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Wilderness canoe trips with

 Heart & Meaning

Since 1971 NWL has provided authentic wilderness and rites of passage experiences for youth ages 

10 to 17.  Our summer programs are designed to engage and empower young people at a given stage in 

adolescent development. Within the context of a fun and challenging canoe trip, we use proven techniques 

in community building, group process, Native philosophies and storytelling to create a pathway through 

adolescence.  For over 40 years we have worked to build a strong, thoughtful community of elders, staff, 

participants, parents and alumni.  Together we have created opportunities for young people to connect with 

the land, each other and their own unique spirit.  

Girls ages 11 to 14 | Coed Youth ages 14 to 17 | Boys ages 10 to 17 

www.northwaters.com

866.458.9974
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Waldorf Alumni Forum
Electronic Technology in Education—A Waldorf Graduate’s View
by Emma Franklin
A senior at the University of Colorado considers computers in the classroom and 
looks back with gratitude at her own (largely non-digital) education.

From the Editor
Pardon Me for Being an Alarmist, But …
by Ronald E. Koetzsch,  PhD
Health concerns about WiFi, cell phones, and electrosmog may be yet another 
“inconvenient truth.”

From the Association
Cultivating Humanness
by Melanie Reiser
There is no substitute for a face-to-face, in-the-same-place, human interaction.

Parents’ Corner
What a Waldorf School Has Taught Me About Parenting
by Amy Marquis
As many Waldorf parents discover, a Waldorf schooling is not only for their children.

Children’s Health
Saying Good-Bye to WiFi
by Ronald E. Koetzsch, PhD
Concern about the health effects of exposure to radio frequency radiation (RFR) 
prompts the City of Lakes Waldorf School to return to hardwired Internet access.

From the High School
Where Is Ophelia’s Will?
by Kristi Herrington, MA
Shakespeare’s portrayal of an archetypal sensitive and tragic heroine is still relevant to 
adolescent girls today.

Waldorf Around the World
Waldorf in Russia—There, as Here, Generational Differences Mark 
a Changing Society
by Mary Lee Plumb-Mentjes
Boomers, Gen Xers, and Millennials bring their particular gifts and challenges to 
Waldorf Education in Russia.
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Renewal:  A Journal for Waldorf Education is published by the Association of Waldorf Schools of North America.  Founded in 1991, 
the magazine is intended primarily as a resource for Waldorf parents and teachers.  It features articles about child development, 
parenting, children’s health, the Waldorf curriculum and pedagogy, current research in education, and Waldorf Education in other 
parts of the world.  Renewal is published twice a year and distributed throughout North America and around the world.

Preserving the Spiritual Potential of Early Childhood
by Gesine Abraham
The magical consciousness of childhood, as the seed of later personal 
development, is to be protected rather than cut short.

Kindergartens That Work for Boys
by Thomas Poplawski, MA
%GEHIQMGW�MR�OMRHIVKEVXIR�QE]�FI�XLI�GEYWI�SJ�QER]�SJ�XLI�HMJ½GYPXMIW�XLEX�FS]W�
experience today in school and beyond. 

Boys, Girls, Movement, and Healthy Development
by Jeff Tunkey
Boys should roughhouse, girls should dance and spin, and—for well-rounded 
development—each should do both!

An Eighth-Grade Physics Experiment:  A Process of Three-
Phase Learning
by Manfred von Mackensen, PhD
Observing, describing, and together understanding a natural phenomenon gives 
IEGL�GLMPH�MR�E�GPEWW�GSR½HIRGI�MR�LMW�SV�LIV�EFMPMX]�XS�GSQTVILIRH�XLI�[SVPH�
and also strengthens the social fabric of the class.

Dealing with WiFi and Cell Phone Radiation
by Michael D’Aleo, MA
A scientist offers advice on minimizing the possible ill effects of the electronic 
devices in our lives.

Preparing Students for a Cosmopolitan Future:  Foreign 
Language Study in the Waldorf School
by Christof Wiechert 
Foreign language study expands young minds and sensibilities and makes children 
ready for life in an increasingly interdependent world community.

A Life of Bridges:  Versatility and Resilience in the Life of 
Frederick Law Olmsted
by Whitni McDonald, MA
The varied career portfolio of America’s leading landscape architect provides a 
lesson for contemporary young people.

Fondly Remembered:  Harry Kretz (1928–2013)
by Patrice Maynard, MA
A Waldorf teacher, who enriched the lives of his students with mirth, music, and 
mathematics, passes on.
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When I was growing up, I resented the television-
free and electronic-technology-free lifestyle I 
experienced at home and at the Denver Waldorf 
School.  Since then, however, I have come to believe 
that use of electronic technologies should be closely 
monitored in all aspects of life, but particularly in 
education.  Of course, in today’s society, not includ-
ing technology in schools is not feasible.  Electronic 
technologies are inescapable, and they can be useful.  
&YX�XLI]�QYWX�FI�IZEPYEXIH�JSV�XLIMV�YWIJYPRIWW�½VWX��

The mainstream consensus about computer tech-
nology in education, promoted by government policy 
and industry marketing initiatives, is “the earlier 
the better and the more the better.”  Instruction in 
keyboarding and other computer skills can begin as 

early as kindergarten.  
The concern is that 
the United States will 
lose its competitive 
economic edge in the 
world.  Also, computer-
based instruction in 
virtually all subjects 
through the grades is 
becoming standard in 
most schools. 

An argument often 
used in favor of elec-
tronics is convenience.  
Using computers and 
the Internet, students 
can research top-
ics more easily and 
in greater depth and 
can write their papers 
more quickly and ef-
½GMIRXP]���'SQTYXIV�

Waldorf Alumni Forum

Electronic Technology in Education
by Emma Franklin

Emma Franklin attended public school in Greenville, North Carolina, until third grade. Then her family moved 
to Denver, and Emma attended the Denver Waldorf School from third through twelfth grade. Emma graduated 
in 2010. Now a senior at the University of Colorado at Boulder, Emma has had an opportunity to look back on 
the largely electronic-technology-free life she experienced at home and in the Waldorf school. This essay is a 
condensed version of a long research paper Emma wrote for a writing course. The original paper was heavily 
referenced, but for reasons of space, only the key footnote is included here.

—R. E. K.

based instruction allows 
individual students to 
progress at their own 
rate and to repeat a 
class or lecture easily.  
Also, it reduces instruc-
tional costs.  Advocates 
of technology use in 
schools cite statistics 
about increased atten-
dance, participation, and 
graduation rates.  How-
ever, all these statistics 
are generated in high 
schools.  There are no studies indicating that starting 
GSQTYXIV�MRWXVYGXMSR�MR�OMRHIVKEVXIR�MW�FIRI½GMEP�
for the child as a whole person or as a student. 

An important, largely neglected consideration is 
the effect of technology on the social life and social 
skills of students.  Individualized technology use in 
schools drastically changes the interactions between 
WXYHIRXW��-R�ER�EVXMGPI�EFSYX�X[IRX]�½VWX�GIRXYV]�
education, Carneiro and Draxler write: 

A successful education system is one built on four 
pillars:  learning to know, learning to do, learning 
to be, and learning to live together.  This image 
is both philosophical and pragmatic, one that 
forces attention to the societal role of education 
and the consequent balance between knowledge 
and action, between individual and social learn-
ing.  [This last—learning to live together—is] often 
assumed, neglected, or limited to the early years 
of schooling before academic and practical learn-
ing for the economic sector begins.  (European 
Journal of Education, 43, 2008, 149) 

continued on page 5
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Although Waldorf schools 
diverge in many areas 
from the mainstream 
culture, on the issue of 
WiFi they seem to have 
gone very much with the 
¾S[���8LMW�TEWX�*IFVY-
ary, at a conference on 
technology in education 
held at Rudolf Steiner College, Dr. Glöckler was the 
keynote speaker and spoke several times about WiFi 
technology and its possible dangers.  One morning, 
with over 300 Waldorf teachers and administrators 
in the hall, I asked, “How many people are at schools 
with a WiFi system?”  Almost everyone in the audi-
ence raised a hand.  Then I asked, “Was there at 
the installation of WiFi, or has there been since, any 
discussion about possible adverse effects and health 
GSRGIVRW#²��%FSYX�½ZI�TISTPI�VEMWIH�E�LERH���

WiFi is part of a larger phenomenon known as 
electrosmog.  Electrosmog includes the ambient 
pulsed radio frequency radiation generated by WiFi 
routers, cell phone towers, cell phones, cordless 
phones, and even “baby watchers.”  The term refers 
EPWS�XS�XLI�IPIGXVSQEKRIXMG�½IPHW��)1*W�KIRIVEXIH�
by power lines, electrical motors and appliances, in-
cluding computers, and by electrical cables and wires.  
Unlike air pollution or noise pollution, electrosmog 
GERRSX�RSVQEPP]�FI�TIVGIMZIH�F]�XLI�½ZI�WIRWIW���
One needs, ironically, an electrical device, to detect 
and measure its presence.

There is a lot of controversy about the possible 
negative effects of WiFi, cell phones, and related 
devices.  The people who are concerned about and 
bring up the topic can be an annoyance to those 
who do not perceive any possible danger and who 
do not appreciate a major source of convenience in 
their lives being called into question.  However, we 
parents and educators, for our own sake and for the 
sake of our children, should inform ourselves about 
this new presence in our daily lives.  At the very 
least, we should be aware that we are all subjects in 
a massive, unplanned, largely involuntary biological 
research project, and no one will know the results 
for a long time.  2

BY RONALD E. KOETZSCH, PhD

From the Editor

Pardon Me for Being an Alarmist, But …

Two articles in this issue deal with the possible 
health hazards of ;M*M��[MVIPIWW�½HIPMX]�XIGLRSPSK]��
particularly in regard to children.  In the interest of 
full disclosure, I must admit that I have never been an 
advocate of WiFi. 

Fourteen years ago, I began using a computer that 
was capable of connecting to the Internet.  At that 
XMQI��XLI�QEMR�SJ½GIW�SJ�XLI�%WWSGMEXMSR�SJ Wal-
dorf Schools of North America were in a building 
X[IRX]�]EVHW�JVSQ�[LIVI�Q]�SJ½GI�[EW°ERH�WXMPP�
is—although the Association has since moved.  The 
Association tech person suggested that I use WiFi 
to connect to the Internet.  He explained that a 
transmitter in the main building would beam a high 
JVIUYIRG]�VEHMS�WMKREP�XS�E�VSYXIV�MR�Q]�SJ½GI��[LMGL�
would then beam the signal to my computer.  

I am not a scientist by training, but something about 
all those radio waves bouncing constantly around my 
SJ½GI�HMHR´X�ETTIEP�XS�QI���%�PMXXPI�MRRIV�ZSMGI�WEMH��
“No.” 
“What is the alternative?” I asked the tech fellow.  
“Connect by a cable into the phone jack near your 
desk,” he replied.
“Let’s go cable,” I said.  The tech guy looked sur-
prised but agreed.

Four years ago, I was at a conference in Hawaii with 
Dr. Michaela Glöckler, head of the Medical Section at 
the Goetheanum.  I asked her advice about a close 
friend who was recovering from a serious illness.  Dr. 
Glöckler strongly recommended two things to sup-
port my friend’s immune system:  One–do eurythmy 
every day! Two–stay out of WiFi environments!

Today, WiFi is nearly ubiquitous—in schools, libraries, 
SJ½GIW��LSQIW��GSJJII�WLSTW��SYXHSSV�TYFPMG�TPEGIW��
airports, buses, and trains.  In what is, in terms of 
human history, less than the blink of an eye, we have 
become dependent on being able, anywhere and 
anytime, to check our email, read the news, shop 
online, update our Facebook page, and view the lat-
est grumpy cat video.  And in the process, we have 
created living and work environments that typically 
are permeated by radio frequency radiation (RFR) 
twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week.
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invitation 
EJ½VQIH�
for me the 
importance 
of what might 
be called 
“cultivating 
humanness.” 
This is a key 
task for us as 
human beings 
and something 
about which 
we have much to learn. 

When I think of concepts and beliefs that develop hu-
manness, I am drawn to key values in Anthroposophy—
among them self-knowledge, empathy, compassion, collab-
oration, moral intuition, and social and economic justice.  
I ask myself, “How can I, as a partner, sibling, aunt, col-
league, leader, student, and friend cultivate humanness?”

Beverly, David, and I have been working hard to under-
stand what it means for the three of us to work in a 
collaborative manner and to establish processes that 
nurture both colleagueship and accountability.  We each 
take the fruits of this effort with us to apply in our work 
with colleagues at member schools, with people newly 
inspired by Waldorf Education, and with professionals in 
the wider realm of education.

I am inspired by the words of Supreme Court justice 
Sonia Sotomayor, shared in the prologue of her book My 
Beloved World:

You cannot value dreams according to the odds of their 
coming true.  Their real value is in stirring within us the 
[MPP�XS�EWTMVI���8LEX�[MPP��[LIVIZIV�MX�½REPP]�PIEHW��HSIW�
at least move you forward.  And after a time you may 
recognize that the proper measure of success is not 
how much you’ve closed the distance to some far-off 
goal, but the quality of what you’ve done today. 

All of us involved in Waldorf Education have big dreams, 
but the quality of what we do on a daily basis in our 
human interactions—our ability to demonstrate 
humanness—is in itself a real triumph.

Dornach, Switzerland, is a small village a few miles out-
side of Basel.  On a hill overlooking the village and the 
Aare Valley stands the Goetheanum.  Designed by Rudolf 
Steiner, but constructed after his death in 1925, the 
Goetheanum is the center of the worldwide anthropo-
sophical movement.  It is also the seat of the Pedagogical 
Section of the School for Spiritual Science, which guides 
the international Waldorf movement, now with over 
1000 Waldorf schools in some sixty countries. 

In January of this year, the three leaders of the Asso-
ciation of Waldorf Schools of North America—David 
Owen-Cruise, Leader of Administration, Beverly Amico, 
Leader of Outreach and Development, and I—had the 
pleasure of visiting Dornach.  We had a behind-the-
scenes tour of the Goetheanum by Christof Wiechert, 
former head of the Pedagogical Section.  The huge build-
ing houses a 1000-seat hall, a second smaller theater, 

QER]�SJ½GIW��E�PMFVEV]��E�FSSOWXSVI��E�
card shop, classrooms, and a bustling 
cafeteria.  It also contains, in a special 
display room, The Representative 
of Humanity, a thirty-foot-high 
wooden sculpture created by Rudolf 
Steiner in his last years.  The central 
½KYVI��QERMJIWXMRK�E�TIVJIGX�FEP-
ance between the material and the 
spiritual aspects of reality, is meant 
to represent the ideal of the highly 
evolved human being of the future.

Our main purpose in going was to meet with the 
Board of the International Forum (formerly known as 
the Hague Circle), a group of Waldorf educators from 
EVSYRH�XLI�[SVPH��[LMGL�KEXLIVW�VIKYPEVP]�XS�VI¾IGX�SR�
developments in the worldwide movement.  Toward the 
end of our meetings, Christof said that we three had 
been invited “so that our mutual groups would have 
a human basis on which to develop our future work 
together.”  I was struck by this intention.  In this fast-
TEGIH��MRWXERX�KVEXM½GEXMSR�[SVPH��[LIVI�QSWX�LYQER�
interaction is electronic, to invite colleagues to a meeting 
6000 miles away—for the purpose of creating a human 
relationship for future work—was a refreshing and hope-
½PPIH�KIWXYVI���3RI�GSYPH�EVKYI�XLEX�XLMW�MW�XS�FI�I\-
pected in our Waldorf community.  However, our hosts’ 
surprise and delight at our accepting their trans-Atlantic 

BY MELANIE REISER, Leader of Programs and Activities

From the Association

Cultivating Humanness

Melanie Reiser

The Goetheanum, Dornach, Switzerland
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The Association’s 2014 summer conference will explore 
XLMW�XSTMG�SJ�GYPXMZEXMRK�LYQERRIWW�MR�E�WTIGM½G�[E]���%W�
the conference description reads:

While the technological world we live in is created by 
human beings, it has the potential to alienate and even 
separate us from the very roots of human existence 
and from our larger connection to the earth and cos-
mos.  How can we help young people become rooted 
in the world through their own experience and gain 
the forces they need to fruitfully navigate the waters 
of technological culture and contribute to its ongoing 
evolution?

As parents and educators, we strive to engender within 

our children the quality 
of humanness—a deep 
connection to one’s true 
self, to other human be-
ings, to the earth, and to 
the cosmos.  The most 
effective means is our own 
example.  Hence, we need 
to strive daily to cultivate 
humanness in our rela-
tionships with family and 
friends, colleagues and 
school communities, and 
society.  2

Franklin, continued

Students cannot learn to live together if they are not 
interacting with each other.  Learning to share crayons in 
kindergarten, to make lasting friendships in elementary 
school, to withstand bullying in middle school, and to 
persevere through the social challenges of adolescence 
are all tasks having to do with human interactions in the 
real world.  They are not always easy or fun, but they are 
extraordinarily necessary.  These life lessons are inacces-
sible when there is a screen, rather than another human 
being, in front of the student.

There are distinct advantages to keeping education based 
on face-to-face, live human interactions.  CNN commen-
XEXSV�;IRH]�/STT�GMXIW�XLI�I\XVIQI�FIRI½XW�SJ�LEZMRK�
“one highly effective elementary school teacher” as 
including a higher likelihood of going to college, a lower 
probability of experiencing teen pregnancy, and earning a 
higher salary.  She notes that “technology is a tool, not a 
silver bullet.  And like all tools, it can be helpful or harm-
ful depending on how we use it.”

My own exposure to electronic technology was based on 
the principle that underlies the teaching of all subjects in 
a Waldorf school—age-appropriate learning.  When I and 
my fellow students were capable of dealing with a subject 
or skill, the subject was introduced.  The use of com-
puters to type papers or assignments was not allowed 
without special permission until high school.  Computer 
classes started only in the ninth grade.  Students were 
required to pass competency tests for typing before they 
could engage in other computer activities.  Of course, 
most students were already computer-literate by that 
time.  The computer classes then proceeded to increase 
MR�HMJ½GYPX]°EW�[MXL�EPP�;EPHSVJ�GYVVMGYPE°[SVOMRK�YT�
to programming. 

At the beginning of high school, I was on the lower end 
of the spectrum in computer competency.  In my home, 
computer time was drastically limited and monitored.  
We did not have video games, and our television (also 
closely supervised) was nothing but a screen connected 
to a DVD player.  Thus, my experience with electronic 
technology was minimal. 

Nevertheless, I found that I picked up computer skills 
very readily.  I now consider myself one of the more ca-
pable of my peers in terms of the number of programs I 
am competent with.  So I would never say that I suffered 
from the slow introduction of electronic technology in 
my day-to-day life.  I think that the conscientious manner 
in which the Waldorf school introduced me to technol-
ogy not only adequately prepared me for today’s fast-
paced world, but also protected me from it.  I am grateful 
that my parents chose to put me in a Waldorf school 
and worked with my teachers to guide this aspect of my 
education so carefully.

If we place our children’s education in the wired hands 
of electronic technology, then why educate the children 
MR�XLI�½VWX�TPEGI#��'IVXEMRP]�MJ�QEGLMRIW�EVI�GETEFPI�SJ�
truly teaching—of replacing human beings in one of the 
most person-dependent professions in our society—then 
it won’t be long before they will be performing all other 
jobs.  And if schooling is merely a marketplace for future 
employees who can also be replaced by machines, then 
why bother with the whole charade?  A child’s mind is an 
impressionable, malleable, incomparable work of art.  I 
think it is unconscionable to allow our children to rely 
on, be raised by, and taught by an apparatus incapable of 
feeling and knowing what it is to be human.  2

Detail, The Representative of 
Humanity
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worry that, if they do not provide an accelerated 
academic track, their child will have a damaging ex-
perience of failure early in life.

The irony is that fundamental research contradicts 
this trend in early childhood education.  In the twen-
tieth century, researchers such as the Swiss psychol-
ogist Jean Piaget (1896–1980) described the social, 
emotional, and cognitive stages of development that 
children go through.  In doing so, he revolutionized 
our understanding of childhood.  His ideas have been 
corroborated by more recent research.  It has been 
established that not only do children think differently 
from adults, but they also have a different worldview.  
Studies by child development specialists clearly indi-
cate that it is not productive to force too early what 
should come later.

According to Piaget, intelligence develops in age-
related stages.  Each stage sees the elaboration of 
new mental abilities that determine the nature of 
what can be learned during that period.  During the 
preschool and kindergarten years, the young child’s 
QSHI�SJ�XLMROMRK�MW�TVISTIVEXMSREP��TVIWGMIRXM½G��ERH�
prerational.  The young child has a magical worldview. 

