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Long years ago – back in ’62 – 
Stood a house with simply nothing to do;
Families had come and gone,
The children grew up, moved out and on.
Now nobody knocked at the big front door,
No songs in the bathtub, shouts in the hall,
For no-one seemed to want it at all.
Lonely, it waited for someone to come
– with plenty of children – and make it their home.

One autumn day some visitors came,
With accents strange and a foreign name.
‘I hope they have children,’ said the house with a sigh,
Then to its delight, they decided to buy.
But when the Gablers moved upstairs,
And their two children with dark red hair,
The old house thought, ‘Oh what a blow,
The rooms are all empty down below!’

This poem was written 
for Michael Oak’s 21st 
birthday by Catherine 

van Alphen in 1983. The 
background watercolour 
veil painting was done by 

a Class 10 child using 
the colourwheel.



But fairly soon more people came:
They scrubbed each floor and door and frame.
Walls were painted, pictures hung
And all around the noises rung
Of children running here and there,
So curious to find out where
Everything was going to be!
The old house said, ‘What’s happening to me?’
And then what arrived – no furniture grand – 
But chairs and desks and blackboards on stands!

Then in the morning – surprise of surprises – 
Came thirty children of varying sizes.
The happy house smiled with its door open wide
As teachers and children trooped inside.

‘What are we called?’ then everyone said,
So Mr Schotte scratched his head,
And with the children he made up a game
To think up and guess and find the right name.
Said the house when it heard – ‘I’m as proud as can be,
A name from an angel, a name from a tree!’
It’s MICHAEL OAK, I’m sure you know 
The name of our school that they chose long ago.

Catherine van Alphen
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In school the question is not of receiving a complete education, 
but rather of preparing oneself to receive it from life.   

       Rudolf Steiner

A NOTE ON PRONOUNS AND GENDER
The articles in this compilation have been written over a period 
of time by different people. The pronouns ‘he’ and ‘she’ have 
been used interchangeably, as they were originally written. 
However, notes throughout refer to all genders. 
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A revolutionary approach to education

The impulses at work in every Steiner school arise out of an attempt to see man complete and whole, as a spiritual 
being whose existence and destiny reach far beyond the limits of birth and death. In such a view, childhood is the 

gradual entry of a spiritual being into earthly existence. It is inevitable that such a wide and deep perspective 
should demand an art of education quite different from anything that has gone before.

From an early leaflet introducing Steiner Education

Early days



To wonder at beauty
Stand guard over truth
Look up to the noble,
Resolve on the good:
This leadeth us truly
To purpose in living
To right in our doing
To peace in our feeling
To light in our thinking,
And teaches us trust
In the working of God,
In all that there is
In the width of the world
In the depth of the soul.

Rudolf Steiner, written for the children, teachers and parents 
of the first Waldorf school, founded in Stuttgart in 1919

Dr Christhilde Blume, a 
visiting paediatrician from 

Germany and Michael 
Oak’s dear friend, 

addressed the children 
in assembly on Founder’s 

Day in the mid-1990s and 
answered the question: 

Who was Rudolf Steiner?

‘He was born in Hungary 
and grew up in Austria 
near Vienna. His father 
was the station-master 

of a small village railway 
station. Living in the rural 

countryside aroused in 
him a great love of 

nature and an aware-
ness of nature beings in 
harmony with the Earth 

around him, and these 
were very real to him. 

Although he was a 
dreamy child when he 

started going to school, 
he later became an 

intensely serious student, 
devoting all his consider-
able powers to grasp the 

reality of creation, and 
life on the Earth.  And 

so, amongst many other 
endeavours, Dr Steiner 

developed new ideas for 
agriculture, new rem-

edies for medical science, 
and also new pathways 

for education.’
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On 27 February 2011 was the anniversary of 
Rudolf Steiner’s birth 150 years ago. As father-
founder of Waldorf Education, we honour 

him at Michael Oak each year on this date with our 
Founder’s Day celebration. Along with many people 
worldwide, we celebrate the rich heritage developed 
out of the wide and deep impulses Dr Steiner brought 
into life as a whole.  All of the innovations arising from  
his indications that have been, and are continually 
being developed in the sciences, social, spiritual and 
cultural life stem from his own exhaustive, disciplined 
scientific research into penetrating the hidden 
wisdom of human existence, so as to understand in all 
its richness, the full human being comprised of body, 
soul and spirit. He named the body of knowledge 
which he uncovered over many years of persistent 
striving Anthroposophy (from anthros meaning 
‘human being’ and sophia meaning ‘wisdom’).

