VISIONARY PHILOSOPHER, TEACHER AND SCIENTIST 

Rudolf Steiner - still largely unrecognised in education circles his insights into the nature of human development shaped the most significant alternative education system available today.
The ideas of Rudolf Steiner and those who have further pursued his research have established today the largest nondenominational private school system in the world, known as Waldorf Schools or Steiner Schools. The system consists of 700 schools in 44 countries and more than 1000 kindergartens worldwide as well as 550 residential and day schools for special children (Ogletree, 2000, unpaged).

Rudolf Steiner was born on February 27, 1861 in Kraljevec (now on the Hungary/Croatia border) the son of a minor railway official (Barfield, 1983, unpaged). From a very early age he demonstrated a personal perception of the world around him quite different to that of his family and peers. Writing about his experiences at this age he said "the reality of the spiritual world was as certain to me as that of the physical. I felt the need, however, for a sort of justification for this assumption" (Wilson, 1964, unpaged). This need to justify his spiritual insights and codify his reality in scientific terms was the quest that drove him the rest of his life.

As a teenager in the Realschule at Wiener Neustadt, Steiner became well grounded in the maths and science of the day. By the age of 14 he had also acquired a deep and extensive knowledge of literature and philosophy and had read and critiqued Emmanuel Kant's Critique of Reason. By 1879 he had entered the Technische Hochschule in Vienna where he received his first degree in mathematics, chemistry and natural science. At 21 he was employed to edit Goethe's scientific writings for Kurschner's Nationalliteratur, and from 1890 to 1897 at the Goethe and Schiller Archives in Weimar he edited virtually the whole of Goethe's scientific writings both published and unpublished. During this time he took his PhD at Rostock University with a dissertation which was later published as Wahrheit und Wissenschaft (Truth and Science). By 1913 he had developed a philosophical school of thought known as Anthroposophy (wisdom of man), and he began his work as an international lecturer. Throughout his life Steiner spoke and wrote voluminously. He gave more than 6000 lectures and wrote more than 60 books, essays and articles on history, religion, education, evolution, science, drama, the visual arts, architecture, astronomy, psychology, eurythmy, physiology, agriculture, therapy and medicine (Barfield, 1983, unpaged; Ogletree, 2000, unpaged; Wilson,1964, unpaged).

The Waldorf School movement began in 1919 from a request to Steiner from Emil Molt the owner of the Waldorf Cigarette factory in Stuttgart to create a school to be run at the factory for the children of his workers. At the time the idea itself was a revolution in social consciousness as was the proposed pedagogy. The school was founded on Steiner's belief that education is an art and as such must engage every student on many levels with originality and sensitivity. Education must be provided for the whole child and so the feelings and the will must be considered and developed as well as the thinking mind (Barnes & Lyons, 1979, pg 7)

Steiner was asked to design the curriculum, undertake the selection and training of teachers and oversee the management of the school, which he did. Over the next few years the Waldorf School developed well beyond its original intention and soon opened its doors to the general public, increasing to an enrolment of over 1000 students. Between the two world wars, Waldorf schools spread into Austria, Hungary, Holland, Switzerland, Norway, England, Scotland and the USA. From there the movement spread to 36 other countries including New Zealand where there are now 7 schools established, 3 which run to the completion of secondary as well as many kindergartens, a school for intellectually disadvantaged children and a teacher training institute. (Ogletree, 1980, pg 81)

Steiner thought that a true "holistic" education should speak directly to the stages of the child's changing consciousness as it unfolds. Waldorf education seeks to determine not what a person needs to know but rather "What gifts does a person possess and how may these be developed in him or her?" (Carlgren & Klingborg, 1976, p203).

The process of bringing forth these gifts centres around Steiner's definition of the word "authority" - that of learning to become the author of oneself. This interpretation of "authority" is supported by other more modern educationalists like Parker J Palmer who stated that "Authority is granted to people who are perceived as authoring their own words, their own actions, their own lives, rather than playing a scripted role at great remove from their own hearts" (Palmer, 1998, p33 ). Palmer and Steiner both believe(d) that the development of true authority was the essential core of education not only for the teacher but for the student as well. 

"The teacher begins as the "authority", gradually expecting more and more independence on the part of the student. Through the stories, dramas and activities in the curriculum, students are consciously guided through development phases; the enacting of each stage is not unlike a rite of passage. As the child begins to gain autonomy and takes on authorship of him- or herself, the intended result is the unfolding of an individual whose consciousness has been stimulated and enhanced through a unique curriculum simultaneously combining the freedom of art, creativity, and intuition with the form and structure of academics" (Huchingson & Huchingson, 1993, pg 401).