For parents and educators, knowledge of child de-
velopment is a valuable tool for understanding what 
can reasonably be expected in each of the several 
stages in childhood.  One can design programs that 
are developmentally appropriate.

Rudolf Steiner, decades before Piaget, also discerned 
the stages of child development and designed an 
education accordingly.  The Waldorf kindergarten 
is based on a recognition and understanding of 
the special quality of the consciousness of the 
young child.  Only at age seven is a child able to 
do academic work, and even then that intellectual 
work should be enfolded in artistic and movement 
activities.  A dominant intellectual emphasis be-
comes appropriate only at about fourteen years of 
age.  Prior to that, one is actually missing the special 
opportunities to educate the child in a right way.

Working as a Waldorf kindergarten teacher for 
SZIV�JSVX]�]IEVW��-�LEZI�I\TIVMIRGIH�XLI�HMJ½GYPXMIW�
JEGMRK�TEVIRXW�½VWXLERH���)WTIGMEPP]�MR�PMKLX�SJ�XLI�

BY GESINE ABRAHAM

Preserving the Spiritual Potential of 
Early Childhood

Preschools and kindergartens in North America 
have undergone radical changes during the past 
several decades.  In the early kindergartens, the 
focus was on socialization and active play in an 
unpressured environment.  Now kindergartens are 
a downward extension of formal schooling.  Today, 
attendance at an academic preschool and kinder-
garten is considered a necessary head start on the 
fast track to later school success.  Many kindergar-
ten programs are using highly prescriptive curricula 
geared to new federal core standards and linked to 
standardized tests.

In order to prepare children for the increased 
demands of kindergarten, many parents feel it is 
necessary to send their children to preschools that 
provide formal, academic learning activities.

The result is that children’s lives today are charac-
terized by busy schedules of structured activities, an 
excess of screen time, and the near absence of play.  
Concerned educators and child development spe-
cialists have referred to these child-rearing practices 
as “hot-housing,” “hurrying,” “push-parenting,” and 
“mis-education.”  The accelerated pace of children’s 
lives may be leading to the loss of childhood itself.

Today’s parents 
are therefore 
under a great 
deal of pressure.  
They experience 
much uncertainty 
about how best 
to parent and 
educate their 
child.  On the 
one hand, they 
want their child 
to have a happy 
and unpressured 
childhood.  On 
the other, they 

A typical Waldorf kindergarten 
classroom
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contemporary climate regarding preschool educa-
tion, it has been, and continues to be, a moving ex-
perience for me to witness the reaction of parents 
unfamiliar with Waldorf Education when they visit 
XLI�OMRHIVKEVXIR�JSV�XLI�½VWX�XMQI���%W�WSSR�EW�XLI]�
step into the kindergarten space, any initial appre-
LIRWMSR�EVSYRH�E�½VWX�IRGSYRXIV�HMWWMTEXIW���%JXIV�

glancing around 
the room, they 
typically respond 
with “Ah, it is so 
beautiful in here!  
My child would 
love it!”

The lack of clutter 
and of commercial 
toys, the soft-
ness of the colors 
and the decora-
tive silks, as well 
as the “special 
something” that 
radiates from 
handmade ob-

jects, all come together to create a calm oasis—an 
oasis that stands in sharp contrast to the busy and 
overstimulating typical preschool/kindergarten class-
room.  Parents immediately sense that their child 
would feel at home in the Waldorf kindergarten 
setting.  The environment itself calls out in encour-
agement for children to play—good, old-fashioned, 
make-believe play.  And as the parents often say, 
“This is the kind of play my child loves most.”

I have observed throughout my years of teaching 
young children that the child’s happiness is consis-
tently the parents’ highest priority.  This feeling of 
wanting to secure their child’s happiness rises to the 
surface spontaneously when parents are immersed 
in surroundings that are play-centered.  It is as if 
parents have been given permission to reconnect, 
without reservation, to what they really want for 
their children.  Most parents feel deeply that the 
child’s innate sense of magic, wonder, and happiness 
is intrinsic to childhood and should be preserved 
and nurtured.  Parents sense that childhood should 
be protected, not hurried. 

Why, in the face of recent research by developmen-
tal psychologists and despite the successful model 
of the Waldorf kindergarten, do we continue to 
pressure our children into early academics?  Why is 
there a desire to speed things up?

3YV�GYPXYVI�LEW�E�WXVSRK�WGMIRXM½G¯QEXIVMEPMWXMG�
bias.  Within the framework of our contemporary, 
dominant cultural paradigm, a well-developed intel-
lect, along with a strong ego identity, is seen as the 
desired culmination of a person’s development.  
Intellectual prowess and an intense, self-assertive 
individualism are the most valued characteristics.  
*VSQ�XLMW�ZMI[TSMRX��XLI�TVIWGMIRXM½G�ERH�QEKMGEP�
consciousness of the child is as an error to be cor-
VIGXIH���8LIVIJSVI��IZIR�XLSYKL�WGMIRXM½G�½RHMRKW�
indicate that there is an optimal time for the devel-
opment of the intellect, the tendency is to hurry 
children out of magical thinking toward a more “in-
tellectually correct” outlook as quickly as possible.  
The old paradigm does not die easily.

8LI�½VWX�[EVRMRKW�EFSYX�XLI�TSWWMFPI�HS[RWMHI�SJ�
hurrying children came in the 1980s.  Enough time 
has gone by to assess the results.  Studies have 
WLS[R�XLEX�XLIVI�MW�RS�PEWXMRK�FIRI½X�MR�TVSZMHMRK�
children with an academic jump start.  Instead, chil-
dren are burned-out and turned-off to school before 
they reach an age when an academic approach is 
appropriate.  The reforms in early childhood edu-
cation that pushed children out of childhood and 
created credential-
obsessed parents 
and performance-
driven teachers 
have now been 
met by a counter-
reformation.  We 
are learning that 
later may be bet-
ter than sooner, 
and less may in 
fact be more.  We 
are learning that 
children need to 
be children, which 
is to say, they need 
less structured 
activity and more time to play, less screen time and 
more active time, less didactic instruction and more 
imaginative exploration.

Restoring play in kindergartens has become a major 
focus of this counterreformation.  As the emphasis in 
early education shifts from a premature intellectual 
approach to a more holistic one, the wider range of 
skills fostered by play becomes appreciated.  As lead-
ing education and health professionals point out:

Research shows that children who engage in 
complex forms of socio-dramatic play have greater 

Waldorf dolls , usually made of 
felted wool and wearing knitted 
clothes and caps to keep them 
warm

Kindergarten children, including 
one princess, doing finger knitting 



8

language skills than nonplayers, better social skills, more 
empathy, more imagination, and more of the subtle 
capacity to know what others mean.  They are less ag-
gressive and show more self-control and higher levels 
of thinking.  (Joan Almon and Edward Miller, “Crisis in 
Early Education:  A Research-Based Case for More Play 
and Less Pressure,”  www.allianceforchildhood.org, 
November 2011)

Today, rather than unwittingly hurrying their children 
out of childhood, more and more parents are asking the 
questions:  Do we really want to place our children on 
a fast track to be overly competitive in a materialistic 
world?  Is there something intrinsically valuable in the 
glow and wonder of childhood that needs to be better 
understood?  Are perhaps these precious qualities, which 
are distinctive to childhood, a treasure to be rightly 
included in the education process?

A New, Expanded Paradigm of Human 
Potential

A major paradigm shift—a fundamental shift in values 
and in our understanding of human nature and human 
potential—is taking place today.  This shift has the po-
tential to create major and long-lasting changes in early 
childhood education.

Drawing on perennial wisdom teachings from many 
cultures as well as modern transpersonal psychology, the 
new paradigm points to another step in mental develop-
ment and self-identity and to a richer picture of human 
possibilities.  It sheds light on the inherent value and 
meaning of childhood and the important part childhood 
TPE]W�MR�TVSZMHMRK�E�½VQ�JSYRHEXMSR�JSV�E�QIERMRKJYP�ERH�
soul-satisfying life.

According to the new paradigm, humanity has reached 
the culmination of the development of the “lower 
mind”—the faculty by which we perceive, understand, 
and control the material, outer world.  We need to cul-
tivate a higher faculty—what might be called intuition—
and to turn our attention toward the world of meaning, 
both within us and outside of us.  We need to build a 
bridge in consciousness to spiritual realms.  Cut off from 
its spiritual source, the human intellect has been misused 
ERH�WIP½WLP]�QMWETTPMIH�

To a substantial degree, this emerging paradigm was 
presaged by Rudolf Steiner (1861–1925) a century ago.  
Steiner emphasized the importance of activating the “I,” 
or Higher Self, so that the human being can access the 
spiritual as well as the material dimension of reality:

In what is red, green, light, dark, hard, soft, warm, cold, 

one recognizes the rev-
elations of the corporeal 
world; in what is true and 
good, the revelations of the 
spiritual world.  In the same 
sense in which the revela-
tions of the corporeal world 
are called sensation, let the 
revelation of the spiritual be 
called intuition. … The soul, 
or rather the “I” lighting 
up in it, opens its portals 
on two sides, toward the 
corporeal and toward the 
spiritual.  (Theosophy [Hud-
son, NY:  Anthroposophic 
Press, 1994], 51)

Steiner also writes of the faculty of intuition, or “heart 
cognition,” as distinct from the reasoning, concretizing 
mind.  When heart cognition begins to develop—as the 
result of conscious spiritual training—there is a major 
shift in self-identity.  The egotistical self-centered per-
WSREPMX]��[LMGL�JSGYWIW�SR�[LEX�WEXMW½IW�SRI�TIVWSREPP]��
starts to be reoriented and transformed.  Since intuitions 
connect one to eternal truths, one is less in the transi-
tory and more in an “imperishable reality.”

In a similar way, the transpersonal psychologist Roberto 
Assagioli (1888–1974) makes a distinction between 
different levels of human consciousness.  The supercon-
scious is the region from which

…we receive our higher intuitions and inspirations—
EVXMWXMG��TLMPSWSTLMGEP��WGMIRXM½G��SV�IXLMGEP�±MQTIVEXMZIW²�
and urges to humanitarian and heroic action.  It is the 
source of the higher feelings, such as altruistic love; of 
genius; and of the states of contemplation, illumination, 
and ecstasy.  In this realm are latent the higher psychic 
functions and spiritual energies.  (Psychosynthesis:  A 
Collection of Basic Writings  [Amherst, MA: Synthesis 
Center Publishing, 2000], 17-18)

When this consciousness is reached, the person identi-
½IW�FSXL�[MXL�LMW�SV�LIV�MRHMZMHYEPMX]�ERH�[MXL�YRMZIVWEP�
life.

There wells up a realization that life is one, and an 
SYXTSYVMRK�SJ�PSZI�¾S[W�XLVSYKL�XLI�E[EOIRMRK�
individual towards his fellow beings and the whole of 
creation.  The former personality, with its sharp angles 
and disagreeable traits, seems to have receded into the 
background and a new and lovable Individual smiles at 
us and the whole world, full of eagerness to please, to 

Young children feel a 
natural love for, wonder 
at, and connection to 
the world of animals…
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serve, and to share his newly acquired spiritual riches.
(Psychosynthesis, 46)

A contemporary writer, Frances Vaughan, describes this 
as the transpersonal or transcendent stage, the third of 
a three-stage progression.  The prior prepersonal and 
personal stages are only precursors to this higher state.

Magical Consciousness / Transpersonal 
Consciousness

The current, dominant cultural paradigm—unspoken, un-
clear, yet dutifully honored—implies that the intellectual 
human being, materially successful, is the ultimate goal.  
The relationship between child and adult, or between 
magical consciousness and intellectual consciousness, is 
one of mutually exclusive, polar opposition.

8LI�RI[�TEVEHMKQ�WIIW�GLMPHLSSH�EW�XLI�½VWX�WXEKI�MR�
E�XLVIIJSPH�HIZIPSTQIRXEP�TVSGIWW���-X�MRGPYHIW�XLI�½VWX�
two but goes beyond them to a third stage.

With the addition of a third step in the development of 
consciousness, the necessary polarity between the magi-
cal (child) and the intellectual (adult) consciousness is 
transcended.  The third stage of awakened intuition has 
much in common with the child’s consciousness.  The 
experience of unity is the basis for the distinct qualities 
of childhood.  Children feel deeply the living spirit of 
stones, plants, and animals as the same force that lives 
within them, and they experience the world with wonder 

and awe.  Childhood is a stage 
of unconscious unity.  The third 
stage, that of the Higher Self, is 
one of conscious unity.

&SXL�XLI�½VWX�ERH�XLMVH�WXEKIW�
also are characterized by love.  
Children send their uncondition-
al love out to people, animals, 
plants, and objects in their envi-
ronment—indeed, to the whole 
of creation.  Similarly, the realiza-
tion of the Higher Self results in 
an outpouring of love toward all 
that exists.

In the course of human devel-
opment, the child’s experience 

of unity and spontaneous, unconditional love dims and 
disappears.  Consciousness and love become individual-
ized as the child enters the second stage, that of con-
scious separation.  This is a necessary step, because it is 
only on the foundation of a developed individuality that 

the journey into transpersonal dimensions can begin.  
However, a rich and unhurried experience in the realm 
of unconscious unity will provide a secure support when 
XLI�GLMPH��QYGL�PEXIV�EW�ER�EHYPX��MW�VIEH]�XS�½RH�LIV�[E]�
consciously out of separation, back to experience of 
universal oneness, with its quality of spontaneous, uncon-
ditional love.

From this perspective, the child’s stage of development 
GSRXEMRW�MR�WIIH�JSVQ�[LEX�QE]�¾S[IV�PEXIV���-X�LEW�
intrinsic value and meaning in the unfolding of the child’s 
life and destiny.  As parents and teachers, we have a 

sacred trust to help make the childhood years as rich and 
safe as possible and to verify the child’s innate sense that 
the world is good and worthy of trust.

The child’s very presence in our midst is a reminder of 
SYV�S[R��EW�]IX�YRJYP½PPIH��TSXIRXMEP���'LMPHVIR�XYK�EX�YW�
to drop our hard edges, our busyness and various preoc-
cupations so that we may come to feel the magic, joy, and 
wonder of creation and of human life.  Rather than seeing 
the child’s magical consciousness as an error to be cor-
rected, we should see that it may hold a key to restoring 
spiritual nourishment to a world that is spiritually hungry.  
We are beginning to see that perhaps we adults should 
become more childlike rather than trying to turn chil-
dren into little adults.  2

GESINE ABRAHAM received her train-
ing as a Waldorf early childhood edu-
cator at Emerson College in England 
and at the Waldorf Institute in Detroit, 
Michigan. With four decades of teach-
ing experience with young children, she 
currently teaches at Star of the Morn-

ing Children’s Center in Jacksonville , Oregon. When she 
is not busy in the classroom, Gesine loves to knit, bake, 
and read.

Three stages of Human Consciousness

Child     Adult               Transcendent
Magical     Intellectual              Intuitional
Unconscious unity    Conscious separation       Conscious unity
Prepersonal    Personal              Transpersonal
Mass     Ego                Other
Childlike     Individual              Higher Self

…and to the world 
of plants.
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it was illegal for children younger than seven to attend 
school.  Froebel, however, believed that the ideas of 
6SYWWIEY�ERH�4IWXEPS^^M�GSYPH�FI�FIRI½GMEPP]�I\XIRHIH�
to children ages three to six.  In 1837 he opened his 
½VWX�WGLSSP�JSV�NYWX�XLMW�EKI�KVSYT��PEXIV�YWMRK�XLI�XIVQ�
kindergarten to describe the model.  The young students 
were cultivated in this “children’s 
garden,” and they in turn had an op-
portunity to cultivate the earth.  Each 
child was given a small garden plot to 
plant and to care for and also worked 
in a communal garden under the 
teacher’s supervision.

By the 1860s, kindergartens had 
spread throughout Europe and North 
America.  In the United States, how-
ever, a different model was already 
trying to introduce preliteracy skills 
to kindergarten children.  This im-
pulse grew, despite the vehement 
opposition of the doyenne of the 
kindergarten movement of that era, 
Elizabeth Peabody.  She referred to 
such initiatives as “false kindergartens 
that cater to adults who want to see 
youngsters doing academics when what is really good for 
kindergarteners is playing.”  (cf.  Leonard Sax, “Reclaim-
ing Kindergarten: Making Kindergarten Less Harmful to 
Boys,” Psychology of Men and Masculinity 2, no. 1 [2001]: 
3-12)

Rudolf Steiner was an admirer of Pestalozzi and Froebel.  
He too believed that early academics are opposed to 
the developmental needs of the young child, holding that 
only after the age of six is a child ready to begin such 
work.  Steiner also believed in a “hands-on” education in 
which observation and direct experience play a central 
VSPI���7XIMRIV�YWIH�XLIWI�TVMRGMTPIW�MR�JSYRHMRK�XLI�½VWX�
Waldorf elementary school—in Stuttgart in 1919—and 
in designing its curriculum.  Before his death in 1925, 
Steiner gave advice to several teachers about what a Wal-
dorf kindergarten should be.  For a few months before 
his passing, one of these teachers, Elizabeth Grunelius—
trained in the Pestalozzi–Froebel method—had a small 
kindergarten group in the Stuttgart school.  In 1926 she 
was given her own classroom at the school.  Through 
the work of Grunelius and of others, the Waldorf 

BY THOMAS POPLAWSKI, MA

Kindergartens
That Work for Boys

Education journals are increasingly noting the fact that 
FS]W�EVI�LEZMRK�QSVI�HMJ½GYPX]�MR�WGLSSP�XLER�KMVPW���&S]W�
have more behavioral and learning problems.  They are 
diagnosed much more frequently with attention disor-
ders and with autism spectrum conditions.  Most of the 
children prescribed Ritalin are boys, as are, overwhelm-
ingly, the children who drop out of school.  Statistics 
indicate that these trends are all becoming stronger.  
7SQI�SFWIVZIVW�WYKKIWX�XLEX�SRI�JEGXSV�MR�FS]W´�HMJ½GYPX]�
in school is their initial experience of academic learning 
in kindergarten.

-R�XLI�QMH�IMKLXIIRXL�GIRXYV]��XLI�MR¾YIRXMEP�*VIRGL�
philosopher, Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712–1778) wrote 
a book entitled Émile, or On Education.  In that treatise, 
Rousseau describes reading as the “plague of childhood.”  
He writes, “Books are good only for having to babble 
about what one does not know.  I am convinced that in 
matters of observation, one must not read, one must 
see.”

In the early nineteenth century, this 
idea inspired the Swiss educator, 
Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi.  In the 
school that he established in Frankfurt, 
there were no lectures and almost 
no books.  A hallmark of his pedagogy 
was taking the children on long walks 
through the countryside.  Through the 
cultivation of their power of obser-
vation, the children learned geology, 
botany, zoology, and other subjects.  
Pestalozzi put into practice Rousseau’s 
conviction that education should be 
FEWIH�SR�½VWXLERH�I\TIVMIRGI�

One of the teachers in Pestalozzi’s 
school was Friedrich Froebel.  At that 
time, children under the age of seven 
were believed to be too young for 
school.  In fact, in many German states, 

Photo at top: The manly ar t of making mudpies
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(1782–1852), 
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of the 
kindergarten

Elizabeth 
Grunelius, Wal-
dorf kindergar-
ten pioneer in 
North America
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innate distinctive interests, 
tendencies, and ways of go-
ing about things. There are 
unexplained mysteries:  Why 
are almost all boys drawn to 
toy cars, trucks, and other 
machines and show little inter-
est in dolls?  Why are they so 
strongly attracted to guns and 
other weapons—often in spite 
of parental squeamishness 
about these same objects?

For Steiner, every child goes through the process of 
incarnating fully into the physical body.  But he also held 
that, in general, this process takes place differently for 
boys and for girls.  Boys tend to incarnate a little too 
deeply, while girls not quite deeply enough.  According 
to Steiner, this is the basis for the general differences 
between boys and girls.  Obvi-
ously, however, there are 
individual variations in both 
sexes.  That boys incarnate 
too deeply accounts for 
physical differences—they are 
generally bigger and stron-
ger—as well as differences 
in their interests.  Boys are 
fascinated by physical power 
and strength.  The less deeply 
incarnated female child is 
more drawn to aesthetics—
the realm of beauty—and to 
social relationships.

Some modern researchers 
attribute the sex differences 
to the effect of testosterone 
on the fetus.  The higher 
exposure to testosterone ex-
perienced by the male fetus during gestation has been as-
sociated with fast and accurate maze learning; the ability 
to throw and catch objects and perceive movement; and 
an aptitude for building.  By contrast, lower testosterone 
exposure experienced by the female fetus is associated 
with high levels of language development, communication 
and social skills, and the perception of color and texture. 

