Universal Human Nature

The Challenge of the Transition from Kindergarten to
Elementary School

; he global trend toward early schooling and the

pressures on children to become early learners
have grown considerably in recent years. Several
factors have played into this, including the shock
of PISA results;! the trend toward quality assur-
ance in education through the introduction of
standards; and the effects of globalization. Many
countries have realized that if they want to com-
pete they must have a better educated workforce.
Their unquestioned assumption is that the earlier
they start their education the better.

The Lack of a Unifying Image of the
Human Being

These external political factors are powerful.
What makes the trend to earlier schooling harder
to counter, however, is the fact that the science
underpinning our understanding of what it means
to be a human being, and, in particular, what it
means to be a young, developing human being,
has also fundamentally altered. In the post-mod-
ern age, there is no consensus about human
nature, no unifying theory, and not even an
agreed-upon framework for development.
Geneticists discover ever more structures within
the human genome that influence this or that
behavior or developmental pattern, but they have
not found a universal timetable for children’s
growth. The clearest charac-
teristic of the human being
to emerge from contempo-
rary genetics is just how
plastic, flexible, and variable
human beings are. One could
say that which is universally
human is essentially individ-
ual.

Brain science and devel-
opmental psychology have
given us a picture of children
actively co-constructing their
minds, their language, and
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their social relationships from the earliest weeks
after birth.2 Evolutionary psychology has offered
us a picture of the origins of many human behav-
iors.3 The picture we have is dynamic, an interac-
tion between genetically predetermined potential,
self-activity, and social context. Even the concept
of “critical periods” in development, periods in
which specific behaviors or skills, including lan-
guage, can emerge, are apparently far broader
and more flexible than had been imagined.* It is
not surprising, therefore, that traditional ideas
about developmental phases and thresholds such
as school readiness are increasingly less tenable.
This general situation also applies specifically
to the question of school readiness. Armin Krenz,
an early years specialist at Kiel’s Institute for
Applied Psychology and Pedagogy, recently
summed up a survey of theory and practice
regarding school readiness with the word “chaos.”
“If it wasn’t such a serious matter one could smile
at the contradictions in the statements [of
experts]l—which rather cause us to frown.”5

The Pedagogical Need to Review
School Readiness

In 1998, the International Curriculum Research
Group (ICRG) of the Pedagogical Section at the
Goetheanum, Switzerland, responded to these
trends by beginning an
informal study in the form
of hearings. As coordinator
of the ICRG, I became close-
ly involved in the issue of
school readiness and, coin-
cidentally, was commis-
sioned to write a book on
the subject.¢ What became
apparent in the course of
our research was the fact
that there seemed to be
good reasons to examine
the transition from kinder-

/i"umn‘/z/ ]))///Zf[// '794/‘/)1 2006 - 14‘/{»{( 77 A2



18 - Universal Human Nature: The Challenge of the Transition from Kindergarten to Elementary

garten to school, irrespective of trends in public
education policy. The main reason for this was
the manifestly different circumstances that influ-
ence child development today.

As a symptomatic example of this trend,
Hergart Asamoah, a school doctor with some 35
years experience investigating children for school
readiness in a large German Waldorf school,
reported to us, from her records, that 20 years
ago only about 7 children out of more than 100
applying for school admission were found to be
“not ready,” according to a detailed list of criteria
reqularly used in Waldorf schools to establish
school readiness. In 2001, from a similarly large
intake from similar family backgrounds, only
about 20 percent were
deemed to be ready, accord-
ing to the same criteria.
Clearly, something has
changed. This anecdotal
study—compellingly appar-
ent when Dr. Asamoah
showed us children’s draw-
ings from then and now—
highlights the problem.

The ICRG, constituted of
teachers, early childhood
educators, teacher educa-
tors, and school doctors,
explored the issues for sever-
al years in a series of reqular meetings. This led to
the publication of a small booklet entitled
Guidelines for School Readiness, followed by a
revised edition especially prepared for the
International Conference for Teachers at the
Goetheanum at Easter 2004.7

self-reliance.

Are Children Different or Do We Just
See Them With Different Eyes?

Are children today really different when compared
to those of a generation ago, or even compared
with those of 5 years ago? The question is almost
impossible to answer scientifically without major
long-term studies that would take into account
emotional and physical development and socio-
economic changes. Nevertheless, considerable
anecdotal evidence suggests that Waldorf educa-
tors believe that children are somehow different.
That we believe today'’s children are different no
doubt influences the way we see them, think
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A small but significant
number of colleagues
commented on new
positive qualities that
such children bring with
them, such as spiritual
openness, curiosity,
openness for experience,
and a surprising level of

about them, and act with them. Are children real-
ly different or are we looking with different eyes
and expectations? This is not an easy question to
answer.

