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Standing for the Children in Our Care

How can Waldorf early childhood educators, 
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advocate instead for healthy, child-directed play 
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Even a glimpse into research on this topic over 
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to stand for the needs of young children who are 
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During my Waldorf early childhood training, 
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a longitudinal research project 
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North Rhine-Westphalia district at a 
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programs.” This study followed the 
progress of children “in their total development” 
����	���	���	��	���	��	���	��	45	�����
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kindergartens and 50 early learning programs. 
A comparison of these two groups was later 
�

������	
����	���	����	3'��	8�����������	9����:	
�������	����	3���	��������	��������	�����	����	
���	*;+�	�����	���<��=���	����	��	�����������	
�������	���	��������	

�	����	��	���
����	���	
����	����������=	
�����	�����	����	��	����
year-olds, had only played” in their kindergarten 
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characterized as extraordinarily careful, had 
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lower the age of mandatory schooling by a year 
���	��������
��	�����	��������	��������	���	

following year. Needless to say, this study is very 
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play-based program progress with more stamina 
long-term and also tend to have the capacity to 
����	�����
��	��������	��	��������	��	�����	�����	
years. As well, there is a body of evidence to 
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to learn, and may even contribute to higher risk 
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Gilmore 1986; Elkind 1987; Brenitz 
J	'������	"#U#V	+�������	"##"V	
Thompson, Barnsley, & Dyck 1999; 
Gagne & Gagnier 2004, among 
others). And yet, early childhood 
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������	����	����	�����
��	����	
���������<����	���������	�
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and government agencies to “make 
the children ready for school.”
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one of the highest per capita numbers of PhDs 
in Europe, is currently among only six European 
countries (also including Bulgaria, Estonia, Latvia, 
{���
�����	���	C�����|	����	��������	���	�����	
of formal schooling for children aged seven.

We all know what happens to a spring bulb 
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shown that this phenomenon of “hot-housing” 

“The children 
��������	��
��	���
	
the ABCs later 
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In general, children who have been exposed to 
early math and reading curricula and to early 
������	��������	����	��	3�����:	
�	���	���	����	
reach grade four and beyond. Indeed, the very 
word �
����


�	�����	����	�	{���	����	���	�����
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���? Is our culture compelling our children to 
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Another longitudinal study, “The Longevity 
Project,” was based on a group of over 1000 
+���������	��������	
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Riverside, and his colleague Margaret L. Kern 
“gathered follow-up data from the Terman 
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reading and age at school entry relate to 
grade school academic performance, lifelong 
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mental adjustment, and 
longevity across eight decades. 
Early reading was associated 
with early academic success, 
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adjustment. Early school 
entry was associated with less 
��
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midlife adjustment, and most 
importantly, increased mortality 
risk.” Dr. Friedman, the lead researcher of this 
��������	���	?
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release in England:

In our work on The Longevity Project, an 
eight-decade study of healthy aging, we 
����	���&��	��	��������	����	�������	������	
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throughout life, and shockingly was a predictor 
of dying at a younger age. This was true 
even though the children in the study were 
�����������	���	����	���������	!F�	����	����	����	
I did not push to have my own children start 
formal schooling at too young an age, even 
though they were early readers. Most children 
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develop social skills and to learn to control 
their impulses. An overemphasis on formal 
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of buddies,” or “staying in” instead of “playing 
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conclusion, they say: 

The model of “readiness for school” is 
�(������	��	�����������	��	��	���������	
delivers children into primary school ready 

to conform to classroom 
procedures and even able to 
perform basic reading and 
������	�<�����	}�������	����	�	
�����������	����������	����	
approach fuels an increasingly 
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�����	��	
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and of early childhood as 
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than for life. 