Schools Have Changed, But Boys Have Not

As mentioned earlier, boys are having much more dif-
½GYPX]�MR�WGLSSP�XLER�XLI]�[IVI�X[IRX]�SV�XLMVX]�]IEVW�
ago.  This increase correlates exactly with the trend 
XS[EVH�QEOMRK�OMRHIVKEVXIR�MRXS�E�½VWX�KVEHI�EGEHIQMG�

kindergarten movement spread 
rapidly.  Grunelius left Germany 
in 1938 when the Waldorf 
schools were closed by the 
National Socialists.  She emi-
grated to the United States and 
founded a Waldorf kindergar-
ten in Kimberton, Pennsylvania, 
in 1940.

The indications for kinder-
garten education that Rudolf 
Steiner gave were based on his research into human 
nature and child development.  For Steiner, the child is 
a spiritual being who slowly descends into a material, 
physical body that has been inherited from the parents.  
Steiner’s view is consistent with the metaphor that Saint 
Francis of Assisi used to describe the relation between 
the true, Higher Self of the human being and the physi-
cal body that allows us to live in the world.  Our Higher 
Self must learn to ride a donkey—the physical body.  We 
should never confuse the coarse, unruly physical body 
with our true self.  Rather, the physical is something we 
must tame, ride, and control.

For Steiner, parents and teachers should honor and 
support the child as he struggles to take the reins of the 
body and to deal with its quirks and stubborn nature.  In 
the preschool years, the child needs above all a healthy, 
safe, homelike environment where he can develop 

socially and physically.

In the past one hundred years, 
there has been a struggle between 
the model proposed by Froebel 
and Steiner, in which play is central, 
and the idea that kindergarten 
should prepare children for later 
academics.  In the past forty years, 
government policy has strongly fa-
vored the academic model, despite 
the protests of many prominent 
psychologists and child develop-
ment specialists.  This policy is 
driven more by politics than by 
research.  What is being realized 
more and more, though, is that 
the current system is leaving many 
children behind, especially boys.

Boys Are Different!

Every parent of a son soon learns 
that boys have what seem to be 

Photos on the right by Chris Tebbutt

A young “Wyatt 
Earp,” looking out 
for gunslingers 
and acting out a 
fantasy shared by 
many, probably 
almost all, boys

While his girl classmates sit demurely and draw, this 
young man prepares to vault over his chair. Why 
not?

Two kindergarten 
boys doing a typical 
boy activity—building 
something
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development.  In general, girls are better than boys at 
reading and spelling, memorizing, and speaking with ac-
GYVEG]�ERH�¾YIRG]���%PWS��XLI]�EVI�FIXXIV�EFPI�XS�I\TVIWW�
their feelings and to engage in reciprocal, collaborative 
verbal exchanges.  Thus girls are more likely to succeed 
in the language-based curriculum used in most schools.  

Boys’ verbal skills develop more slowly.  Boys are not 
necessarily able, as is the common expectation today, to 
read by the age of six or seven.  The danger is that, thrust 
too early into academics, they will struggle and experi-
ence themselves as failures.  (cf. S. Baron-Cohen, The 
Essential Difference: Male and Female Brains and the 
Truth About Autism [New York: Basic Books, 2003]) 

-R�;EPHSVJ�WGLSSPW��EGEHIQMG�[SVO�FIKMRW�MR�XLI�½VWX�
grade and becomes more intense gradually through the 
grades.  Throughout the grades, the academic work is 
permeated and accompanied by artistic and other activi-
ties.  In addition, there are many nonacademic subjects 
such as handwork, eurythmy, gardening, and drama, which 
give boys an opportunity to perform well and to experi-
ence themselves as capable and successful. 

Activity Level

Many experts agree 
that physical activ-
ity helps children to 
learn.  However, most 
schools have reduced 
recess and outdoor 
play in order to make 
time for preparation 
for state-mandated 
standardized tests.  
Even in kindergarten, 
the children sit at 
desks for much of the 
day doing academic 
work.  This is particu-
larly stressful for the 
boys and may cause them to exhibit behavior that can 
PIEH�XS�E�HMEKRSWMW�SJ�EXXIRXMSR�HI½GMX�HMWSVHIV���

In the Waldorf kindergarten, the children—boys and 
girls—are in movement much of the day.  The children 
engage in free creative play, both indoors and outdoors; 
they go for walks in nature with the teacher; they do 
movement games during daily circle time; they have 
eurythmy classes; and they help with food preparation, 
cleanup after meals, and other chores.  There are no 
desks in a Waldorf kindergarten.  In some schools, this is 
true in the early grades as well.

experience with in-
struction in reading, 
writing, and math, 
and with work-
sheets, homework, 
and even tests.  
There is a discon-
nect between the 
current mainstream 
model of kinder-

garten and the reality of boys in terms of maturation, 
verbal skills, activity level, and need for hands-on learning 
opportunities.  In contrast, Waldorf schools, which have 
maintained the model of kindergarten as a protected 
place of creative play, seem to be much more receptive 
to the real developmental needs of boys.

Maturity

Boys tend to be stronger and more physically active than 
KMVPW���,S[IZIV��FIX[IIR�½ZI�ERH�WIZIR�]IEVW�SJ�EKI��FS]W�
are usually less mature than girls.  They tend to lag in im-
pulse control.  Also, after a stressful experience—for ex-
ample, an argument at home before coming to school—
boys take longer to settle down emotionally and be 
ready for learning.  Girls are more resilient, returning to 
stability and to learning readiness more quickly.  

In mainstream education, the common practice is to 
±KVEHYEXI²�GLMPHVIR�MRXS�XLI�½VWX�KVEHI�EGGSVHMRK�XS�
their age.  Sometimes, boys are kept back to give them 
an advantage in later athletics (a practice called “redshirt-
ing”) or, if they have a summer birthday and are among 
the youngest in the class, to improve their chances for 
academic success.  The preference, however, is to keep a 
child with his age group.

In Waldorf schools, each kindergarten child (boy or girl) 
is carefully evaluated to determine whether he or she 
MW�VIEH]�XS�EHZERGI�XS�XLI�½VWX�KVEHI���'IVXEMR�TL]WMGEP�
QEVOIVW�WYGL�EW�TL]WMGEP�GSSVHMREXMSR�ERH�½RI�QSXSV�
skills are considered, as well as indicators of social 
maturity.  One indicator of readiness—which Steiner 
GSRWMHIVIH�ZIV]�MQTSVXERX°MW�XLI�½VWX�ETTIEVERGI�SJ�
adult teeth.  This willingness to wait until a child is physi-
cally, mentally, and socially ready for academic work is a 
hallmark of ;EPHSVJ�)HYGEXMSR�ERH�TEVXMGYPEVP]�FIRI½XW�
boys.  It is slowly gaining credence in the wider world of 
education.

Verbal Skills

Girls typically start to speak earlier than boys and, by 
age six, they are often a year ahead of boys in verbal 

The “guys” out fishing and 
waiting patiently for a bite

Children and teacher in an 
outdoor Waldorf kindergarten 
keeping warm—a long way 
from the world of kindergarten 
academics
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stronger guidance in behavior for boys, and to adjust 
their standards for what “being good” is.

Mainstream education has completely lost touch with 
the original model of the kindergarten as a place where 
the child is protected and is allowed to follow his or 
her natural path of development.  Instead it has chosen 
to make kindergarten an “academic hothouse” that is 
distinctly “anti-boy.”  In some countries, such as Finland, 
children in the public schools start academic work two 
years later than in North America.  Those students con-
sistently outperform American and Canadian students 
on international academic tests.  Still, the No Child Left 
Behind philosophy and policy hold sway here.

Waldorf kindergartens, too, struggle with meeting the 
challenges of teaching young boys.  However, there is in 
Waldorf Education a tradition of recognizing the slower 
maturation of boys and their later development of verbal 
skills.  Also, the Waldorf kindergarten curriculum, which 
is based on free play, outdoor activities, contact with 
nature, hands-on learning, and imitation, is well suited to 
meet the needs of boys.  Many adults experience in the 
atmosphere of the Waldorf kindergarten a kind of magic.  
This magic may stem from the fact that the Waldorf 
kindergarten is one place in the modern world where 
the challenge of growing up as a boy is honored and 
supported.  2

THOMAS POPLAWSKI, Renewal’s 
staff writer, lives in Northampton, 
Massachusetts . He is a psychotherapist 
and also a trained eurythmist. His wife, 
Valerie, also a eurythmist, teaches 
kindergarten at the Hartsbrook Waldorf 
School in Hadley, Massachusetts . Their 
two sons are both Waldorf graduates.

Recently, many Waldorf schools in 
North America have created a “for-
est kindergarten,” in part to deal 
with the reality of “boy energy.”  In 
a forest kindergarten, some or all of 
the school day is spent outdoors in 
a natural setting, every day, all year 
around.  The forest kindergarten 
began in Central Europe and was in-
troduced to North America by Helle 
Heckmann, a Waldorf kindergarten 
teacher in Denmark.  In Denmark, 
one in ten of all schools today has a 
forest kindergarten.

Hands-on Learning

Boys seem to learn best when they interact physically 
with the world around them, touching, moving, and ma-
nipulating actual physical objects.  Sitting at a desk with-
out moving and doing purely mental work is inherently 
stressful for them and does not promote learning.  In the 
Waldorf kindergarten, the children imitate the physi-
cal work the adults do—kneading bread dough, cutting 
GEVVSXW��W[IITMRK�XLI�¾SSV��TYPPMRK�[IIHW�MR�XLI�KEVHIR��
GEVV]MRK�½VI[SSH���8LI]�EPWS�HS�WMQTPI�LERHGVEJXW�WYGL�
EW�½RKIV�ORMXXMRK���*SV�FS]W��IWTIGMEPP]��PIEVRMRK�XS�[SVO�
with their hands and bodies creates a solid emotional 
and kinesthetic foundation for later learning. 

Teacher Gender

In Waldorf schools, as elsewhere, almost all kindergarten 
teachers are women.  This can be problematic for boys in 
WIZIVEP�[E]W���%�JIQEPI�XIEGLIV�QE]�½RH�MX�LEVH�XS�QYW-
ter much enthusiasm for the machines, weapons, robots, 
and competitive games that interest the typical boy in 
her class.  Also, her concept of “good behavior” may not 
coincide with the natural tendencies of boys to wrestle, 
roughhouse, and to be in a constant state of competition.  
Unconsciously, the teacher may better relate to and even 
favor the girls in the class over the boys.  Also, obviously, 
a woman teacher cannot provide a complete role model 
for a boy.

Waldorf schools are trying to deal with the compromis-
es inherent in having kindergarten boys experience only 
women teachers.  Many schools actively recruit male 
kindergarten teachers or hire young men, not yet fully 
trained, as kindergarten assistants.  Fathers and grandfa-
thers of students as well as local workmen are invited to 
come to school and guide the children in woodworking, 
gardening, building, and other activities.  Many Waldorf 
kindergarten teachers consciously strive to bring into 
the classroom elements that appeal to boys, to provide 

Kindergarten children gather firewood.  Boys, especially, do 
well with tasks involving contact with real, physical objects.

Simple hand-
work is part 
of life in a 
Waldorf 
kindergarten
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percent of college graduates.  This decrease raises 
important questions:

• What has happened in the intervening decades to 
cause the relative decline in the academic achieve-
ment of males? 

• What changes in education have played a role in 
this trend? 

• And, for Waldorf educators and parents:  Are we 
doing a better job than mainstream education with 
our boys?

Boys and Girls are Different

7SSR�EJXIV�XLI�JSYRHMRK�SJ�XLI�½VWX�;EPHSVJ�WGLSSP�
in Stuttgart, Rudolf Steiner gave a series of lectures 
on education, in which he addressed differences 
between boys and girls.  Regarding children in the 
elementary grades, he said:

We must consider the differences between girls 
and boys in our education leading up to this age 
[i.e., leading up to adolescence].  We must make 
the effort to develop the girls’ moral and ethical 
feelings in a way that they are directed toward 
the aesthetic life.  We must take special care that 
the girls especially enjoy the moral, the religious, 
and the good in what they hear in the lessons. 
They should take pleasure in the knowledge that 
the world is permeated by the supersensible. …  
In regard to boys, it will be necessary to provide 
them with ideas and mental pictures that tend 
toward strength and affect the religious and ethi-
cal life.  With girls, we should bring the religious 
and moral life to their very eyes, while with 
boys we should bring the religious and beautiful 
predominantly into the heart, the mind, stress-
ing the feeling of strength that radiates from 
them.  (From a lecture delivered June 21, 1922, in 
Stuttgart, available as “Education for Adolescents” 
at www.rsarchives.org)

In another lecture at about the same time, Dr. 
Steiner also spoke of children in the middle school 

BY JEFF TUNKEY

Boys, Girls, Movement, and
Healthy Development

Should we be worried about our boys?  We seem 
to be.  In the United States, for every ten Google 
searches for the phrase “Is my daughter gifted?” 
XLIVI�[IVI�EFSYX�X[IRX]�½ZI�WIEVGLIW�JSV�XLI�
phrase “Is my son gifted?”  A recent spate of books 
about the special challenges faced by boys includes 
titles such as The War Against Boys; Boys Adrift;  
and The Minds of Boys: Saving Our Sons from 
Falling Behind in School and Life.

The concern is well-founded.  The majority of chil-
dren diagnosed with ADHD and other learning chal-
lenges are boys.  Today, only one-third of high school 
students recognized by the National Honor Society 
are boys.  Thirty years ago, young men earned sixty 
percent of the undergraduate degrees in the United 
States.  The U.S. Department of Education pre-
dicts that soon males will comprise less than forty 

Boys and Girls Are Different

The photo at the top of the page depicts “armyball.”

When the first Waldorf school was founded in Stuttgart, 
coeducation was not the norm in Germany. This class 
at the school, neatly arranged in rows according to sex, 
were students there when Dr. Steiner lectured on the 
differences between boys and girls . School founder Emil 
Molt is in the center.
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aesthetically.  Nor should the boys be made into 
mere louts, as would be the inevitable result 
of their egotism being engendered through an 
unduly strong feeling of their strength—which we 
ought to awaken, but only by connecting it to the 
good, the beautiful, and the religious.  We must 
TVIZIRX�XLI�KMVPW�JVSQ�FIGSQMRK�WYTIV½GMEP��JVSQ�
becoming unhealthy, sentimental connoisseurs 
of beauty during their teenage years.  And we 
must prevent the boys from turning into hooli-
gans.  These dangers do exist.  We must know the 
reality of these tendencies and must, during the 
whole of elementary education, see that the girls 
are directed to experience pleasure in the beauti-
ful, to be impressed by the religious and aesthetic 
aspects of the lessons; and we must see to it that 
the boys are told:  “If you do this, your muscles 
[MPP�KVS[�XEYX��]SY�[MPP�FIGSQI�E�WXVSRK��IJ½GMIRX�
young man!”  The sense of being permeated by 
the divine must really be kindled in boys in this 
way.  (From a lecture, as yet unpublished in English 
translation, but included in Erziehung und Unter-
richt aus Menschenerkenntis, GA302a)

Current Research on Sex Differences

Steiner’s assertion of fundamental differences 
between boys and girls has been corroborated by 
WGMIRXM½G�VIWIEVGL���-R�E�VIGIRX�WXYH]��VIWIEVGLIVW�
at the University of Pennsylvania mapped neural 
connections in the brains of over 1000 boys and 
girls.  They found that in the typical female brain, the 
dominant pattern of connections crosses between 
the right and left hemispheres and is concentrated 
toward the front.  In the typical male brain, however, 
most of the connections are within each (right and 
left) hemisphere, with a broader distribution both 
front-to-back and top-to-bottom.

These different patterns of gender-determined 
“hardwiring” are established during adolescence, 
when sex hormones are causing the development of 
secondary sexual characteristics such as facial hair 
in men and breasts in women.  These differences 
may explain why, in general, men are better at spatial 
tasks involving muscle control while women are 
better at verbal tasks involving memory, analysis, and 
intuition.  They may also explain why psychological 
testing consistently indicates that men excel at some 
types of mental tasks and women at others. 

According to Professor Ragini Verma, director of the 
Pennsylvania study:

and beyond.  The “astral body” mentioned below is 
that aspect of the human being related to emotion, 
affect, aesthetic sensibility, and also to movement 
and thinking. 

What we see initially is that the astral body has a 
WXVSRKIV�MR¾YIRGI�MR�KMVPW�XLER�MR�FS]W���8LVSYKL-
out life, the astral body of women plays a more 
important role than that of men. … Much of 
what are really cosmic mysteries is unveiled and 
revealed through the female constitution.  The 
female astral body is more differentiated, es-
sentially more richly structured, than that of the 
male.  Men’s astral bodies are less differentiated, 
PIWW�½RIP]�WXVYGXYVIH��GSEVWIV�

If we bear in mind these differences between 
boys and girls, we shall understand that the bless-
ing of coeducation allows us to achieve much [for 
the healthy development of each student] by a 
tactful treatment of both sexes in the same room.  
A conscientious teacher who is aware of his or 
her tasks in approaching such a coeducational 
situation will still differentiate between girls and 
boys. 

Naturally, we must not take these things to an 
extreme, should not think of making the girls into 
aesthetic kittens that regard everything merely 

The neural networks in the brains of boys (at top in 
blue) are primarily within each hemisphere. In girls’ 
brains the networks (at bottom in orange) are primarily 
between the two hemispheres. (Ragini Verma, University 
of Pennsylvania)
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mammals (e.g., kittens, elephants, whales) and is 
even present in nonmammals such as ants!  They 
maintain that roughhousing is necessary for healthy 
development, particularly of boys.  It engages differ-
ent parts of the brain, including the amygdalae, which 
process emotions, and the prefrontal cortex, which 
makes high-level judgments. It involves the entire 
body as well and helps development of strength and 

coordination.  In addition, playful roughhousing can 
awaken a sense of honor, integrity, morality, kindness, 
and cooperation.  The authors conclude:

Play, especially active physical play—we are not 
exaggerating (much)—makes kids smart, emotion-
ally intelligent, lovable and likable, ethical, physically 
½X��ERH�NS]JYP�

The authors observe that girls also like to rough-
house, though to a lesser degree than boys.  Boys 
tend to tease, shove, and hit more than girls.  Girls 
are more likely to fall into “relational aggression”—
damaging gossip, a dirty look, or the cold shoulder, a 
tendency which, the authors maintain, might be re-
duced by actual physical tussling.  It might help them 
be more open and direct about their feelings.

Fergus Hughes, author of the book Children, Play 
and Development, writes:

There is a correlation between the appearance of 
this activity [roughhousing] and the maturity of the 
frontal lobes of the brain.  The executive functions 
SJ�XLI�JVSRXEP�PSFIW�MRGPYHI�VI¾IGXMSR��MQEKMREXMSR��
empathy, and play/creativity, and when these devel-
ST��XLI]�EPPS[�JSV�KVIEXIV�FILEZMSVEP�¾I\MFMPMX]�ERH�
foresight, for well-focused, goal-directed behavior.  
As the frontal lobes mature, the frequency of 
rough-and-tumble play goes down, and damage to 

These maps 
[of neural 
connections 
in the brain] 
show us a 
stark differ-
ence—and 
complemen-
tarity—in the 
architecture 
of the hu-

man brain that help to provide a potential neural 
basis as to why men excel at certain tasks, and 
[SQIR�EX�SXLIVW���;LEX�[I´ZI�MHIRXM½IH�MW�XLEX��
when looked at in groups, there are connections 
in the brain that are hardwired differently in men 
and women.  Functional tests have already shown 
that when they carry out certain tasks, men and 
women engage different parts of the brain.  (www.
uphs.upenn.edu/news/News_Releases/2013/12/
verma/)

The Case for Roughhousing

The archetypal play among elementary-age boys is 
rough-and-tumble wrestling and tussling.  However, 
roughhousing has fallen on hard times.  In most 
schools, the time allotted for recess and play has 
been drastically reduced or even eliminated.  If 
FS]W�HS�½RH�ER�STTSVXYRMX]�XS�[VIWXPI�ERH�XYWWPI��
well-meaning teachers fearing physical injury are 

likely to break it up.  
At home, parents, 
likewise concerned 
about physical in-
jury, will discourage 
roughhousing with 
siblings or friends.  
And, increasingly, 
this type of behavior 
among boys is seen 
as a symptom of hy-
peractivity, a pathol-
ogy that warrants 
medication.

