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to draw a little pig on the boy’s hand. Soon after, a 
throng of little boys surrounded him, all demanding 
the same thing for themselves. He drew a snake 
for one, a little dragon for another, a parrot for 
someone else. 

Galeano continues:

Then, in the middle of this racket, a little waif, who 
barely cleared a yard off the ground showed me a 
watch [already] drawn in black ink on his wrist.

“An uncle of mine who lives in Lima sent it to 
me,” he said.

“And does it keep good time?” I asked him.
“It’s a bit slow,” he admitted.

This boy had no pocket for his watch, nor did 
it ever need winding; it was keeping rather excellent 
time (if a touch slow), by the power of his imagination 
alone. In this shared enchantment between adult and 
child — and in so many other ways — given space and 
time, play’s unfailing genius will extend and enrich our 
lives. Our task is to determine and secure its place in 
childhood. 

Sally Jenkinson taught in a Steiner Kindergarten for many 
years. She worked as the early childhood representative 
for the Steiner Waldorf Schools Fellowship, and is a 
founder member of The Alliance for Childhood. She writes 
and lectures on early childhood issues in the UK and 
internationally, and is the author of The Genius of Play, 
published by Hawthorn Press and reviewed in Gateways 
several issues ago.

“This Is the Way We Bake Our Bread. . .” 
– A Note about Work Songs
Nancy Foster

Work songs can be a lovely way to draw children 
to an activity, to create a mood of enjoyment and 
purposeful focus, or to discourage excessive chitchat 
by parents or older children in a group. Baking 
songs, grinding songs, sawing songs, cleaning songs: 
all may have a place in a group of children or 
parents and children.

On the other hand, if over-used, such songs 
can become a sort of “Waldorf muzak,” going on 
throughout the time of the activity and becoming 
an unwelcome and invasive background music. This 
may seem a strong statement indeed, but it is worth 
considering the possibility that constant singing 
may prevent children from experiencing their own 
internal music or rhythm or imaginations as they 
participate in an activity or play elsewhere in the 
room. 

There has been some study of the spontaneous 
songs and chants of children at work and play. 
What may arise naturally from children as an 
accompaniment to their activity is something at 
once personal and universal, which surely deserves 
an opportunity for expression. Aside from such 
spontaneous music or word play, the concentrated 

silence which can occasionally occur during activity 
is special in itself and should be permitted its place. 
Further, the art of conversation — “more refreshing 
than light,” to quote Goethe — has its humble 
beginnings in early childhood. Teachers sometimes 
hear wondrous exchanges among children hard at 
work on their watercolor painting or kneading their 
dough. Wouldn’t it be a pity if such conversational 
forays were frustrated by constant singing?

It is also good to avoid using songs as a sort of 
“disguised instruction” to tell children how to do 
an activity. We strive to teach through imitation. 
Occasionally a few words of direction will be 
needed, but these can be offered in a by-the-way, 
matter-of-fact, brief, and tactful manner to an 
individual child, perhaps accompanied by physical 
guidance, in a way that is less consciousness-raising 
than a song which is sung in a “teaching” manner 
and almost compels all the children involved to 
follow its instructions. 

Finally, there is a fine line between having 
a familiar song that becomes associated with a 
particular activity — which is a healthy thing, such 
as always having the same song when lighting the 
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candle at circle time — and using a song as a signal 
for something. At clean-up time, for example, it 
would be fine to have a song to sing now and then 
during the process, like a happy accompaniment to 
the activity; but if the teacher starts singing a song 
as a signal that it’s time to stop playing and clean 
up, this creates an abrupt waking-up moment and 
prevents a more flowing transition in the morning’s 
rhythm.

In summary, work songs can be wonderful for 
“priming the pump” as an activity begins, and for 

drawing the mood together if needed along the way, 
but it is good to leave the children inwardly and 
outwardly free to find their own rhythm and mood 
as they work. Many teachers have experienced the 
magical hum that can arise in a room full of busy 
children; this hum may be the most beautiful music 
of all!

Nancy Foster taught children and parents at Acorn Hill 
Waldorf Kindergarten and Nursery for over thirty years. 
Now retired, she is active in mentoring, speaking, and 
serving as a Regional Representative for WECAN.

SUPPORTING THE ADULTS

Meetings With Parents on the Topic of Discipline
Louise DeForest

Here is a sample of one of the excellent articles that will 
be available this summer in a new WECAN publication. 
Entitled You’re Not the Boss of Me, this publication 
will enrich the work of kindergarten teachers who are 
striving to understand the many challenging and joyful 
shifts that occur in young children when they go through 
the change of teeth.

Among the challenges facing parents today, none 
is more difficult than setting and enforcing limits, 
creating and holding boundaries, and guiding 
children with loving discipline. Many parents, 
feeling that their own parents were too strict, give 
their children free rein. Others, knowing their 
children to be creative, bright beings, follow their 
child’s lead, feeling that to do otherwise would 
infringe on the child’s freedom and creativity. 
Still other parents, spending little time with 
their children during the day, don’t want any 
unpleasantness in the little time they do spend 
together and therefore avoid any kind of conflict 
with their children. All of these situations are 
unhealthy ones for the child and the parent.

The young child instinctively expects guidance 
and when it is not forthcoming, the child tends to 
feel insecure and frightened. Growing up without 
guidance, without boundaries, often translates into 
being left alone to flounder in a world that the 
child is not experienced enough to understand. 
Constantly being consulted by adults about what the 

child wants is not only bewildering, but can create 
an egotist, unprepared for the world awaiting him 
or her. Many parents believe that choices strengthen 
their child but, on the contrary, too many choices 
can undermine the child. 

Because parents are so close to their children 
they have many valuable observations to offer 
teachers. Parents can also benefit from the teacher’s 
objectivity. I always hasten to reassure parents that 
being a teacher is ever so much easier than being 
a parent. Guiding a class with clarity, firmness, 
and consistency is what we do every day and there 
is much we can share with parents, either in our 
parent-teacher conferences, phone conversations, or 
class meetings.

Our class meetings are a wonderful opportunity 
to build community among the parents in the class 
and can serve as a forum to share ideas, questions, 
and thoughts. It is also an opportunity for us to 
share our expertise, giving parents the support and 
guidance that we often wish we had experienced 
ourselves when we were parenting young children. 
But how can we bring a topic as complex and as 
personal as discipline? Can we offer our thoughts 
in such a way that we empower others with deeper 
understandings? Can we inspire understandings that 
can guide parents under a myriad of situations with 
their children? The following are a few of the ways 
I have worked with this topic in my class meetings. 
These are, of course, not menus to be followed 