They go on to say that, in their extensive 
research, “the curriculum centered approach” 
and “the idea that rushing young children into 
������	��������	��	���������	�����������	�����	
as young as possible” are misguided. This leads 
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and relatedness, and the opportunity to develop 
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exposure to outdoor play. 
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��
��	
!��	���	�
	
problems throughout 
life, and shockingly was 
a predictor of dying at 
a younger age.”
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term. As caregivers and educators of children 
from birth to seven, we must not be swayed by 
���	���	��	�������	��������	����	��������	�����	
school at an earlier age. We must take a stand for 
the sake of the children in our care. In order to 
�������	���������	��	�
�	����	��	���	
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for much more than we were in the earlier years 
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that we know about mainstream research that 
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In many ways, the pedagogical 
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are just coming of age. As 
professionals working with young 
��������	��	����	�������	����	
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of childhood in the best possible 
����	!�	�����	��	
�����	���	�I��	
our sound understandings, it 
behooves us to also learn some 
of the modern ways of speaking about early 
childhood. Familiarity with words like these  
will help us to be understood in the mainstream 
debate:

 � C����������	G����	���	��������	��	
competence)

 � C����������	G�
������|	
 � �����������	G����	���	������	������������|	
 � �������������	G<������	�
�
�	<������=

knowledge about when and how to use 
�����
���	����������	���	���
���	��������	��	��	
learning through play) 

 � �
����������	��������	G3��
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research shows that all learning depends 
on neural networks distributed across many 
�������	��	���	
�����	+����?
������	���	�����	
the range of types of experience, repeated 
��������	���	�������	����	�������������	

increasing challenge, the deeper and more 
���
��	���	��������:=������	?
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������������	��	�������������	�����	C��	
Goswami and Bryant, ���
���������	������
����
������������������	)
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should go to school for full-day programs. At 
����	����	��	
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and Waldorf schools thought we had no choice 
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�	���������	����	����������	�������	

and advocacy groups to press for 
the rights of parents to choose 
between full-day and part-day 
programs. As a result, the right of 
parents to place their children in 
half-day programs was granted. 
;�	��<���	���	���	��	�����	
mainstream language and speak 
up for the needs of the children 
and their parents, we were able 
to protect the early childhood 
environments of many children.

Below are listed the studies 
referenced earlier as well as a few more studies 
on the topic of school readiness. These could 
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ordered them chronologically to demonstrate 
a steady stream of support for Waldorf 
�����������	��	���	�������	�����������	��	
��
��	���������	G!	����
������	��������	�����	��	
far back as the 1930s, but for the sake of brevity 
I have selected only some of the works available 
from the 1980s onward.) This work can help us 
to champion the thought that, when it comes to 
�����	���������	��
������	
�(��	����	����	������

'��	}���C����	�����	����������	�������	
(listed below), for instance, compares the 
�
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Researchers found that although direct 

A broad array of 
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approach to the 
��������	����
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�	
of young children is 
misgiuded and will 
�
�	����	�	�
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���	��	���	 
long term.
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��������	������������	������	������������	����	
�������	���
���	����	���	����	�����	;�	���	"4�	
���	������	�����
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social problems than other groups, and reading 
only half as many books.
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&	��"����	
�	���	�
���	
&	
school readiness
Elkind, D. (1981). �����
���������
��� ��!��	�
������"����

��������. Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley.
H���I�	)�8�	���	/�������	)�	G"#U�|�	�
���	���	��	������	

entrance: How many are ready for success. #�
�	�
���
�����	�"G�|�	""�"��

B������	+�B��	{�����	��{��	���	'�����	+�B�	G"#U�|�	C�����	
of birth and academic achievement. $�
������
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�	���
�'�������(	�G�|�	"""�"���

Elkind, D. (1987). )����
�������%�������
�������'��*+ 
New York: Alfred A Knopf.

Brenitz Z. and Teltsch T. (1989). The 
�I���	��	������	��������	���	
on academic achievement and 
���������������	���
������	
of children: Follow-up study of 
fourth graders. %�&���
�	&��������
�����
�(	��@����U�

+��������	C�{�	G"##"|�	C
����	
birthdate children: Kindergarten 
entrance age and academic 
achievement. ,�
���
����
$�
������
�'�������( 84 (3), 
"�5�"���

Wilgosh, L., Meyer, M., and Mueller, 
H.H. (1995). Longitudinal study 
��	�I����	��	��������	�����������	���	�����	���	
late age of school entry. ���������,�
���
���������
�
%�&���
�	&(	""G"|�	���4"�

Hirsch, E.D. (1996). ���������
��-��.��������-�&�-��
���������������+ New York: Anchor Books.