In their book The 
Art of Roughhousing, 
Anthony T. DeBene-
det and Lawrence 
J. Cohen observe 
that rough, physi-
cal interactive play 
is universal among 

Playful wrestling is a preferred activity 
of boys…

Australian football combines 
elements of volleyball, basketball, 
soccer, football, and rugby and is 
an excellent rough-and-tumble 
team sport.

…while girls like spinning very much.
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• Through spinning and expressive movement, all 
children can develop the vestibular (balance) sys-
tem and language centers in the brain.

• Spinning and expressive movement is one of the 
modalities humans (mostly girls) use to develop 
the neurology for language, through which they 
establish their places in the social hierarchy.

In recent decades, rough-and-tumble activities 
(such as wrestling) and spinning activities (such as 
gymnastics) have 
largely been eliminat-
ed from elementary 
school movement 
programs.  The main 
reason is fear of injury.  
Fortunately, dance of 
various kinds has sur-
vived.  Is this perhaps 
one of the reasons 
why girls today are 
more successful aca-
demically than boys?

A Balanced 
Program for Boys 
and Girls

In my opinion, these two types of activities must 
be brought back into the movement curriculum of 
the lower grades because they promote the healthy 
physical and intellectual development of both boys 
and girls.  The rough-and-tumble activities typically 
involve competition, some degree of physical contact, 
and the testing of one’s strength and speed against 
another person.  Paired activities include wrestling 
and balance beam wrestling, while group activities 
MRGPYHI�XYK�SJ�[EV��±EVQ]FEPP�²�ERH�QSHM½IH�%YWXVE-
lian football.  Armyball (pictured on page 14), a game 
JSV�GLMPHVIR�MR�KVEHIW�½ZI�XLVSYKL�IMKLX��MRZSPZIW�
pushing or rolling a very large canvas ball across 
the opponent’s goal line.  Players may push, pull, and 

the frontal lobes is associated with a higher level of 
playfulness.

8LYW��VSYKL�ERH�XYQFPI�TPE]�VI¾IGXW�JVSRXEP�PSFI�
development and also promotes it.  Active, energetic, 
spontaneous physical play may facilitate neurological 
development.

%GGSVHMRK�XS�Q]�SFWIVZEXMSR°ERH�-�LEZI�ZIVM½IH�
this with many teachers and parents—the archetypal 
physical play of girls involves spinning and expres-
sive movements.  Gymnastics, including cartwheels, 
most types of dance, and certain children’s games 
provide this type of movement.  The important role 
that rough-and-tumble activities have in the develop-
ment of boys may be played by these spinning and 
expressive movements in the development of girls.

A Theory about Play and Child 
Development

Bringing together the insights of Dr. Steiner about 
sexual differences and the work of Dr. Albert Tomatis 
(1920–2001)—an otolaryngologist who studied hu-
man hearing—I have developed a theory about the 
typical play preferences of boys and girls.  It is just a 
theory, but I have applied it with some success in the 
movement program in my school. 

Tomatis notes that the sensory cells of the inner ear 
and the tactile cells of the skin have the same ori-
gin.  The skin and ear basically evolve from the same 
embryonic tissue, the ectoderm; thus the skin is 
differentiated ear, and we listen with our whole body.  
Tomatis calls the ear “the Rome of the body,” be-
cause almost all cranial nerves lead to it, and there-
fore it is considered our most primary sense organ.

According to Rudolf Steiner, human beings have four 
“physical” senses—touch, life, movement, and bal-
ance—in addition to eight other subtle senses.  It 
seems to me that in rough-and-tumble play, the 
touch and life senses are most engaged and affected 
and that in spinning and expressive movements, the 
movement and balance senses are most engaged.

My theory is that:

• Through rough-and-tumble play, all children can 
develop their frontal cortex with its modulating of 
executive function.

• Rough-and-tumble play is one of the modalities 
humans (mostly boys) use to establish their places 
in the social hierarchy.

In balance beam wrestling, the 
aim is to topple one’s opponent 
off the beam.

Two interrelated developmental loops:  The red, favored 
by boys, is promoted by rough-and-tumble play. The 
blue, favored by girls , is promoted by spinning and 
expressive movements.
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basketball and soccer, and to any area of life where 
one’s will is tested.  A strong will, the ability to think 
ahead, and an awareness of one’s own strengths and 
weaknesses are always assets. 

There are many resources for such activities, avail-
able in physical education books from the last 
century.  The resources section of movementfor-
GLMPHLSSH�GSQ�GSRXEMRW�THJ�½PIW�SJ�E�RYQFIV�SJ�SYX�
of-print books and suggestions for further reading.  2

JEFF TUNKEY has been teaching 
both physical education and the 
Extra Lesson (a Waldorf-based 
remedial approach) at Aurora Wal-
dorf School, near Buffalo, New York, 
since 1993. The school’s unique 
movement program incorporates 

traditional games, life sports and team sports, 
weekly tumbling/gymnastics, and whole-class 
developmental movement based on the Extra Les-
son. Students have three or more periods a week 

of this program, 
in addition to 
two periods of 
eurythmy. Jeff is 
also a member of 
the board of the 
Association for a 
Healing Education 
and teaches in its 
professional devel-
opment courses. 
Jeff is a graduate 
of the Spacial 
Dynamics in-ser-
vice training. His 
website is www.
movementforchild-
hood.com

hold—but not hurt—players on the oppos-
ing team.  Gymnastic activities, in contrast, are 
cooperative and require balance, coordination, 
and teamwork.

I have found that by starting a progressive pro-
gram of these two complementary types of ac-
XMZMXMIW�JSV�FSXL�FS]W�ERH�KMVPW�MR�XLI�½VWX�KVEHI��
a culture of safe and playful engagement can be 
created and nurtured.  The teacher has to make 
sure that the rough-and-tumble remains truly 
play, that it does not descend into bullying, that 
the contestants are playful, laughing, meeting each 
other eye to eye, enjoying themselves, and that they 
are so evenly matched that there is an alternation 
of winning and losing.  In gymnastics, of course, the 
proper safety precautions must be taken.

Such a program 
will also help the 
children in future 
athletic endeavors.  
The positional and 
postural control 
acquired through 
gymnastics will 
help both boys and 
girls in skateboard-
ing, snowboarding, 
diving, skiing and 
other possible later 
activities.  Experi-
ence in rough-and-
tumble activities 

will transfer to contact sports such as lacrosse 
and football, and to semi-contact sports such as 

All gymnastics and spor ts photos cour tesy of Jeff Tunkey and the Aurora Waldorf School.

Developmental Polarities for Further Exploration
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At the annual school circus, students in the recreational gymnastics 
classes demonstrate the various skills they have acquired.

A coed tug of war tests strength, 
persistence, and the competitive 
spirit.
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XS�SZIV¾S[�QSVI��FYX�QSWX�SJ�XLI�[EXIV�VIQEMRW�MR�
the tube.  The water level settles down at around 10 
meters.  Now, however, from the top down to about 
8 meters, the tube is contracted as if someone were 
squeezing it together.

8LI�FYGOIX�MW�VI½PPIH�[MXL�[EXIV���8LI�WXYHIRXW�
count the meter marks down to the surface of the 
water in the bucket.  Even when the tube is pushed 
deeper into the bucket or when the bucket is lifted 
up, the water level in the tube remains the same. 

The lower end of the tube is lifted out of the bucket 
for a moment, and 1 meter of water runs out.  Air 
enters the tube and rises as a stretched bubble.  The 
water level in the tube goes down several meters. 

The upper plug is pulled out and the water in the 
tube shoots into the bucket, again causing it to over-
¾S[���8LI�XYFI�MW�EPPS[IH�XS�JEPP�XS�XLI�KVSYRH���-X�MW�
no longer contracted in the middle. 

Phase Two:  Shared Recollection in Class

Back in the classroom, the teacher leads the stu-
dents in a recollection of what they observed and 
experienced.  He tries to evoke some of the emo-
tional content of the event.  The tube lying on the 
ground seemed at rest, but when it was hanging 
in the air, there arose a tension.  Would the water 
come running out?  Would anyone get wet?  And 
wasn’t it remarkable that all the water didn’t run out 
SJ�XLI�XYFI�ERH�SZIV¾S[�XLI�FYGOIX��XLEX�WSQI�WSVX�
of barrier had been created? 

This recollection should be carried out with sympa-
thy and benevolence toward the objects, the phe-
nomena, and toward the human beings taking part.  
The teacher lets the comments come spontaneously 
from the students.  Each observation is acknowl-
edged and accepted.  The teacher writes down key 
words on the blackboard.  The aim is to get a clear 
picture of what happened and in what sequence.  
The teacher might call attention to the closed-in 
water, to the way it ran out of the tube, and to the 

BY MANFRED VON MACKENSEN, PhD

An Eighth-Grade Physics Experiment
A Process of Three-Phase Learning 

Let us imagine that my wife and I go to a birthday 
party.  We meet and talk with many people.  It is a 
slightly confusing experience of random, separate 
encounters.

On our way home, we exchange impressions, men-
tion a highpoint of the evening, remember a par-
ticularly striking individual.  The party becomes a bit 
QSVI�SJ�E�GSQTVILIRWMFPI��YRM½IH�I\TIVMIRGI��

The next morning, we discuss how the guests are 
connected to each other and to the host, what we 
learned from them, how we may want to celebrate 
birthdays, and other questions.  We again dissect the 
experience, look for insights, and ponder implica-
tions for the future.

This three-phase pattern of dealing with experience, 
of learning, evident in an experience of everyday 
life, can also be applied to an eighth-grade physics 
experiment—and to main lesson blocks in other 
subjects in a Waldorf school.

Phase One:  Experiencing, Observing, 
Being on One’s Own 

The eighth-grade students stream out of the school 
FYMPHMRK���8LI]�KEXLIV�EVSYRH�E�TMIGI�SJ�¾I\MFPI��
transparent tubing, over 12 meters long and 3 cen-
timeters in diameter, lying on the ground.  The tube 
is marked with a line at intervals of 2 meters, and 
EX�XLI�½VWX�PMRI�XLIVI�MW�E�PMXXPI�¾EK�QEVOIH�±��Q�²��
8LI�XYFI�LEW�E�TPYK�EX�IEGL�IRH�ERH�MW�½PPIH�[MXL�
GSPSVIH�[EXIV���2I\X�XS�XLI�XYFI�MW�E�FYGOIX�½PPIH�XS�
the brim with water.  The teacher and two students 
pick up the tube and set it vertically next to the wall 
of the building.  A teaching assistant reaches out a 
XLMVH�¾SSV�[MRHS[�ERH�XEOIW�LSPH�SJ�XLI�XYFI�XS�
support it. 

The teacher has one student put the lower end 
SJ�XLI�XYFI�MRXS�XLI�FYGOIX��GEYWMRK�MX�XS�SZIV¾S[���
Another student reaches into the bucket, and after 
counting “one, two, three,” pulls the lower plug out 
SJ�XLI�XYFI���;EXIV�¾S[W�MRXS�XLI�FYGOIX��GEYWMRK�MX�
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surrounding air.  This hint may lead to an anticipation of 
an explanation of the phenomena, but now there should 
be no theorizing about cause and effect. 

Phase Three: Questioning, Integration, 
Relevance

At home, the students 
make a drawing of the 
experiment and write 
their own personal 
account of it, which 
should not be an 
impersonal, technical 
description.

In class the next day, 
the teacher asks evoca-
tive questions:

• What prevents all 
the water running 
out of the tube?

• Does the upper 
plug hold the water 
column from above?

• Does the water 
bucket hold the 
water column from below?

• What is in the tube above the water level? 
• What causes the contraction in the tube?
• What role does the surrounding air play?

Gradually, it should become clear that it is the surround-
ing atmosphere that supports the column of air, that this 
air pressure against a vacuum will drive water to a height 
of 10 meters above the surface of the water upon which 
the air is pressing, and that the contraction of the tube 
is due to the vacuum created in the tube.  The conversa-
tion might also move to the fact that variations in the 
weather (higher or lower air pressure) and changes in 
altitude would change the height of the column of water.  
But the explanation should not sink into the purely quan-
titative aeromechanical realm.  Vaguely qualitative terms 
like “endless ocean of air” and horror vacui (nature’s ab-
horrence of a vacuum) will evoke a sense of wonder and 
help the students relate to the phenomena also through 
their feelings.  This motivates them to an ongoing striving 
for knowledge and understanding.

This two-day, three-step model of learning is very ef-
fective.  It provides the students with an opportunity to 
“sleep on” their experience.  A century ago, Rudolf Stein-
er asserted the importance of sleep in internalizing and 
comprehending what one has learned and experienced.  
8LMW�LEW�FIIR�GSVVSFSVEXIH�F]�VIGIRX�WGMIRXM½G�WXYHMIW���

The sleep between the two days of the learning process 
prepares the student for the culminating, empowering 
experience of Phase Three.

In Phase One, the teacher provides objects and phe-
nomena in an elaborated experiment.  In subjects other 
than science, the teacher might provide a story, music, 
or a visit to a museum.  The student observes and then 
sorts and stores his perceptions as inner pictures. This is 
hard work and requires an act of will.  In this phase, the 
teacher leaves the students on their own to confront 
their new experience.  Being given this freedom can lead 
to a feeling in the students of 
being overwhelmed, alone, and 
helpless. 

Phase Two, while it seems to be 
a repetition of the information 
in Phase One, is completely 
different.  Here the feeling life 
is activated.  As each student 
makes a contribution to create 
a whole picture, there arises 
a cheerful sense of community, of optimism, of “Yes, we 
together can describe and recreate what happened.”  The 
students become mentally refreshed.  They start to see 
connecting links and to perceive the larger context.  They 
feel a sense of accomplishment.  Phase Two is the begin-
ning of the redemption of the feelings of helplessness, 
isolation, and even despair that may arise in Phase One.

In Phase Three, the students, refreshed through sleep, 
½VWX�HMWGYWW�XLI�UYIWXMSRW�VEMWIH�F]�XLI�XIEGLIV��I\-
change ideas, and arrive at the basic facts of the experi-
ment.  Then it is time for the teacher to put things into 
a broader context.  He speaks about the importance of 
the subject, the special tools and measuring devices used 
MR�XLI�½IPH��XIGLRMGEP�ETTPMGEXMSRW��ERH�IGSPSKMGEP�MQTPMGE-
tions.  Now, feelings of community and sympathy and 
common purpose arise.  The overcoming of the negative 
feelings associated with Phase One is carried further.  

This three-phase process of learning engages the three 
human capacities of willing, feeling, and thinking and takes 
hold of the entire adolescent person—body, soul, and 
mind.  The process develops the powers of observation, 
imagination (creating inner pictures), memory (both 
short-term and long-term), and understanding (grasping 
cause and effect and seeing phenomena in context).  Also, 
since it can open the mind of the student to the intrinsic 
character of the world and of the human being, it can 
lead to a renewed commitment to the world and to his 
own development as a human being.  A process that be-
gins with a barrage of sensory impressions and informa-
tion can culminate in personal growth.  Learning—rather 
than being an abstract transfer of information—becomes 

The equipment necessary 
for an eighth-grade physics 
experiment in hydraulics that 
demonstrates air pressure

A cross-section of 
the compressed tube, 
containing water
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a step in the development of a mature, self-aware human 
being, interested in and engaged with the world.  2 Phase One

An attentive observation, 
with all the senses active

Phase Two

Looking back on and feel-
ing one’s own experience, 
sharing, and receiving the 
experiences of others

Phase Three 

Analysis, looking for cause 
and effect, letting thoughts 
become imaginative

Taking in the impressions 
of objects in the external 
world challenges the WILL

Introspection  and social 
interaction bring up 
FEELINGS and emotions

As THINKING becomes 
creative, one approaches 
the spiritual powers of the 
world

MANFRED VON MACKENSEN was 
born in Potsdam, Germany, in 1936. 
Early in his career, he was a research 
chemist in Berlin but moved to Kassel 
in 1970 to become a Waldorf teacher. 
Mackensen taught natural science in 
the Waldorf high school there and in 

1983 cofounded the Kassel Waldorf teacher training. 
In his teaching, he sought to awaken an understand-
ing of natural phenomena based on experience. And 
he sought to be less a source of facts than a facilita-
tor of social learning. His aim was to promote in each 
student the full development of soul, spiritual, and 
creative potential. Manfred von Mackensen died on 
November 23, 2012, in Kassel.

Craig Holdrege was for many years a Waldorf high 
school biology teacher and is currently director of 
The Nature Institute in Ghent, New York.  There 
he does research into plants and animals as beings 
integrated into the natural environment.  Craig also 
gives workshops and courses on nature and science, 
which are very popular with Waldorf class teachers 
and teachers of science. 

This book is a call for a transformation in how we 
human beings think and how we experience the 

world.  It is also a practical 
handbook for achieving that 
transformation.

Holdrege distinguishes be-
tween two types of thinking—
objective thinking and living 
thinking.  Objective thinking ex-
periences the world of nature 
as something “out there,” 

BY CRAIG HOLDREGE

Thinking Like a Plant:  A Living Science for Life

Book Review

continued on page 42

All colored drawings in this ar ticle are by Phillipe Holmstrom.

A page from a middle school student’s physics main 
lesson book for the hydraulics block
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8LI�½VWX�PIWWSR�-�PIEVRIH�JVSQ�;EPHSVJ�)HYGEXMSR�
was the importance of rhythm.  Rhythm means sim-
ply embracing the events that happen time and again 
each day, every week, and throughout the year.  From 
nightly bedtime routines to weekly grocery shopping 
to celebrating another birthday each year, rhythm is 
a natural part of everyone’s life.  It creates a sooth-
ing and reassuring familiarity, for which I gained a 
deeper appreciation through my daughter’s Waldorf 
kindergarten experience.  Rhythm was at the heart 
of her days.  Every day, circle time, snack, and out-
door play took place at the same times of day.  Each 
week had a rhythm, too, with painting on Tuesdays 

and laundry folding on Fridays.  With each new 
month, the class teacher introduced a new set of 

circle activities, and my child came home 
singing new songs, playing new games, 
and reciting new verses.  As the years 
went by, we came to look forward to 
celebrating Martinmas each autumn with 
its lantern walk and potluck meal shared 
with the families who had become our 
community.  Our family had always had 
its own innate rhythm of activities and 
celebrations.  School life drove home 
the importance of rhythm on a grander 
scale, and I became increasingly aware 
of my responsibility to both embrace 
ERH�MQTPIQIRX�MX�JSV�XLI�FIRI½X�SJ�Q]�
family.  I also discovered the value of a 
slower pace of life, that “slow is beauti-
ful.”  In today’s fast-paced world, with its 

BY AMY MARQUIS

What a Waldorf School Has Taught Me 
About Parenting

When I enrolled my older child in the Waldorf 
School of New Orleans, I had a feeling that it was 
a special place.  I don’t know if it was the ethereal 
quality of the kindergarten classroom or the homey 
[IIOP]�VL]XLQ�[MXL�MXW�½RKIV�ORMXXMRK�ERH�FVIEH�
baking.  Somehow, even though I had no experience 
with Waldorf Education, I sensed that this place was 
E�TIVJIGX�½X�JSV�Q]�HEYKLXIV Ẃ�WIRWMXMZI�ERH�FYV-
geoning soul.  At the time, I expected the school to 
MR¾YIRGI�ERH�FIRI½X�Q]�GLMPH��FYX�-�LEH�RS�MHIE�XLEX�
it would also change me as a parent.

Raising children is a daunting task.  Much responsibil-
ity lies in shaping a person, yet parenting is a nebu-
lous undertaking.  Every child is different, and every 
parent comes to the job with a different background 
and skill set.  There are no manuals.  That leaves a lot 
of room for improvisation.  I loved being a parent, 
but I based my mothering simply on instinct and the 
example my parents had set for me—until my family 
became part of a Waldorf community.

Photos on the left by Chris Tebbutt; photo at middle right by ©Aliki Sapountzi

…weekly rhythms, such as baking bread, also in the 
kindergarten…

In a Waldorf school, there are daily rhythms, such as circle time each 
morning in the kindergarten…
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pace of development.  A network of parents who 
share like values and a similar approach to parent-
ing makes it much easier to uphold one’s ideals.  
When my children are on a playdate at the home of 
another Waldorf family, I need not worry that they 
are watching an inappropriate television show or 
eating a lot of sugary snacks.  It has not occurred to 
my eleven-year-old daughter to ask for a cell phone.  
This is in part because none of her friends has one.  
My daughter has no interest in video games, be-
cause she and her classmates prefer to play outside, 
blissfully unaware of that alluring two-dimensional 
world.  As children grow older, they are subject to 
MR¾YIRGIW�JVSQ�E�[MHIV�WTLIVI���&YX�FIMRK�TEVX�SJ�
a conscientious and supportive community enables 
them to explore the world safely, at their own pace, 
ERH�MR�FIRI½GMEP�[E]W�

The Waldorf philosophy provides guidance for teach-
ers, but it also offers practical wisdom to parents.  
While the Waldorf perspective isn’t a panacea for all 
of life’s challenges, it has awakened me to so many 
solutions that have helped to protect and enrich 
my children’s childhood.  I 
credit our Waldorf school 
for much more than 
educating my child.  It has 
shown me the value of 
rhythm.  It has taught me 
how to embrace the slow 
pace of childhood.  It has 
given me a community that 
supports me and helps me 
carry out my vision as a 
parent.  Looking back, at 
½VWX�KPERGI�-�WIRWIH�;EP-
dorf Education was special, 
but it has turned out to be 
much more than that.  A 
Waldorf school is a place 
of profound learning—not 
just for my children, but 
also for me.  2

AMY MARQUIS is a freelance 
writer and mother of two, both of 
whom attend the Waldorf School 
of New Orleans. She lives in the 
city with her husband, children, 
two cats, and a recently acquired 
goldfish.

