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Educating the Vhole Child
Why Nurtur ing the Spir i t  Matters

Third year students at the end ofthe school year. These chi ldren had been
together for three years. They knew each other int imately, and had formed deep
bonds and strong relat ionships.

eaders of this publication need not be convinced that
most schools are inherently malfunctioning and our
children are sufrering because of it. Th.y do not need

to be told of the misguided notions upon which schools are
structured and the lifelong harmful effects waged on chil-
dren and society in terms of distressed, dispirited lives and
unclaimed human potential.

Our schools do not function for two reasons: the basic
structure (reminiscent of the early rn'entieth century factory
model) of mass production, and the theory of tabula rasa,
in which the child is viewed as a blank slate, still reign.
"Students of child development know that these ideas are
obsolete," writes Angeline Lillard in Montessori:Zbe Science
Behind the Geniu.r, "but they continue to have a profound
impact on how schooling is done. The persistence of these
outmoded ideas explains why so few children really four-
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ish in school and whv so manv strongly prefer snow days to

school days." t

Both the factorv model and tabula rAsA are, when deal-

ing with human lives, farallv f]arved ideas, of course, and the

combination in practice prevs upon the spir i tual nature of

our children. The blank slare rheory is overtly oppressive and

authoritarian, filled u.ith arrogance and ignorance. It steals

self-confidence, eats a\\'av at enthusiasm for learning, and

encourages students to be dependent on external sources,

rather than cult ivat ing self-rel iance. There is no attempt

to help chi ldren discover rhe resource rools that l ie within

themselves. The Facton' n-rodel ignores the true needs of the

individual, granting feu- fieedoms and limiting liberties. The

force feeding u'e insist upon. rhe rewards we think must be

doled out, the r ieid schedule . rhe fragmented work peri-

ods-al l  are acts oi disrespect paid to human beings deemed

too young to bc rc:Pg;1g1.

Americ:rn iournal isr .  peace advocate,  and former edi tor

of the Snturdt.t  Rtt ' ieu',  Norman Cousins once said, "The

purpose oi educ:rt ion is to develop to the ful lest that which

is inside us."r Fer. '  persons rvould argue with his comment

as an ideoloeical sratement. Unfortunately, schools are too

busy pushinq facrs.  f iqures.  and test ing mater ia l  into the

minds o{rchi ldrcn:  rhcre is no curr iculum or c lass t ime for

impart ine roolr  n ' i rh s 'h ich a chi ld can contemplate their

own inf in i te potenr ia l .  \ \ i  fa i l  in educat ion to introduce

the resource s oi  the inne r  sel l .  the reby leaving students

with a distorted de pict ion of  the sel f  as solely intel lect ,

a devastat inelv l imi ted v ier i '  o ihumanity.  Cousins also

remarked, "Death is nor rhe greatest loss in l i fe. The great-

est  loss is u 'har dies insidc oir . rs s 'h i le we l ive."  3\7e are

burying human potent ie l .  tor  u 'hen the spir i t  is  neglected,

al l  e lements oi  rerrsoning 
'ut lcrs.

I t 's worth notinq rhar c.tet l ished Montessori and \fal-

dorf schools are alternative rrodels for learning that str ike

a balance in addressinq both rhe inrel lectual and spir i tual

needs of the chi ld. In classroonrs rhat successful ly incorpo-

rate the essential ideas oi rheir tbunders, Maria Montessori

and Rudolf Steiner. onc f inds the chi ld regarded as more

than an intel lect u' irhin a bodr' .  Montessori,  nearly one

hundred years ago asse rrcd that human beings are born
"spiritual embryos" u-hosc protection and cultivation should

be entrusted to the realnr oieducation.a \Taldorf education
"encourages the development of each chi ld's sense of truth,

beauty, and goodness, and provides an antidote to violence,

al ienation, and cynicism...  Jhroueh these experiences, \Val-

dorf students cult ivate a l i f i long love of learning as well  as



the intel lectual,  emotionrr l .  phvsical and spir i tual capacit ies

to be indiv iduals ccrrai : r , , i  rhcir  paths and to be of  service

to the wor ld." '

Vhat do* . r  - . . , - . : , ,  : : - .  . r , t 'k  l ike rvhen the spir i t  of  the

chi ld is given J: nr.:- :- .  . : : : . : ' . i : r)n as the intel lect? I suggest that

such a classro,, l : ' .  ' , ' . , ' l : . . ]  c:: : i - ' ' r .rce the fol lowing:

Freedom to:
.  Choose nrc. i r ' ) r r :st i r l  rct i r  i r r '
.  Learn in a rc l t - . l i rccrc. l  n l . rnner
. Mor, 'e about n.rtLlr.r l l \

Act iv i t ies that  cul t ivate a peaceful  inner spir i t ,  including:
.  Exper iences in : t i l inc.s and si lence
. Experiences in nrindlirl a\\'areness and presence
. Activi t ies thar srinrulare att i tudes of grat i tude
. A connection u' i th n:rture