Last year, a research group of whichIam a
member was commissioned by the Association of
Waldorf Schools in Germany (the Bund) and the
International Kindergarten Association (IVW) to
investigate the issue of school readiness in the
context of new legislation that lowers the age of
compulsory schooling and that imposes mandato-
ry state curricula. The group began by carrying
out a survey of kindergarten teachers, school
admissions officers, and school doctors in German
Waldorf schools. The results showed that most
educators believed that today’s
children are different in how they
develop. This confirms Dr
Asamoah’s findings. Different,
essentially, is taken to mean less
harmoniously developed by the
age of six, the age of school entry.
In the past, a few school age chil-
dren could be allowed to spend a
further year in kindergarten in
order to mature. Today, this would
mean leaving the majority behind,;
with the consequence that the
grades would be empty and the
kindergartens overflowing!

This perception that children are not ready for
school has also led many Waldorf schools—to my
knowledge currently over 50 schools—in
Germany, Switzerland, and Austria to introduce
new “moving classroom” methods, also known as
the Bochum Model, into the elementary school, an
approach which replaces desks and chairs with
more flexible school furniture—especially
designed benches and cushions—to facilitate
more movement. This model also involves more
practical activity to stimulate the development of
the basic bodily senses of movement, balance,
touch, and vitality (sense of life), as a precondi-
tion for the healthy development of higher facul-
ties. For some years the perception has existed
that children entering first grade lack basic com-
petences, particularly in their motor development,
but also in their social skills. The moving class-
room approach is an attempt to address these
deficits through restructuring the approach to
teaching.8
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How Different Are the Children?

The extent to which the evidence from Germany
can be extrapolated as relevant for the U.S. and
other countries can best be judged by observers
and practitioners in those countries. My guess is
that the evidence is similar elsewhere because
similar external conditions influence child develop-
ment in most modern Western societies.

Our survey,? which includes responses from
educators in more than 130 kindergartens and
representing 84 schools, comparing children today
with those of 10 years ago, finds children to:

® be less coordinated, have poorer fine and
gross motor skills, and be clumsy;

* have more speech and language difficulties,
be less able to listen, yet often have more to
say for themselves;

* have shorter attention spans and be more
often unruly;

® show more signs of nervousness and inability
to concentrate;

® have poorer abilities to imitate, have poorer
abilities to play and imagine;

® be more prone to infections and allergies;

® be often prematurely intellectually awake,
requiring a more individual approach;

® be harder to integrate socially into class
groups; such children often show what is
described as a lack awareness of the space of
other people;

® show greater differences between the gen-

ders, with boys generally experienced as more
difficult.

A small but significant number of colleagues
commented on new positive qualities that such
children bring with them, such as spiritual open-
ness, curiosity, openness for experience, and a
surprising level of self-reliance. These observa-
tions are as important as the deficit analysis.

While there are still many robust and healthy
children in our kindergartens and schools, children
increasingly show signs of disassociation in their
development; that is, various areas of develop-
ment seem increasingly to develop more heteroge-
neously and less harmoniously.10

Changing Circumstances

In a period of significant social and cultural
change, the conditions under which children grow
up today are undeniably different compared to
those of a generation ago. What has changed?11

Increasingly pluralistic social and economic
forms coupled with simultaneously increased indi-
vidualization of personal roles and expectations
have changed the way we live and work together.

Many more children are “only” children, live in
patchwork families that undergo frequent career
changes, and live with little structure and rhythm
in their lives and little sense for boundaries.

Parents’ attitudes toward their role have also
changed; an increasing number of parents treat
their children as partners and, in other ways,
expect a high degree of self-reliance.

Media consumption has radically increased,
and children suffer overstimulation of their senses
through electronic media more greatly than has
any previous generation.

The World Health Organization (WHO) has
frequently pointed to the unhealthy life styles and
diet of children in many Western and [post]-indus-
trialized economies.