At the end of the First World War, when humanity 
in their millions was in deep shock and looking for a 
reason to live, people flocked to Steiner’s lectures on 
Anthroposophy, finding in them a new way of think-
ing that gave hope for the future. They came from all 
walks of life: scientists, teachers, farmers, doctors, art-
ists, architects, musicians and priests. They all had the 
same question: How can we work in a changed world 
in a way that is restorative and relevant for the future?

It was Emil Molt, the director of the Waldorf  
Astoria Cigarette Factory, one of Dr Steiner’s follow-
ers, who put the direct request to him, asking him to 
create a school for the children of his factory workers. 

Rudolf Steiner 
Father–founder of Waldorf Education, 27.2.1861 – 30.3.1925

Always waiting for a living 
question to be posed before 
acting, Steiner recognized 
that time was ripe. Choosing 
people in whom he saw the 
potential as teachers, he ran a 
two-week intensive preparatory 
course. The first Waldorf School 
opened in a gracious building 
poised high on a hill, overlooking 
Stuttgart. With Anthroposophical 
knowledge underlying their understand-
ing of the developmental stages and needs 
of the children, the teachers worked enthusiasti-
cally, strengthened by the presence of Rudolf Steiner 
among them in the first five years.

This is our Mother School, still bearing inwardly 
the responsibility for Waldorf Education worldwide, 
and carrying a special place in its heart for Michael 
Oak. It is through their generosity, caring and sheer 
hard work for us that we are able to maintain the 
effective work of our therapy and remedial depart-
ment in supporting many needy children. Today, 
more than ever before, parents are seeking a worthy 
education. Rudolf Steiner offered us his life’s work 
of enlightenment as a basis to enrich and bring joy 
and fulfillment into our daily life and into the lives of  
children entrusted to us. It is with deep gratitude that 
we recognize this gift.

Marion Penfold, The Leaflet 2011

Rudolf Steiner’s 
studies were all directed 
towards a teaching 
career and he become 
an acclaimed lecturer. 
His research lead him to 
an understanding of the 
spiritual aspects underly-
ing physiology and 
psychology. He always 
had a special connection 
with children and was 
known to enjoy a good 
pillow fight with the 
children of his friends.   



Michael Oak Waldorf School came into being 
three and a half years after the seed of the 
first Waldorf School initiative was planted 

in South Africa, well over 50 years ago. A group of 
dedicated parents asked Mr Heinz Schotte and Mrs 
Lia Gabler to start a Waldorf school for their children 
in mid-1962, having clubbed together and bought 
No.4 Marlow Road in an auction from the Spilhaus 
family. Here we look back with gratitude to the im-
pulse behind this beginning.

At the end of his world lecture tour in 1954, Dr 
Zeylmans van Emmichoven, leader of the Anthropo-
sophical Society in the Netherlands, visited the main 
centres in South Africa, where he spoke of the work 
of Rudolf Steiner. Hosted by the Anthroposophical 
Society in Cape Town, he so inspired the audience 
for Waldorf Education that Rupert and Lyda Braun-
lich asked him to arrange for the founding of a school 
in Cape Town. With a wide smile he replied it would 
be they themselves who would have to do this.

It was at this time in Cape Town that a group of 
progressive teachers from various local schools found-
ed a branch of the New Educational Fellowship. The 
intention was to inject a new impulse into the educa-
tional scene of the day, with all its restrictions which 
had developed since 1948. This movement existed 
in England and Holland, where it was linked to the  
Rudolf Steiner Vrije Skool in The Hague.