XIWX�FEWIH�IHYGEXMSR�ERH�HMKMXEP�MR¾YIRGI��GLMPHVIR�
are pressured to develop skills prematurely. They 
are expected to read and do mathematics before 

XLI�EKI�SJ�½ZI��XS�FIGSQI�HMKMXEPP]�PMXIVEXI�FIKMRRMRK�
in preschool, and to carry a heavy burden of home-
work every day from kindergarten onward.

The typical Waldorf school community is a safe ha-
ven from the hurry and stress of modern life.  Chil-
dren are allowed to be children.  They are not thrust 
into academic work before they’re developmentally 
ready.  They are introduced to reading, writing, and 
math when their minds are hungry for academics.  In 
a Waldorf school, in the early grades, the children 
are not burdened with homework at all.  They are 
allowed to discover the joy of reading rather than 
being bogged down in a slow and frustrating process 
that they are not ready for.  When a child is ripe for 
academic learning, the result is quick success and a 
building of self-esteem. 

My new appreciation for a slow and natural pace 
made it easier to further enrich our family life.  In 
the Waldorf school, my young children were not 
stressed by homework.  They were free from the 
pressure of becoming digitally literate so early in life. 
I came to understand and appreciate that the natural 
unfolding of childhood can and should be protected.

At our Waldorf school, I also enjoyed the value of 
a supportive community.  Embracing diversity is 
important, but the support of other like-minded 
parents is helpful in protecting a child’s natural 

Photo at upper left cour tesy of Cape Ann Waldorf School

The author’s children, Zoe, 
age eleven, and Ethan, age 
five

…and seasonal rhythms, such as the May Day festival, 
in which the entire school community—all the students, 
teachers, staff, and parents—takes part.
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This teacher 
was very sensi-
tive to electri-
GEP�MR¾YIRGIW�
(electrosmog) 
and tried to 
raise aware-
ness about the 
problem.  He 
left his class in 
the middle of 
fourth grade 
due to health 
issues.

At the close of 
her interview 
with the con-
cerned parent, 
Caroline Askew, herself a mother of young children 
and a person with broad interests, agreed to read 
through the binder of material.  Most of the docu-
QIRXW�[IVI�EFWXVEGXW�SJ�WGMIRXM½G�WXYHMIW�SR�XLI�
effects of cell phone use and exposure to the pulsed 
radio frequency radiation emitted by cell phones.  
The studies also included research on possible 
health concerns related to WiFi routers, cordless 
phones, and cell phone towers.  The research had 
been conducted at various universities and research 
centers in Sweden, Australia, China, the United 
States, and other places around the world.

Two documents from the Parliamentary Assembly 
of the Council of Europe expressed deep concern 
about the “potential dangers of electromagnetic 
½IPHW�ERH�XLIMV�IJJIGX�SR�XLI�IRZMVSRQIRX�²��3RI�EV-
ticle mentioned that the World Health Organization 
LEH�MHIRXM½IH�TYPWIH�VEHMS�JVIUYIRG]�VEHMEXMSR�EW�E�
class two carcinogen.  Another reported that some 
public school systems in Canada had removed WiFi 
from their schools out of concern for the health of 
the children.  A letter from David O. Carpenter, MD, 
Director, Institute for Health and the Environment, 
University at Albany–SUNY, strongly advised against 
the use of WiFi in schools.  One recurring point 
was that whatever ill effects pulsed radio frequency 

BY RONALD E. KOETZSCH, PhD

Saying Good-Bye to WiFi
A Waldorf School Takes a Precautionary Step

In the summer of 2010, a prospective parent 
[EPOIH�MRXS�XLI�SJ½GI�SJ�'EVSPMRI�%WOI[��EHQMW-
sions director at the City of Lakes Waldorf School in 
Minneapolis.  The parent was an attorney with two 
young daughters.  Caroline is accustomed to an-
swering all kinds of questions from parents, but this 
mother had questions and concerns that Caroline 
had never heard before. 

8LI�TEVIRX�½VWX�MRUYMVIH�[LIXLIV�SV�RSX�XLI�WGLSSP�
utilized a WiFi system—an array of wireless trans-
mitters that allows persons with laptop computers 
or smartphones to access the Internet and their 
email from any location in the building.  On learning 
that WiFi was in use, she asked Caroline, “Would the 
school be open to the possibility of removing the 
system?”  WiFi transmitters constantly emit pulsed 
radio frequency radiation (RFR), and this mother 
was concerned about the possible effect on the 
health of her children.  She had done much research 
and had compiled a collection of documents—
EVXMGPIW�JVSQ�WGMIRXM½G�NSYVREPW�ERH�EFWXVEGXW�SJ�
WGMIRXM½G�TETIVW°XLEX�TSMRXIH�XS�XLI�TSWWMFPI�HER-
gers of microwave radiation in a WiFi environment.  
She asked Caroline if the school would be willing 
to consider those documents in order to make an 

informed judgment.

'MX]�SJ�0EOIW�½VWX�MRWXEPPIH�E�;M*M�
router in 2004 in preparation 
for an accreditation team visit 
by the Association of Waldorf 
Schools of North America.  WiFi 
use was limited until 2008, when 
the school hosted the Associa-
tion’s annual summer conference.  
In time, staff members came to 
depend on the wireless network 
to work throughout the day on 
personal laptops.  The majority 
of faculty and staff did not ques-
tion the safety of the WiFi system.  
One class teacher was an excep-
tion and frequently caused havoc 
and frustrated his colleagues by 
intentionally disabling the system.  

All school photos cour tesy of City of Lakes Waldorf School

A WiFi router, 
which typically can 
transmit radio fre-
quency radiation 
about 150 feet 
in all directions 
indoors and about 
300 feet outdoors

The City of Lakes Waldorf School 
building was originally an insurance 
company building, built in 1923. Its 
brick walls minimize WiFi penetration 
from external sources into the building.
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emissions may have, children, because of their size 
and ongoing, rapid growth and development, would 
be particularly vulnerable.

Caroline shared the concerns with her colleagues.  
She asked Betsy Leighton, director of IT at the 
school, and Bob Amis, a science teacher, to read 
through the material and offer additional perspec-
tives.  In February 2011, Caroline and other City of 
Lakes staff attended the regional Great Lakes con-
ference at the Chicago Waldorf School.  The keynote 
presenter was Michael D’Aleo, a highly respected 
Waldorf high school science teacher.  Caroline asked 
Michael if he thought the concerns about WiFi were 
GVIHMFPI���,I�ERW[IVIH�MR�XLI�EJ½VQEXMZI�ERH�EHHIH�
that he is one of the small percentage of the popula-
tion (about 3%) who are electrosensitive (ES), i.e., 
extremely sensitive to electromagnetic and radio 
JVIUYIRG]�MR¾YIRGIW�

Following the regional conference, a presentation of 
the issue was made at a City of Lakes weekly staff 
meeting.  Most staff members were open to further 
MRZIWXMKEXMSR��EPXLSYKL�XLIVI�[EW�WMKRM½GERX�VIPYG-
tance to eliminate the convenience of WiFi.  Some 
people had recently purchased iPads, which can-
not function without a wireless connection to the 
Internet.  A few faculty and staff were and remained 
staunchly skeptical.

At this point, the mother who had initially raised the 
concern and was now a parent in the school offered 

to pay for an inspection 
of the school building by a 
company called Intentional 
Environment.  The com-
pany specializes in creating 
healthy environments by 
identifying and eliminating 
energetic interference cre-
ated by electromagnetic 
½IPHW��)1*W��TYPWIH�VEHMS�
frequency radiation, and 
other factors.

One weekend, the com-
pany’s two owners spent 
many hours assessing 
IPIGXVSQEKRIXMG�½IPHW�ERH�
radio frequency radiation 
throughout the school 

building, using a variety of electronic meters and 
measuring devices.  In many places they found high 
levels of RFR from the school’s WiFi routers as 
well as from WiFi transmitters outside the building.  

When the building 
WiFi was turned off, 
they were able to 
assess the levels of 
the AC (alternating 
current) electric 
½IPHW�GSQMRK�JVSQ�
building wiring, ap-
pliances and other 
electronic devices.  
In some areas, they 
detected what is called “dirty electricity.”  This is AC 
current that has tiny energy spikes in the sine wave 
SJ�XLI�GYVVIRX�¾S[���(MVX]�IPIGXVMGMX]�MW�EPWS�GSRWMH-
ered a possible health risk.

The team discovered other problematic factors:

• Fluorescent lights emitting unnecessary RFR
• Electric cords wrapped around metal water pipes 
ERH�GVIEXMRK�ZIV]�WXVSRK�IPIGXVSQEKRIXMG�½IPHW

• A strong EMF created by a large transformer 
located on a pole right outside one of the lower-
grade classrooms

• “Dirty electricity” being generated by the motor 
for the school elevator

Following the assessment, the company gave the 
school a sixteen-page report, describing the prob-
lems present and recommending measures for 
VIQIHMEXMSR���8LI�½VWX�ERH�QSWX�MQTSVXERX�VIGSQ-
mendation was to remove the WiFi routers from 
the school and have staff and faculty connect to the 
Internet by Ethernet cables instead.  Other recom-
mendations included rewiring lights, putting long 
I\XIRWMSR�GSVHW�MR�QIXEP�GSRHYMXW��YWMRK�SYXPIX�½PXIVW�
to eliminate dirty electricity, installing metal window 
screens to prevent radio frequency radiation from 
coming in from the outside, and not placing student 
desks in particular areas of certain classrooms.  The 
recommendations were not particularly costly, and 
the school was able to implement many of them.  
Additional improvements have been made each year 
since.

City of Lakes Waldorf School has not chosen to 
publicize its decision to remove WiFi.  Staff and fac-
ulty have adapted to the nonwireless environment.  
Parents and visitors to the school are not surprised 
when they discover they cannot get a WiFi con-
nection to the Internet with their laptop or smart-
phone.  There are, after all, “Cell Phone Free Zone” 
signs in the school lobby.  A visitor with a laptop 
can, if necessary, access the Internet via a hardwired 
connection.

Marti Stewart, 
administrator, and 
Caroline Askew, director 
of admissions, at City of 
Lakes Waldorf School

A sign in the school lobby
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an in vivo study involving brain cells of rats both 
indicated this effect)

• Adversely affects the quality, viability, duration 
and motility of sperm cells (this effect also was 
observed with human cells in vitro and rat cells in 
vivo)

• Negatively affects the function of the thyroid gland 
(in rats)

• Decreases the function of endocrine cells that 
secrete digestive hormones (in rats)

• Affects the function of the inner ear (in rabbits)
• Affects the function and structure of normal 

human hemoglobin (in vitro)
• Disturbs the normal functioning of worker honey-

bees
• Causes genetic damage in mung beans and inhibits 

their germination and root formation
• Compromises the blood-brain barrier (the BBB is 

a selective permeable barrier that allows into the 
FVEMR�¾YMH�XLI�RYXVMIRXW��[EXIV��ERH�SXLIV�XLMRKW�
the brain needs, but keeps out potentially toxic 
substances; the relevant study involved rats)

These and many other studies are readily available 
on the Internet.  The website of the National Center 
for Biotechnology Information, whose mission is to 
advance science and health by providing access to 
biomedical and genomic information, can be found at 
www.ncbi.nim.gov/pubmed

It should be noted that there are also studies that 
indicate little or no ill effect from cell phone use and 
exposure to WiFi.  These studies, like the studies 
just cited, are of necessity short-term studies.  Even 
a study focusing on the effects of ten years of cell 
phone use is, in the context of a normal human life 
span, a short-term study.  In any case, there is as 
]IX�RS�YRERMQMX]�MR�XLI�WGMIRXM½G�GSQQYRMX]�EFSYX�
these issues.  Studies funded by the communications 
MRHYWXV]�XIRH�XS�½RH�RS�LEVQJYP�IJJIGXW��

Rudolf Steiner, founder of Waldorf Education, 
considered electricity a realm of “subnature.”  Early 
in the 1900s, Steiner predicted that by the end of 
XLI�GIRXYV]�XLIVI�[SYPH�FI�WS�QYGL�IPIGXVMGEP�MR¾Y-
ence in the environment that it would be detrimen-
tal to human health.  

Dr. Michaela Glöckler, who is head of the Medical 
Section at the Goetheanum, the center of the world 
anthroposophical movement located in Dornach, 
Switzerland, has for some years been warning about 
the dangers of WiFi.  This past February at a confer-
ence on technology in education at Rudolf Steiner 

Is WiFi Really 
Harmful?

In the binder 
presented to the 
school by that 
½VWX�GSRGIVRIH�
parent, there 
were about 
½JX]�EFWXVEGXW�SJ�
WGMIRXM½G�WXYHMIW���
Some focused on 
the effects of cell 
phone use: the 
combined impact 
of the heat and 

the pulsed radio frequency radiation that cell phones 
generate.  Those studies indicate the following prob-
lematic effects of relatively long-term (ten years or 
more) cell phone use:

• Oversecretion from the parotid (saliva) gland on 
the side used for the cell phone

• Increased risk of tumors in the parotid gland
• Increased risk of glioma (a brain tumor that devel-

ops from glial cells)
• Increased risk of acoustic neuroma (a tumor in the 

ear that develops from nerve cells)
• A correlation between the amount of cell phone 

use and behavioral and mental health problems

Most of the studies involved the effects of short-
term exposure to pulsed radio frequency radiation 
on human beings, on animals (rats, mice, rabbits), and 
on plants.  Some of the studies were carried out on 
the actual subjects (in vivo), and others involved cells 
taken from the subject and exposed while in a test 
tube or other vessel (in vitro).  These various studies 
indicated that exposure to pulsed radio frequency 
radiation does the following:

• Changes electroencephalogram (EEG) patterns 
in the brains of human beings—in particular, a 
reduction in alpha waves, associated with relax-
ation, with women being more affected than men 

• Reduces the ability of human adults to do tasks 
involving spatial memory

• Decreases the attentiveness of young adults when 
performing memory tasks

• Affects melatonin levels during sleep 
• Affects the changes in blood chemistry related to 

the circadian rhythms of waking and sleeping
• Causes breakdown in DNA strands and thus 

changes the structure and functioning of genes, i.e., 
is genotoxic (an in vitro study of human cells and 

This window in the second-grade 
classroom is now equipped with 
metal screening, which shields the 
room from WiFi radiation from 
outside the building.
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College in California, she 
addressed the issue.  Dr. 
Glöckler explained that a 
WiFi router, even when it 
is not in use, is constantly 
emitting a very regular 
high frequency pulse of 
energy.  The human body 
also operates with electri-
cal energy, and the cells 
communicate by means 
SJ�IPIGXVSQEKRIXMG�½IPHW���
However, the pulsation 
is slightly random and ir-

regular and not exactly the same speed as that of 
the router.  Thus, the pulsed WiFi signal can interfere 
with the natural, optimal functioning of the body.  

Dr. Glöckler stated that we can and should use elec-
tronic technology.  However, we should use it only 
when it is necessary.  She strongly advised against 

the use of WiFi in schools when 
wired connections can serve the 
same purpose.  She emphasized that 
children, due to their small size and 
rapid development and growth, are 
particularly at risk.  Dr. Glöckler also 
advised people with serious health 
problems to avoid WiFi environments, 
since exposure may compromise the 
immune system.  She pointed out that 
work spaces can usually be arranged 
to provide Internet access via a cable 
and, if WiFi is an absolute necessity, 
at least the router can be turned off 
when not in use.

In Dornach, Switzerland, the Goethe-
ERYQ�GSRXEMRW�QER]�SJ½GIW��PIGXYVI�
rooms, a cafeteria, and other spaces 

[LIVI�SRI�[SYPH�I\TIGX�XS�½RH�;M*M���,S[IZIV��
WiFi is available only in a limited area on the ground 
¾SSV�SJ�XLI�FYMPHMRK�ERH�SRP]�JSV�ZMWMXMRK�GSRJIVIRGI�
participants.  In talks and private conversations, Dr. 
Glöckler has often speculated that WiFi may be the 
EWFIWXSW�SJ�XLI�X[IRX]�½VWX�GIRXYV]°WSQIXLMRK�
universally accepted as perfectly safe and then, in 
time, after much harm has been done, discovered to 
be a serious hazard.

Recent research has provided some evidence of the 
TSWWMFPI�WLSVX�XIVQ�IJJIGXW�SJ�IPIGXVSQEKRIXMG�½IPHW�
and pulsed radio frequency radiation.  At this point, 
however, no one can know or predict the long-term 

effects.  WiFi networks and the continuous exposure 
to radio frequency radiation are recent—only within 
XLI�TEWX�½JXIIR�]IEVW°JEGXSVW�MR�SYV�HEMP]�PMZIW���
Long-term studies have not yet been possible.  Until 
time allows such studies to be conducted, we and 
our children are subjects in an extended biological 
experiment.

In the decision to have WiFi in a school or in our 
homes, it is perhaps wise to apply the Precaution-
ary Principle.  This principle, developed in the early 
1980s, is meant to guide decision making regarding 
ecological and health policies.  In the agencies of 
the European Union, the Precautionary Principle is 
SJ½GMEPP]�VIGSKRM^IH�EW�E�HIXIVQMREXMZI�KYMHIPMRI�MR�
making decisions that affect the environment and 
public health. 

The Precautionary Principle states that when a new 
device, activity, or policy is proposed, and before it 
MW�MQTPIQIRXIH��XLSWI�[LS�[MPP�TVSZMHI�ERH�TVS½X�
from it must prove conclusively that it is not harmful.  
The burden of proof should be on those proposing 
and promoting  the innovation.  Those who question 
or oppose the innovation should not be required to 
prove that it is harmful.  

At this time, no one, including the very 
powerful electronic communications 
industry, has proven conclusively that 
exposure to WiFi is safe.  There is no 
proof that short- or long-term expo-
sure to WiFi for children or for adults is 
benign.  

City of Lakes Waldorf School took a 
courageous and perhaps prescient step 
in eliminating WiFi and going back to 
hardwired access to the Internet.  The 
school ran the risk of being perceived as 
alarmist and for taking a side in an unre-
WSPZIH�WGMIRXM½G�GSRXVSZIVW]���,S[IZIV��
the school chose to act out of concern 
for the health and well-being of the 
students entrusted to its care.

The school is in good company, though. 
The Israeli Department of Education, 
the French National Assembly, the European Envi-
ronmental Agency, the Council of Europe, and the 
German government are but a few of the many 
KSZIVRQIRXW��KSZIVRQIRX�EKIRGMIW��ERH�WGMIRXM½G�
authorities which are now warning about and/or 
banning WiFi in schools.  2

Dr. Michaela 
Glöckler, 
internationally 
known medi-
cal expert and 
pediatrician

An outlet fil-
ter that re-
duces dir ty 
electricity

Wave profile of normal al-
ternating current (above), 
contrasted with the wave 
profile of “dir ty electricity” 
(below)
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BY MICHAEL D’ALEO, MA

Dealing with WiFi and Cell 
Phone Radiation

In the late 1980s and early 1990s, I worked in the 
electronics industry and was peripherally involved in 
XLI�HIZIPSTQIRX�SJ�WSQI�SJ�XLI�½VWX�KIRIVEXMSR�[MVI-
less technologies.  At that time, the focus was on using 
the infrared section of the electromagnetic spectrum—
there was some concern about the health effect of using 
microwaves.  In the end, the microwave technology won 
out as the basis of wireless communication. 

