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Welcome to the Early Years Department at York Steiner School.  
We hope that you and your child will be happy here and that this 
handbook will be a help during your time with us.  

Our school is one of over 1000 schools worldwide which follow 
the educational philosophy of Rudolf Steiner.  A small group of 
interested parents and teachers started the school in 1980 with 
just 11 children in an old cottage hospital on the outskirts of York.  
As the school grew it moved first to the old Vickers Instruments 
Works in Bishophill and then to our present site in 1985.

Our aim is to create an environment where children can relax 
and enjoy themselves as they learn through play, practical and 
creative activities with a strong connection to the natural world.

We hope that each child will feel that they belong to a warm 
and inspiring community celebrated in seasonal festivals and 
activities throughout the year. 
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The Importance of Play
Steiner stressed that play is not an entertainment but the child’s 
work. Children love to ‘do’ things and become actively involved 
in a very hands-on way. At the same time their imagination is 
alive and active.

We provide simple, unformed, natural play materials that nurture 
the child’s senses and stimulate creativity. Play materials and toys 
are intentionally unformed in order that a child’s imagination 
can transform one item into another.  This enables a free flow of 
imaginative games and play themes.  A large seaside shell can 
become a bowl, a boat or a telephone; a muslin cloth can act as 
a knight’s cloak, a bedcover or a roof for a house.  By contrast, 
ready formed toys can cause a child’s play to become stuck and 
repetitive; a highly detailed plastic lawn mower only serves 
one purpose, whereas a chair turned upside down may begin its 
‘life’ as a lawn mower then become a car and finally end up as a 
shopping trolley.
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Imitation
Steiner also stated that young children are like sponges - drinking 
in their environment and being deeply affected by the attitudes 
and actions of those around them.

A teacher is aware of him/herself as a role model, consciously 
using clear language and gesture and modelling good social 
behaviour and attitudes.  Cooking, baking, gardening, handwork, 
cleaning and caring for materials are all meaningful tasks which 
are nourishing for the child to imitate.
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Rhythm and Repetition
Young children grow, learn and develop at a great rate and need 
to digest their experiences in a full and healthy way.  The world 
around them can be over-stimulating and bewildering.  We aim 
to create a calm, friendly, homely atmosphere where each day 
follows the same routine so that the children are helped to feel 
secure and to know what to expect. 

In a similar way the activities such as painting, baking and 
modelling are repeated on the same day each week.

Often children will name the days of the week according to the 
activities they do, such as ‘painting day’ or ‘baking day’.

Plenty of repetition at Ring time and Story time consolidates the 
children’s experience and builds familiarity and develops 
language skills.
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Stories, songs and special activities like jam-making or seed-
growing relate to the seasons and the nature table reflects the 
changing natural environment.  Festivals mark turning points 
of the year.  Memory is strengthened by the recurrence of daily, 
weekly and yearly events and an understanding of past, present 
and future gradually develops.
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Creative Play and Morning Activity
As soon as the children arrive, they may begin to play, to join in 
with the day’s activity or help to prepare the snack.  We aim to 
create a mood of calm, relaxed work and creative play where the 
initiative comes from the child, with the teacher gently encourag-
ing, guiding or diverting when necessary.  We allow the children 
plenty of time to immerse themselves in their play and activities: 
60 - 90 minutes.
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Tidy away
We all tidy up together, returning everything to its proper place 
and encouraging respect and care for all the things we use. 

Ring-time
Once we have made some space in the room, we then fill it with 
songs, poems, finger games, movement and a little story which 
make up our seasonal Ring-time.