In addition to these socio-economic factors,
there is considerable evidence of general changes
in children’s life patterns, such as the decreasing
age of the onset of puberty and the general diver-
gence between psychological and physical matu-
ration.12

How to Respond?
It is obvious that these changes influence the way
children develop. It is equally obvious that educa-
tional practice must respond to these changes, or
at least review its methods and approach, and
ask the question, “Are we sure we are doing our
best to provide children with the best possible
developmental environment in kindergarten or in
elementary school?” Researchers in Waldorf edu-
cation have begun to develop techniques of
research and evaluation that can address this
challenge.13

Many educators and politicians recognize
these trends and respond by saying we must iden-
tify children’s developmental needs and remediate
them earlier, not waiting until children are in
school. Governments are concerned with declining
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standards for a variety of reasons. Among the fac-
tors of most concern is the overwhelming evi-
dence that poverty, neglect, and social exclusion
influence child development and thus school
achievement. In the UK., the government drew up
a “Framework for Early Learning;” in Germany
the Conference of Federal State Education minis-
ters drew up “Educational Standards for Early
Years Education;”14 and in the U.S., the first goal
of the National Education Goals Panel (NEGP) was
that, “by the year 2000, all children in America
will start school ready to learn.”15 These are typi-
cal of many international responses.

In the case of these policies, the concept of
school readiness is not limited to a narrowly con-
structed, academically-driven definition of readi-
ness, as is sometimes asserted in Waldorf school
circles, but includes a broader definition that
includes physical well-being and health, social and
emotional development, language development,
and cognitive readiness. In the case of the NEGP
approach, a strong emphasis was also placed on
schools being ready for children and on a support-
ive family and community context.1¢ These are
laudable policies. So, too, is concern about the
danger of applying assessment methods to the
early selection and the labeling of children. The
NEGP noted that assessment should only be used
for diagnostic purposes and that testing should be
supplemented with other sources of information,
including information from parents and teach-
ers.17

The Waldorf School Response
Within the Waldorf school community two
responses can be identified, although some
schools carry on as if nothing has changed. On
the one hand, there have been attempts to
exclude Waldorf school settings from legislation
that lowers the school entry age or where funding
is pegged to certain curriculum requirements.
Here, Waldorf school negotiators have often been
successful in gaining special status and even, on
occasion, of influencing the formulation of the
standards. Here, England, New Zealand, Norway,
and the German Federal state of Baden-
Wiirttemberg are examples.

On the other hand, a reassessment of
Waldorf school practice has begun, such as the
introduction of moving classroom methods
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referred to above. This reassessment has also led
to the introduction of new forms of transition,
such as the introduction of transition classes—
Briickenklassen (literally, “bridge classes”)—in
some German Waldorf schools. Without adequate
and appropriate methods of pedagogical evalua-
tion, however, and without a clear set of criteria,
these innovations depend largely on the convic-
tion of their practitioners. It is also noticeable that
much of the impetus for innovation comes from
the schools and relatively little from the kinder-
garten movement.

In essence, the Waldorf school movement
needs both to address its theoretical basis and
review its current experience with children. It
requires a reassessment of the concept of develop-
ment that informs our educational approach. If
the socio-economic factors listed above—and,
perhaps, spiritual factors yet to be fully identi-
fied—can influence developmental patterns and
lead to developmental dissociation through accel-
eration of some traits and retardation of others,
how should an educational approach based on an
age-related and developmentally orientated
framework such as Waldorf education respond?

Steiner’s Concept of School Readiness
The concept of school readiness in Waldorf educa-
tion is now essentially at odds with the various
and often conflicting definitions used in main-
stream education. The Waldorf school approach,
here very briefly summarized, is based on Rudolf
Steiner’s descriptions of the significance of the
first seven-year period of life and its transition to
the next major developmental phase, as indicated
by the change of teeth. In his own words, Steiner
explained the significance of this developmental
transition as follows:

When the change of teeth occurs we see in a
certain way the emancipation of the child’s
etheric body. How does that come to expres-
sion? What comes to expression is that the
child becomes able to form concepts and
becomes able to bring movement into the
process of mental imaging within the head
organization that was earlier more integrated
into the whole organism. We see approximate-
ly—and spiritual science sees this not only
approximately but in reality, that the etheric
forces withdraw at the change of teeth from
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the head, while remaining in the [bodily—
author’s addition] rhythmic and metabolic-
limb processes, and develop a free [i.e., non-
bodily—author’s addition] activity in the plas-
tic formation of the head processes in which
consciousness participates in mental activity.
In a certain sense the head organization is
freed at this age. And if I can express this
process that really occurs in pictorial form, I
would say that that which is driven out from
within the whole organism to the surface and
expresses itself in the second teeth is the result
of the soul-spiritual processes that were previ-
ously active within the whole organism and
are now freed in the head. Previously they pen-
etrated the whole human being including the
head. These forces gradually withdraw from
the head and this process of withdrawal,
which stops at the head, brings forth the sec-
ond teeth. ...What occurs in human develop-
ment does so in the most manifold forms of
metamorphosis.18

