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 As children, we are often told what we are and are not capable of. At the Steiner- Waldorf 

schools, no child is given limitations. They all learn how to dance, sing, act, knit, and sew along 

with learning math, science, history and english. The Steiner-Waldorf schools have an 

interesting, and what seems to be, a revolutionary philosophy towards education and is different 

from American public schools. SW schools believe that all children are capable of learning any 

skill and the teachers must help channel their inner talents and discover the abilities they were 

born with. 

Rudolf Steiner
The Man Behind the Philosophy

 Rudolf Steiner is the founder of the Steiner-Waldorf schools; most commonly known as 

the Waldorf schools. He was born in Kraljevec, Austria-Hungary, which is now known as Croatia 

in the year 1861 (2010). He was an incredibly spiritual man and his passion for spirituality and 

love was found in many other aspects of his work than just education (Sardello, 1992). Rudolf 

Steiner was also the founder of Anthroposophy. Anthroposophy has been most easily explained 

as man’s spiritual nature, or thinking independently of the senses (2010). He wrote many articles 

and studied love and spirituality extensively through out his life (Sardello, 1992).

 The Steiner- Waldorf school was founded when the owner of the Waldorf-Astoria 

Cigarette Factory, Emil Molt, asked Rudolf Steiner to create a school for the factory workers 

children (Chauncey, 2006). Steiner only accepted the offer on the condition that the school would 

be a 12 year program open to all children despite economic or social standing (Barnes, 1991). 



With the financial backing of Molt, the Steiner-Waldorf education was founded (Chauncey, 

2006).

 For the first Waldorf school, Steiner picked teachers that would teach outside their 

specialty. He wanted the passion of the teachers learning a new subject to transfer over to the 

students learning about the given subject (Ruenzel & Seward-Mackay, 1995). Steiner’s 

philosophy is based upon respecting the integrity of each stage of the students development. The 

physical, emotional and thinking stages of children’s development have to be attended to at the 

proper time in development (Ruenzel & Seward-Mackay, 1995). During the kindergarten year, 

students engage in baking, cooking and other domestic activities. This is considered an age 

appropriate activity for the age group (Ruenzel & Seward-Mackay, 1995).  Respecting the 

developmental timeline that Steiner created is an important part of SW philosophy. 

 Rudolf Steiner was married twice in his life, but ultimately loved his philosophical work. 

Steiner died in 1925 in Dornach, Switzerland. At the time of his death, he had written and spoke 

at more than 6,000 lectures and published a large selection of books as well (2010). The legacy 

of his lifes work lives on through his schools through out the world. 

Tenants of Philosophy

 As stated by Barnes, “When children relate what they learn to their own experience, they 

are interested and alive, and what they learn becomes their own. Waldorf schools are designed to 

foster this kind of learning” (Barnes, 1991). 



Threefold Philosophy-

Part of Steiner’s anthroposophy is the threefold philosophy. The threefold is comprised of body 

soul and spirit. With this understanding, he believes that hands, heart and head must be engaged 

for education to be successful (2010). 

Formal education starts at age 6-

In an SW school formal teaching starts at age 6 (Oberski, 2007). Steiner also believes that 

preschool should not be about intellectualization, but rather imitation (2010). At age six, every 

morning the SW students come together for a two hour intensive block of studies and the subject 

matter can changes daily (Ruenzel & Seward-Mackay, 1995). This study time is referred to as the 

“main lesson” (Ruenzel & Seward-Mackay, 1995). 

One teacher for eight years-

The same teacher remains with the same group of students for eight years (Oberski, 2007). This 

is so the teacher can see them through their whole phase and help to nurture and support their 

growth in education (Prescott, 1999). 

The arts are valued-

The arts are an important part of the SW curriculum and is infused throughout the daily 

curriculum (Oberski, 2007) Every child in the SW school learns a variety of different arts; like, 

painting, sculpting, dance, sewing, workingwith wood and many other unique forms (Prescott, 

1999). All arts are valued and taught to the students (Oberski, 2007). Students learn through the 

body as well as the mind and through the development of arts into their curriculum the body as a 

learning device is channelled (Ruenzel & Seward-Mackay, 1995). Students are taught to 

memorize by chanting, clapping and snapping along with what they are reciting. Students learn 



how to play two instruments through out their education; the recorder as well as a string 

instrument (Ruenzel & Seward-Mackay, 1995).

Non Denominational-

The SW schools are non denominational but they do place a strong value on spirituality 

(Oberski, 2007). The students are taught to respect one another, themselves and all other living 

things. This goes along with the spirituality of the school, that respect is an important aspect of 

their teachings (Prescott, 1999). 

No Text Books-

Students do not learn through text books. Instead children create their own rendered text through 

out their school year. At the end of the year, the portfolio will be compiled of everything the 

child has learned that year.  Although their is a prescribed order in which the portfolios must be, 

they do show the child’s individuality (Prescott, 1999).

Three Stages-

There are three stages that start from birth to twenty-one years old. These three stages are 

approximately seven years apart. The stages are when the child’s body is finding its way between 

physical, mind and spirit until the coming of age when they all come together into an integrated 

human (2010). 

Strengths and Weaknesses of the Steiner-Waldorf Education

  The No Child Left Behind Act in America has been controversial since its 

implementation into the public school system. Teachers complain that there is not enough time to 

teach a well-rounded education anymore; they only have time to teach the standards. The 

standardized test scores are how the government can control and evaluate the public school 



system. Schools gain financial benefits for high standardized test scores as well as lose 

government funding if the scores are too low. With so much pressure lying on one single test, 

teachers are teaching to the standards and only to the standards. This leaves little time for the art, 

history and music programs that students desire (Chauncey, 2006). 