Snack time
The children are usually hungry after all this work and enjoy 
wholesome food they may have helped to prepare – fruit salad, 
wholemeal bread, vegetable soup or oatcakes and honey, 
for example.
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Outside play
Outside time is very important for a child’s healthy 
development. Our playground incorporates many creative and 
interesting opportunities for play and work, including a climbing 
frame, slides, sandpits, houses, dens, raised beds, building blocks, 
a cooking fire and shelter for the whole class should it rain.  As 
well as our outside playtime each group, nursery or kindergarten 
has a dedicated ‘Outside day’ once a week where they may spend 
much or all of the morning outside.  The Kindergartens go for a 
walk once a week.
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Story Time
At the end of the morning the curtains are drawn, a candle is lit 
and the teacher tells a story – perhaps a fairytale, nature story 
or folk tale.  We do not read from a book but tell the story using 
simple pictorial language in the ancient oral tradition.  The story 
is repeated over several days; sometimes we use puppets or the 
children may act out the story themselves.
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Festivals
For young children, we celebrate Festivals as turning points of 
the year’s seasonal cycle.  Each Festival will be anticipated and 
prepared for with special activities, colours, food and mood.

Whilst the Christian festivals are at the heart of this yearly cycle, 
we also include festivals from other religions and cultures to 
reflect the backgrounds of children in the class. At this age it is 
essentially the natural and human experiences of the seasons that 
we focus on, rather than any overtly religious message.  Often we 
invite parents to join us in our celebrations; sometimes we have a 
smaller event with just the children.
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Michaelmas 
(29th September)
We celebrate this as a thanksgiving for the bounty of the earth 
with a traditional Harvest Table.  The underlying religions 
theme is one of good against evil and we may tell stories around 
this time of bravery and the spiritual support which helps us to 
overcome our fears.  The Wolf and the 3 Pigs and Tom Tit Tat are 
traditional examples (it should be noted that when we tell stories 
with such powerful archetypal images, they are always told non-
dramatically at this age and evil is always overcome by good). 

Halloween, Guy Fawkes and Night Martinmas 
(11th November)
These festivals mark the receding of light and the coming of long 
hours of darkness.  The theme of lighting one’s way into the dark 
is particularly celebrated at Martinmas when the whole school 
makes lanterns in all sorts of shapes and sizes, culminating in a 
procession in the darkness of early evening. There is also a theme 
of sharing from the legend of St. Martin who shared his cloak 
with a beggar.
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Advent
Advent begins on the first Sunday in December with the Advent 
Spiral.  The child and parent walk a spiral of greenery laid out on 
the floor carrying a candle in an apple.  They light their candle 
from the central candle, and place it on the greenery spiral, as 
music is played and traditional carols sung.

Christmas Festival (last day of term)
Parents are invited to come in and watch a little Nativity Play 
or songs and poems which the children have been enjoying, 
followed by eating, drinking, present giving and maybe 
carol singing.
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Candlemas 
(2nd February)
Candlemas is celebrated as the first stirrings of spring – the early 
snowdrops showing, plants and animals beginning to waken from 
their winter sleep as the days lengthen and the earth begins to 
warm up: The Festival’s inner message of a “light to lighten 
the world” is reflected in the theme of candles.followed by a 
communal bring-and-share breakfast. 

Shrove Tuesday
Pancakes of course!



Early Years Handbook

21

Easter Festival (last day of term)
We celebrate Easter as the miracle of new life emerging from 
secret places – the little chick hidden within the egg, grains 
of wheat unfolding into fresh green shoots…stories where 
someone’s fairly humdrum life is transformed into something 
wonderful. We often invite the parents to join us for a traditional 
egg hunt.

Mayday
The children celebrate the joys and delights of the natural world 
with a colourful dance around the traditional Maypole.

Whitsun
The white dove symbolizes spiritual peace and purification and 
this theme is confirmed in the traditions of wearing white clothes, 
bringing in white flowers (so abundant at this time of the year) 
and eating white food.

Midsummer – St. John’s
In a celebration of the fiery power of the sun as it reaches its 
zenith, we wear fiery colours, eat red food and often enjoy a 
picnic lunch outdoors with parents.
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Birthdays
We like to celebrate every child’s birthday and although each 
teacher may do it  a bit differently, there are common ingredients.