In 1955, Renwick Sheen, a Waldorf teacher at  
Michael Hall in England, responded to an invitation 
to lecture on Waldorf education for this Fellowship 
in Cape Town and Johannesburg. He was followed 

The Waldorf initiative in South Africa
written, researched and compiled by Marion Penfold in 1994 in honour of the 

75th birthday celebration of the First Waldorf school in Stuttgart, Germany 

‘In 1958 the first Waldorf 
School began in a garage 

in Cape Town. By 1962 
there were four in the 

country.  A sudden spurt 
of growth happened 

between 1985 and 1998 
resulting in 18 schools 
and a Teacher Training 

College – the Centre for 
Creative Education. The 

Waldorf Movement here 
is still growing strongly – 
the children are flocking 

to the schools.’ 
Briar Pastoll,

From Anthroposophy 
in Action, 2004

by Elizabeth Mulder from the Waldorf movement in 
Holland and Germany. Staying for a year in Johannes-
burg to run a teacher-training course, she encouraged 
the founding of a Nursery school there. A state-qual-
ified teacher, Cecily Thatcher, travelled to England 
to further her training under Margaret Meyerkort 
at Wynstones, before returning in 1960 to open a 
Nursery class in a garage in Johannesburg. Nine years 
later the developing school moved to its present large 
property, with Francis Edmunds of Emerson College 
being influential in securing the land. Situated on 
a hill, it named itself Michael Mount, marking the 
event with a colourful Michael pageant.

In the meantime, 1600 km away in Cape Town, the 
development inspired by Dr van Emmichoven was 
being nurtured and supported by a small, dedicated 
group of Anthroposophists. Prominent was Jan Will-
inge-Prins, the retired school doctor from Amster-
dam Waldorf school who had come to settle in Cape 
Town. He promoted interest in Waldorf education by 
giving monthly lectures, and by producing, in 1957, 
the first Oberufer Shepherds’ play seen in South  
Africa. He died the following year in Cape Town, only 
three months before the first Nursery class opened in 
1959, with Lyda Braunlich as the teacher.

 In the meantime in London, Walter Johannes 
Stein had inspired an Englishwoman, Ruth Bent-
ley, with the teaching of Rudolf Steiner, so that she 
became accompanist for eurythmy lessons at Wyn-
stones school. After 14 years of studies she received a 
strong inner directive to go to Africa to pass on what 
she had learnt. In obedience she ‘burnt her boats’ in  
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England and arrived in Cape Town by ship in 1958 with  
Gladys Mayer, a lecturer from London, together with 
an exhibition of children’s work. Touring by jeep with 
her harp strapped to the roof, they promoted Waldorf 
education in the main centres before returning to 
Cape Town, where she settled. She invited Bernard 
Nesfield-Cookson, chairman of the College at Wyn-
stones to come the next year, and he brought with 
him an impressive exhibition of children’s work. This 
aroused such enthusiasm that parents were clamoring 
for a school to be started in Cape Town.

In January 1960 the Waldorf school opened in a 
large old Victorian house, with Ruth Bently as a 
sort of guardian angel living upstairs. By 1967 it had 
moved to Constantia. Michael Oak Waldorf School 
was founded in 1962 with Heinz Schotte, a teacher 
from the Pforzheim Waldorf school, and Lia Gabler 
as pioneer teachers.

  The influence from England, Holland and Ger-
many was strong in those formative years, with  
frequent visits from very able and experienced 
Anthroposophical lecturers and teachers, most 
of whom still carried within them the inspira-
tion from their personal contact with Dr Steiner  
himself. The bequest left by Basil Gibaud, a South 
African Anthroposophist, helped to make this pos-
sible. Teacher-training courses of a high standard were 
given by Jan and Katrien van Wettem on their fre-
quent visits from The Hague, and by Max Stibbe who 
came to South Africa to settle, later moving to Preto-
ria where he founded the Fountain School which, at 
his death, was re-named after him. 

Over the years at Michael Oak, countless gifts and 
acts of hard work, enthusiasm and kindness from fam-
ilies, teachers and friends have developed and expand-
ed our school and grounds. Now it fills the whole 
block from the station to Gibson Road, embracing 
our beautiful new hall as its creative heart-centre. We 
are indeed blessed to be able to experience here the 
enrichment inspired by Waldorf education.



16

The founding of Michael Oak
researched and compiled by Trinity Loubser

Mr Schotte, large and tall,
Was the Father of them all;
And like Pied-Piper (without a song)
Children always flocked along.
In class or hall, whenever they heard
The slow pronouncing of the words –
‘One day…’ then all was still,
(The deep anticipatory thrill.)
Fact or fable, fairy-tale,
Jokes and stories without fail
Captivated every ear,
More and more they wished to hear:
Full of wisdom, humour too,
Moral, thoughtful, lengthy, true.

