
Research Bulletin  • Autumn/Winter 2015  • Volume 20  • #2

Stephen Keith Sagarin

in the Past, the Present, and the Future

udolf Steiner said many things about 
teaching, learning, and child development. Over 

me, these have informed hat e call and hat 
e have created as aldorf or Steiner educa on. 
e have adopted some of the prac ces Steiner 

recommended and we have not adopted others. 
n addi on, we have adopted prac ces about 

which Steiner said nothing or against which 
Steiner spo e speci cally. 

n considering our wor  in the present and 
planning our wor  for the future, we would do 
well to e amine our teaching prac ces in light of 
what Steiner said, what he didn’t say, what we 
currently do, what we currently do not do, and 
what we might do—or not do—in the future. 

his way of loo ing at our wor  can help us move 
beyond an entrenched or dogma c view. ore 
importantly, it honors an educa onal method 
that of necessity is constantly evolving, one that 
is alive.

uch wor  has been done in the past ten and 
een years in what we may call myth bus ng,  

a emp ng to demonstrate the ways in which 
what we call aldorf educa on is occasionally 
at odds with udolf Steiner’s inten ons for 
educa onal prac ce.  have wri en on this topic,1 
as have Susan Howard2 and Christof Wiechert,3 
among others. 

y own interest in the topic dates bac , in 
part, to the di erences in prac ce that  observed 
in moving from the Waldorf School of Garden 
City, which  had a ended as a student and at 
which I taught for twelve years, to the Great 
Barrington Rudolf Steiner School, where I was a 
teacher and administrator for ve years before 
moving to the Ber shire Waldorf High School. 
Garden City, founded in 1947, had no “math 
gnomes  or “circle me  because these prac ces 
evolved somewhat later and at other schools. 

Each school develops and carries its own culture 
and prac ces, and these di er from school to 
school. Over me, of course, schools cross
pollinate, and I’m sure circle me and even math 
gnomes have found their way to some Garden 
City classrooms.  

These two examples provide evidence of 
prac ces about which Steiner is silent, prac ces 
that have evolved since Steiner lived, but that 
are increasingly ta en to be part of Waldorf 
educa on. I have wri en about them elsewhere,4 
calling into ues on the use of math gnomes, for 
instance, while ac nowledging that circle me 
has its use, within limits.

To assist considera on, I created the 
following matrix that lays out the logical 
possibili es for engaging with what Steiner 
said—or didn’t say. It includes what we do now 
and what we might do in the future. A plus sign 

 indicates an educa onal prac ce that Steiner 
advocated, something we currently prac ce, or 
something we might prac ce in the future. A 
minus sign  indicates an educa onal prac ce 
about which Steiner is silent, one we currently 
do not prac ce, or one we will not prac ce in the 
future. 

Although this table may appear at rst to 
be somewhat abstract, I believe it presents a 
more though ul and sophis cated way to thin  
about what we do in Waldorf schools—and how 
it evolves—than simple references to “Steiner 
said,” “Steiner never said,” and so on. Instead 
of an adversarial conversa on about what we 
should or shouldn’t do, it helps us situate our 
present prac ce within its origins in the past and 
its possibili es for the future.

This matrix and the thin ing behind it are 
intended to be a tool for structured conversa ons 
in schools and among colleagues regarding their 
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teaching prac ces. ar cipants don’t need to 
have a logical diagram in hand; they just need to 
be aware of and remain open to the possibili es 
laid out here. 

I will consider all eight possibili es, with 
illustra ve examples. y examples are not 
necessarily yours. But, as you’ll see, the thin ing 
behind each follows a pa ern that imbues them 
with value. Even if you disagree with my examples 
and conclusions, you and I can discuss where 
you believe I went wrong, present evidence, and 
arrive at a considered opinion that, with some 
wor , ta es us beyond the mere asser on of 
agreement or disagreement.

Each of the eight possibili es arrayed in my 
matrix is not e ually worthy of our me. Some 
prac ces clearly derive from Steiner’s wor , are 
central to our prac ce, and should con nue into 
the future rela vely un ues oned. or instance, 
the rst row is the least problema c. Steiner 
recommended a prac ce, we employ it, and we 
agree to con nue to employ it in the future.

Example 1.
 Steiner said we should teach imagina vely 

between the ages of 7 and 14.
We are doing this. It’s one of the 

greatest strengths of our current prac ce and 
the reason many parents send their children to 
us and teachers nd value in their wor .

 We should con nue doing this.

