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The Education of Early Childhood Fducators

Report from a Retreat for Colleagues in Early Childhood Teacher Education

Susan Howard

“Remember, you are the preparers of the path for
those young souls who wish to form their lives in these

difficult times.” Thus spoke Herbert Hahn to Waldorf

teachers and kindergarren teachers in Germany many
years ago. These words continue to inspire our work
in Waldorf early childhood education throughout the
world in today’s "difficult times"”,

In this light, those of us who rrain teachers can be
seen as the “preparers of the preparers”. How can we
suppaort those who wish ro take up the work with chil-
dren in roday’s world! What qualities and capacities
do they need to develop? Whar are the essential ex-
periences and elements of an anthroposophical reain-
ing! What do we actually mean by “rraining” in the
context of lifelong selfvducation?

Fourteen Waldorf early childhood educarors of
fering training courses in MNorth America came to-
gether for a four-duy retreat at Sunbridge College in
mid-June to explore such questions. This was the (irst
time such a meering has raken place, made possible
through grant support the Waldorl Early Childhood
Association received from the Waldorf School
Association’s Teacher Education Committee and from
an individual donor. The resulting study, discussions,
practical sharing, and joint exploration were pro-
foundly nourishing and stimulating for all of us.

Looking toward the future of early childhood
teacher education in this new millenium in North
Armerica, we ;Lskt'.d, "What are we experiencing in
today's children? In roday's kindergartens? In the
teachers! In the parents! Whar are they asking of us
as early childhood educators? A few impressions:

® In the midst of fear and social upheaval, thar we
help the young child experience rhat the world is
CGOOD, worthy of rrust, How can early childhood
educators help children experience goodness, the
work of the Divine, in the world of nature and in
the human world? How can we provide children
with a true ground of inner and outer security!

That we offer our lowing artention, interest, and
understanding for who they truly are and are be-
coming. The attention deficit disorder many chil-
dren suffer from may actually be the lack of ap-
propriate loving attention, interest and recogni-
rion from the adult world around them. How can
we deepen out capacity to perceive and under
stand the child?

That we offer continuity of care as the basis for
forming strong human relationships, a protective
sheath, a kind of extended family in a cultuee
where community and family forms are breaking
down. How can we provide such continuity?
Waldorf education offers the school-aged child
one class teacher for eight vears, but in the carly
formative years, rhe child has many different
caregivers. Is there another way to approach this?

Tharwe honor, respect and support their parents,
becoming true partners with them in a new way.
Are the boundaries between home and kinder
garten too impenetrable? What do parents need
in order to meet the needs of their children! How
do we create new forms of community!

That we are willing to actively change ourselves
to meer the needs of roday's children. In our ef
forts to overcome our own weaknesses and to
develop new capacities, we provide a climate for
the child’s imitation. Children today are often
contending with great obstacles to the incarna-
tion process. How can our own selfeducation
provide the context and ground for their devel-
opment and self-education!

That we provide a warm, joviul, active, life-filled
envirtonment, How can we become more con-
scious of how each activity in the kinderearten is
supporting the attunement of the child’s soul and
spirit with its physical body? If early childhood



education is essentially a bodily education, dowe
need o focus more on the lower senses of touch,
life, movement and balance? How?

Responding to these questions involves deepening our
capacity to perceive the child, to perceive and work
on ourselves, and to collaborare with others to creare
an environment worthy of the deeply religious atti-
tude of imitation of the child. Whart kinds of early
childhood training could best prepare us for this work?
Our early childhood training programs currently of
fer anthroposophical study of the developing human
being, artistic activities, and practical methods courses.
We discussed new approaches, including the follow-
ing:

Greater emphasis on practical, domestic work
or “home making,” and on the archetypal forms
of handwork: farming and gardening; house
building; wood working and carpentry; texriles—
sewing, knitting, and weaving; leather work; clay
modeling and pottery, and metal work—from
blacksmithing to jewelry making. Such experi-
ences involve the schooling of the will consciously
and artistically. They also allow the early child-
hood educator to engage authentically in “real,
practical life in forms worthy of the imitation of
the child,” the rask of the Waldorf kindergarten,
according o Rudolf Steiner in the Kingdom of
Childhood.

Deepened artistic practice as a basis for school-
ing capacities and for self-transformation. Learn-
ing to perceive and work with objective qualities
of color and form, for example, help to develop
the capacity to observe and perceive the develop-
ing child. Opportunities to practice, cultivate and
deepen an artistic discipline can ripen capacities
in the soul of the teacher far bevond what is pos-
sible through experiencing many arts on an in-
troductory level.

Meditarive practice. More and more we see that
the inner schooling of the adult is the basis for
the outer work with the children, with colleagues,
and with parents. The inner life of the reacher
must be absolutely free and independent, yet ben-
efits from support and practice during training,
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s  Mentored practice working with young children.
A practitioner-based training allows the student’s
learning to be constantly imbedded in real life
experience. Mentoring can stimulate the selfre-
flection of the developing teacher and provide
direct support for the work with the children. The
role of the “trainer” becomes one of accompany-
ing and supporting the teacher’s own selfeduca-

tional process.

The implications of such considerations are far-reach-
ing. Not only new approaches to childhood training,
but also new approaches o Waldorf early childhood
education itself need to be uxpit}md if we are to meet
the needs of today's children. As we expand our work
beyvond the traditional nursery/kindergarten to tod-
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childcare and pre-natal classes, the vocation of early
childhood educator is underpoing a deepening and a
metamorphosis. The importance of this work with the
youngest members of human culture cannor be over-
stated; nothing less than the human soul is at srake.

A Call for Research

Is there a way for us to engage in a collaborative re-
search project around rthe future of Waldorf early child-
hood education, working with the kinds of questions
expressed in the training retreat! The pracrice of early
childhood education in these times is an ongoing re-
seatch in itself if taken on in this way. If working re-
search groups could meet with one another on some
kind of repular basis to discuss their perceptions, ques-
tions, insights and explorations, this could support
the deepening and renewal of Waldorf early childhood
education.

If you have research questions or impulses and
wotuld be interested in making a commitment to par-
ticipate in some aspect of such a collaborative research
project, please contact Susan Howard at

showard@sunbridee.edu or ar 8454250055 exr 22.

Susan Howsrd is the divector of Early Child Teacher Train-
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