The Mother of our little school
In the Nursery held sovereign rule
And many, many a girl and boy
Remembers sunny hours of joy.
For Mrs Gabler, wise and kind,
whose loving smile swept tears behind,
With fantasy and gentle care
Made every child feel loved and dear.
When parents phoned, they often spoke,
Asking for Mrs Michael Oak!

Catherine van Alphen

Michael Oak’s very foundations are built on three 
key elements (as all good things are): a profound 
conviction in Steiner education, the dedication 

of teachers and the passion of parents. 
It all began early in 1962 when several enthusiastic 

families asked Mr Schotte and Mrs Gabler to start a 
school for their children, and it was the Jenkins family 
who offered their front lounge to make it possible. Mr 
Schotte recounts (from a letter written in August 2004, 
the school’s 42nd birthday): ‘At the very beginning, the 
Jenkins family with their three children, invited us to 
move into their property, ‘East Grange’, in Rosmead 
Avenue. The family breakfasted in the kitchen and left 
through the back door to enable us to start teaching 
in their dining and living rooms. Mrs Gabler had the 
Nursery class in the garage and played on the lawns for 
some months.’

Meanwhile, a permanent site for the fledgling school 
was sought and found in Marlow Road. Three pioneer 
families, the Jenkins, Starkes and van Lenneps, got to-
gether to purchase this property on auction. The story 
goes that, such was his commitment to the success of the 
sale, John Starke actually persuaded the other bidders to 
withdraw, in the light of it being needed for a school.

Early accounts paint the picture of these energetic  
pioneer families, along with Mr Schotte and Mrs  
Gabler, vigorously working on the new Victorian villa 
in preparation for the children. Fred Gabler made the 
little tables, chairs, daybeds and toys for the Nursery 
children. ‘It was on the public holiday, 31 May 1962, 
that we moved in,’ reminisces Lia Gabler, ‘and Michael 
Oak was born.’

A peep into early Michael 
Oak life. Mr Schotte 

on the recorder with a 
group of older children 
while Mrs Gabler leads 
the young ones in song 

and dance (opposite).

Mr Heinz Schotte

Mrs Lia Gabler
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In the very early days, Mr Schotte, Mrs Gabler and 
Barbara Scott taught classes, while Peggy and Regi-
nald Clay, helped by Jo Willinge-Prins, gave lessons 
in art, craft and music. ‘We were an extremely happy 
extended family and we made sure our hearts were 
free from problems when we were with the children,’ 
says Lia Gabler.

Marion Penfold writes in 2001: ‘The strong desire 
of these few pioneer families, many of whom became 
early trustees, to create a Waldorf School for their 
children fired our founder teachers, Mr Schotte and 
Mrs Gabler. The countless selfless deeds of this group, 
their generosity of spirit and moral intent laid the 
sound foundation on which we stand today.’ 

Mr Schotte (left) and 
Mrs Gabler (right) with 

their first classes in 1962.

It was that original small 
group of children who named 
our school Michael Oak. 
Michael they explained, was 
after the great archangel of 
our time, and Oak stood for 
strength and growth. 

‘Founding and building 
up Michael Oak was 
the finest time of my 

life as a teacher; 
I thank those who did
 it together with me; 

without them it would 
not have been possible.’

From a letter to the 
school from Mr Schotte, 

June 1976.
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Some pioneer teachers 
with their classes,  
(clockwise from top left); 
Alfred Bienewitz; 
Igor Kotzuba; 
Marion Penfold and 
Theo Megaw. 

The fostering of community has always been at the 
very heart of Michael Oak life. Being a genuinely 
caring, family-oriented place could be considered its 
trademark. It was described by Irene Ellis in 1982 as ‘all 
too sweet, pleasant and charming’! (Her concern being 
that ‘it blows too much on one note’.)

Now, 50 years on, it is apparent that those early 
children chose well – the school has lived up to its 
auspicious name. Fortunately for the world, there are 
a growing number of Oakies making their way out 
there, spreading a little Michael Oak magic as they go. 
There must surely be a warm and cosy feeling for both 
archangels and tree spirits when the offspring of its first 
generation return through the school gates.

In this light, the heart-felt words written in a  
leaving card to pioneer teacher Igor Kotzuba, seem 
particularly fitting:

It is as if a branch is being removed from the giant 
tree that has become Michael Oak. Yet the roots that 
grew to support that branch are still there, planted 
deeply and firmly in the earth, still providing 
nourishment to the rest of the tree. The trunk has 
grown to a great girth and strength of support for the 
many branches that have grown from it.