In 2005 I developed electrosensitivity (ES), a hypersen-
WMXMZMX]�XS�IPIGXVSQEKRIXMG�½IPHW��)1*W�ERH�XS�TYPWIH�
radio frequency radiation (RFR).  I later learned that the 
condition is not uncommon among people who have 
worked for a long time in the electronic communications 

industry.  I began to feel acute symp-
XSQW°HMJ½GYPX]�WPIITMRK��E�JIIPMRK�SJ�
unease, and physical exhaustion—when 
in a WiFi environment or when close to 
someone using a cell phone or comput-
er with a wireless connection.  I could 
(and still can) actually sense the disturb-
ing, external electronic activity in certain 
parts of my body.  Working with a physi-
cian who practices anthroposophically 
extended medicine, I was able to reduce 

Q]�IPIGXVSWIRWMXMZMX]�WMKRM½GERXP]���4EVX�SJ�XLI�XVIEXQIRX�
involved homeopathic remedies. 

I am still very interested in and concerned about elec-
tronic pollution in the environment.  I do not own or use 
a cell phone.  I do not have WiFi in my home.  Recently, I 
have begun giving talks and workshops around the coun-
try on the effects of cell phones and WiFi.  Some of the 
groups who invite me are connected to Waldorf schools 
and some are not.  The interest in the issue is growing 
and becoming more mainstream.  While only a small per-
centage of people are electrosensitive, everyone is being 
affected to some degree, whether they are conscious of 
it or not.  ES people are like the canaries in the mine.

As a teacher, I am, of course, very concerned about WiFi 
in schools and about the use of cell phones by young 

children.  The frequency of pulsed microwave radia-
tion (millions of cycles per second) is very close to the 
frequencies used by the human body to regulate some 
SJ�MXW�PMJI�TVSGIWWIW���%R�I\XIVREP�IPIGXVSRMG�MR¾YIRGI�GER�
create what is called entrainment, a forced deviation in 
the body of its normal electrical patterns.  In my opin-
ion, some of the problematic behavioral and cognitive 
changes that teachers have observed in children in recent 
years are linked to cell phone use and exposure to WiFi.

;E]W�XS�VIHYGI�I\TSWYVI�XS�IPIGXVSQEKRIXMG�½IPHW�ERH�
to pulsed radio frequency radiation include the following:

1. Do not have WiFi in a home or work environment.  
Use a hardwired connection to access the Internet.

2. If you can’t live without WiFi, turn it off at night and 
when it is not being used.  A router reboots in just 
a few seconds.  Skeptics should turn off the WiFi for 
three nights in a row to judge its effect on sleep.

3. Whenever possible, use a hardwired instead of a 
wireless connection.  If you have access to a landline 
telephone, use it rather than a cell phone.  Do not use 
a wireless printer-computer connection.

4. Work as far away from the WiFi router as possible.  
Also, use a hands-free cell phone that doesn’t need 
to be held against the head.  The effects of EMF and 
RFR rapidly drop off as the distance from the device 
increases.

5. Never use a laptop on your lap, especially if you are 
connected to WiFi.

���'SRWYPX�XLI�[IFWMXI�GIPPTLSRIWTVSGSR�SVK�XS�½RH�SYX�
which cell phones have the lowest and highest emis-
sions.  They vary greatly.

7. Limit the use of cell phones by children.  The Depart-
ment of Health in the United Kingdom suggests that 
children under sixteen make only short, essential calls. 

8. Avoid using cordless phones.  Some emit more radia-
tion than cell phones.  

9. Do not carry a cell phone in a pocket or against your 
body.

10. Unless you are expecting an important call, have the 
cell phone turned off and in “airplane mode.”  2

Michael D’Aleo studied mechanical engineering at Rutgers University (New Jersey) and later earned a master’s 
degree in education at Sunbridge College (New York). Michael is one of the founders of SENSRI—The Sara-
toga Experimental Science Research Institute and is director of research for the institute. Michael has taught 
chemistry and physics at the Saratoga Springs (New York) Waldorf High School for many years.
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more and more interconnected.  Hence it is crucial 
that human beings be able to understand persons 
and cultures other than their own.  For Steiner, 
learning another nation’s or culture’s language is 
an effective way to achieve that understanding, to 
become “cosmopolitan.” Rudolf Steiner’s ideal of 
education in 1919 was not one of human beings who 
are restricted by their sense of nationality, but of 
human beings who think—and therefore feel—in an 
international, cosmopolitan, multilingual way.  For this 
reason, he gave foreign language such an important 
TPEGI�MR�XLI�PMJI�SJ�XLI�½VWX�;EPHSVJ�WGLSSP�

Unfortunately, Steiner did not create a clear cur-
riculum for foreign languages as he did for the other 
main subjects.  However, he did make a number of 
detailed references to teaching methods.  Some of 
these recommendations are very challenging.  Most 
are found in lecture 10 of Practical Advice to Teach-
ers (Great Barrington, MA:  SteinerBooks, 2000).

A key pedagogical principle—for Steiner, the ideal—
MW�XLEX�JSV�XLI�½VWX�XLVII�]IEVW��JVSQ�½VWX�KVEHI�
through third grade, all foreign language instruction 
is based on the 
conversation 
between teach-
er and pupils.  
The class con-
sists entirely 
of dialogue be-
tween teacher 
and students, 
and between 
student and 
student, and ev-
erything grows 
out of these liv-
ing exchanges.  
Grammar is not 
taught explic-
itly in these 
½VWX�XLVII�
years.  Learn-
ing to speak 
and to listen 

BY CHRISTOF WIECHERT

Preparing Students for a Cosmopolitan Future
Foreign Language Study in the Waldorf School

WLIR�XLI�½VWX�;EPHSVJ�WGLSSP�[EW�JSYRHIH�MR�
1919 in Stuttgart, the teaching of modern foreign 
languages was unusual in Germany.  Latin and Greek 
were taught, but not the languages of other nations.  
For Rudolf Steiner, however, the study of foreign 
languages was critical for all children.  In the Stutt-
gart school, all students had three classes each week 
of English and three classes of French, in addition to 
classes in Greek and Latin.  And the foreign language 
MRWXVYGXMSR�FIKER�MR�XLI�½VWX�KVEHI°WSQIXLMRK�YR-
heard of in that time.  So strong and unique was this 
impulse that the Stuttgart school became known 
to the general public primarily for its main lesson 
schedule and for its emphasis on foreign languages. 

For Steiner, each language is the manifestation of the 
Folk Soul of a people, the cosmic being who stands 
behind and protects that “folk.”  The language carries 
within it the particular set of human characteristics 
that distinguishes that folk and serves to engender 
and strengthen those characteristics in each person 
born into the folk.  

Thus the study of a language other than our native 
tongue brings us into contact with another Folk 
Soul.  This study can broaden and enrich our own 
character, eliciting and encouraging characteristics 
that might otherwise lie dormant.  Language study 
can make us more complete, well-rounded human 
beings.  In lecture 11 of the course on education 
that Steiner gave in Ilkley, England, in August 1923, 
he observed that every language takes hold of us, 
reveals a different aspect of our inner being, and cul-
tivates a different aspect of our humanity.  A child’s 
mother tongue affects the child in spirit and soul 
but also physically.  The effect of the mother tongue 
must be balanced by the study of other languages.  
(A Modern Art of Education [Great Barrington, MA: 
SteinerBooks, 2004], 160)

Study of another language also can give us a deeper 
understanding of and sympathy with another people 
or nation.  It allows us to transcend our narrow 
national, inherited outlook.  Steiner foresaw that 
the world would become smaller and smaller, that 
the destinies of the world’s peoples would become 

Photo at right by Cory Powers, San Francisco Waldorf School

The San Francisco Waldorf School has 
a Mandarin Chinese program from 
grades one through twelve, in addi-
tion to German and Spanish. Here 
the lower school Chinese language 
teacher involves a kindergarten class 
by bringing them mandarin oranges as 
tokens of the Chinese New Year. 
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In other words, for example, in a North Ameri-
can school, one person would be responsible for 
teaching both German and French.  He also sug-
gested that the same person be the foreign language 
teacher from grade one through grade eight.  Thus, 
in the same way that the class teacher, working with 
students for eight years, can build each year’s work, 
the foreign language teacher could also create a rich, 
ongoing learning experience.  Steiner also recom-
mended that the foreign language classes should 
take place in the morning in one of the two periods 
following main lesson and no later. 

These suggestions 
comprise a very 
rigorous ideal.  
This ideal was not 
VIEPM^IH�MR�XLI�½VWX�
Waldorf school, 
and there were 
many discussions 
on how to improve 
the foreign language 
classes.  These 
continued through 
7XIMRIV Ẃ�½REP�QIIX-
ing with the teach-
ers in 1924.  The 
standards Steiner 
set for foreign lan-
guage teaching are 
still an unrealized 
ideal in Waldorf 
schools around the 
world today.  Waldorf Education is soon to be one 
hundred years old.  In the realm of foreign language 
teaching, as in all other realms of our work, we have 
to take stock and see how we can improve. 

First, we need to have foreign language teachers 
who will commit to teaching a class for six to eight 
years.  Currently, it is common for a class of children 
to have a new language teacher every two or three 
years.  There is no continuity and no building on 
what has gone before.

Second, the foreign language teacher needs to see 
his teaching as an intensive working together with 
the students.  Teacher and students are engaged in a 
common task with the goal of building competence.  
The foreign language teacher should have a clear 
idea of what he wants to achieve in a given class 
or a given week.  However, he should not rely on a 
rigid class plan that indicates which rule or principle 

and understand is 
the only goal.  The 
children learn to 
speak the foreign 
language in the same 
way they learned to 
speak their mother 
tongue—through 
listening and 
imitation.

After this initial 
period, which ends 
roughly at the nine-
year change, the 
children study gram-
mar, including the 
parts of speech, in 
the fourth through 
sixth grades.  In 
the last two years 

of elementary school, roughly from age twelve to 
fourteen, they study syntax and sentence structure.  

Even the study of grammar 
should grow out of conversa-
tions between the students 
and teacher.  The students are 
to be given only the rules, no 
examples.  There should be a 
friendly competition among 
students, teacher, and parents to 
½RH�SVMKMREP��[MXX]�I\EQTPIW�XLEX�
demonstrate the rules.  Steiner 
believed that these eight years of 
study would give the students a 
basic mastery of the language. 

In the high school, the emphasis 
WLSYPH�FI�SR�VI½RMRK�PERKYEKI�
skills and on the study of the 
literature of the foreign language.  
Everything must grow out of 
the interaction, the contact, the 
living exchange with the pupils.  
In the upper school, particular 
grammatical themes should 
be chosen and studied in the 
context of literature, and there 
WLSYPH�FI�E�½REP��W]WXIQEXMG��
complete review of grammar. 

Steiner also recommended 
that the same faculty member 
teach all the foreign languages.  

Painting at upper left by Qi Liu; classroom photos by Scott Chernis; photo at left by Cory Powers

Pan Gu is the hero of the Chi-
nese creation myth who sepa-
rates Earth and Sky. Traditional 
myths and stories are an im-
portant aspect of learning the 
language and culture of another 
people.

Teacher Yi-Hsin 
Yao, in a festive red 
New Year’s dress, 
with a second-grade 
student. On the 
door is the Chinese 
character for 
“Spring,” but upside 
down, which conveys 
the meaning “Spring 
is coming.”

Learning the months of the year 
in Chinese—literally, “first moon, 
second moon”—and the days of 
the month—literally, “first sun, 
second sun,” and so on
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will be presented at each point in the class hour.  
The foundation of the language lesson should be 
conversation and interaction between the teacher 
and the students.  The teacher should be able to 
pursue issues and interests that arise in the course 
of these conversations.  This creates a vitality in the 
classroom that will keep the students interested and 
alert.

Third, we need to grant foreign language teachers 
a status equal to that of the class teacher and to 
encourage collaboration between the two.  Foreign 
language lessons are as important as the lessons 
with the class teacher, because in a Waldorf school, 
IHYGEXMSR�MW�RSX�GSR½RIH�XS�XLI�QEMR�PIWWSR�EPSRI�
but occurs through the creation of moments of 
learning in all subjects.  If a language teacher has 
made an eight-year commitment, then that person 
and the class teacher can work effectively to create 
an integrated, enriched experience for the children.  
They might even engage in team teaching. 

We might even take this a step further and create 
bilingual classes or schools.  For example, in North 
America, a German teacher might team with the 
class teacher and they would share the teaching 
for the six or eight years of the elementary school.  
Some of the classes and blocks would be taught in 
German and some in English.

Also, we should make use of the comparative study 
of language, looking at how different languages use 
different images and pictures.  For example, when 
the morning mists lift, we say in German that “the 
sun comes through” (Die Sonne kommt hervor).  
Americans say:  “The sun burns the clouds away.”  
English and French people learn things “by heart” or 
par coeur.  Germans learn them “inside out” (aus-
wendig).  Germans say setz dich (sit down), while 
the English say “have a seat.”  This kind of activity 
stimulates the pupils’ imagination.  Comparing say-
ings and proverbs is also great fun; one enters the 
realm of images and of imagination.  Such com-
parative observations are suitable from grade four 
onward.  Rudolf Steiner suggested that we should 
compare typical elements of the various languages 
in the higher classes.  Comparative language studies 
stimulate the learning process immensely.

Finally, we need to be aware of the origin of many of 
the common techniques of foreign language teaching 
XSHE]���*MPP�MR�XLI�FPERO�XI\XW��TEXXIVR�WLIIXW��½\IH�
dialogues that are repeated over and over, forming a 
sentence out of three or four elements, and multiple 

choice tests—these are all founded on a behaviorist, 
reward-and-punishment philosophy.  Get the right 
answer and you get a treat.  We ought to be aware 
of the spirit underlying these methods if we use 
them in the Waldorf 
school.  They are 
not in the spirit of 
cultural progress.

The work of the 
foreign language 
teacher is very chal-
lenging.  Into each 
class she needs to 
bring a review of 
the previous class, 
plus conversation, 
new material, vo-
cabulary, a grammar 
point or two, and 
a writing exercise, 
perhaps—all within 
JSVX]�½ZI�SV�½JX]�
minutes.  And she 
must do all this, speaking with the students rather 
than at them.  The foreign language teacher needs 
presence of mind, concentration, a sense of humor, 
empathy, the ability to respond to her students, 
and a good sense of time.  She needs to create a 
relaxed and productive atmosphere and a mood of 
expectation.

This work of the foreign language teacher is crucial 
for the students and for all of humanity.  Foreign 
language study creates connections to the Folk Souls 
of other peoples and prepares children to become 
citizens of the global village, able to participate in a 
creative and positive way in a cosmopolitan world 
future.  2

CHRISTOF WIECHERT attended 
the Free Waldorf School in The 
Hague, Netherlands, the first Wal-
dorf school founded outside Ger-
many (1923). Wiechert was a class 
teacher at the school for many 
years. In 2000 he became the head 

of the Pedagogical Section at the Goetheanum and 
became in effect responsible for the welfare and 
development of the worldwide Waldorf movement. 
Wiechert “retired” in 2012 but is still very active, 
writing, lecturing, and mentoring in the service of 
Waldorf Education around the world.

Many thanks to Yi-Hsin Yao, a native of Taiwan and a graduate of the Rudolf Steiner College teacher education program

A sixth-grade student experiences 
the 4000-year-old world of 
pictographic writing.
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Where, then, has Ophelia’s will gone?

Ophelia is usually 
understood to have 
been a teenager.  
She was in a stage of 
development when 
formation of char-
acter is the primary 
task of the young 
person.  In her book 
about adolescence, 
Between Form and 
Freedom (Glouces-
tershire:  Hawthorn 
Press, 2009, 89), 
Waldorf educator 
Betty Staley writes:

Character devel-
ops as youngsters 
become separate 
from the adults 
and learn to make 
moral decisions 
on their own.  It 
develops in free-
dom; it cannot be 
imposed by any 
other person. 

The formation of character is essentially an activ-
ity of the will, of conscious individual intention.  The 
young person must use her or his own forces of will 
XS�QEOI�HIGMWMSRW°SJXIR�HMJ½GYPX�SRIW°ERH�XS�EGX�
on them.  If the opportunity to develop character 
by making decisions and dealing with their conse-
quences is withheld, if the expression of character 
is suppressed by another overbearing person, what 
happens to the adolescent’s will?  What happens to 
those forces that are closely linked with this essen-
tial developmental activity?

Ophelia is a dutiful and obedient daughter.  When 
her father, Polonius, demands that she end her 

BY KRISTI HERRINGTON, MA

Where Is Ophelia’s Will?
A Tragic Heroine’s Relation to Our Own Time

Shakespeare’s dramas are, above all, character 
dramas. The great interest which they arouse 
does not so much lie in the action, as in the 
wonderful exposition and development of the 
single characters. The poet conjures up before 
us a human character and unfolds its thoughts 
and feelings.

Thus spoke Rudolf Steiner in a lecture on 
Shakespeare delivered in Berlin on May 6, 1902.  For 
Steiner, Shakespeare’s characters are not merely re-
¾IGXMSRW�SJ�XLI�TPE][VMKLX Ẃ�MRRIV�[SVPH��FYX�VEXLIV�E�
VI¾IGXMSR�SJ�LYQERMX]���

Shakespeare’s tragic hero Hamlet expresses this 
same idea when giving advice to the actors in the 
play within the play:

©XLI�TYVTSWI�SJ�TPE]MRK�©�FSXL�EX�XLI�½VWX�ERH�
now, was and is, to hold, as ‘twere, the mirror up 
to nature; show virtue her own feature, scorn her 
own image, and the very age and body of the time 
his form and pressure.  (Act III, scene 2)

Though Hamlet was written more than four hun-
dred years ago, part of its enduring power is that the 
characters transcend their time.  Even today they 
are relevant.  They are mirrors of ourselves and our 
young people, and can help us understand and deal 
with the challenges we face today.

In my Shakespeare seminar with the eleventh grade, 
some of the young women are particularly drawn 
to the character of Ophelia.  I began thinking about 
3TLIPME�ERH�LS[�WLI�WIIQW�XS�VI¾IGX�E�PSWW�SJ�[MPP�
forces.  I began to see Ophelia’s suicide differently.  
3TLIPME Ẃ�½REP�EGX�MR�XLI�TPE]�MW�YPXMQEXIP]�RSX�ER�
action of the will; rather it is due entirely to a lack 
of will.  The suicide act itself seems will-less.  As 
Gertrude, Hamlet’s mother, explains, Ophelia was 
[IEZMRK�¾S[IVW�MRXS�PSRK�KEVPERHW���8LI�FVERGL�SR�
which she was sitting broke, and she fell into the 
water.  Once in the water, Ophelia did not struggle 
to save herself.  Instead, she sang her songs of mad-
ness and, when the water saturated her heavy gar-
ments, she sank beneath the surface.

Photo by Sarah Miller

A Waldorf eleventh grader in 
the role of Ophelia, the tragic 
heroine of Shakespeare’s Hamlet
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in doing so, block her 
development.

Hamlet, too, works 
against Ophelia’s inde-
pendent growth.  In their 
last encounter, she tries 
to give him back some 
“remembrances,” but he 
immediately and rudely 
denies ownership of 
them.  When Ophelia in-
sists that the objects are 
in fact his, Hamlet laughs 
at her and questions her 
integrity.  Later, he bullies 
her with sexual taunts, 
and she can only reply 
again and again, “Ay, my 
lord.”  Here, a differ-
ent aspect of her will is 
being diminished, that 
which gives permission 
to engage sexually with 
another.  Even this most 
vital element of freedom, sexual freedom, is stripped 
from her.  This scene, the heart of the play, is her last 
encounter with Hamlet before she goes, in a way 
now free of pretense, mad.

According to Rudolf Steiner, each human being has an 
attendant, guardian angel.  The spiritual aspect of this 
ERKIP�MW�RSX�ZMWMFPI��FYX�MX�MW�VI¾IGXIH�MR�[EXIV��MR�XLI�
pattern of light around water.  Thus water is a poten-
tial source of spiritual strength.  It is not surprising 
then that Ophelia, thwarted in the development of 
her will, would immerse herself in water.  Her suicide 
GER�FI�WIIR�RSX�EW�E�KMZMRK�YT��FYX�EW�E�½REP�HIWTIVEXI�
attempt to connect to a source of will.

How can we help the young women of our day 
develop strength of will?

Though four centuries have passed since Ophelia’s 
WEH�WXSV]�½VWX�XSSO�TPEGI�SR�WXEKI��LIV�WXVYKKPI�MW�WXMPP�
relevant.  Each adolescent girl is an Ophelia needing 
to form her character, to express what kind of hu-
man being she wishes to be.  And we adults—moth-
ers, fathers, teachers, counselors, friends—can either 
help and support her in the process or, like Polonius, 
Laertes, and Hamlet, thwart her. 