������	C�0�	���	8�
�����	]�	G"###|�	]���	���	�����	��	
������	�I���	���	�
��	��������	������	!�	C�	�����	
and P. Peterson (eds.), $�����	������������	����!�
�����
�)�/���	G���	$#�"5�|�	B����������	]+@	
;���<����	!����
���	������

Thompson A.H., Barnsley R.H. and Dyck, R.J .(1999). A 
���	������	��	��
��	�
�����@	'��	�������	���	�I����	
���������,�
���
����%�&������&(	��G"|�	U��U4�

C���<�	]��	���	;�����	��	G�55"|�	*�������	�����������	
and social behaviors associated with age of entry 
into kindergarten. ,�
���
����0��
��������
�������
�
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�	&(	��G�|�	"$4�"U#�

}���������<�	8��	/����<�I�	����	���	0����	]�	G�55�|�	
$��������.�����1����"
������������!��
�����
�����
'��

&������+�Rodale Books.

/�����	[��	���	/�������	��	G�55�|�	'��	�������I�����	���	
academic impact of early entrance to school. '������
'����!�	��	G�|�	"�U�"�U�

C�����������	{�)��	������	)��	������	���	;����(�	B�C��	
;�������	+���	���	������	��	G�554|�	{������	�I����@	
'��	}���C����	�����	���������	��
��	����
��	���	
40. )���	���������������	�������$�
������
�
'��������"�
������(�"��	9��������	�!@	}���C����	
Press.

Pellegrini, A.D. (2005) '������ 2���'�
���������
�������
���$�
�����+ Malwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum 
Associates.

/�������	H�	���	;������	��	G�55$|	+�������F�	+�������	
Development and Learning (%�����&�'����!�
'���������
���&	��"�|�	+��
�����@	H���������	��	
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���
�����-�
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$�
�����( 11 (2), p.17. (This study, 
comparing children who did not start 
��������	��	����	
���	����	����	�����	
with children who started at the age 
��	����	��
��	����	
�	���	���	��	""	
�����	���	��	��I������	��	�������	
ability between the two groups.)
}���������<�	8�	���	/����<�I�	����	
G�55U|	3B��	�����{��������:	!�	��0�	
Tremblay, R.G. Barr, R.DeV. Peters 
and M. Boivin (eds)+�$��&�
�������
���$��
&����
����������
������+�

��������@	+�����	��	0���������	���	0����	+��������	
Development Press.

C�<���	0��	;����	)�	���	��������	+�	G�55#|�	;��������	�I����@	
a review of the literature from 1990 on. University of 
+��
�����@	+��
�����	*����������

8����	��{�	���	[��������	}�C�	G�55#|�	0����	��
�������	
milestones as predictors of lifelong academic 
achievement, midlife adjustment and longevity. 
,�
���
����0��
��������
�������
�%�&���
�	&( 30, 
�"#���5�

By age 15, the direct 
����
"��
�	��
��������	
were showing signs 

&	�����	�����$������	
with learning, 
�
�������	�

�	
psychological and 
social problems, and 
reading only half as 
many books.
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learning to read later catch up to children reading 
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America.

This list is by no means complete. And despite 
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resonant with basic developmental milestones. 
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that children who enter school at age seven 
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the past have honored this age seven entrance, 
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encourages earlier entry into formal schooling. 
Many European Waldorf schools have introduced 
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children can have play and limited focused, 
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some countries, and six in others. 

In brief, we have a huge body of research that 
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celebrated Waldorf teacher Herbert Hahn, have 
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Remember daily, 
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the work of the spiritual worlds
with the children.
You are the preparers of the path
for these young souls,
who wish to form their lives
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The spiritual worlds will always
stand by you in this task.
This is the wellspring of strength
which you so need.
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countries that helps governments tackle economic, 
social, and governance challenges of a globalized 
economy.
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three years.
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