inner resources, something that was not there before. What was there before has led to all that is bad in the world (and to what is good, of course). They will only be able to do this if they can develop the potential that sleeps within them. That potential has to become, in its highest form, spiritual competence—the ability to do and understand the good, what Rudolf Steiner called ethical individualism in his book A Philosophy of Freedom.


If the task is to ‘become competent in life’, the question is: what kind of competence is needed today? Without doubt we can take Steiner’s lead in seeing ‘the important thing is learning to learn... It is important that we discover an educational method where people can learn how to learn, to go on learning from life their whole life long.’2


The Royal Society for the Encouragement of the Arts, Manufacture and Commerce (RSA) in the UK is just one of several respected institutions that have researched the question of the changing world of work and its consequences for education. One of their key findings is to identify the ability to understand and do as central to the new competencies. This aptly sums up the essence of Waldorf educational aims: not only to be able to understand but to be able to do as well. We might add: to understand and do out of insight in freedom.


Our pupils don’t just need to acquire competencies to cope with the demands of a changing world. Society needs them to be able to translate their potential into the ability to regenerate society, to contribute to the resolution of conflicts and to solve the world’s problems.


It is perhaps in this realm that Waldorf education has changed since Francis Edmunds’ day. Learning through doing has acquired a far greater emphasis. Young children in kindergarten and in the lower school classes need far more movement, including work and play, in order to help them develop their bodily senses and thus acquire the sense of inner equilibrium that underpins calm alertness, the ideal condition for learning. So much in young children’s lives has changed that school must now provide much that previously was learned at home or in the streets. Many children today suffer anxiety, nervousness, lack concentration and are often unfocused and dissatisfied. There are many causes of this complex of symptoms, but helping children mature their sense organs, especially those related to bodily awareness (proprioception, balance, touch, sense, movement), is essential to help them feel at home in their bodies.


Furthermore we increasingly encounter an acceleration in bodily growth and development, including the onset of puberty, an early awakening of intellectual abilities and the sense of self. Many practitioners describe children as being more individual in their needs at a much earlier age. We also see a dramatic increase in allergies, psychosomatic conditions such as headaches, stomach aches as well as depression, anxiety and mental illness among children at a time when they should be healthiest. Though Steiner made frequent reference to the link between education and health, it has been the discovery of the medical principle of salutogenesis (‘that which makes one healthy’) that has highlighted the role of education in establishing not only bodily health but psychological and spiritual health.


Briefly put, health-creating forces are nurtured when children develop a feeling of coherence. This requires a sound bodily development so that the individual feels at one with their own bodily processes, and that they can ‘digest’ what life feeds them. This means healthy nourishment both for the digestion and for the senses. Sense impressions have to be capable of assimilation because only then can they sustain a sense of coherence between the individual and the world. Coherence is also experienced when we learn things in context. Context creates meaning, makes sense of our experiences. In our highly technological world many processes that surround children are literally incomprehensible; as a result they often lack a sense of reality. When this world is apparently devoid of higher meaning, through the loss of traditional forms of social coherence, the overall sense of meaning and purpose is much harder to find. It is very little use simply telling children that the world has meaning; they have to experience it and to a great extent participate in creating it.


In response to these overall changes many Waldorf kindergartens and schools have introduced a whole new emphasis to their work. The cultivation of fine and gross motor skills, the cultivation of rich, varied primary sense experience, the need to learn how to play and be creative, all become central to the educational task. Kindergarten always had these elements, though now children require more stimulation and examples. They have to be taken out more so they can experience the elements of nature and the weather. They need to experience primary human economic activity, such as food preparation, looking after animals, manual work of all kinds, since these experiences have disappeared from their lives except on television or in books.


The biggest changes are occurring in schools, where moving classrooms are being created, so that the children no longer spend much of their time sitting at desks. Classrooms become flexible spaces, where a range of activities with much movement can be instigated; furniture becomes more flexible. Instead of the school day being fragmented into periods (with bells ringing like alarms), the learning experience is integrated and specialists come and go to offer their foreign languages or eurythmy. The children experience the day as a whole, joined-up, meaningful experience.


These are just some of the many ways in which Waldorf education3 has changed in its educational provision since Francis Edmunds taught. The principles that he so clearly explains here in this book are as relevant as ever.


Martyn Rawson


Stuttgart, March 2004




INTRODUCTION


What are the distinguishing features of Waldorf education? This cannot be answered, as some might expect, in a nutshell. If one were to attempt to do so, one would have to say it embraces a new view of the whole of life, in particular of the human being in his threefold nature of body, soul and spirit and, therefore, also of the successive phases of childhood leading on to adulthood. That is saying a great deal, and yet might not mean a great deal to a parent seeking answers.