Given the adolescent’s allergy to hypocrisy, we need 
to be truthful and sincere in our speech and actions.  

romantic relationship with Hamlet, she agrees.  
However, when her father perceives a chance for 
personal gain in the coupling, he instructs Ophelia to 
trick Hamlet.  Again, she acquiesces.  When Ham-
let, suspicious of the ruse, asks where her father is, 
Ophelia is forced to lie on Polonius’s behalf.  Polo-
nius, in co-opting Ophelia’s decision making, thwarts 
her own expression of character and diminishes her 
will forces.  

In the midst of adolescence, teenagers enjoy the 
birth of the intellect and their newfound reasoning 
ability.  Betty Staley writes:

The force of intellect is a tool for questioning the 
social structure, the human soul, and the nature 
of life itself.  It also is a tool for probing hypocrisy. 
(28)

Hypocrisy is the discrepancy between what one 
avows and what one in fact is and does.  Adolescents 
are hypersensitive to hypocrisy and react to it im-
mediately.  In Hamlet, the arch-hypocrite Polonius 
wishes to give advice, but no one is inclined to seek 
him out for it, least of all the two young people in 
the play, Ophelia and Hamlet.

Laertes is Ophelia’s brother, and he also is full of 
advice for her.  On his departure for France, Ophelia 
warns him to take his own advice—and hence avoid 
hypocrisy:

Do not, as some ungracious pastors do, 
Show me the steep and thorny way to heaven, 
Whiles, like a puffed and reckless libertine, 
Himself the primrose path of dalliance treads. 

Like Polonius, 
Laertes does 
not allow Oph-
elia freedom to 
act from within.  
Both father and 
brother instruct 
and command 
Ophelia, but nev-
er question her, 
never elicit her 
own thoughts or 
intentions.  Thus 
they appropriate 
her will.  They 
make her choices 
for her and, 

Photo and all ar twork cour tesy of Kristi Herrington

Hamlet considers the rami-
fications of killing Ophelia’s 
father, Polonius—here 
played by a girl.

At one point in the drama, 
Hamlet holds the skull of his 
dead friend Yorick and muses 
on human mortality with the 
words, “Alas, poor Yorick! I 
knew him…” This drawing is by 
an eleventh-grade girl.
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In school, there are various ways teachers 
can foster the will forces in female students.  
We can choose plays and stories in which 
there are strong female characters, such as 
Shakespeare’s Juliet and Belacane in Parzifal.  
In my drama work with students, I include 
drawing and translating assignments and give 
the girls an opportunity to direct as well 
as act.  In history and science class, we can 
bring to the fore women such as Harriet 
Tubman and Madame Curie—women who 
have stood for something and left their 
mark on the world.  Also, we need to make 
sure that the female students are as actively 
engaged in woodworking, metalworking, and 
blacksmithing as they are in 
sewing.  Parents can help 
by giving their daughters 
access to activities that 
engage and foster the 
will, such as music lessons, 
horseback riding, and com-
petitive athletics.  

Ophelia is not just 
a cautionary character; she 
MW�E�VI¾IGXMSR�SJ�SYV�XMQIW���
Her state of diminished will 
readily resonates with our 
daughters and students.  She 
becomes to them “poor Oph-
elia,” struggling and worthy of sym-
pathy and compassion.  We need to 
help our young people go beyond 
romanticizing Shakespeare’s hero-
ine, to support them in developing 
their own will forces so that they 
can express and realize their own 
character and humanity.  2

KRISTI HERRINGTON is a high 
school humanities teacher at the 
Waldorf School of San Diego. A 
native Californian, she grew up in 
Fair Oaks and attended college 
at the University of California, 
Santa Barbara. She completed her 

teacher training and master’s degree program at 
Rudolf Steiner College in Fair Oaks. Kristi has also 
worked with underserved high school students 
in Los Angeles, Sacramento, and San Diego. Her 
daughter, Kordelia, is four years old and in the 
Sunflower nursery class at WSSD.

If we warn our daughters about overuse of their 
smart phones, we can’t spend the evening gazing 
XVERW½\IH�EX�SYV�S[R�PMXXPI�WGVIIRW��

We need to provide a support network of adults.  
At my school, each student has a faculty mentor, an 
advisor, who takes an active interest in the student 
and is always accessible for help and counsel.  Men-
tors work together with parents to support the 
student.

Challenging issues, such as sexuality, alcohol, and 
drugs should become topics of open, free discussion.  
We adults need to be as skilled at listening to and 
honoring the ideas and experiences of our young 
women as we are at offering advice, standards of 
conduct, and our own lessons of experience.

The popular culture encourages young women to 
create an identity based on sexual desirability—this, 
ironically, in spite of forty years of women protest-
MRK�EKEMRWX�FIMRK�SFNIGXM½IH�WI\YEPP]���;I�RIIH�XS�
help our students and daughters understand that 
immodest dress limits their own development and 
also causes others to perceive them in a particular 
way.  It attaches to them a label, which they may 
not intend.  Low-cut, skintight jeans and a plunging 
neckline are not only a violation of the dress code.  
These clothing choices may also be a violation of 
one’s self, of one’s potential and true worth.

Driven mad by her father’s death at Hamlet’s hand, Ophelia speaks of 
the wildflowers and their meaning: “Rosemary, that’s for remembrance 
… pansies, that’s for thoughts …” A blackboard drawing by Kristi 
Herrington

A student’s 
drawing of a daisy
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Torin Finser is a veteran Waldorf class teacher 
and also, as chair of the Education Department 
at Antioch University, New England, a teacher of 
Waldorf teachers.  In this book he draws on over 
three decades of experience in Waldorf Education 
to address one of the most challenging issues in 
Waldorf schools—the relationships between parents 
and teachers.

A school is a community and the success of a school 
community is largely determined by the quality of 
the human relationships in the school.  The rela-
tionships between parents and teachers—between 
those adults who have brought the children into 
the world and those adults who have taken on the 
responsibility of educating those children—is of 
paramount importance.  Studies indicate that chil-
dren thrive when their parents are involved in and 
happy with their school and teacher.  Finser urges 
both parents and teacher to work together for the 
FIRI½X�SJ�XLI�GLMPHVIR���8LIVI�EVI�QER]�WEH�WXSVMIW�
SJ�WGLSSPW�RIEVP]�VIRX�ETEVX�FIGEYWI�SJ�HMJ½GYPX�VIPE-
tionships between parents and teachers.

Finser treats the many aspects of the parent–teacher 
relationship and the issues that can arise.  Among 
them are:

• challenges for the new teacher and the new parent
• parent–teacher conferences
• parent evenings and class nights
• hard-to-handle parents, including the 

“übervolunteer”
• veteran teachers who can be dogmatic and rigid
• ineffective parent–teacher organizations
• barriers to a parent’s involvement in a school
• GSR¾MGX�VIWSPYXMSR

For each area of concern, Finser offers practical 
advice to parents and teachers to create success-
ful relationships.  For example, the advice he gives 
to new teachers includes:  From day one, consider 
the parents to be as important as their children; 

communicate regularly with 
them about their child; keep an 
accurate record of those inter-
actions; show an interest in the 
parents’ lives; work with the 
fathers as well as the mothers; 
respect the choices the parents 
make for their homes; share 
your enthusiasm for teach-
ing and for their children; and 
EP[E]W�SFWIVZI�GSR½HIRXMEPMX]�

For parents new to a school, Finser’s advice includes:  
attend school events (parent evenings, school assemblies, 
talks, festivals, and school fairs); be involved as much as 
possible; communicate frequently and regularly with the 
teacher; feel free to express concerns to the teacher 
but back off once an issue has been resolved; practice 
conscious trust and give the teacher space for his own 
growth and development; get to know the other par-
ents in the class; be realistic about your expectations, as 
teachers are human and fallible.

The chapters giving practical advice in certain areas are 
interspersed with chapters considering broader philo-
sophical, but related, topics.  Finser is also General Sec-
retary of the Anthroposophical Society in America, and 
in these chapters he draws heavily on Rudolf Steiner’s 
work to illuminate such themes as the essential nature of 
the human being, self-development through techniques of 
self-awareness and meditation, recognizing and meeting 
the needs of others, and our relationship to the spiritual 
dimension of reality.  Finser looks outside Anthroposophy, 
too, and has, for example, a chapter on Martin Buber’s 
concepts of the “I-Thou” versus the “I-It” relationship.

A Second Classroom is an informative and thought-
provoking book that offers much of value to Waldorf 
parents and teachers.

—R. E. K.  

SteinerBooks, Great Barrington, MA, 2014 • 227 pages • $25.00

BY TORIN FINSER

A Second Classroom
Parent–Teacher Relationships in a Waldorf School

Book Review
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challenge and change and done so with grace and 
success.

Recently, I was asked to give a talk to the high school 
students at the Rudolf Steiner School of New York.  
I wanted to tell our 
students about the 
adventures that await 
them in today’s non-
linear era.  But I was 
torn, because I also 
wanted to introduce 
them to the remark-
able life of Frederick 
Law Olmsted.  Fortu-
nately, I was able to 
do both.  Olmsted, 
best known for his 
design of New York’s 
Central Park, had been 
a “jack-of-all-trades” 
throughout his life, 
interested in many 
½IPHW�ERH�TSWWIWWMRK�
an abiding passion to 
explore new areas of 
activities, to take on 
new projects.

At the assembly, I began by telling students about the 
new era of the portfolio-career model.  Also, I chal-
lenged them to look to the past, as they are trained 
XS�HS�MR�E�;EPHSVJ�WGLSSP��XS�½RH�I\IQTPEV]�ERH�
inspiring role models.  Then I told them the story of 
Olmsted’s life.

Olmsted was born in 1822 in Hartford, Connecticut.  
As a young, man he studied engineering and science, 
LEH�ER�IEVP]�MRXIVIWX�MR�[LEX�[EW�GEPPIH�±WGMIRXM½G�
agriculture,” and for a time had a farm on Staten 
Island.  He became a travel writer, publishing in 1852, 
after a walking tour in Europe, Walks and Talks of 
an American Farmer in Europe.  An opponent of 
slavery, Olmsted spent three years (1852–1855) in 

BY WHITNI McDONALD, MA

A Life of Bridges

Young people today are not likely to have just one 
or two careers, as their parents probably have had.  
The rising trend is for students, in the course of 
their lives, to have a “portfolio of careers” of seven 
or eight or even, according to one expert, as many 
as seventeen different roles in the workforce.  We 
educators need to prepare our students for this 
tumultuous new age.

Waldorf Education seems ideally suited for this task.  
It seeks to help students to develop certain capaci-
ties—imagination, creativity, compassion, respect for 
others, gratitude, adaptability, and resilience, among 
them—that will enable them to survive and thrive 
in whatever situations and tasks their lives present 
to them.  Through the integrated mix of academics, 
the arts, and practical activities, through the devel-
opment of head, heart, and hands, our schooling 
nurtures a well-rounded individual who is capable of 
taking on different and diverse responsibilities in life.  

However, as we inform our students about what lies 
ahead for them in the workplace, we must also offer 
inspiring examples of people who have led lives of 

Versatility and Resilience in the Life of
Frederick Law Olmsted

As an environmentalist, Olmsted was instrumental in the 
creation of Yosemite National Park in California.

Olmsted as a young man, 
perhaps during his time as a 
merchant seaman or travel 
writer



37

XMQIW�SJ�GVMWMW��XLMW�¾S[�SJ�PIXXIVW�
written and letters received al-
lowed him to express his sorrow 
and to receive condolences, en-
couragement, and support.  Without 
the convenience of email, Facebook, 
or Instagram, Olmsted stayed in 
constant touch with his family and 
friends throughout his busy life, 
maintaining these important bridges 
of human contact. 

I hope the students were inspired by Olmsted’s 
curiosity about the world, about his sense of mission, 
and his desire to make the world more beautiful and 
society more just.  I hope the students realize that 
this era of multiple careers can increase their oppor-
tunities to explore the world, make strong connec-
XMSRW�[MXL�HMJJIVIRX�TISTPI�ERH�TPEGIW��ERH�FIRI½X�
humanity and the planet in ever-evolving ways.  2

WHITNI McDONALD was born in 
Chattanooga, Tennessee, and grew 
up in Orlando, Florida. Her urban 
upbringing engendered a deep 
interest in city parks, which led to 
her fascination with Frederick Law 
Olmsted. Whitni has an MA in Eng-

lish and was the second-grade class teacher at the 
Linden Waldorf School in Nashville in 2007–2008. 
For the past four years, she has been a teacher 
and librarian at the Rudolf Steiner School of New 
York. Whitni is planning a through-hike of the 
Appalachian Trail in 2015 and will document the 
experience in film and on a website.

the South as a correspondent for The New York 
Times reporting on how slavery affected the 
region’s economy.  His book The Cotton Kingdom 
(1861) describes the world of the antebellum 
South.

In 1857 a park was proposed for New York City 
that would be, in effect, an attempt to improve 
on nature.  The plan proposed by Olmsted and 
British architect Calvert Vaux was accepted.  The 
project progressed slowly, however, and was not 
completed until 1876.  In the meantime, Olmsted 
served as a publisher of a literary magazine called 
The Nation and, during the Civil War, served as 
General Secretary of the United States Sanitary 
Commission, the forerunner of the Red Cross. 

As Olmsted’s reputation as a highly skilled admin-
istrator grew, so did his scope of opportunity.  He 
moved his family to California, where he managed 
a gold mine and, as an avid environmentalist and 
explorer, was instrumental in the establishment of 
Yosemite National Park.  Following the opening of 
Central Park, Olmsted was recognized as the lead-
ing landscape architect in the United States.  Many 
monumental projects followed, including Prospect 
Park in Brooklyn, the “Green Necklace” of parks 
in Boston, the grounds around the Capitol Build-
ing in Washington, DC, and Stanford University.  His 
crowning achievement was a private commission for 
George Vanderbilt, The Biltmore Estate, in Asheville, 
North Carolina.  The grounds plan for the estate laid 
the foundation for the National Forest Service. 

Both Prospect Park and Central Park, like Olmsted’s 
life, are marked by bridges.  Olmsted loved bridges, 
and Vaux designed lovely arches to span pathways 
and waterways throughout Olmsted’s landscapes.  I 
stressed to the students that Olmsted was able to 
EGGSQTPMWL�WS�QYGL�MR�WS�QER]�HMZIVWI�½IPHW�F]�
building and maintaining strong bridges with persons 
of similar interests and aims. 

To give the students a more complete picture of 
Olmsted’s life, I spoke about his struggles and the 
means he used to press through the many hardships 
and tragedies that he experienced even while enjoy-
ing great professional success.  Olmsted’s collabora-
tor, Vaux, and his mentor, Harry Codman, both died 
by drowning.  His brother John, who was his closest 
friend, died at a young age of tuberculosis in Italy.  
3PQWXIH Ẃ�½VWXFSVR�WSR�HMIH�MR�MRJERG]���

Through all his life, Olmsted kept up an expansive, 
ongoing correspondence with friends and family.  In 

Central Park in New York City, still recog-
nized as one of the great public parks in 
the world, made Olmsted’s reputation as a 
landscape architect.

An autographed 
photograph of 
Olmsted in his 
later years. He 
died in 1903.
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began in every cohort.  Later each group presented to 
the whole gathering the results of their deliberations.  

To my surprise, the generational characteristics among 
the Russians were much like those among North Ameri-
cans, despite the vastly different social conditions and 
history.  For example, those born between 1945–1960 
(their Baby Boomers), who came of age during the gray 
and grim Soviet period, spoke of the idealism, enthusiasm, 
and romanticism associated with their participation in 
the Young Pioneers movement.  They felt that their work 
was needed to make great things happen in the world, 
ERH�XLI]�[IVI�TVITEVIH�XS�WEGVM½GI���8LI]�HMH�RSX�[SVV]�
about their future or being out of work.  There were so-
cietal guarantees.  An image arose of us all, Russians and 
Americans, of that generation, regardless of birthplace, 
“holding hands” as we descended to our various places 
of incarnation on earth.  
 
The Gen Xers in Russia (born between 1961 and 1980) 
grew up in the challenging 1980s and 1990s.  It was a 
time of change, instability, hope, and then disappointment.  
In about 1985, Gorbachev came in with glasnost (open-
ing) and perestroika (restructuring).  For a time, there 
was hope for a better life and a brighter future.  But in 
1990 the Soviet Union collapsed, and in 1993 the Putsch 
rebellion occurred.  People’s savings were wiped out by 
a currency devaluation.  Powerful criminal organizations 
arose, and a kind of lawlessness reigned.  On the plus 
side, there was more freedom in the cultural realm, and 
XLI�½VWX�;EPHSVJ�WGLSSPW�[IVI�JSYRHIH���%W�E�VIWYPX�SJ�
all this, the Russian Gen Xers tend to be survivors.  They 
EVI�PIWW�MHIEPMWXMG�ERH�PIWW�PMOIP]�XS�WIP¾IWWP]�HIZSXI�XLIQ-
selves to something outside themselves.  They value the 
well-being of their child over that of the other children 
and of the school as a whole.  They have a “just do it” 
attitude and can achieve great things if given practical, 
achievable goals.  The Gen Xers want a work/family life 
FEPERGI�ERH�EVI�RSX�MRXIVIWXIH�MR�E�TEXL�SJ�XSXEP�WEGVM½GI��

The Russian Millennials—born between 1982 and 2003 
and now coming of age—have grown up in a time of 
increasing material prosperity, at least for portions of 
the population.  Because of the Internet, they have an 

BY MARY LEE PLUMB-MENTJES

Waldorf in Russia—There, as Here, 
Generational Differences Mark a 
Changing Society

In 2011, I visited Russia as part of a team of educators.  
During that visit, it became obvious that the great-
est challenge to Waldorf Education there is the public 
perception that Waldorf schools are art schools and that 
the children do not gain the skills necessary to succeed 
in modern life.  Hence, for our return visit in 2013, I 
familiarized myself with the research that has been done 
on Waldorf graduates and how they fare in the world.1  
Meanwhile, I had become intrigued by the theory of gen-
erational shifts, how recent generations—“Baby Boom-
ers,” “Gen Xers,” and “Millennials”—differ in basic ways 
and how those differences affect interactions in Waldorf 
communities.2

Both in Irkutsk, which is in Siberia near Lake Baikal, and 
in Kirov, east of Moscow, I started my presentation with 
having the Russian audience break into groups by genera-
tion, so that the people in each group all had come of 
age within the same two decades.  Each group was asked 
to characterize the period in which they had become 
adults and to describe the qualities that they had devel-
oped as a result of growing up in that period.  As soon as 
the groups were formed, intense animated conversations 

Top photo:  Trifonov Cathedral and Monaster y, Kirov 

The Baby Boomers, hair tending to gray but idealism and 
enthusiasm intact, trying to figure out what’s up with 
those self-centered Gen Xers
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them for the future, for conditions and challenges which 
no one can predict.

After our small group discussions, a Russian psychologist 
joined us and advised that parents should make a life-
plan for each child before it is born.  After our discus-
sions, it was very clear that a plan based on the past and 
made before one has even “met” the new baby could not 
prepare that child for a future quite different from the 
past.  It became obvious to me, and I believe to the oth-
ers present, that a critical strength of Waldorf Education 
is its development of skills for meeting the future and 
responding in new 
ways appropriate to 
new problems.  2

Notes

1. “Results of 
Waldorf Education,” 
published by the 
Research Institute 
for Waldorf Educa-
tion and “Standing 
Out Without Stand-
MRK�%PSRI���4VS½PI�
of Waldorf School 
Graduates” by Doug-
las Gerwin and David 
Mitchell, Waldorf 
Research Bulletin, Spring 2007, Vol. 12, no. 2.

2. David Sohigian, “Boomers, Gen Xers, Millennials: The 
Generational Shift in Waldorf Communities and How to 
Survive It” in Renewal, Spring/Summer 2010, Vol. 19, no. 2. 
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unpredecented (for Russians) access to the information 
about the world outside their homeland.  Typically the 
offspring of doting Baby Boomers, they have a sense of 
their uniqueness, of being special.  They have high ex-
pectations for themselves and a positive can-do attitude.  
They bring enthusiasm, idealism, and willingness to work 
for a cause.  On the dark side, there is a tendency to 
an aggressive nationalism, a lack of compassion, a rejec-
tion of those outside their own group.  In the Millennial 
generation, there are “winners” and “losers.”  Those who 
have succeeded have little concern about those who 
have not.  Those losing have little meaning in their lives 
and succumb to alcoholism and other forms of self-
destructive behavior.  Because of a general lack of ethical 
standards, people don’t know whom to believe or trust. 

