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can try for a boy again. The boys then are raised by 
two parents, often both of them working all day, and 
four grandparents who all spoil them rotten into 
“little emperors.” The phenomenon has arisen that 
boys are especially disrespectful to their mothers: 
swearing at and hitting them, and not listening to 
them at all. The mothers are desperate. The teachers 
have a hard time with the boys, because their social 
skills are nonexistent. I was asked to attend two 
parent evenings where the parents were given the 
opportunity to ask questions, and many of these 
questions dealt with this topic.

The Chinese have been through many changes, 
and I hope that with the start of the Waldorf 
school and the teacher training a balance to the 
materialistic view can be brought to this part of 
the world. The Waldorf movement in China not 
only needs teacher training instructors, but also 
people who can mentor new kindergartens, schools, 
kindergarten teachers, and grade school teachers on 
a regular basis.

If you would like to help, please write to: Li 
Zhang at waldorfchina@126.com, or Harry Wong 
at waldorfcd@126.com, or Thanh Cherry at 
thanh@hinet.net.au.

Elisabeth Swisher was born in Austria, was a Waldorf 
student in Stuttgart, Germany, studied music at the 
University of Vienna and did her Waldorf teacher training 
in Stuttgart. She  taught music for all grades and teacher 
training at the Vienna and the Chicago Waldorf Schools 
as well as summer courses in different parts of the U.S.  
After a sabbatical in China she opened her own Waldorf 
early childhood program in Chicago in 2003. In July and 
August  of 2007 she taught for five weeks at the Waldorf 
teacher training courses in Chengdu, China. 

TRANSITIONS

Betty Szold Krainis
Early Childhood Building Dedication

by Christine Inglis and Michelle Kuzia

On May 17, the entire Great Barrington Rudolf 
Steiner School community gathered to dedicate 
our newly renovated early childhood building to 
our beloved founding kindergarten teacher, Betty 
Szold Krainis, whose life spanned April 16, 1923 to 
September 19, 2002. 

In 1959 Betty and her husband Bernie Krainis 
purchased a marvelous fifty-acre property in Great 
Barrington that included a Colonial-era house, 
cottage, and barn. Ten years later the Krainis 
family created the Good Food Coop with more 
than a hundred families, and housed it in their 
barn. Some of the same people interested in 
wholesome food were also interested in starting 
a Waldorf school, so in 1971 the barn in Betty’s 
backyard was transformed into the Pumpkin Hollow 
School, a kindergarten, with Betty serving as teacher.

Betty was a teacher on many levels. Her 
colleagues learned much from her through example. 
She wasn’t daunted by hard work, and rolled up her 
sleeves to do the physical work necessary to create a 
school, and taught us the hard task of fundraising. 
Second only to her family, who were dear to her, 
Betty loved being a kindergarten teacher. She 
believed deeply in Waldorf principles and saw 
the happy years of early childhood as optimal for 
developing confidence in the child. This, she knew, 
together with cultivating capacities of wonder, 
reverence, and gratitude, builds inner strength in 
the child.

The school soon began to outgrow itself, and 
so Betty, with her generous spirit, donated the 
land and barn, which was moved a quarter mile 
down the road to its present location (and now 
houses our school library). Not only was Betty 
Krainis a founding kindergarten teacher at our 
school from 1971 to 1988, her gift of the land and 
barn enabled the Pumpkin Hollow School — later 
renamed the Great Barrington Rudolf Steiner 
School — to really take root and flourish. For many 
years, the barn served as the kindergarten classroom, 
while the grades program grew up around it. 
Eventually the burgeoning early childhood program 
sought more space.