The key concept here is the metamorphosis of
the formative forces, Steiner’s “etheric forces,”
from activity in the growth and development of
the physical organism through withdrawal from
the physical processes in the head, essentially the
activity of the brain. These forces, once freed from
the brain, not entirely but significantly, can now
work at a higher level in shaping and forming
mental processes such as memory, mental imag-
ing, and concept formation, all of which are fun-
damental prerequisites for formal school learning.
The forces freed at the organic level become active
at the psychological level of mind.

What Steiner does not say in this quotation,
but that is clear elsewhere in his work and here by
inference, regards the negative consequences of
withdrawing these forces from the organism too
early. The long term, sustainable, and renewable
health of the child will be negatively affected if
the formative forces are withdrawn from the
organism too early and the head or brain is taxed
with the demands of premature intellectual activi-
ty too soon. A child is ready for school in Steiner’s
understanding when these formative forces have
metamorphosed themselves sufficiently to become
available for learning.

School readiness is a sign of a fulfilled child-
hood, as Armin Krenz put it.1? Steiner’s idea of
school readiness certainly also implies that
schools be ready for children, that is to say, offer

an age-appropriate, artistic education in which
the child’s intellect is addressed through activity
and through pictures.20

How does this approach differ from that typi-
cal of mainstream education? A brief history of
the term “school readiness” will be necessary.

A Short History of School Readiness

In the German language, two words are used in
relation to school readiness: Schulreife, literally,
“school maturity,” which implies an organic onto-
logical development and Schulféihigkeit, literally,
“school ability,” which describes the cultivation of
certain competencies. This distinction is helpful in
identifying two quite opposing views that have
worried generations of psychologists and educa-
tors trying to define school readiness.

In simplistic terms these are two fundamen-
tally different approaches. The maturity theory
explains age-related behavior and ability as essen-
tially the outcome of biological processes follow-
ing a genetically determined timetable. The alter-
native—one could speak of a socialization theo-
ry—is to see the acquisition of school readiness as
social-cultural competence.

In the first half of the last century, it was
common to relate school readiness, and most
other patterns of development, to certain physical
symptoms of maturity, in particular to the pro-
portions of the trunk to arms and legs, what was
known as the change of body shape,
Gestaltwandeln, literally, “form change,” that sta-
tistically occurred around the sixth year.

Augustin Kern’s concept of maturation,?! for
example, assumed that:

¢ School readiness is the result of endogenously
directed maturational processes;

¢ Each child in the course of her development
uniquely reaches a developmental stage that
is the precondition for the development of
school readiness, which may vary individual-
Ig;

® The various competencies usually mature syn-
chronously and that identifying maturity in
one area is a reliable indicator of other areas
(e.g., bodily maturity, such as onset of second
dentition). Kern’s choice of indicators is a
visual representation of one’s own body as
indicated by a child’s drawing a picture of
himself;
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® School readiness cannot be hastened through
teaching.

In effect, this view is akin to the image of
apples ripening on a tree and falling when they
are ready. Many today still hold the view that
school readiness is a trait that one can easily iden-
tify.

Implicit in the maturity theory, however, is
the idea that the outcome of maturation is the
fully developed human being. Unfortunately, not
all researchers of either the school of maturity
theory or of socialization theory have taken the
view expressed by doctor and educator Janusz
Korczak. Korczak believes that we should not see
maturation processes as a progression from lower
to higher, from incomplete to complete; we should
value each stage of child development as an
entirely valid state in its own right:

How should the child be
able to live tomorrow, if
we don’t consciously and
responsibly let him or her
live today? We should
respect every moment. . .
. Crudely we divide the
years into more or less
mature. There is no imma-
ture today, no hierarchy
of age, no higher or lower
level of pain or hope or
disappointment. If I play
with a child or speak to
him or her—then two equally valid moments
of maturity in my life and in that of the child
have united.22

