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When one really can take the time to observe and 
consider the engaged inquiry of self-motivated learn-
ing in the young child from birth to age seven, one 
may witness a higher intelligence working within 
the wisdom of child development. Imagine what it 
would take for us as adults to consciously plan and 
accomplish physical, emotional, social and intellec-
tual achievements parallel to those that the young 
child is capable of in the first seven years! From total 
dependence in infancy upon the caretakers and en-
vironment into which the child is born, the healthy 
child becomes able to walk, talk, think, and direct 
the will of its own individuality. One might compare 
the young child’s achievements in this area to the 
equivalent of having earned a master’s degree in the 
foundational process of incarnation!

Where does this higher intelligence spring from? 
How do we understand the foundation necessary for 
these stages of learning to healthfully unfold? What 
can (or should) we do as caretakers of young children 
to support their growth? These, of course, are ques-
tions that live in the hearts and minds of parents, 
caretakers and educators of young children.

Let us take the premise of “higher intelligence” as 
a first exploration of these questions. Does “higher” 
refer to a spiritual capacity directed from an an-
gelic hierarchy that perhaps bestows the wisdom of 
an evolutionary process? For many of us who have 
direct experience of the existence of the human be-
ing having a bodily, soul, and spiritual nature, this 
is a comfortable premise. The view of body, soul, 
and spirit as being integrated within the whole hu-
man being may be held within many world religions 
and spiritual streams, but it is not (yet?) universally 
held as common “scientific” understanding — even 
though brilliant thinkers like Albert Einstein have 

referred with reverence to a spiritual stream working 
within the laws of the universe.

Rudolf Steiner brought the work of spiritual sci-
ence into the realm of intellectual inquiry with 
guidelines for methodical inner practice. Steiner was 
an astute observer of the human experience of the 
soul and spirit. Inspired by the work of Goethe, who 
developed a science of phenomenological observa-
tion, Steiner was a fore-runner to contemporary 
research in the fields of psychology and neuroscience 
that are now opening the doors to a new under-
standing of how the physical body, mind and soul 
are connected. This is extremely helpful for those 
of us working with anthroposophical indications of 
human development. We now encounter philosophi-
cal and scientific streams of twenty-first century 
inquiry that work with an understanding of mul-
tiple intelligences. It is fascinating to explore these 
streams as complementary to Steiner’s view of the 
three-fold and four-fold nature of the human being. 
To bridge the two we must be able to distill an essen-
tial understanding of human capacities revealed by 
anthroposophical research as well as contemporary 
scientific and philosophical exploration.

At birth, the physical body of the infant is born. 
This body is a vessel that houses a distinctly unique 
human individuality. Deeply embedded laws of 
growth and development, both universal and in-
dividual, govern the formation and function of 
this physical body. Modern science has given us 
a very detailed picture of the beauty and intricate 
complexity within its manifold systems. Dissec-
tion, examination, study, combined with intuition, 
inspiration, and devotion to the phenomenologi-
cal observation have unveiled worlds within worlds! 
Yet we know that without life force, and that pulse 
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of light that sparks the beating of the heart, the indi-
viduality cannot live within the body, no matter how 
beautiful or loved it is.

What is this life force and its accompanying 
energy of vitality or illness that surges through 
all living things? In answer one can picture the 
etheric body moving within the stream of time 
and space. The etheric works within life pro-
cesses with rhythm and repetition and resulting 
relational patterns. It informs the intelligence of 
immunity that governs the health of an individu-
ality. It influences the habit body and the child’s 
ability to “feel at home” — or not, in the physical 
body. Within Waldorf early childhood education 
the teacher works strongly with an understand-
ing of this etheric stream as the foundation upon 
which healthy development and intelligence rests.

In her exploration of Truth and Health, Dr. Mi-
chaela Glöckler quotes from the German magazine 
Stern, “For centuries the body and the soul of the hu-
man being were seen as separate, independent units. 
It is now established that they are closely connected. 
The body is healthier when the soul is doing well. 
By way of neurotransmitters as chemical messen-
gers the mind-soul disposition of the human being 
influences (health).” Dr. Glöckler then points to 
documentation of the psycho-neuro-immunological 
research that reveals the integrated relationship of 
emotional, ethical, and immunological intelligences 
that live and work within the human individuality. 
The term mind-soul is key in our modern inquiry 
of understanding both the astral and the ego body. 
In identifying the capacities of each, we realize that 
both are integrated within our conscious experience 
of self. In one exploration, the definition of mind-
soul is: the subjective, first-person experience of 
identification of awareness and meaning.

