THE WALDORF APPROACH TO EARLY CHILDHOOD DEVELOPMENT
By Mandy Parkin

The young child is trustibg natureand totally open to the worlehable taconsciously

filter outany, evepotentiallyharmful formativeimpressionsAnd being the OspongesO they
are earlyimpressions penetrateeply into the psyche of ttteld,and ar&knownevento

affect for better or worsehe childOs physical developritaatthese signal experiences
thatlay thefoundatiors both physically and emotion&dlythe emergng adultTherefore,
during this crucialevelopmental phaséjen children are at their most vulnerai@as
adultshavea particularlgolemnresponsibilityo cocoonthemwithin conduive, nurturing
environmergbfree, for examplef loud noiseexreme behavioubright coloursbusy
decorfastchangingV images in short, free of argensory and psychological ever
stimulationpot to mentionnappropriaentent.

(I hear you sayifgO®coon them from the truth?eMer!lOll not deceive mgkiOm going

to tellhim like it iSDAn admirable but misguided maxim. We are not deaaivicigjldren

when we allow thethe space called childhddd time of innocendse fall in love with
andenjoy the wonderfelarthweinhabitandto feel safe herThere will come a time soon
enough when theyill havedevelogdthe faculties to perceive, conceive of and process the
frailtiesand delusions of human nature which caussuctconfusion and fear in the

world.In the meantime gvcan explaianythingheyshow an interest on a level they can
understand anid a manner thatuly suppors rather than undermisighem in anyway..)

At theWaldorfKindergarten educators aseitelyaware of thesolemrmresponsibilityo

the children andonsciousisupportthem in quite literallyfidting their feet@s
incarnating spiritual beingsitistrongestonneabn isto the rhythms olNaturebstarting
with the heartbeat of the motherOs body, inhalation and exlzaidtmmtinuing with their
awareess of day and night, fullness and emptiness etc. It is from rhythm and repetition that
theydraw theiinnersense o$ecurity Thus aypical day at a Waldorf schaiohs toreflect
this rhythmof contraction and expansiboyalternating activitiesquring concentration
andthose involvingreed or fantagyay. Thectivities of the contractigmclude for
example, suavholesomectivities, mc and universal to all peggléch as gardening,
preparing meals abdking bread, sweeping floordecting water, washing clothes
feeding animaknd evemending fences. Itlielievedhat in this way, the childaest
helped to connect in a meaningful and caring way with the world.

The Waldorf nursery/kindergartenis actually an extension afhhe homeenvironmenta
relaxedcozy spacdgid out in an uncluttered mannath natural materiagsxd decorated in
simple, warmearthy toneso thechildrencanfeel securand at eas&he children are cared
for in twoor threegroups; children aged bitthfour yeargtoddler and playgrouahd
children aged four to six years. The birth to four yeargg)@nepnurtured inlaving
environment, which providés thewholesome development of the senses through play
and homely activities.

For the latteigroup, the kindergarten aimsraatinga balancbetweerplay ananore
structuedactivities. Pranit children remain in the nursery school, but receive additional
support and challenges to help them become selaolgiThe ideal situation is to have
mixedage groups as in a famafereolder children can help younger ones and the younger
ones imitate the older ones. Boys and girls play togethéraatdities are availablalio



from playing with dolls t@rivinga fire enginea child exp@nces in an unbiased way the
work of human beings froeveryperspectivel he educators aadways seeking to
adequately respond tetarying needsf the children, based on age and circumstances.

How do Waldorf children learn?

Through free play:playis the@ork&of chilchood Play provides the foundation for social
life, creativity and flexibility in adultho®d.support thigssentiadomponentf childhood,
you will findin every Waldorf kindergart@ooden frames and benches which can be
instanly transformednto whatever the heart desingth the help of drapingoths
woodenblocksas well as sonsample toys representing household obyebisr
@nfinished toy® such as cloth dolls with minimum feagorago encourage imaginative
play; sandandwater objectdrom Naturesuch astonesfeathers, shellseeds andones;
traditional an@layxlothesgrass mats, calabashes, clay pots and muckNogkastid®
itOs cold dead feel fails to stimulate much positive brain A¢tiétg!space allowysu

will find swings, tregagarden adventure playground and even a little thatcE&d hut

Through Nature: Nature in its beauty, varied forms ahgithms reflectghe principles of
the eternal cycleslde. Throughout historynan has celebrateatsecycles of life through
OreligiousO ritualsshate tare-connecthim to his spiritual roots. For example, themes
such asarvestime(gratitude)the arrival of sprin@enewal), or festivals of courage (St.
Michael) or compass (St. Martin)These festivals are the culmination of meaningful
activities and preparations. In a Walkiodergarterthe environment and atmosphere
changes with theeasosito strengthen ouronnection anteverence fdlature Thislays a
healthy éundation for the childOs relationship terhisonmentater on in life.

Rhythm of the day:as mentioned abowvbe activities in the dalife of the child are
arrangedii a harmonious wayhe child knows the days by activity ( painting day, baking
day) rather than by name as this is meaningless at such an Eadylagébreathes in and
outOOBreathing inO might involve storybiften made visual by beautiful homemade
puppets on a landscape created by different colouredrdie$wax nuelling (more

suited to the young child than cold claggic weaving or woodwairk all activities,
repetition is importarasit hels build healthy habits for lifstorytinee Tidy up tinage
heraldedy the gentle and melodious intonatibtheteacher. Emphasis is placed on
maintaining avonddilled spae for the children at all timepheldwith kindness and gentle
persuasion. The rhythm, predictability and sheer magic of the day removes much of the need
to cajole or retriev@trayxhildren since thetend tostay Oengaged® throughout!

Circle time: thisspecial timerings the children together as a group at the beginning and
end of the dgyand sometimes before special activitteklren love toepeat verses and
songsspecially suitetd their stage of development, and wbftdn invole finger plays

(fine motor skillsand movement (gross motor skilshgsrhymesstories and news are

all brought irto this process

Language developmentthe educatosets an example: whethdraby clearly
annunciatinger words or by being fully present to the children, @ntrersiasm faevery
activiy or just withher own quietledication to hérandwork during free play. His/her
verbal creativitgnd flow of languageoupled withhe sense okecurity generated within



the child bythe dailyrhythm andcenjoymentencourages the young chil@xpress himself
in his own time.

At story time, @andle is lit to help achieve focus and apart from the story tellerOs well
modulated voice, theeisoftenmusic andactiorQo help deliver the starWhat stories are
told?Simple stories of action are best for the 4eaeold; like The Mother Duck Tdo

Her Little Duckling For A Walk To The Ponitté four and five year sldnjoystories thia
are more magical and haspetitivevords, verses and songs, like Billy Goats @uffO.

On the other hand, the@year olds enjoy the more complex stories where the main
character meets all kirafshelp and hindrancich a#n faiie the word meas usCand
Qoodptales and folk tales.

A word on discipline:

Every child is a unique individual. This stems from the spiritual core at the centre of each
human being. Throudter own powerful will and innate wisdom, each child expresses
herself andaccomplishdserdevelopmental stage$ier ownunique way. In order not to

break or damage this withich the child will need in order to achieve inNMéddorf
philosophyholdsthat the educator negdsobserve in aoreactiweayandcome up wh

creative ways of handling each child in@aiglie sitation.Thus he imagination plag

vital role in finthg non-confrontationalays to deal with difficult situations.



