Alliance for Childhood

My neighbour’s nine year old daughter came to me and asked me, “Aban aunty, can I sing you a new song?” Since she attends a nice English medium school, I thought I’d hear “All things bright and beautiful” or something equally pleasant. She began, “Sexy lady on the floor…” I almost fell off my chair! “Is this what they teach you in school?” I asked. “No, I picked it up myself. They don’t teach us singing in school, we have to study.” True, most schools concentrate mainly on the syllabus and exams, where’s the time for singing, drawing, dancing, painting? Indeed, art is considered a waste of time! A pity because then the children learn most inappropriate songs, like the one my little neighbour sang, and gyrate with jhatkas and such, which they “pick up” from films and TV.

Fortunately there are schools which consider the practice of art and craft to be as important as learning with the head. One of these schools is the Tridha Rudolf Steiner School in Vile Parle East, Mumbai. Based upon the spiritual philosophy of Dr. Rudolf Steiner (1861 – 1925) these schools, also called Waldorf Schools, see the human being as a three-fold individuality who relates to the world through the three soul forces of thinking, feeling and action, or the three H’s, namely the Head, the Heart and and the Hands (Limbs). The children are taught all the academic subjects which stimulate the mind and provide information like in conventional schools. But over and above that, they are also taught artistic subjects, which nurture the heart and instill sensitivity and compassion in the growing child. It has been said that art and music can help to build a selfless and caring society. Thirdly, the pupils are also made to use their hands in creating useful objects as well as for activities like gardening and building. The general perception is that idle hands weaken one’s moral forces. This is certainly food for thought!
When we think of underprivileged children, our thoughts turn to undernourished children who beg on the streets of our cities or who have to work (child labour) instead of going to school. These children have no childhood to speak of, driven as they are by their unfortunate circumstances. No doubt this is a terrible situation and we have to do what is in our power to combat such social ills. 
However, today’s privileged children going to school have their own share of problems. They have an overload of subjects to learn, the pressure to excel and high tension at exam time. Sometimes this intolerable situation may even lead to suicide. Many of these children too are undernourished, subsisting on junk food, spending hours over computer games, watching mindless TV programmes, becoming victims of hardsell and getting minimum fresh air and exercise.

Steiner Education allows children to retain their childhood as long as possible by giving them a Kindergarten where they learn by playing, by imitating and by doing. These children learn how to read, write and count only once they enter Class One at the age of six plus. Childhood is a relatively short period in the life of the growing human being, so it makes sense to allow the child to enjoy this happy time without worries. 
Parents are also advised to make sure that childhood privileges and habits are adhered to. This includes going to bed early, eating wholesome food at proper meal times, minimizing on television and films and dressing the children as children. How often have we seen little girls in shimmering black gowns and high heel shoes, sometimes even with make up, or boys in three piece suits, making them look like small adults. 
The Alliance for Childhood is an international organisation made up of people who have the welfare of the child at heart. Many of the people in this organisation are Waldorf teachers or parents of Waldorf pupils. They communicate on a regular basis and have meetings if possible to discuss how best to help children with needs in all walks of life. The Mumbai Chapter of Alliance for Childhood has the E Mail ID: abanbana123@rediffmail.com
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