 SW schools are considered free schools because they are not state controlled which 

eliminates them from the state mandated testing that traditional public schools are subject to 

(Barnes, 2002). SW schools believe that elementary education should be based on learning 

through imagination and doing rather than reciting and being told what to do as the public 

schools have become (2010). With the SW schools not being publicly funded, the schools are not 

responsible for the state mandated tests and are free to teach what they wish. Steiner believes that 

education is compiled of developing the children’s abilities not just teaching the children the 

knowledge that they are going to be testing on (Barnes, 2002). With out these deadlines over 

head of the teachers, the SW school teachers have enough time to incorporate music, art and 

history into their curriculum.  

 The SW schools are well respected in the art of reaching students who were once 

disruptive and unsuccessful in the traditional classroom setting (Oelkers, 2004). With the school 

concentrating on the whole person rather than just a fact reciter, students who were once not 

performing up to standards find themselves excelling in the nontraditional setting. 

 Through out Steiner’s career he encountered scrutiny and criticism, from the Nazi party 

in the 1920’s to present day parents (Oelkers, 2004). Today parents and educators are concerned 

that the SW schools are that they are not state mandated which means their is no quality control. 

There are no official standard or accreditation that the school must adhere to. In the United 



Kingdom, they are researching a few different ways for the schools to become accredited and 

therefor hold a higher educational value in contemporary society (Oberski, 2007).  

 Steiner’s lectures have been also been a criticized in today society and called racist, too 

religious and unconventional by the schools skeptics.  This is also part of the reason that they 

have been under scrutiny from coming into the public schools. Although, the SW schools that 

have come into the public sectors are very careful to obey and respect the first commandment. If 

they are not state mandated then the SW schools are free to do and teach as they please (Prescott, 

1999). 

Where and How the Philosophy is Currently being Implemented- 

 You can see SW schools sprinkled through out the United States as well as through out 

the world. The New York City Waldorf school on East 79th street is the oldest SW school in the 

country and is still working today (Prescott, 1999). Today, there are approximately 900 Steiner- 

Waldorf schools world wide (Oberski, 2007). The majority of SW schools are elementary 

schools with just a hand full of them carrying into high school (Ruenzel & Seward-Mackay, 

1995).  

  The shortage of SW trained teachers has been blamed for the lack of SW high schools 

(Ruenzel & Seward-Mackay, 1995). There are only 11 Waldorf teacher training centers in the 

United States, Canada and Mexico. They are represented by the AWSNA, Association of Waldorf 

Schools of North America (2010). In Northern California, there is a teacher training center in the 

outskirts of Sacramento in Fair Oaks, California. Over all, there are not enough training centers 

for the amount of teachers that are in demand. 



 Traditionally, SW school were free schools and found only in the private sector of 

education. Today, SW schools are finding themselves as part of the American public school 

system. In the year 2000, their were 10 public Waldorf schools in California alone and two in 

Arizona (Oberman, 2008). This number is growing as parents are looking for other education 

alternatives for their children. 

How Philosophers ideas are viewed in contemporary society 

 Steiner’s philosophies are becoming more and more valued by contemporary society as 

statistics are showing that it is an effective method of teaching and learning. Studies have shown 

that SW schools instill critical thinking, an emphasis on relationships with others and a concern 

for global issues more effectively than traditional public schools.  Studies also show that the SW 

schools test results catch up to the public schools by the 8th grade, but their understanding and 

the critical analysis of the subject matter becomes higher (Oberman, 2008). According to 

Oberman, “For the moment, we can safely say that the Waldorf education presents and intriguing 

holistic alternative to the skill and test dominated education that prevails today” (Oberman, 

2008).

 Although, Steiner’s ideas are becoming valued for the educational achievements, in the 

SW schools, they are still under ridicule for his personal beliefs that have been labeled racist and 

Christian. Contemporary parents are unhappy that their children’s education is infused with 

Christian beliefs and racist antidotes (Prescott, 1999). These remnants of a 1900 state of mind 

and philosophy are being eliminated from many of the SW private schools and the public schools  

in respect to the First Amendment (Prescott, 1999). With eliminated the controversial aspect of 



the educational philosophy the schools are still left with the important ideas and the education is 

still successful. 

 Like any educational system, the SW schools are not free from criticism by the 

contemporary society. As times change, the SW schools will continue to grow and develop along 

side. For todays society, the SW school is a viable option as a holistic approach to standardized 

public education and is becoming well-known and accepted by todays standards. 

My View of the Steiner-Waldorf Philosophy

 As a dance instructor and a kinesthetic learner myself, I found that the SW schools are a 

wonderful alternative to the public school system. As any school system, it has its strengths and 

weaknesses and is not free of criticism. Although, with all of that taken into consideration I have 

found that it is a wonderful education that encompasses the whole child, mind, body, spirit, and 

soul.

 In my opinion the traditional public school is lacking the respect for what children are 

capable of. They have lost that as educators they play an influential role in educating and 

building well rounded adults. Filling children full of facts is not going to make them critical 

thinkers and adults  that are ready to take over the country in their adult hood. With Rudolf 

Steiner’s philosophy, I believe, that we are one step closer to creating a well rounded childhood 

for our children and in return will create a more educated adult. 

 With the pressures attached to the standardized tests and the No Child Left Behind Act, 

parents are looking to find a new child-centered approach to education. For many parents this 

search is landing their children into a Steiner-Waldorf School. The mind, body and soul 

philosophy of the SW schools is an appealing idea for parents, students and educators alike.  The 



SW schools are influential in the private sector of education and are slowly finding their way into 

the public sectors. Like any educational system the SW schools has its strengths and weaknesses 

as well as its fair share of controversy.  Though, the American parents view of education is 

shifting away from the test centered education that the public school system is offering and for 

many families is landing on the Steiner-Waldorf education.
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