Michael Hall is now over sixty years old. About fifty years ago, when still a young school in Streatham, London, known as the New School, the teachers wondered what impression their work would make on a formal educator. Therefore, they invited a friendly inspection by the Ministry of Education. This led to a visit by several inspectors for several days. In the summing up, the leading inspector, speaking on behalf of himself and his colleagues present, said they were much impressed with what they had seen of the children, their easy yet respectful manner and the quality of their work. Then he added, ‘We have seen every type of school in this country, state schools, (British) public schools, progressive schools, various private and denominational schools—the ethics may have been different but the education was essentially the same in all of them. In regard to curriculum questions for this or that aged child, we knew exactly where we were. This is the first school we have encountered in which the philosophy of the school has so far altered the customary curriculum and treatment of subjects that, to find our way, we had each time to ask again.’ They did not seem perturbed by this but only interested. At the end they recommended the teachers to wait a while longer until the upper school was better established before applying for formal recognition. It was clear from their manner that they anticipated no particular difficulty.


It was a full twenty years later, after World War II, when Michael Hall, no longer the New School, was newly established in its home in Sussex, that the teachers thought they would again ask for an inspection before they were to be formally inspected by law—a requirement rescinded some years later. The encounter of inspectors and teachers was again one of growing cordiality. The ‘recording inspector’ paid a preliminary visit to feel the lie of the land, having never before visited a Waldorf school. He was a mature and far-seeing man, much experienced, serious, yet of great geniality. In a conversation during that first visit he expressed the view that what would matter most in the coming inspection would not be to examine in detail what this school did compared with others, but much more to recognize what lived centrally in the school giving it its character and permeating every aspect of it to make a unity of the whole. He could not state in words just what this was, but he had seen it and he could only hope his colleagues, when they arrived, would see it too— which most remarkably they did. It can only be described, in retrospect, as a model meeting. It was not that they were lacking in criticisms, or in offering suggestions, yet these came secondary to the overall picture they had arrived at together. Their visit resulted in a unanimous recommendation to the Ministry of Education for recognition of the school both as an efficient primary school and as a secondary school competent to prepare its students for university entrance. Indeed, they had studied the records of former students at college and later in their vocations and found these satisfactory. They were amazed that scientific notebooks could be made so beautiful and asked to take some away with them. The printed ministry report re-echoed all this in very positive terms. The recording inspector said privately at the end: ‘You have set up the conditions you need for carrying out your own work, but you are also preparing what should eventually flow into the whole of public education.’


Our challenging times


It was not the object of either group of inspectors to delve into the philosophy underlying Waldorf education. They judged by what they saw and this led them to conclude it was a good school, it did good to the children.


With enquiring parents, for whom this book is primarily written, the matter is different. They are about to commit their children to a school about which they may know little or nothing. There are parents who take the school at its face value and, having placed their child, are content to wait and see how things work out. If their child is happy, there is little more they need do about it. Their problem arises when they have to explain to their relatives, friends or neighbours why they chose that unusual school. They may find themselves hard put to it to explain, but they get by it somehow. The others may not be too impressed by their halting, semi-articulate answers—but, who knows, perhaps they too will see it one day!


There are other parents who feel they must understand more before they can come to a responsible decision. They want to know something of the underlying principles, or better, the moral and spiritual grounds on which Steiner education is based.


We hope this little book will help the first type of parents to find the words they need, and that it will provide the second type of parent with the stimulus to pursue the study further, and, in course of time, to be able in turn to help other new parents. Then it will not all be left to the teachers.


To begin with we need to see clearly the conditions of our time into which children are born, and then to see how this education sets out to meet them. We need to step back and take an impartial look.


We are obliged to recognize that we live in a highly intellectual age, one given over much more to theory than to genuine insight. Such theories and the practices arising from them invade the lives of the young when they are most receptive and least defensive: the younger the child, the deeper the effects.


Our modern, theoretical knowledge does not, in fact, grasp or explain the true being of man. Beneath all that the average human being knows of himself, there live hopes, longings, aspirations, dreams of the might-have-been or the might-yet-be, unused gifts, maybe, that are urging to be realized—all these play into conscious life from inner depths, shaping what we meet as disposition of character. They are real forces welling up from within; left unresolved they lead to the sense of frustration so often to be met both in private and in public life. There are great discontents in the world at different levels, and they make for a sick age.
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