When we expand our understanding of intelli-
gence — the ability to acquire and apply knowledge 
and skills — we can come closer to the truth of what 
all education must embrace if it is to responsibly 
serve human development and evolution. Waldorf 
education has been striving to serve multiple and 
interrelated intelligences of thinking, feeling, and 
willing for almost a century now. To understand 
any intelligence we must bring focused attention to 
its revelatory manifestation. This attentional focus 
can be channeled in many ways: observation, study, 
comparative conversation, research techniques, re-

flection, and also with capacities of imagination, 
inspiration, and intuition. We may look at various 
intelligences of skill and knowing in singularly defin-
ing terms, yet we must keep in mind their complex 
and interrelated realities.

Within thinking there is an intellectual intelli-
gence that utilizes rational logic. Often intellectual 
intelligence emphasizes premises and laws that are 
measured by factual evidence. Emotional Intelligence 
lives in the feeling life of the human being — with the 
understanding that the physical body and the mind 
both influence, and are influenced by, the emotional 
experience within. Feeling life is individual and sub-
jective, but it is also relational, as it influences, and is 
influenced by, others. The interdependence of indi-
viduals within any social context (when two or more 
are gathered) requires the knowledge and skills of 
Social Intelligence. Willing can be defined as the in-
telligence of the “locus of control” or the individual’s 
ability to channel motivational capacities and forces 
towards the achievement of a goal.

Through multiple intelligences we can explore 
other ways of knowing:

dominance and coordination, and utilizes 
both early developmental reflexes and 
autonomously directed motor skill.

cognize ourselves and the world through 
attention to sensory experience.

manifest new thought, structure or form.

and contextual interaction with the 
world upon which survival depends.

the body’s ability to maintain health.

to be that which discerns between 
what is morally right or wrong.

connection between the soul and that 
which is mysterious within and beyond 
ourselves and spiritual in orientation.

These intelligences inextricably weave together our 
understanding of ourselves, each other, life, and the 
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universe. Each individual’s “IQ” varies in ability 
level for skill and understanding within them. Some 
intelligences touch upon cognitive thinking within 
the right or left hemisphere of the brain. Some intel-
ligences are deeply embedded in the subconscious or 
rest within our inherited physical body. Some intel-
ligences live outside of our individuality, yet we can 
still access an understanding of them through fo-
cused attention that requires discipline and practice. 
When we achieve this, dualistic definitions of “self” 
and “other” disappear and our understanding unites 
with a universal or more spiritual intelligence that 
informs all of creation.

When we look back upon the engaged inquiry of 
self-motivated learning of the young child, we can 
observe that healthy children learn through the intel-
ligences that surround and work within them — and 
in the first three years these are not yet intellectual. 
By observing young children, we witness that other 
primary intelligences form a foundation for the 
emergent intellect. Mystical intelligence is perhaps 
the first — it is present in the newborn’s gaze. It lives 
in the trust the infant has for her mother or caregiv-
er. Instinctual, kinetic, and sensory intelligences are 
also foundational in the process of incarnation. 

In the next three years of life, from the third to 
the sixth year, we can learn about the child by ob-
serving the universal capacity for play. In this realm, 
we can identify that the learning process is engag-
ing creative intelligence, as well as emotional and 
social intelligences. Through play the “being-ness” 
or archetype of things is explored. A stick can reflect 
the branching out of a tree, or the stick can be trans-
formed with unlimited potential into other “things.” 
In play, the child learns capacities for communica-
tion, collaboration and cooperation. The young child 
“digests” life experience through its imitation and re-
creation. Dramatic play explores feelings born from 
familial roles or social relationships. Play can also be 
a healthy way for children to create situations for the 
therapeutic “working through” of life experiences. 
The research of neurobiology has identified how in-
stinctual intelligence, upon which survival depends, 
works within neurological patterns that reflect safety 
and comfort or danger and fear. These are founda-
tional patterns that inform our emotional and social 
intelligence. Rhythm and repetition of safe, healthy 
life experience builds capacity for security and re-
silience. Trauma disrupts this capacity and creates 

patterns of “fight or flight” that can repeat themselves 
when relational stress or anxiety is experienced. By 
being able to re-create safe situations in which that 
initial trigger of stress or anxiety can be healthfully 
integrated, capacities for resilience are developed. 
This, of course, requires the conscious supervision of 
an experienced therapist, teacher or parent.

