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The WECAN Early Childhood Research Group has been listening to the stories of our colleagues and to 
the many questions that have arisen out of trying circumstances of the past three years.  We have 
learned a lot about our capacity for flexibility and resilience.  We have also witnessed the effects of the 
unpredictability of our times on the children, parents and ourselves.   

At a certain moment, it became apparent to the members of the Research Group, that as a movement, 
we need to understand more deeply the trajectory of the social-emotional development during the first 
seven years, the effects of stress, anxiety and trauma on our children’s social-emotional well- being, and 
how early childhood teachers can better support the children in our care. 

Our current project is an ambitious one, but one that we hope will help answer some of the questions 
that have arisen and help us cultivate new skills and capacities.  In this article we will share an excerpt 
from the introduction to the book that we are researching. While the topic of social-emotional health 
and development is broad, we have chosen to work with a few key themes.  In each chapter we will 
share wisdom garnered from Anthroposophy, from professionals in the field, and from our own practical 
experiences. Each chapter will also include an appendix of additional resources. 

Members of the Early Childhood Research Group will share some of our gleanings at the February 
WECAN Conference and look forward to continuing the research with conference participants. 

Excerpt from the Introduction to 
Growing Child/Growing Community 
The spiritual aliveness of the young child is a place that many adults spend the rest of their lives trying to 
find again.  Those of us who are privileged to work with children know how precious their wide-open 
wonder at the world is.  Our own souls are softened every day by the silvery drops of their “fresh-as-
morning” view. 

We also know, only too keenly, how the open-hearted gesture of the young child can go unnoticed or be 
misunderstood. Despite the growing body of research about a child’s critical developmental needs 
during the early years, the grown-up world doesn’t always heed the signposts:  “Slow Down,” “Less is 
More,” “Pay Attention!” Recent events have actually increased the pressure of outside influences on 
both children and families.    

COVID upended our daily routines and made safety our primary focus for a long time. It also brought 
fear, uncertainty, and masks into our lives. The feeling of “being safe” took on new meaning during the 
pandemic. Distancing from friends had an isolating effect and brought ‘soul stress’ to the 
children.  Teachers responded creatively by moving most of their classrooms outdoors and focusing on 
the essential elements of Waldorf early childhood education. While the resulting accommodations were 
positive, it became clear, nonetheless, that having to cope with an ever-changing situation took its toll, 
not only on the children, but also on families and teachers. 

The reawakened social justice movement brought much needed attention to untransformed areas of 
our shared social life, Waldorf education included.  This activity required honest (often uncomfortable) 
self-evaluation, and sustained efforts working to make real progress towards our commitment to 
diversity, equity and inclusion. Even though there has been momentum, it is a task that we cannot put 
down. Rather, it requires our ongoing attention. 

Both of these issues have divided individuals and groups into ideologically opposing camps with little will 
to engage in civil discourse.  This polarization has grown to include additional hot-button social issues, 
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such as abortion, LGBTQ rights, climate change, and cultural appropriation vs. cultural 
appreciation.  How can we meet these challenges with inner strength, conviction, and compassion for 
our fellow human beings?  

This and several other questions guided our research.  How can we bring an authentic enthusiasm for 
meeting life that allows all children to feel a sense of trust and safety in our Waldorf communities? What 
do we need to do to reorient our approach to support children to develop a reservoir of resilience in our 
tumultuous times?  How can the cultivation of spiritual hope give us  strength and courage for the 
future?  

A list of the book’s chapters: 
• The Landscape of Social-Emotional Development in the First Seven Years 
• Nourishing the Roots 
• “Here I am!” Positive Identity Development for Every Child 
• “Help!” The long reach of childhood anxiety, stress, and trauma 
• Relationship: The Anchor and Sail for the Developing Child 
• The Healing Power of Play 
• The Art of Listening, Speaking and Conversation 
• The Healing Deed 
• Soul Nutrition 
• Community Building:  The Social Art of the Waldorf Early Childhood Teacher 
• Spiritual Hope for the Future 

 
 
 
 
 
 