Once it becomes clear, however, that certain
features associated with school readiness can be
trained,23 such as the ability to distinguish certain
forms—e.g., as in a child’s drawing of herself
showing limbs and fingers—maturity theory is
fatally challenged. Readiness is susceptible to
learning. The aim is therefore no longer simply to
identify and select children who are ready for
school but to “modify” children, “which means
optimization through changing the behavior or
changing the conditions.”2* This marks a para-
digm shift in the question of school readiness and
establishes the need for a differentiated remedial
or therapeutic provision prior to school entry,
which leads, in turn, to the development of
detailed diagnostic instruments.25
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Korczak believes that we
should not see maturation
processes as a progression
from lower to higher, from
incomplete to complete;
[rather] we should value
each stage of child develop-
ment as an entirely valid
state in its own right

Horst Nickel established the most widely
accepted view of school readiness in Germany.26
He describes the problem from an ecological per-
spective, and describes school readiness as an
interactionist construct. This means, first, that the
question does not require us to look only at the
child, but at the child’s whole context. Second, it
was assumed that school readiness is not neces-
sarily directly observable, but rather could be
deduced from a study of a range of factors and
indicators relating to the context of the school
and the child’s personal and family context in
mutual interaction. Nickel, himself, noted that the
issue of school readiness is to a large extent not a
problem in a school system that addresses the
child’s individual needs, such as in Montessori
schools.?? Indeed, studies have shown that chil-
dren with similar levels of school readiness on
tests achieve different levels of success in different
classes, even in parallel
classes at the same
school.28

School readiness, fol-
lowing these arguments, is
neither a purely biologically
nor a purely culturally
determined state. It reflects
the norms of both pre-
school and elementary
school, and it is significant-
ly influenced by socio-eco-
nomic and family-based fac-
tors. School readiness,
therefore, can vary considerably. The key question
in relation to the influence of state curricula is the
extent to which the child is exposed to and influ-
enced by binding socio-cultural developmental
norms that traditionally have been seen as the
task of school to cultivate.2?

School readiness is a form of cultural
pressure30 since children are obliged, at some
point, to go to school and must therefore attain
certain pre-determined developmental norms. The
degree of pressure is determined by the education
system. What we have today is a concept of
school readiness as a developmental task, the
timeframe for which is determined by the statuto-
ry school entry age and the criteria for which are
determined by the nature of the school the child is
to be prepared for. School readiness is therefore
situation specific.31
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Most interesting, in this respect, is a study
based on the Australian program, Who Am I?,32 a
diagnostic test developed by the Australian Centre
for Educational Research (ACER) to identify chil-
dren at risk. This has also been used to compare
the developmental patterns of children in different
cultures. In a detailed report of such an interna-
tional comparison of child developmental pat-
terns, published on the Government of Canada
website (2002),33 de Lemos questions whether the
shift in thinking marked universally in children
between five and seven is a consequence of
schooling, in the widest sense, or, rather, the basis
for schooling. De Lemos declares the question to
be as yet unresolved. He concludes, however, that,
“while there are differences in children’s cultural
and social experiences across different countries
and social groups, there are, nevertheless, com-
monalities in development that seem to be associ-
ated with underlying developmental processes.”34

The crucial result, however, from the Waldorf
school perspective, is that revealed by the Who
Am I? study, which shows that “exposure to high-
ly formal teaching programs at an early age leads
to an acceleration of development.”35> What the
evidence seems to show is the interactive effects
of age and education. Both factors mutually influ-
ence the other, as one would expect in any holistic
model of human development. Education influ-
ences developmental processes and developmen-
tal processes naturally determine what is educa-
tionally possible.

Further, many authors now prefer to see
readiness as a “bidirectional process of both
school and child flexibly adjusting to each other
to ensure success.”3¢ This approach is based on
Vygotskian socio-cultural theory37 and contempo-
rary transactional models of child development.38
Vygotsky showed that learning precedes or leads
development and transforms biological matura-
tional processes, a view that modern neurology
has confirmed.3? The Vygotskian approach offers
children social opportunities and scaffolded expe-
riences. “Scaffolding” refers to a non-directional
style of supporting a child in exploring the next
level of skill rather than giving direct instruction.40
In other words, a child does not simply grow into
readiness but is gently exposed to situations in
which she can acquire new skills and ways of
being.

A new approach to school readiness, devel-
oped in the US,, sees as decisive the socio-cultural

context rather than innate qualities of the child.
Smith and Shephard see school readiness as:

those propositions about development and
early learning that the teacher holds to be
true, with what degree of credulity, with what
kind and quality of evidence, in relation to
what other beliefs, values, and emotional atti-
tudes, and in the light of what consequences
such beliefs have in the actions she takes.4!