At snack time we will have a birthday cake which is either pro-
vided by you or baked during the morning at school. Ask the 
teacher what happens in your child’s class.

You and other family members will be invited to come in for the 
child’s special birthday story at the end of the morning and for 
this we need you to provide us with some biographical details.

You will be asked to write down a few (1-3) significant events/
achievements for each year of your child’s life. For example, 
holidays, pets, friendships, learning to swim or ride a bike or hu-
morous family anecdotes.  Talk to your child’s teacher a week or 
two beforehand for further details or if there are sensitive areas 
you wish to discuss.
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Settling into school may take a little while for some children.  
Adjusting to a new place, new people, a different routine, 
sharing an adult with the group and possibly being away from 
the close family for the first time may cause the child to respond 
in various ways:

•   Behaving differently at school and at home, e.g. being 
    unusually quiet at school – not their normal self
•   Being tired after a morning’s school
•   Crying when the parent leaves

While some children relax quite easily and are ready to begin 
exploring this new world straight away, other children may have 
difficulties making the transition from home to school.  This is 
very understandable and normal, especially for 3 and 4 year olds.

Parents themselves may be finding the separation difficult. They 
have been so closely involved with their child’s early years – as 
the child’s guide, teacher, protector and comforter – that it is 
difficult to let go and trust someone else to fulfil these roles.
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First day
You will already have let the child know, without dwelling on it, 
that school is a place where mummies and daddies don’t stay, but 
the teachers will look after the children. However, for the first 
day try and arrange your life so that it would be possible to stay, 
if necessary.
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If the child starts to play and explore or follows the teacher about 
– just go, after a quick goodbye.  If there are separation 
difficulties which are not easily overcome, it may be necessary 
to stay for longer, possibly the whole morning.  If you do have to 
stay, try and be a relaxed presence. 

Next few days
If separation difficulties continue (or begin after an initially 
smooth start!) the teacher may want to employ one of the various 
strategies, 
for example;

•   The parent continues to stay but for gradually decreasing
     portions of the morning
•   The child stays without the parent but for a short time  
    initially – gradually increasing
•   A home visit

Even so, there may still be tears and upset at the handing over 
time. Parents should know that it is usually the actual separating 
from the parent which is painful for the child, so if this is 
prolonged, then so is the pain. Very often it is the case that the 
child will cry for e.g. 5 minutes at the first separation, 2 minutes 
at the next and 1 minute on the third, and afterwards relax and 
begin to be involved in classroom life.
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Parents can help with this process by giving the child the 
message (subconsciously) that they do trust the teacher.  If the 
child is crying and struggling it is important that (even though 
it is difficult) the parent hands the child towards the teacher and 
then goes decisively, not that the teacher plucks the child from 
the parent.

If the child is seriously upset for a relatively long period the 
teacher will let you know.  If things are not going well and the 
usual strategies are not working, it may be that the child simply 
is not ready for school yet.  In any case, the teacher would need 
to talk to the parent without the child there to look at the way 
forward.
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Once The Child Is Settled In School
Big events in the child’s life (e.g. moving house, new baby, 
holidays, illness, and accidents) may cause a return to separation 
difficulties even when the child has been settled for a while.  
Patience and talking to the teacher should help to resolve this.  
Always keep us informed of these big events.  Young children 
are very sensitive and it does help if parents try not to harbour 
worries about their child’s school life but rather visualise them 
happy at school.
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Please bring your children to the cloakroom area outside the 
classroom where they should change into their indoor shoes and 
hang up coats etc. The morning begins at 8.50am.

In our experience it can prove difficult for children who 
arrive late to settle and integrate socially and, likewise, it can 
be upsetting for children to be left behind after their friends 
have gone home at the end of the morning.   Should you be 
unexpectedly delayed, you will need to notify reception who will 
pass the message on to your teacher.  If another adult is collecting 
your child, you will need to inform the teacher at the beginning 
of the day.