These branches will, for an age, still provide 
luxuriant shade and abundant fruit, grateful to the 
roots and trunk that gave them productive strength. 

‘Above all I love 
working and learning 
with children because 
they have so much 
to offer.’ 
Igor Kotzuba,
Oak Leaves, 1984
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My wishes for the garden: I wish that 
you will be fresh, so fresh that all the 
butterflies will come and visit you. I 
wish you become fruitful, and don’t get 
poisoned.

My wishes for the school building: I hope 
you will always stay homely. I hope you 
will always stay beautiful. I hope you will 
always stay filled with people.

My wishes for myself: I wish I could stop 
dreaming. I hope I shall have wisdom. 

New year wishes from Standard 3 (Class 5), in 1977 

Early photos from the school 
grounds showing life in the 1960s. At 

first there was a simple farm-style gate. Then Ugo Rivera 
gave the present ones to the school which fitted perfectly on the hinges 
already set in the pillars! The newsletter (opposite) highlights the attitude 
of the day, where a carpet was requested for the library or a typewriter 
lent to help out. Our school has been built on this kindness.
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In any gathering of mothers there is one subject of 
conversation that invariably, inevitably crops up: 
education. And it embraces very much more than 

simply what Jonny is learning. It includes his attitudes, 
his tensions, his social development, his reaction to his 
teacher, his attitude to games, to homework and pri-
marily, his happiness. 

Nearly always there are some worries. Big classes, or 
disinterestedness, or a teacher who seems unaware. Per-
haps he hates rugby or perhaps it is the only thing he 
cares about. He might be anti-social, or have too few 
resources apart from his friends. And so it goes on.

After listening to one such discussion lately, a friend 
remarked that I seemed to have nothing to say. And 
that remark reminded me very sharply of how differ-
ent my position had been a couple of years earlier.

Then, I was as vociferous as any. My youngster, in  
Sub B, had been getting splendid marks, he had many 
friends, all should have been well. But the tensions were 
there. Sometimes he couldn’t sleep. His teacher shout-
ed, the noise made his head ache. The teacher, poor, 
desperate woman, frequently made threats, which he 
took seriously and personally. Worst of all, he was so 
bored that he was finding it difficult to stay awake in 
class. Oh, I had plenty to say! Of course he would, 
like others, survive it all, but couldn’t one do better? 
Hadn’t one a duty to do better?

The well-known private schools were out; we 
couldn’t afford them. And I don’t much care for the 
atmosphere of exclusiveness; the polish and social 
poise are attractive, but I have found too often that it 
stems from manners rather than mind.

Then someone suggested a small Primary School in 
Kenilworth, based on Rudolf Steiner’s methods. I was 
aghast – did she really imagine my son was retarded? 
But she explained patiently that it was a school for 
perfectly ordinary children, offering an education 
that was not confined by the demands of an educa-
tional dogma, but where there was freedom for the 

teacher to adapt the form and content of instruction 
both to time and place in general, to the capacity of 
the particular children involved, and to the qualitative 
needs of each moment.

I inquired further, attended lectures and meetings, 
had lengthy discussions with the teachers, and final-
ly undertook the whole, awful business of uprooting 
a child from a familiar place and starting him off on 
something new. The story is proceeding happily. My 
son David has been joined at the school by his younger 
brother. ‘School goes too quickly,’ is a remark I now 
frequently hear, and their attitude of enthusiastic in-
terest make me feel very strongly that the work this 
school is doing should be more widely known.

What strikes one most forcibly is the complete 
absence of tension, both in the teachers and the 
children. The atmosphere of unsentimental, good-
natured friendliness is one in which children thrive. 
In trying to analyse this, I realised that all the staff 
not only actually like children (not as unusual as one 
might suppose), but are personally interested in each 
individual child. 

Then there is the terrific sense of activity through-
out the school; they are always so busy doing things. 
Along with the doing, they are learning in a very 
positive way. And they are so involved with the ex-
citement of this process that the days are simply not 
long enough.

I have seen the inside of pretty well every type of  
school in my own teaching days, ranging from private 
schools and convents, to different grades of govern-
ment schools, to night schools. I have enjoyed work-
ing in all of them. But this one seems to me so worth-
while that I regret more people do not know of it.