A beaut i fu l  physical  space

FREEDOM
A visit ro a rvell-run Montessori school offers plenry of proof
that even preschool age children are able to choose their
activities within a carefully (some might say meticulously)
prepared setting. This is a fundamental underpinning of a
classroom in which children are granted freedom and tre-
mendous time and effort must be channeled into creating an
environment that genuinely meets the needs of the children
and supports them as they learn to balance liberry with
responsibiliry. It's ironic that we fight wars in the name of
freedom, but have yet to understand the consequences of run-
ning schools in which children are not allowed basic freedoms
and liberties.
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Whole class instruction may occasionally be a good
choice, but it is straight from the old factory model of ef-
ficiency, which by the way, supports preparing- for- the -tests
teaching. Children who are empowered to be responsible for
their own learning are empowered for life, bringing authen-
ticiry to the rhetorical mission statement we see in print but
rarely in educational practice: "helping students to become
lifelong learners." Vhen students at a young age are granted

the f reedom to choosc r . [ t . t r  t r )  \1 r)rk , t t t .  * 'hcl ' t  [ ( )  r , t , \ ) rk rr t t  i : .

andhowlong to u 'ork ot- t . t  g ivctr  proicct  or  t lsk.  t i tcr ' . ic ,c i , , ; - ,

a passion for learninq.

When I  was teaching in . r  pubI ic \ lonressor i  proqr;rnr.  a

(tradit ional) 2"0 grade teachinq F,osir ion opened up in a l i t t le

country school around the cortrcr fiom mv hon're. The rl-rotrght

of teaching in a neiehborhoocl scl'rool :rnd being able to rvalk

to work was compell ine. That is. unti l  I  stopped by to pick up

an application, walked the hails. and peeked into the classroom

for which the position \\'as posted. Seeing 25 wooden desks,

rigidly positioned in rou's :rnd nearlr'fill ing the room, I felt

close to being sick. The thought crossed my mind right then

that I could never reach again in a svsrem that locked children

in, both physicallv and spirituallr: Spiritually nourishing spaces

allow students to move about naturallv and with experience

they learn to move u'ith purpose . grace. and courtesy.

ACTIVITIES THAT CU LTIVATE
A PEACEFUT INNER SPIRIT
Young children todav are bombarded rvith a deluge of daily
activity lacking private rnomenrs and infiltrated with adult
oversight. Their school dat's are sliced into fragmented periods
of learning and they are rushed from one after school activity
to another, hurriedly shuttled off to summer classes, daycare,
and camps when they could be reading on a blanket under
a tree, gazing out a window, or sitting by a stream noticing
pebbles, twigs, tadpoles or the movement of the water. For
these children, the slow, easy freedoms of childhood barely
exist. Th.y have been denied, by adults who have lost their
own way in this noisy world, the tools of quiet, solitude, and
contemplation.

Exercises in stillness and silence, the practice of mindful
awareness and presence, the development of gratitude and ap-
preciation and outdoor activities that help children experience
nature's peaceful enery, provide an inner toolbox of resources
which promote self awareness, lowers stress, improves, im-
pulse control, develop concentration, and increase compas-
sion. Inward experiences give the child access to his inner self,
which he can learn is a place of wisdom, authentic power, and
creativity.

BEAUTY IN THE CIASSROOM
tWe need beaury because it soothes the soul. It causes us to
gasp, to pause in awe, and to feel eternally grateful. Yet we
seem not to have made the connection between learning
environments and beaury for early childhood classrooms of
today are certainly lacking in aesthetics, dominated by bright
primary colors and animated posters plastering walls. The
preschool spaces are overwhelmed with bold color and plastic.
What beaury is found in plastic? Here again,I refer the
reader to Montessori or \Taldorf classrooms in which beaury
is an essential component, and classroom materials are de-
signed to be beautiful in ways that invites the child to explore
the material and to encourage care and respect. In caring for
the spirit of the child, we must strive to create spaces for them
that are filled with art, plants, and objects made from natural
materials.
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(hildren from the author3 cla5sdelivering decorated basketsflled with (hristm.s (ookies (baked from s(r
Ihey were bringing them to (unsuspecting)neighb0rs wh0lived nearthe s(h0ol.

c0N(rust0N
If education is to affirm and support the unfolding of the
individual potential of each child, the current paradigm must
be transformed beginning with the earliest educational experi-
ences. The present practice of authoritarian rule over children
and young people without regard for protection of the inner
spirit has had more than a century to prove its validiry, and
it has failed miserably. \7e have paid a high cost in terms of
lost potential and diminished spirit; we must now seek a more
ethical and holistic pedagogy for supporting human growth.
As dedicated, passionate reformers move forward in their re-
lentless efForts to eradicate a failed education system, let them
remember the child as a whole human being who will bestow
unforeseen gifts to the world when she is granted freedom to
choose, to move, and to direct her own learning. \When the
educational environment is structured to embrace this kind
of freedom, when it is rich with purposeful activities and
material to satisfy the inherent thirst for understanding, when
there is beaury to feed the soul, and when the inner spirit is
well-tended, the child will reveal her true potential and will
bear witness to the beginning of a universal transformation of
humanity.
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'$V.ith over 30 years of experience working with children of all
ages, Cathleen Haskins holds a Masters of Science degree in
education and is a certified Montessori teacher. She was the
founding teacher for the Burlington, \Tisconsin Public School
Montessori Program. Cathleen currendy resides in beautiful
Door Counry Vl working full time as a writer, speaker, and
consultant advocating for holistic and Montessori education
reform. Her work is based on the central premise that we
transform the individual and create a more peaceful sociery
when we change hou'rve educate children. For more infor-
mation, go to www.teachingforpeace.com. Cathleen can be
contacted at cathleen@teachingforpeace.com. O