Regular attendance is important for your child’s experience and 
development.  Participation in the daily and weekly rhythm 
affects the well-being of the child and the sense of belonging 
to the ‘Nursery’ or Kindergarten’.  We therefore ask parents to 
maintain these rhythms by sending their child on the days that 
they usually attend, as well as refraining from taking holidays 
during term times.
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There are 16 places available for Nursery and Kindergarten 
children at each creche session.  There are either one or two 
sessions per week depending on demand.  This term (Summer, 
Autumn 2013) sessions will run on Mondays and Wednesdays.  
The sessions begin at 12.40pm with a packed lunch which you 
will need to provide.  Then the children will have indoor/outdoor 
play, activity, a rest and a story, finishing at 3.30pm.

Places in crèche can be booked through the office and must be 
paid for in advance.
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We look forward to developing good relationships with all our 
parents and we aim to build trust, understanding, openness and 
respect.

After your child has been with us for a few weeks and all the ups 
and downs at the beginning of school life are beginning to settle, 
we will arrange an interview when we can look at how things are 
going.  This could be earlier if necessary.  After this, we would 
expect to talk to you in depth about your child’s progress at least 
once a year.

We are willing to talk at other times too - just request an 
interview when necessary.  At the beginning and end of the 
session, the teacher is very busy caring for the children and 
preparing activities and will only be able to hold a brief 
conversation with you, if necessary.  If something is very urgent 
we would make an exception.  Also we prefer not to talk about 
the child in front of him/her and request that you arrange for your 
child to be cared for during any interview.
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Written records of each child’s learning and development are kept 
along with photographs (see permission slip).  This information 
is summarized in the child’s “Learning Journey” – a written and 
photographic account which is given to you at the end of the year.

Informing you of forthcoming events
We will contact you to keep you up to date about events and other 
aspects of school life in one of the following ways:

•   individual letter
•   through the fortnightly newsletter
•   phone tree or email
•   a notice on the classroom window

The Class Representative
Each class has a “class rep.”, a parent whose role is to liase 
between the class teacher and parents, mainly communicating 
practicalities.
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Parents’ Evenings 
The parents evening is usually held twice a year.  Often we will 
look at a theme relevant to young children or Waldorf education.  
There may be a talk, discussion, questions and answers and you 
may get to sample one of the childrens activities.  It is important 
to make every effort to attend the parents’ evenings – we know 
that you have busy lives but we do try to make these evenings 
friendly, interesting, relevant and sometimes inspiring. They can 
really help parents to develop an understanding of current issues 
in the class or why we’re using a certain approach, for example.

If you have a concern or need to discuss an issue.
In the first instance, parents should approach their Nursery or 
Kindergarten teacher to discuss any problems,  concerns or 
queries they may have. Parents should not approach the assistants 
as it is not part of their job to discuss such matters.

If for what ever reason a parent feels unable to do this or 
you are unsure who to speak to then please contact  Maurice 
Dobie the School Administrator either via email (maurice@
yorksteinerschool.org) or through the office. Also please ask 
to see the school’s Complaints Procedure - available from the 
school office and on the website.
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Home Visits
At some time during your child’s stay with us, the teacher would 
like to visit you at home if possible.  We find that home visits 
help us to build a positive relationship with the child and also 
give us a more complete picture of family life.

The easiest time for us to visit is usually lunchtime/early 
afternoon, although other times are also possible.  Sometimes 
we share a light lunch and afterwards children often like to play 
and show us their special places and things, or ask us to read 
a favourite story – whatever comes up.  This is not seen as an 
opportunity to talk to you about your child in any depth – more a 
relaxed time where we take the lead from the child.