So what I had originally thought of as needing 
some courage – removing my son from a school with 
an established reputation and sending him instead to 
this one – has turned out to be the complete oppo-
site. I have gained peace of mind.

Sally von Holdt

An abridged version of 
a letter written in the 

late 60s to Michael Oak 
school from Sally von 

Holdt, who later joined 
the school as a part-time 
English teacher. She also 
founded the library and 

then took two classes 
through all seven years 
of Primary school. The 

second class turned out 
to be the first to go up 
to High School and she 

stayed with them to 
become the first high 

school Class 8 guardian.

‘As we develop love for 
the children we will be 

helped to rise above 
problems so as to serve 

and nurture our children 
in body, soul and spirit. 

Above all remember 
when situations are 

difficult that you [the 
teachers] and the chil-
dren are never alone – 

your guardian angels are 
always with you.’
Lia Gabler, 2012
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The whole school at the end of the 1960s. By then it employed 10 teachers comprising two Nursery, six Primary and two part-time. Inset taken in 2001.
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Marlow Road

Images of the 
Marlow Road house 

from Hugo Schouwen-
burg. The property 

belonged to his parents-
in-law in the early 1940s. 

It was home to the 
Consul General of The 

Netherlands and was 
where his wife was born. 

The Saint depicted on 
the white horse (below 

far right), is Saint Nicolas.

In 2001, Mary Starke reminisced in a letter to  
Marion Penfold of the early days at Michael Oak: 
‘When Mr Schotte and Mrs Gabler talked with my 

ex-husband in the early 1960s about forming a Steiner 
school, he lent them money to purchase the present 
building in Marlow Road, and attended the auction of 
the house to make sure that they got it! Our daughter 
Sally was one of the eight first pupils when Michael 
Oak opened. I have fond memories of it all.’

Before the school secured the Marlow Road house, 
it was owned by the Spilhaus family. Sally Spilhaus 
describes her childhood haven in the following  
delightfully descriptive memoir.
 

Memoirs of Marlow Road by Sally Spilhaus 

My father, whose name was Gerhard F. Spilhaus but 
was known to everyone simply as Gerry, bought the 
house on Marlow Road in 1946, when I was four. 
It was after the war, business was picking up again 
and his family was growing. He needed more space 
and the rambling old Victorian family home with its 
large property seemed ideal. It had close to fourteen 
rooms and two staircases, with a sort of courtyard off 
the kitchen with rooms for domestic staff. There were 
double-storey verandas on two sides, decorated with 
green painted ‘broekie lace’ and the tall windows 
were accented with green shutters on either side.  
Inside there were two fireplaces, two full bathrooms 
and a large entrance hall.

The house was sold by auction, and Dad was the 
triumphant bidder. We moved in – my parents, my 
two older brothers, Neil and Arnold, myself, our 
nanny, Carrie Paulse, and assorted dogs. My younger 
brother John was born three years later in my parents’ 
bedroom – the upstairs room with bay windows.



25

One of Dad’s first acts was to name the new house 
Dudley, in honour of my mother who was born  
Hilary May Dudley. I spent my entire childhood there, 
lulled to sleep at night by the sound of the electric 
passenger trains pulling into Kenilworth station with a 
screech of brakes and pulling out again slowly. Some-
times late at night a goods train would go through, its 
ancient steam engine puffing rhythmically. The house 
on Marlow Road was my haven. It was so big, its  
garden so full of secret places, that I could always es-
cape my three boisterous brothers when I needed to. I 
did not know how much I loved it until it was sold.

Dudley was not a stylish house. It was a comfortable 
home, and reflected my parents’ modest tastes. No-one 
cared much about heritage in those days – the post-
war generation wanted to be modern. 

My father thought he 
was doing the right thing 
when he ripped off the 
Victorian verandas, with 
their broekie lace adorn-
ment, and replaced them 
with ugly modern ones. 
Without meaning to, he ruined what little architec-
tural integrity the house possessed. That broekie lace 
would fetch a fortune today. 