Although the rst row may be in some ways 
the least problema c, it is also li ely the home 
of the more profound and essen al aspects of 
what we do. Educa on imbued with spirituality  

evelopmentally appropriate educa on  
Teaching that addresses an image of a triune 
human being  Educa on for environmental 
reverence and social health  We agree on these, 
try to prac ce them, and don’t need a lot of 
conversa on to agree to con nue to address 
them in the future. The challenge here is not to 

ues on prac ce but to deepen it, and that’s a 
topic for a di erent essay.

Row 2 as s the ues on, what are we doing 
today, based on Steiner’s wor , that we should 
not do tomorrow  If we understand Steiner to 
have as ed for teaching that is aliena ng or racist, 
for example, and if we are currently teaching in 
this mode, then we should consider abandoning 
it. Such considera ons belong in this row. 
Abandoning a prac ce recommended by Steiner 
is not something Waldorf schools or teachers 
should do lightly, but if we are honest, we must 
admit its possibility.

Example 2.
 Some of Steiner’s remar s about, say, the 

French and the French language are incendiary, 
to say the least.5

Teachers who base their a tude 
toward the French and the French language 
on Steiner’s remar s would be highly and 
inappropriately prejudiced.

 Any such teachers should strongly 
consider altering their prac ce in the future. 
Schools that employ them may have to censure 
their wor . o example of a Waldorf educator 
teaching in this way has come to our no ce. 
– Ed.]

Row 3 points us toward engaging with 
sugges ons Steiner made for teaching but 
that we have not made part of our prac ce. 

early each me I teach a course, even one I 
have taught twenty or more mes, I return to 

Educa onal prac ces, based in the wor  of Rudolf 
Steiner, of the past, present, and future

 P   P E E   F E  
 teiner said  e d  e ill
 r he didn t  r e d n t  r e ill n t

 1 + + +
 2 + + –
 3 + – +
 4 + – _
 5 – – –
 6 – – +
 7 – + –
 8 – + +
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E.A.K. Stoc meyer’s Curriculum6 to re-read the 
relevant sec on. I almost always nd something 
new, something I don’t recall reading before, 
something I can use to refresh my teaching and 
ma e it be er and more e ec ve. If necessary, I 
don’t stop with Stoc meyer, but head directly for 
the Steiner wor  to which Stoc meyer refers. I 
believe a signi cant por on of our math, history, 
and science teaching would be improved by 
a en on to considera ons of this type. But here 
is an example from pain ng

Example 3:
Steiner said that pain ng on both white 

and colored or nted paper would have an 
enlivening e ect on students.7

 Many teachers do not do this and may 
not even be aware of this recommenda on.

 We should strongly consider ma ing it 
part of our prac ce in the future.

In my view, Steiner was wrong about some 
things. He was human and fallible. These simple 
statements may be considered here cal by some 
of my colleagues, but not to admit them is to 
insult Steiner’s humanity and the possibility for 
the growth and development of our teaching 
prac ce. Further, not to admit to them is to add 
to a sectarian and isola onist view of Steiner  
and anthroposophy. Even if you and I are not 
capable of saying precisely where Steiner was 
incorrect, we must admit the existence of his 
errors. The fourth line of my matrix considers 
prac ces that Steiner may have advocated 
but that we do not implement and should not 
implement in the future.

Before giving the following example, 
however, it should be noted that Steiner was 
not, in this instance, advoca ng the correc on 
of le -handedness for wri ng, and that he did 
not advocate changing le -handedness in all 
or even most circumstances. But this example 
has been used to claim that Steiner was in favor 
of consistent changing of le -handedness. 
This situa on points to the need for vigilance 

in accep ng claims of “Steiner said,” the need 
to chec  the source and the context, and the 
need to apply sound judgment to the speci c 
circumstance. 

Example :
Steiner said, at least once, “We should 

always correct le -handedness.”8

Research shows that as ing children 
to switch hands may o en have deleterious 
consequences, and many, if not most, teachers 
do not a empt this.

 We should con nue strongly to ques on 
switching children from le -handedness to 
right-handedness. Steiner was principally 
concerned with ambidextrous children when he 
advocated emphasizing right-handedness for 
wri ng, and any orthodoxy here can easily do 
more harm than good.

The h line considers prac ces that were, 
are, and should remain outside our prac ce. 

Example :
 Steiner did not advocate corporal 

punishment. 
 We do not indulge corporal punishment. 

 We should not consider corporal 
punishment.

Row 6 is perhaps the most challenging row 
of all. It suggests areas of prac ce for which we 
cannot turn to Steiner, who is here silent; areas 
in which we currently are not prac cing; but 
areas in which we will be called to prac ce in 
the future. To meet successfully the demands of 
the future that extend us beyond guidance from 
Steiner’s words and beyond what we currently 
do, we will have to ta e the reins that Steiner 
and others  have given us, so to spea . Here 

we may develop the imagina on and intui on 
to deal crea vely, ethically, and freely with the 
as-yet-un nown. This is, in fact, the area for 
which anthroposophy prepares us. We should 
face the challenges in this area with courage, 
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with renewed commitment and vigor. We might 
imagine that considera ons that belong in this 
row exist only in the future, but I believe my 
example shows that they are clearly already here.