Try to keep things as normal and natural as possible (don’t worry 
about tidying up!). Children respond very individually to having 
their teacher at home – some get overexcited, others are more 
shy, often it’s an enjoyable and beneficial time for everyone.

Please invite your teacher at a convenient time if you wish, 
sometimes your teacher may request a home visit for a particular 
reason – maybe the child is not settling easily or is going through 
a difficult patch.
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We do feel that adequate, comfortable, appropriate clothing is 
very important to the health and well-being of your children.

They need to be able to play, work and move freely and keep 
sufficiently warm so that all their important growth and 
development progresses healthily.

Generally, layers work best, especially with our unpredictable 
British weather.  Natural fabrics allow the skin to breathe and can 
be more comfortable than artificial fibres.

Although we do not have a school uniform here, we do ask that 
clothing is appropriate and supportive of our educational ethos.  
So please, do not send your child to school in clothes decorated 
with cartoon/Disney images. Very smart, ‘for best’ clothes and 
shoes are not really appropriate if the children have to worry 
about keeping them clean.
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Indoor clothing
All children need a pair of well-fitting slippers/plimsolls with 
backs rather than the ‘slip-on’ variety.  These allow the child 
to move around the room, climb, skip, hop and jump safely. 
They may also need an apron for painting, baking and other 
messy activities.

Outdoor clothing
We will spend part of the morning outside, unless the weather is 
extreme, so outside clothing needs to be warm and wind-proof or 
water-proof, especially in the colder months.  It is good to keep 
a pair of wellies at school, as playgrounds do become wet and 
muddy.  Waterproof trousers or all-in-ones are great to keep the 
children’s clothes dry.  As the weather gets colder, the children 
need coats, hats, gloves and warm socks.

In the summer, please provide a sun hat. Long cotton sleeves will 
also protect the children from the sun.  If you use it, sun cream 
should be applied before school. 
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We encourage the children to become independent with getting 
ready for outside or inside activities.  This is a learning process 
which may take a short or a long time, depending on the indi-
vidual child.  Gentle encouragement, helping the child to focus, 
patience and acknowledging small steps all help in this process 
and it is such a help if parents continue this at home.  Outside the 
classrooms, ensure that your child always puts their slippers in 
the bag provided and that they don’t have too much on their peg, 
so that they can hang up their coat/jacket easily.

Some children love to be independent and want to make their 
own choices in what to wear.  As parents, realising the impor-
tance of warmth for the child’s developing organs and immune 
system, we have to help our children develop their sense of 
warmth.  So please limit their choice of clothing to what is really 
appropriate for the activity and season.
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Many of you may be aware that in September 2008, the 
government implemented an extensive programme of 
regulations, setting standards for learning, development and care 
for children from birth to five – The “Early Years Foundation 
Stage” or EYFS. This was revised and the new framework came 
into force in September 2012.

All settings, whether state schools, independent schools or 
nurserys and child-minders, must now work within this statutory 
framework. We have been looking at how we can work with the 
EYFS as a Steiner early years department without compromising 
our own principles and educational approach.

The principles underpinning the EYFS are absolutely in tune 
with our understanding of young children.  

These principles are:
•   A Unique Child – every child is a competent learner 
    from birth who can be resilient, capable, confident and 
    self-assured
•   Positive Relationships – children learn to be strong and 
    independent from a base of loving and secure relationships
    with parents and/or a key person
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•   Enabling Environments – the environment plays a key
    role in supporting and extending children’s development 
    and learning
•   Learning and Development – children develop and learn 
    in different ways and at different rates and all areas of 
    Learning and Development are equally important and 
    inter-connected

The EYFS identifies 3 prime areas of learning and development:
•   Personal, Social and Emotional
•   Communication and Language 
•   Physical development

And 4 specific areas:
•   Literacy
•   Mathematics
•   Understanding the world
•   Expressive arts and design
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During their time with us, children naturally make progress in all 
these areas.  In order to take on board the EYFS, and at the same 
time, not compromise our educational approach, we have been 
granted exemptions from particular aspects. Further details are 
available on request.