Li Zhang, Harry Wong and Zewu Li meeting in the 
Chengdu Waldorf School’s hallway. Photo: E. Swisher



38

The current early childhood building, or North 
Building as it was once called, was originally built 
as a Waldorf high school. The building has served 
many purposes over the years, but for the last 
twelve years it has been home to our kindergarten, 
nursery and parent-toddler classes. Over the past 
two summers, a wonderful renovation took place, 
making the building truly functional for our young 
children. We now have five beautiful classrooms, 
each with its own kitchen and child-sized bathroom 
decorated with decorative tile work evocative of its 
name: Robin’s Nest, Rose Room, Sun Room, Star 
Room, and Rainbow Room. Many parents, teachers, 
and community members were involved in this 
project and we wish to thank everyone who helped 
in creating this welcoming and nurturing new space. 

Thirty-six years after that first kindergarten 
got started under Betty’s loving guidance, we 
have a thriving, bustling early childhood program 
housed in a space that is a model for Waldorf 
early childhood programs everywhere. We wish 
to honor our founding kindergarten teacher and 
benefactor by dedicating this building to Betty Szold 
Krainis. Just as her warmth and love touched the 
lives of so many little children — some of whom now 
bring their own children to our school — we hope 
that this building will continue to serve as a haven 
for generations to come.

Mary Thienes 
Schunemann
October 7, 1960 - August 30, 2007

Many of you have been touched by the work of Mary 
Thienes Schunemann of Naturally You Can Sing 
Productions. She passed away quietly at home in East 
Troy, Wisconsin on August 30 after an intense, valiant 
journey with gastric cancer.  

After years of being asked to record the songs she 
taught in several trainings, Mary took the time to create 
seven children’s songbooks to help parents and teachers 
learn how to sing for and with children.  Her music was 
not only liltingly beautiful but it was full of enthusiasm 
and joy. A former Waldorf kindergarten and music 
teacher, Mary finished her final CD one week before she 
died. This CD, a collection of healing songs, is called I 
Still Have Joy and is scheduled to be released on her 
birthday, October 7.

As many of you know, Mary was a dear friend and 
mother to my two youngest goddaughters. The girls and 
their daddy are beautifully surrounded by the Prairie Hill 
Waldorf School community and their local community. 
While fond memories and those habits of life (the time 
of day when Mary and I would often talk on the phone, 
or the urge to call and tell her a joke or sing a song with 
her) can bring tears, those who were close to Mary in life 
have a warm awareness of her newfound freedom and the 
largesse of her spirit. The greatest gift we can give to Mary 
is to continue singing and playing our instruments.  She 
was, and is, a music ambassador. 

Here are excerpts from Mary’s eulogy by one of her 
longtime friends, Reverend Carol Kelly of the Christian 
Community. It was a privilege to serve with Carol at 
Mary’s funeral on September 2, 2007.
— Submitted with love and respect by Cynthia Aldinger  

 
When a tone sounds through a human voice, from 
where does it come?  Something invisible and 
inaudible comes into the earthly sphere. It touches 
down for a moment and it leaves again. It lives.

When a song comes through a human voice 
we receive not only the gift of the song but we also 
receive something of what lives in the soul/spiritual 
nature of the person who sings it. There is a gesture, 
a signature of the human being behind the voice 
and it enters our deepest soul.

Mary was a wellspring of song, a fountain 
overflowing with such gifts. She gave her music with 
ceaseless generosity to all who wished for it and she 
even gave to some who were not yet aware that that 
was exactly what they “needed.”

When we think of Mary we think of her 
outpouring radiant joy, sunlight, color, beauty, 
humor, outrageousness. She was always trying to 
make the world more beautiful. Her gesture was 
spontaneity, movement, flexibility. She was in love 
with “aliveness,” seeking on earth what was a true 
reflection of the spirit. She took delight in all that 
sparkled, but also in deep velvet; she had depth 
of soul, and appreciated inner and outer beauty 
equally.

When she was a junior in high school she played 
the role of Maria in The Sound of Music. She was 
the “star,” and perhaps the seeds were sown for her 
future musical career right then and there. But how 
DO you solve a problem like Maria?

Her quest began. She needed to go out into 