When each group had shared their observations, I stated 
the obvious:  each generation meets a world radically 
different from that of their parents.  Hence, children do 
not need an education based on rote memorization and 
cramming for exams, one that prepares them for the 
current situation or, worse yet, for the past.  Children 
need an education that prepares them for change and 
for conditions that their parents cannot have imagined.  
1SWX�SJ�EPP��]SYRK�TISTPI�RIIH�XLI�MRRIV�GSR½HIRGI�XS�
meet the future. 

I then referred to the research on Waldorf graduates.  
I pointed out that, as a group, Waldorf graduates are 
individuals whom one would readily hire.  They have a 
strong moral sense, can be counted on, and are inter-
ested in and care about others, including those with 
special needs.  They have initiative and leadership skills; 
they are problem solvers and can give meaning to their 
lives.  They know what their values are and are not “lost”; 
they are able to make a difference and have a reverence 
for life.  Waldorf graduates have developed the capacity 
to respond to ever-changing situations that require new 
solutions, not memorized answers that worked in the 
past.  In other words, Waldorf Education has prepared 

All conference photos cour tesy of Mary Lee Plumb-Mentjes

The Gen Xers, comfortable with home and family, trying 
to figure out why those Boomers are willing to work so 
hard for so little

Meanwhile, the Millennials 
compare Smartphone plans. 
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came to the New York 
school to lecture.  Ed-
munds facilitated getting 
Harry to Emerson Col-
lege in England.  Francis 
Edmunds had a great 
MR¾YIRGI�SR�,EVV]��[LS�
completed the Waldorf 
teacher education pro-
gram at Emerson and then 
returned to New York.

,EVV]�XSSO�E�½VWX�KVEHI�
class at the New York City 
school, saw them through 
to eighth-grade graduation 
ERH�XLIR�XSSO�ERSXLIV�GPEWW�MR�½JXL�KVEHI���,I�[EW�E�
class teacher for a total of twelve years.  Harry was 
always the music teacher for his classes. 

After the many years in New York, Harry wanted to 
move his family (now consisting of wife, Almuth, a 
class teacher, and three children, Rachel, Katherine, 
and Evan) out of the city and into the country.  He 
took a job as a year-round counselor at Camp Glen 
Brook in New Hampshire, an outdoor activities 
camp operated by the Waldorf School of Garden 
City and visited by classes from many area Waldorf 
schools.  After two years there, the family moved to 
Harlemville, New York, home of the newly founded 
Hawthorne Valley School and Farm.  Harry managed 
the Visiting Students Program at the farm for a time.  
He then took a class at the school.  When the high 
school began, Harry taught blocks in mathematics 
and geometry.  Science, solid geometry, and projec-
tive geometry were his great loves, along with music.  
Later, Harry traveled the country visiting Waldorf 
schools and Waldorf teacher training centers, 
teaching blocks in his favorite subjects.  He referred 
to his teaching of mathematics and recorder as 
“deterrorizing” students in these realms. 

Harry Kretz was a gifted musician, an excellent 
mathematician, and a witty and inventive raconteur.  

BY PATRICE MAYNARD, MA

Harald Christian (Harry) Kretz  
June 7, 1928 – December 5, 2013 

Harry Kretz passed away on December 5, 2013, 
at 2:00 a.m. at his home in Hillsdale, New York, with 
his wife, Almuth, at his side.  Musician, mathemati-
cian, raconteur, Waldorf class teacher, and teacher of 
teachers, Harry had spent more than half a century 
serving Waldorf Education.  Soft-spoken and mild-
mannered and blessed with a dry wit, Harry was 
much beloved by colleagues and students.  In the 
words of longtime colleague Dorit Winter, Harry 
was “a true melancholic, ever funny, and, for the 
children and adults he taught over many years, a 
steadfast model of being truly human.  His example 
of what it means to be a teacher will live on in all 
of us who had the great good fortune to enjoy his 
teaching.”

Harry was born in Flintoft, Saskatchewan, Canada.  
His father was Russian and his mother German.  
They had emigrated to Canada after the First World 
War.  Flintoft was a small town in an agricultural 
area, and Harry’s father ran a general store—selling 
lumber, nuts and bolts, food, fabric, and other neces-
sities to the local farmers.

After his high school graduation, Harry was asked 
to teach the older children in the town’s one-room 
school, which he did for two years.  Harry then went 
to Toronto to study music and, in particular, the 
trumpet, at the Royal Conservatory of Music at the 
University of Toronto.  However, Harry got very sick 
in the big city and had to give up the physically de-
manding trumpet.  He took up the recorder instead, 
and the university created a special degree program 
in recorder for him.  Harry was an avid musician 
throughout his life.  He also played the piano and 
the horn and once completely restored a derelict 
harpsichord. 

,EVV] Ẃ�½VWX�IRGSYRXIV�[MXL�IWSXIVMGMWQ�[EW�MR�
Toronto when he learned about Theosophy.  He 
went to New York City and got something resem-
bling a job (librarian, perhaps) at the Rudolf Steiner 
School of New York.  Harry met Englishman Francis 
Edmunds, a leading anthroposophist, when Edmunds 

Fondly Remembered

Upper background images: The ratio of the Golden Mean and Henry Purcell’s Golden Sonata , symbols of two 

of Harr y Kretz’s deepest interests—pure geometr y and Renaissance music 

A young Harry Kretz in the 
era when typewriters were 
still in use



41

my mentor.  While talking to 
Rudolf, I would often express 
my admiration for Harry 
along with my discourage-
ment about my own work.  
As comfort, Rudolf would 
tell me a story that usually 
began “You should have seen 
Harry when he started out 
…” and went on to describe 
a misadventure on Harry’s 
TEVX�JVSQ�LMW�½VWX�]IEVW�EX�
the New York City Rudolf 
Steiner School.  

Later when I saw Harry I 
would repeat the story and 
ask him, “Is that what you 
really did?”  Harry would 
frown and shake his head slowly so that I would then 
ask, “Oh, it didn’t happen?”  Harry would say each 
time, “Oh yes, it did.  But it was much, much worse 
than the way Rudolf told it.”

;LIR�XLMW�½RI�XIEGLIV��QYGL�FIPSZIH�F]�QER]��[EW�
asked—right up to his last days, “When you come 
back, what would you like to be?” Harry Kretz re-
plied, “A better teacher.”  It struck me as somehow 
appropriate that Harry Kretz crossed the threshold 
of death into the spiritual world on the same day as 
another lover of life and people, Nelson Mandela.  
Half a world apart in geography, they were comrades 
in uniting people, in tireless teaching, and in being 
themselves models of self-discipline and forgiveness.  
Imagine their conversation as they met on their new 
path after life.  It must have been extraordinary!  2

PATRICE MAYNARD, Director of 
Publications and Development for 
the Research Institute for Waldorf 
Education, taught for thir teen years 
as a class and music teacher at the 
Hawthorne Valley School in Har-
lemville , New York. She was on the 

founding board of the Merriconeag Waldorf School 
in Maine, is a former leader in AWSNA, and is the 
proud parent of three Waldorf graduates. She lives 
in Harlemville , New York.

Harry also was a person who loved children and 
who trusted in their capacities and conscientious-
ness.  And he loved teaching.  When Harry stood 
in front of a class, there was always in his eyes a 
twinkle of merriment, which bespoke his love of the 
students and of the magic of the classroom.  Harry’s 
XIEGLMRK�GSR½VQIH�XLI�MHIE�XLEX�±;LIVI�XLIVI�MW�
great love, there are always miracles.”

Harry could lead a math-challenged eighth grader 
through an algorithm and help that student feel able, 
even competent.  He could write a song that started 
out sad but then unexpectedly turned into a round 
and ended happily.  He could tell a story that initially 
seemed so simple and clumsy his students felt com-
pelled to help it along with ideas for plot and solu-
tions.  By the story’s end, though, Harry had punctu-
ated it with a song or a tune played with a whistle 
and brought in a moral that made the children laugh 
with surprise and appreciation.

Once, at a faculty gathering, Harry used a garden 
hose held in a circle by duct tape as a musical instru-
ment and played an original, very beautiful, “Con-
certo for Garden Hose” in three movements.  Harry 
built community wherever he went, with wit and 
music.  Very close to his heart was the community 
orchestra that he helped build up in Harlemville and 
that played together for years.

Harry Kretz’s love of fun and learning extended into 
his last years.  Often he would hide a riddle under 

his dinner plate to be 
presented in the middle 
of the meal as a chal-
lenge for the family—
especially his grandchil-
dren—to solve. 

I knew Harry Kretz in 
the last two decades of 
his life.  His generos-
ity and humility were 
extraordinary and his 
patience seemingly 
YRPMQMXIH���-R�Q]�½VWX�
years as a class teacher, 
I strived to bring these 
qualities, as well as 
Harry’s pedagogical skill, 
into my own teaching.

Harry’s old friend, 
Rudolf Copple, was 
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The master geometrician “de-
terrorizing” students about 
the world of points, lines, and 
planes

Toward the end of his 
life, Harry could look 
back at fifty years 
of service to Waldorf 
Education.



42

separate from us.  It sees the individual phenomenon 
also as out of context, not connected to other aspects in 
its environment.  To each particular phenomenon objec-
XMZI�XLMROMRK�EJ½\IW�E�GSRGITX���3RGI�XLMW�GSRGITX�MW�MR�
place, there is no need to observe and experiencing the 
phenomenon.  There is an abstraction and coldness in 
objective thinking.

Living thinking, in contrast, is a partici-
patory thinking, which experiences a 
connection to external perceived phe-
nomena and which see the connections 
between phenomena.  Living thinking is 
active, changing, constantly growing with 
experience, even as plants metamorpho-
se through their life cycles. It sees that 
all organisms are totally integrated, each 
part dependent on all the other parts.  
It realizes also that each organism exists 
within a certain environmental context, 
is an expression of that context, and is 
intimately connected with all aspects 
of it.  Living thinking has a warmth that 
grows out of a connection to another 
organism.

Each of these types of thinking has implications for how 
human beings act, how we treat each other, and how 
we treat the world around us.  With objective thinking, 
experiencing things as objects, not connected to us, or to 
each other, we are much more likely to use, exploit, and 
even destroy them to suit our own purposes.  The giant 
enclosed cattle feedlots that exist in the Midwest could 
not exist without objective thinking.  On the other hand, 
in contrast, living thinking engenders empathy, compas-
sion, and respect and concern for the other.

Holdrege, a lifelong student and teacher of Goetheanis-
tic phenomenological science, gives suggestions rooted 
in phenomenology on how to develop living thinking.  
One important technique is close, open-minded ob-
WIVZEXMSR�SJ�XLI�TLIRSQIRSR�EX�LERH��FI�MX�E�¾S[IV��
an insect, or a mountain.  In the actual presence of the 
phenomenon one asks, What does it look like in color 
and shape? What does it feel to the touch? How does 
it smell?  Rendering a phenomenon in artistic form, in a 
drawing or a piece of modeled clay, or writing an exact 
description, can help.

Just as a plant develops through a process of expansion 
and contraction, this observation should be followed for 

Holdrege, continued

a time by a pulling back, a meditation on the experience 
and perhaps gathering more information through study 
or conversation.  Then one can return to the observation 
again.  All organisms exist in process, and hence the study 
of a phenomenon must be carried out over time.

Another technique is inner re-picturing, or what Goethe 
called “exact sensorial imagination.”  Here the aim is 

to create an inner imaginative picture of 
the organism or phenomenon through 
memory without any external sensory 
impression.

,SPHVIKI�QIRXMSRW�XLVII�FIRI½XW�SJ�I\EGX�
sensorial imagination.  It allows us to 
connect consciously and vividly with what 
has been experienced.  It reminds us that 
we need to observe more carefully, and it 
helps us experience concreteness of the 
sensory world rather than just abstract 
concepts.

In one memorable chapter, Holdrege 
shares the results of his own deep study 
of the common milkweed (asclepias 

syriaca), a common roadside plant in the Northeast.  
He draws on his own very close observations and on 
the work of other researchers.  Many remarkable facts 
emerge.  A colony of milkweed shoots, numbering hun-
dreds or even thousands of shoots is actually just a single 
plant, all shoots being connected to a common under-
ground stem, a rhizome.  In four to six weeks in May, the 
shoots can grow to a height of 1.5 meters.  At least ten 
insect herbivores—including moths, beetles, aphids, bugs, 
ERH�E�FYXXIV¾]°LEZI�XLI�QMPO[IIH�EW�XLIMV�WSPI�WSYVGI�
of food.  After reading this chapter, one can look on a 
milkweed plant only with reverence and wonder.

At several points, Holdrege notes that the teaching of 
science in Waldorf schools is based on the phenomeno-
logical approach he describes and recommends.  He also 
observes that a central aim of Waldorf Education is to 
help students develop “living thinking,” a sense of being 
deeply connected to the world outside themselves with 
an attitude of respect, awe, and concern.  This book is a 
paean to the world of plants.  It is also for us an invitation 
to let plants become an important part of our lives and a 
means to transform our thinking and our experience of 
the world.

Lindisfarne Books, Great Barrington, MA, 2013 • 217 pages • $25.00

A monarch butterfly feeding 
on a milkweed plant, its only 
source of food
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The Invisible Boat is a children’s novel, an amazing adven-
ture that will delight any reader from fourth grade and 
up.  It tells the story of two school-aged children, Julie 
and Leo, who are leaving the farm they love and moving 
XS�XLI�FMK�GMX]���8LIMV�LEVH[SVOMRK�TEVIRXW�EVI�MR�½RERGMEP�
HMJ½GYPX]�ERH�LEZI�HIGMHIH�XS�WIPP�XLI�JEVQ�

3R�XLIMV�PEWX�HE]�SR�XLI�JEVQ��XLI�GLMPHVIR�½RH�E�QIW-
merizingly beautiful purple blossom with seven petals.  
They also encounter Curly Beard, a mysterious dwarf, 
[LS�SRGI�KEZI�XLIMV�KVERHJEXLIV�XLI�XEWO�SJ�½RHMRK�E�
QEKMGEP�OI]��IRKVEZIH�[MXL�E�WIZIR�TIXEPPIH�TYVTPI�¾S[IV���
The dwarf now gives the children the same challenge, 
which leads to a fantastic excursion to help save the 
earth.  Once living in the city, the children meet a third 
child, Annabel.  The girl is a crippled shut-in, but, with 
Julie and Leo’s support and a magical boat, she is able to 
join them on their adventures.

8LI�FSSO�MW�½PPIH�[MXL�[SRHIVJYP�HIWGVMTXMSRW�SJ�XLI�
natural world, encounters with invisible beings that are 

busy with nature beyond the sense-
perceptible world, and with excit-
ing adventures—such as a trip in a 
magical boat down a kitchen drain 
pipe.  There the children meet an 

underground King and a watery Queen, who weeps tears 
of bubbles containing the sad and joyful memories of 
human beings.  The plot unfolds quickly and with imagina-
tive twists so that it is hard to put the book down.

This fantasy book for children, written by a longtime 
Waldorf class teacher, is an exciting adventure story.  But 
it is also a book that deals with profound issues—the 
health of the planet; human responsibility and steward-
ship for the earth; evil, and the transformation of evil.  
In its pages is a profound wisdom reminiscent of what 
SRI�½RHW�MR�.�6�6��8SPOMIR Ẃ�[SVOW���The Invisible Boat is a 
wonderful chapter book that can be read aloud to young 
children and that older children can enjoy on their own.

AWSNA Publications, Chatham, NY, 2013 • 370 pages • $18.00

The Invisible Boat

Book Review

BY ERIC G. MÜLLER, reviewed by Meg Gorman

Misadventures of a Parenting Yogi
BY BRIAN LEAF

Brian Leaf lives in Northampton, Massachusetts, with 
his wife, Gwen, and their two young sons.  The older 
boy attends the Hartsbrook School, a Waldorf school in 
neighboring Hadley.

Leaf has written a light-hearted, humorous, thought-
provoking parenting guide that is informed by the spiri-
tual perspective of the author’s yogic path.  The forty-
three, mostly short chapters deal with a wide range of 
topics, including home-versus-hospital birth, circumcision 
(Leaf, though Jewish, opposes), toilet training, commu-
nicating with children, germs, sex, and meditation (as a 
family event).

Chapter 41 is entitled “Choosing a School,” and in it Leaf 
gives a brief but engaging characterization of Waldorf 
Education.

“In Northampton, Massachu-
setts, if you are embarrassed 
to own a computer…you 
send your child to the Wal-
dorf school.  This means that 
Noah will learn to knit before 
he learns to read.  It means 
that I have two, maybe three years of being better than 
him at drawing, painting, identifying the instruments in a 
symphony orchestra, and caring for livestock.  It means 
that very soon, he will be, in general, a better, more well-
rounded person than his dad.”

This is a book that Waldorf parents, especially those with 
]SYRK�GLMPHVIR��[MPP�½RH�IRXIVXEMRMRK�ERH�YWIJYP�

New World Library, Novato, CA, 2014 • 217 pages • $14.95
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Chris Schaefer is a well-known lecturer, writer, facili-
tator, and consultant within and beyond the Waldorf 
and anthroposophical worlds.  His specialty is 
organizational change and social renewal, particularly 
within Waldorf schools.  This book focuses on the 
challenges and possibilities for building community 
and creating a partnership “among teachers, par-
ents, administrative staff, and friends of the school.”  
%QSRK�XLI�WTIGM½G�XSTMGW�HIEPX�[MXL�EVI�WIPJ�
administration and governance, working together in 
groups, consensus decision making, and transforma-
tion and renewal in school communities.

The various members of the school community will 
IEGL�½RH�WSQIXLMRK�TEVXMGYPEVP]�VIPIZERX�ERH�YWIJYP�
to them.  A new member of the board of trustees 
will learn about the history of Waldorf Education 
within the context of Rudolf Steiner’s philosophy 
and his practical initiatives in other areas, includ-
ing that of social organization.  Those who are 
involved in founding a 
new Waldorf school will 
½RH�LIPTJYP�KYMHIPMRIW�JSV�
nurturing their initia-
tive.  Those who work in 
more mature institutions 
[MPP�½RH�WYKKIWXMSRW�JSV�
making the transition 
from simple modes of 
operation to more so-
phisticated administrative 
forms.  New Waldorf parents will see how Waldorf 
schools seek to foster healthy interpersonal rela-
tionships.  Administrators and members of leader-
ship groups will learn strategies for working to-
gether.  Not only do the essays present the concepts 
necessary for institutional development, but each 
ends with suggested activities to help the readers 
apply the concepts.

The golden thread through these essays is the im-
portance of our conscious creation of the social en-
vironments in which we live and work.  This involves 
individual personal development and also conscious 
collaboration with others in creating viable, positive 

social forms and vital supportive 
communities.  We must become 
social artists in all aspects of our 
lives.  Schaefer understands well 
the barriers to this work and 
gives helpful practical processes 
and exercises (individual and 
group) to overcome the hindrances.

For example, how people relate to and listen to 
each other in meetings is crucial.  He also gives very 
WTIGM½G�WYKKIWXMSRW�EW�XS�LS[�QIIXMRKW�WLSYPH�FI�
VYR��[MXL�GIVXEMR�TISTPI�LEZMRK�WTIGM½G�VSPIW��WS�
XLEX�XLI�QIIXMRKW�EVI�VYR�IJ½GMIRXP]�ERH�IJJIGXMZIP]���
Schaefer suggests that we develop and use three 
types of listening:  “head listening,” which tells us 
facts, concepts, ideas, and arguments; “heart listen-
ing,” which tells us emotions, values, mood, and ex-
perience; and “will listening,” which gives us energy, 
direction, motivation.

Particularly helpful is 
Schaefer’s analysis of the 
three-stage life cycle of 
Waldorf schools.  First 
is the pioneer stage, 
with its enthusiastic 
and dedicated workers 
and “everybody doing 
everything.”  Next is the 
administrative stage, with 

the need for more organization and clearer roles 
and accountability.  In the mature phase, there is a 
need for renewal of energy and enthusiasm and a 
new pioneering impulse, even while the administra-
tive forms are retained.  It is important that a school 
can objectify itself, realize the stage that it is in, and 
make the necessary changes for that step.

Partnerships of Hope is a book to be read 
and studied by every person—parent, teacher, 
administrator, or friend of the school—committed 
to creating a healthy school community.

AWSNA Publications, Chatham, NY, 2012 • 208 pages • $14.00

BY CHRISTOPHER SCHAEFER, Reviewed by Kay Hoffman

Partnerships of Hope
Building Waldorf School Communities 

Book Review

The Fundamental Social Law

The healing social life is found when, in the mirror 
SJ�IEGL�LYQER�WSYP��XLI�[LSPI�GSQQYRMX]�½RHW�MXW�
VI¾IGXMSR�ERH�[LIR��MR�XLI�GSQQYRMX]��XLI�ZMVXYI�SJ�
each individual is living.

    —Rudolf Steiner