Childhood is a time when foundational intelli-
gences are key developmental motivators. Curiosity 
to explore the world through true sensory experience 
is natural. The need to move and tumble, climb and 
balance, roll and swing is essential! Transformation 
of self and the world through creative play is magical. 
The child’s ability to learn though these multiple in-
telligences is rich and beautiful. We must understand 
and respect this foundational capacity for joyful 
learning. As Steiner reminds us, all education is self-
education. The capacity for all intelligent learning 
increases when the individual is enthusiastically at-
tentive and engaged. The more we understand these 
complex intelligences and how they are interrelated, 
the more we can meet educational needs of the whole 
child, and advocate for our children’s innate capacity 
for learning to be enhanced. In Waldorf education, 
Steiner developed a holistic curriculum that works 
within relational developmental capacities. In this 
age of the awakening consciousness soul, our col-
laboration with others who recognize these multiple 
intelligent capacities will strengthen the gift of learn-
ing what it means to be truly human and help the 
evolution of humanity to be realized. 
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A puppetry and storytelling enthusiast, Janene 
Ping celebrates entering her 26th year teaching 
Kindergarten at the Hawthorne Valley Waldorf 
School. She has enjoyed leading adult education 
workshops at the Center for Anthroposophy, 
Sunbridge College, and the Rudolf Steiner 
Institute, and is currently a faculty member 
of Sophia’s Hearth. In the summer of 2016, 
she will host the third bi-annual Collaborative 
Puppetry Conference at Hawthorne Valley.

Last fall around Lantern Walk time, a flurry of ques-
tions and replies were exchanged online in a Waldorf 
early childhood list. This sparked my thinking about 
festival celebrations in early childhood programs in 
general, as well as about this particular festival, Mar-
tinmas. Many Waldorf early childhood programs 
and kindergartens celebrate this festival by that title, 
named for St. Martin, and tell stories about the saint 
and his deeds. I would like to question that practice 
and offer some ideas.

One of the foundations of Waldorf education for 
the young child is to bring the archetype rather than 
the specific. What is the archetype of festival celebra-
tions? A festival celebrates the coming together of 
earthly and cosmic forces. Communities of human 
beings come together in celebrating the harmony of 
earth and cosmos, of matter and spirit. These sea-
sonal celebrations mark the changing of light, the 
relation of the earth to the sun, and the connection 
to what is universal in the cycle of the year. Festivals 
celebrate points in the year when earth-spirit and 
world/cosmic-spirit meet.

How is the celebration of a saint different? What 
is a saint? A saint is a specific human being whom 
others have come to consider as holy and as living 
in service of high ideals and divinity. Often saints 

are human beings who started out as very imperfect 
human beings yet who had radical transformations. 
The point is that a saint is a particular human being. 
What the young children need, what we can provide 
them with in our in early childhood programs, are 
archetypal images of the activity of becoming more 
human, such as those found in fairy and folk tales. 
Young children are nourished by archetypal images 
of human-ness rather than specific human beings

To support young children, festivals can be cel-
ebrations of the seasons, especially in relation to the 
sun. Festivals can provide a connection for the chil-
dren to the natural world around us. The festivals 
fall in an annual rhythm that can be strengthen-
ing to the physical body of the young child. Festival 
celebrations can also be community-building experi-
ences for young and old.

The kindergarten focus can be on celebrating 
the divine spark that lives in each of us and upon 
the divine creator powers of the universe. A power-
ful guiding image is the light that streams toward us 
from the sun and stars and the warmth and love into 
which we can transform that light. That is the cen-
tral theme around which the variations of individual 
festivals revolve. It is important that our celebrations 
are so universal that no one feels excluded. A goal 
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