Steiner believed that the aim of education was to stimulate thinking and through a focus on what today would be termed "meta-cognitive processes" such education would bring about the development of the whole human being

"You cannot be a scientist," said Rudolf Steiner, "if you merely interpret nature; you have to investigate the very tool which you use for that interpretation - this tool is thinking. Once you investigate thinking, you are inevitably led to the path of self-knowledge, for it is the self that utilises the faculty of thinking; and then from self-knowledge are you led to world knowledge, to universality" (Steiner Quote, unpaged)

The curriculum in a Steiner school is organised so that all subjects interweave and connect. Nothing is isolated or in a vacuum and every lesson forms part of a whole following a developmental path in accordance with what Waldorf educators call the "participatory consciousness" of the developing child.
A good example of this integrated developmental curriculum is in the teaching of what would be described in a conventional school as History + Social Studies + Language Arts + Geography. In a Waldorf School this is achieved through the story telling, reading, discussion and study of:

in Class 1 - fairy tales
in Class 2 - animal stories and fables - legends of the Saints
in Class 3 - old testament stories
in Class 4 - Norse myths
in Class 5 - Indian, Persian, Egyptian-Chaldean and Greek mythology; Greek history
in Class 6 - Roman and Medieval history
in Class 7 - Renaissance and the Age of Discovery
in Class 8 - modern history
(Reinsmith, 1989, pg 79)

Steiner teachers believe that this sequence which charts the unfolding of human consciousness, parallels the unfolding of the children's' own inner consciousness. Each teachers also links their own development to that of their students by staying as the main class teacher for the same group of students from Class One (students at about age six) through to Class Eight (students are about age 14). This process helps the teacher to stay fresh and interested in the content being taught as well as providing an opportunity for the teacher to become an excellent role model of continuous, lifelong learning.

Other features of Steiner Education which are noticeably different from mainstream New Zealand education are:

- the organisation of the entire curriculum around the three phases of children's development which occur in 7 year rhythms described as "willing, feeling and thinking" stages
- holding off on the teaching of reading, writing and arithmetic until the child shows they have reached the physical development necessary to cope with systematic thought - taken as "the change of teeth" at about 6 or 7 years of age (end of the "willing" period)
- analysing children as to their temperaments as per Plato (Choleric, Sanguine, Melancholic or Phlegmatic) and assigning them tasks and methods of learning appropriate to their "style"
- having compulsory "Eurythmy" classes - a form of therapeutic movement to sound unique to Steiner education
- arranging the delivery of the curriculum around the "main lesson", held each day for the first two hours, this lesson is devoted to one subject for three weeks or longer 
- teaching intellectual subjects in the morning and artistic and physically active subjects in the afternoon
- teaching without textbooks except those that the students make of their own
- having children learn two foreign languages by the oral method from Class One 

One of the important foci of the Steiner system of education is the emphasis on the developments of the arts and the imagination of the individual. This focus helps students gain the cognitive and meta-cognitive skills necessary to cope with an ever-changing world where the innovators, the idea generators, those who can actively help create a world that does not yet exist will have greatest currency - "…facets of Waldorf Education are just now being validated by brain research and scientific developments of the present day" - from Pearce, 1985, 1992 (as cited in Huchinson & Huchinson, 1993)

This view is supported by others - "creativity in Waldorf education has been shown to have a positive effect on the academic development of the students" - from R. Hutchingson's study, 1990 (as cited in Huchinson & Huchinson, 1993) although the Hutchinsons' also reported that "many Waldorf schools in Germany have been suspected of producing "beautiful souls weakened for the tasks of real life" (C Barnes, 1982, p 109)". Barnes is also reported as stating that in Germany "independent scientists, interviewed 1460 former Waldorf students born in 1948 and 1949 and came to a prevailing positive result in favour of Waldorf Schools. The Waldorf students achieved an educational niveau well above the average" (Huchinson & Huchinson, 1993, 403).

In my own experience of Steiner schooling I have been very impressed with their kindergartens which through the focus on the temperament of the individual and the development of imagination prior to a focus on more linear thinking have given my children wonderful skills which are still serving them well today (the oldest is now 20). But I would also say that having worked with teenagers in two Steiner secondary schools I have some concerns about the apparent lack of academic rigour at the secondary level which I don't think advantages those students in today's employment market. My children I think gained the best of both worlds by attending Steiner pre-school, starting schooling late (6 years old) and continuing on through the state schooling system to completion. My recommendation to any other parents considering the Steiner system as it is manifest in New Zealand would be very much along these same lines.
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