When the children turn 5 at the end of the EYFS, we 
complete the EYFS Profile for each one -- which summarises 
children’s progress towards the early learning goals – this is a 
statutory obligation.

As parents, you know your children better than anyone and 
are their first teachers.  We have always valued your insight 
and understanding and hope that our feedback is useful and 
interesting to you in the interviews we have.  We would like to 
invite you to contribute further to unravelling the mystery of each 
child by writing down little notes of special things that happen 
at home – steps forward, little (or big) achievements, interesting 
events/conversations. 
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Here are some examples:
...slept in her own bed all night
...can swim 10 strokes
...was very helpful with her baby cousin, singing to her
   while she had her nappy changed
...went to grandparents to celebrate Chinese New Year
...feeds the new puppy every morning
...grew a big pumpkin at the allotment
...drew a picture of a person
...counted 10 tablespoons of flour when we baked a cake
...told us the story of “The 3 Pigs” 

We can then add your observations to our own and develop a 
more complete picture of your child.  The little slips of paper 
along the corridor are for this purpose.  Please don’t feel that 
you need to put any pressure on your child to “achieve a goal”.  
Simple observations of play and your usual activities are best and 
we would prefer it if the children are not made self-conscious 
about this.  We know you’re busy, so don’t feel you have to write 
a lot – it’s just an opportunity to communicate special things, 
more regularly. To find out more about the EYFS go to www.
early-education.org.uk
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You are Your Child’s First Teacher, 
Rahima Baldwin (Hawthorn Press Early Years Series)

Waldorf Education, 
Christopher Clouder & Martin Rawson (Floris Books)

Free To Learn – Introducing Steiner Waldorf early 
Childhood Education,  
Lynne Oldfield (Hawthorn Press)

The Genius of Play,  
Sally Jenkinson (Hawthorne Press)

The Incarnating Child,  
Joan Salter (Hawthorne Press)

Well, I Wonder – Childhood in the Modern World,  
Sally Schweizer (Rudolf Steiner Press)

Under the Sky,  
Sally Schweizer (Rudolf Steiner Press)

Ready to Learn – from Birth to School Readiness,  
Martin Rawson & Michael Rose (Hawthorn Press)

Toxic Childhood,  
Sue Palmer (Orion Books)

Remotely Controlled,  
Aric Sigman (Vermillion)
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Festivals, Family & Food,  
Diane Carey & Judy Large (Hawthorne Press) 
All Year Round,  
Ann Druitt, Christine Fynes-Clinton, Marije Rowling 
(Hawthorne Press)
Education Towards Freedom (3rd revised edition),  
Christopher Clouder (Franz Books)
Meeting the Child – Approaches to Observation 
& Assessment in Steiner Kindergartens,  
Mary Jane Drummond & Sally Jenkinson (University 
of Plymouth)

Useful Websites:
York Steiner School.............................www.yorksteinerschool.org
The Steiner Waldorf Schools Fellowship...www.steinerwaldorf.org
Rudolf Steiner Press..........................www.rudolfsteinerpress.com
Floris Books................................................www.florisbooks.co.uk



Teachers List

44

Cherry Tree / Nursery
Elizabeth Metcalfe, Rosemary Hawksford

Apple Tree / Kindergarten I
Joan Rose, Glenys Hanson

Maple Tree / Kindergarten II  
Rachael Sutcliffe, Alison Bradley

Silver Birch / Kindergarten III
Joan Holbek, Glenys Hanson 

Creche
Rebecca Mihill
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Address:  
York Steiner School
Danesmead
Fulford Cross
York
YO10 4PB

Telephone:  01904 654983
Email: info@yorksteinerschool.org
Website:  www.yorksteinerschool.org
Twitter:  @YorkSteiner
Facebook: York Steiner School
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