Example 6:
 To my nowledge, although Steiner spo e 

about the e ects of alcohol, narco cs, and 
other substances, he didn’t say anything about 
many of the drugs, including marijuana, that 
our students may abuse. 

Beyond some prohibi ve policies that 
seem to have more to do with our current 
comfort and prac cal considera ons than with 
educa onal ideals, we too frequently don’t 
contend with the implica ons of our students’ 
drug use.

We should probably develop a more 
insigh ul, though ul educa on around student 
drug use.

And, nally, we nd the examples of “myths” 
that prompted my thin ing about this topic, 
prac ces that have evolved since Steiner lived 
and that we must examine carefully to be sure 
they are valuable or to be sure they have not 
become baseless and dogma c.

Example 7:
 Steiner did not say we should use “math 

gnomes” to teach math.
We frequently use math gnomes to 

teach math in the early elementary grades.
 We should stop using math gnomes to 

teach math. They trivialize the elemental world 
and sidestep Steiner’s own sugges ons for 
math teaching.

Example 8:
 Steiner did not say students should gather 

for “circle me” in the morning. 
 Students currently gather for circle 

me, which seems to have been introduced to 
schools, including Waldorf schools, in the late 
1970s or 1980s.

Students should con nue to gather for 
circle me, as appropriate.

It would be a mista e to believe that this 
matrix addresses all considera ons of that part 
of our wor  that is not eternal and essen al. 
Important ini al conversa ons revolve around 
where a par cular prac ce belongs. 

For me, the use of math gnomes trivializes 
the elemental world and introduces a distrac on 
into a process that ta es spiritual reality—the 
realm of mathema cs—and brings it to earth 
in our symbolic and conceptual understanding. 
In addi on, Steiner and many others since him 
have o ered brilliant ideas for teaching math 
without the distrac ng use of gnomes, squirrels, 
or ings. I have yet to hear a cogent argument in 
favor of Dorothy Harrer’s math gnomes and their 
compatriots, but I now that many teachers use 
them and do not change their prac ce. I now 
of one teacher who used them, judiciously, and 
this teacher is an excellent mathema cian. But 
how much be er could that teacher have been  
How much more insight could this teacher have 
inculcated

On the other hand, to gather in a circle is a 
powerful social force. So long as wor  in a circle 
reinforces or assists learning and the purpose 
of the morning lesson, it is clearly a healthful 
prac ce. 

To end with another, more complex, example, 
ta e the prohibi on on the use of blac  in young 
children’s drawings and pain ngs. Although 
Steiner did not o er a prescrip on or prohibi on 
with regard to the use of blac  in children’s 
wor , it is possible to interpret his wor  to jus fy 
this prohibi on. The challenge is to eep this 
policy healthy and relevant. If we simply adopt it 
without understanding it, we become dogma sts 
and immediately subvert our own aims to create 
a living method of educa on. 

Implemen ng ideas dogma cally also causes 
all inds of prac cal and cultural problems. 
Removing blac  but leaving brown and pin  
in a box of crayons allows those children with 
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pin  s in and brown hair to draw their li eness, 
while brown-s inned children with blac  hair are 
stymied. This is a horror, especially in the United 
States, given our history of slavery and racism. 
Though ul teachers will not indulge a prohibi on 
on blac , but may healthfully choose to give 
children only prisma c colors “rainbow” colors , 
removing not only the blac  but also the colors 
that allow any children to draw naturally-colored 
s in or hair. 

Further, as a thought experiment, imagine 
you are teaching children in impoverished 
circumstances. You have charcoal with which you 
may draw, and nothing else. Is it be er to forego 
drawing altogether, or to use the charcoal, even 
though it’s blac

Conversa ons along these lines, conversa ons 
 that begin with research and a clear 
understanding of Steiner’s educa onal wor  
and that ta e into account current prac ces and 
their validity and e cacy, will clarify our wor  in 
schools and move us toward ever be er teaching 
and learning. 

Finally, however, these conversa ons can 
go only as deep as the persons having them are 
capable of going. It is incumbent on each one 
of us to con nue our development as human 
beings through contempla ve, re ec ve prac ce 
and through warm, honest rela onships with 
each other. Only increasingly human teachers 
will honor Rudolf Steiner’s educa onal aims and 
honor the humanity of the students they teach.
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