Wonderland of Early Childhood  -  The  Waldorf Kindergarten
Dr. Rudolf Steiner has given very important guidelines on the understanding of child development, based upon his spiritual insight and research. The Waldorf Kindergarten, which caters to the three to six year olds, before they enter Class One, can truly be called a Wonderland of Early Childhood. 
The first three years of the child’s life are the most crucial for its basic development, for that is the time when the foundation is laid for walking, finding the bodily equilibrium, talking and communicating. The first seeds of independent thinking and memory begin to germinate at this stage. The child is now ready to move from the security of its home environment into a new one, namely the Waldorf Kindergarten, where for the first time it learns to interact socially with a group of children and adults, other than the immediate family. The Waldorf Kindergarten is a warm and nurturing place, a home away from home. 
The morning session in a typical Waldorf Kindergarten is structured in such a way that it gives the children ample scope for doing what they are best at: being children. There is no sign of a blackboard or books, the children do not learn how to read or write. Rather, they learn a great deal simply by doing, by imitating what is being done around them. The faculty of imitation is strongest at this age, and the children learn by using their senses, their limbs and their power of observation. The Waldorf Kindergarten is an active place, where children can give full expression to their imagination and create a world of magic with the help of very simple means, guided by the gentle but firm personality of the Waldorf Kindergarten teacher. The activities have a definite rhythm of in-breathing and out-breathing: subjects which require stillness, concentration and focus alternate with subjects where the children can be more outgoing.
The Waldorf Kindergarten can be of a mixed age group, or one for the same age children. It is a place where the children feel totally safe and secure. The environment is very clean and esthetic, and yet has a relaxed atmosphere. Ideally there should be a small garden, into which the room opens out. This is very important for the gardening sessions and for children to get a real feel of nature. The garden should have a source of water in which to play on hot days, and also a sand box. Climbing frames and ropes for swinging can be added, but it all has to be very safe.
In the classroom itself, a “Nature Table” in the corner reflects the seasons and the festivals through the articles, which are placed on it and around it in an artistic way. Only natural fibres and materials are used for the toys, interior/exterior decor as well as the furniture. The adage “less is more” applies here. Children play with objects, which are from the realm of nature, simple everyday toys and materials for arts and crafts: nothing complicated or fancy like clockwork engines or Barbie dolls, which do little to enhance the child’s natural creativity and curiosity. The dolls and stuffed animals, which the children play with, are often made by the kindergarten teacher and sometimes the children’s parents too. Scarves and sarees are used in the dressing up sessions.
It is a well-known fact that very young children are given to a lot of bodily movement and it doesn’t help them much if they have to sit for long hours at their desks, as is the case in mainstream schools. So the natural tendency of the young child to move its limbs freely is given the right direction. Rhythmic games, action songs, arts and crafts all help the young child to use its hands and legs in a creative, productive manner. It has been said that the more the young child is made to use its limbs in a positive and constructive way, the stronger will be its moral forces in adulthood.
The morning begins with the children coming into the Waldorf Kindergarten one by one, and being received lovingly by the Kindergarten teacher. They can then begin with “Free Play”, which allows them to unwind from their journey to school, and to become relaxed and prepared for what is going to follow. In Free Play the children have the choice of many games and toys, which they can busy themselves with. One group may want to play “house” while another may choose to open a shop. One child may become the doctor and the other children are his/her patients; another one is busy preparing a delicious, make-believe breakfast, yet another one is a king/queen, complete with a golden crown! This, to our perception a make believe world, is very real for the young children: they recreate their environment as they know it, thereby enhancing their personality, social and communication skills in a playful manner, unknowingly. It also teaches them to share and to relate to one another in a positive manner.
The Kindergarten teacher does not interfere but sits quietly in a corner, busy with preparations for the day, but at the same time keeping an eye on the playing children. Helping out may become necessary, especially if a child gets aggressive or upset. A rough or boisterous child, who cannot play well with the others, is made to sit with the teacher and help her in her work until that child feels ready to continue with the Free Play in a calmer frame of mind. This is in no way seen as punishment, but as a change of activity, suited to the child’s condition at that particular moment. The teacher also gains an insight into the behaviour and temperament of her charges.
 The three year old, who has just started the Kindergarten, is busy exploring the environment and coming to terms with its own individuality and it now refers to itself as “I”. A year later, at age four, the children are more creative in their play. They actually plan their games and put their will into them. Playing games at this age should be seen as social interaction and it has been observed that children who play games in groups become more socially conscious as adults. That is one reason why computer games are not encouraged; there is practically no creativity, nor is there any give and take in a group.
Besides learning many songs, poems, finger-rhymes, dances, games and stories, the Kindergarten children also have one main activity each day. It gives the children the day’s name, so, for example, instead of “Monday” it is “Painting Day”; instead of Tuesday it may be “Gardening Day”, and so on. The other main subjects could be cooking or baking, taking a walk around the neighbourhood or working with modelling wax.
The morning ends with the children sitting quietly in a circle. Their Kindergarten teacher now tells them a story, a fairy tale. This brings the children back to themselves; they listen intently and reflect on what is being narrated. They do enjoy sitting calmly and listening to their dear teacher, after having had such a busy morning with so many exciting impressions! The manner in which the Kindergarten teacher tells the tale is also very important. She must speak calmly, with an even voice and minimum gestures. She must take care not to get carried away in the dramatic moments, but to concentrate on what she is narrating and let the words awaken the images in the children’s minds.
The average child may remain in the Kindergarten for three years, after which he/she is ready for Class One. This is an important transition in the life of the child. The milk teeth are gradually making way for the permanent teeth, and this corresponds to the hardening process in the body. Now the time is right to teach the children writing, reading and numbers, because the children are ready for it, both physically and mentally. The children can hardly wait for the day when they will be sitting at desks with their pencils and crayons, eagerly learning the three R’s. No doubt they do miss their Kindergarten teacher and the happy times when they spent the mornings in creative play, but they have embarked upon a journey, which they most certainly do not wish to miss.
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