The study by Smith and Shephard“2 showed a
high degree of subjectivity in judgments about
school readiness. These have been confirmed by
Kammermeyer for the German context.43

In summary, we can see that the issues con-
cerning school readiness are largely unresolved, as
openly admitted in some state plans. A document
from the Baden-Wiirttemberg Education Ministry,
“Schulanfang auf neuen Wegen,”44 describes the
situation as follows: “The current position regard-
ing the question of school readiness has been
reached step by step, although this also includes
steps backward and periods of no movement.”45

As Meier points out,*¢ the hopes of an effi-
cient compensatory education that specifically is
aimed at a homogenous school population and
attempts at streaming, have not proved effective.
One cannot arrive at standardized school-orien-
tated states of school readiness. Furthermore, the
discovery that age and developmental stage are
not identical in children, which also means that
learning ability is not age-specific, has undone
most attempts to either train (through explicit for-
mal learning) or foster (through implicit informal
learning) school readiness, especially if this is
based on an assessment of competencies.

As long as school readiness is used as an
instrument to shape children in a particular way
to suit the form of education subsequently offered
in school, it runs the risk of ignoring the nature of
the individual child. As Farran and Shonkoff put
it:

The notion that children can be lined up at a
starting gate and made roughly equivalent at
a particular developmental point, after which
education can begin, has little empirical sup-
port. In fact, much of the loss for children who
have problems achieving in school is sustained
after school entry (Entwistle and Alexander,
1990). For example, a recently published longi-
tudinal study of more than 1,200 poor elemen-
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tary students in Chicago concluded that the
children gradually learned less and less each
year following kindergarten until, by fourth
grade, they were achieving only six months of
academic growth for each year in school
(Reynolds and Bezruczko, 1993). The losses
these children exhibited came about after
school entry, perhaps as a consequence of the
school experience; they were not far behind
when they entered the school environment.
The dual assumptions that the child owns the
problem and that the obligation of profession-
als is to fix him/her—often before school
entry—have a particularly tenacious hold in
special education (Harry, 1992b). Of perhaps
greater concern, this paradigm has been gener-
alized, so that now the numbers of students
[and children in general]l who are forecast to
need fixing in some way or another has grown
large.47

How Does the Waldorf School
Concept Relate to Readiness Theory?
Learning in a Waldorf school sense does not nec-
essarily mean formal learning but informal acqui-
sition of language, of manual and movement
skills, of social competence, and so on. The
Waldorf school view is that the child is the motor
of her own development and that the educator’s
(and parent’s) role before formal schooling is to
provide a safe context, full of meaningful activi-
ties, to stimulate a child’s will forces to participate
in life, an approach simply summarized by the
phrase “role model and imitation.”

The Waldorf school approach has much in
common with the ecological approach and cer-
tainly endeavors to make school ready for chil-
dren. Though it is often presented as such, the link
between the developmental phases of a child and
a curriculum, and educational methodology is not
causal but therapeutic. The Waldorf school
approach does not assume a fixed schematic pat-
tern of child development. Rather, the curriculum
and approach aim to influence children by provid-
ing them with experiences that enable a harmo-
nizing of developmental processes. The curriculum
aims to provide a norm of developmental experi-
ence:

The principle of the seven-year rhythm has a
salutogenetic significance when it is applied as a
guideline in education. It marks a period of time
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that is necessary as a kind of ideal measure
designed to help children to help bring the com-
plex web of bodily, psychological and spiritual
organizations within the child to a certain stabili-
ty within a given developmental phase and in
which one sided and premature developments are
gently held back and delayed developmental
processes are expressly encouraged. Thus if the
child can attune itself to this health-giving rhythm
he or she gains a sustaining basis for life.

In this sense, the processes of metamorphosis
that Steiner described need a healthy context in
which to unfold. Just what this means in practice
will have to be determined from situation to situa-
tion, which is why education is an art and not a
program. The important thing is to identify which
conditions foster this process and which hinder it.
That means creating a universal context within
which the individual can find his or her way and
develop. Universal, in this sense, implies a number
of qualities: open to all; permeated with a con-
sciousness of the principles of human develop-
ment; imbued with meaning; related in a real
sense to real life (i.e., not isolated or artificial);
seen as an entirely valid space in its own right,
one that can adapt to any social context, not seen
as a waiting room between two more important
places. These are all basic principles of Waldorf
education.
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