The new balconies were two stories high and  
extended into a wide stoep on the north side. They 
had concrete floors and were supported on squat brick 
pillars that were plastered and whitewashed. Red wing 
starlings used to nest in the ceiling beams, and feed 

their young from our mulberry tree and a nearby date 
palm. The baby birds used to drop large piles of purple 
poop onto the veranda below and sometimes when 
my parents were enjoying a quiet G&T before lunch 
on a Saturday, they would be startled by the loud ping 
of an excreted date pip dropping to the floor.

Above the stoep, Dad had a sunroom built with 
windows on three sides. It was built over the north-
facing window in my bedroom: the window was 
therefore permanently shut and covered with a cur-
tain. My brother Arnold got to use the sunroom as his 
bedroom, and when he left home I got the sunroom 
AND my bedroom, which compensated very well for 
the loss of that window. 

The current small brick 
hall was built out from 
this North-facing wall, 
incorporating the veran-
dah for the tiny stoep.
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The large room with bay windows downstairs was 
our formal ‘drawing room’, furnished with squishy 
chintz-covered sofas and chairs and the baby grand 
piano, on which I used to rush through my daily pi-
ano practice. The family favoured the ‘study’, a much 
smaller room than the drawing room that was warmed 
in winter by the sun shining through the tall windows 
and a coal-burning fireplace. 

The kitchen was very old fashioned, with a scul-
lery for the tasks that fell to the ‘houseboy’, such as 
washing dishes, polishing silver and that most absurd 
practice of the day, rolling butterballs. Our ‘nanny’ 
who lived with us for most of her life, had the tiny 
room at the top of the back stairs, and shared the back 
bathroom with us kids.

One of my favourites among the various domes-
tic staff that came and went at Dudley was Mabel, 
a woman who was afflicted with a hunchback that 
twisted her body over at the waist, and a lame leg 

that she lifted with one hand every time she took 
a step. Despite her serious deformity, she was amaz-
ingly strong and agile. She had a wonderful sense of 
humour and when she laughed, which was often, 
her homely face shone with life. My mother could 
never get seriously angry with her. One evening we 
had mashed potatoes at dinner, and when my mother 
tasted them, she harrumphed and rang the bell furi-
ously. Mabel lumbered down the passage and stuck 
her head around the door. ‘Yes merrem?’.

‘Mabel! What in God’s name did you do to the  
potatoes? They’re full of lumps!’

‘Ag merrem, I yuss mess ‘em up!’ 
Her heavy accent rendered ‘mash’ as ‘mess’. The fam-
ily roared with laughter, Mabel joined in and that was 
the end of the story.

The courtyard outside of the kitchen housed the 
servants’ shower and toilet and an open room in which 
the washing machine and my mother’s flower arrang-
ing paraphernalia were kept. Together my parents had 
tamed the wildness of the garden, and turned it into 
a thing of carefully planned beauty, which provided 
ample flowers and greenery for my mother’s vases 
year round. She was very talented at flower arranging, 
and there were always fresh flowers downstairs.

My parents made changes to the house and garden 
as their needs and their means grew. An extra room 
was built onto the kitchen at the back to serve as the 
houseboy’s room. A new double garage was built as 
an extension of the back yard; we kids used to drive 
my mother mad when we practised our tennis shots 
against the heavy wooden door, which shuddered 
and boomed with each shot. 

I seem to remember that there was an old garage 
that was demolished – perhaps to make room for the 
large new solid brick garden shed. One end of this 
building housed the garden tools and equipment, and 
the other was where Sam, the live-in gardener, had 
his bed and modest possessions.

Michael Oak children 
also enjoy climbing the 

old guava trees that Sally 
Spilhaus used to climb 
(above) while the Class 

1s enjoy the guava fruits 
baked in a cake! (below)
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Sally’s ‘tomboy’ friend Penny writes:
I really enjoyed reading the wonderfully accurate memory of Sally Spilhaus’ house. I 
must admit to having wandered through the school on one occasion recently, remem-
bering the functions of all the different rooms and amazingly able to reconstruct the 
furniture and some of the pictures on the walls in my head as I did so.

I spent many happy days, hours, weekends in that house and garden. Sally’s mother, 
Hilary, was my godmother. There was always something interesting going on in and 
around the house. Sally’s parents had the first automatic record player I had ever seen, 
and we played and sang along to all the songs from Annie Get Your Gun endlessly. I 
think I still know all the words! 

The crowds walking down the road alongside the house on race days, aiming for 
the Racecourse, were just visible as heads and hats above the brick wall. We enjoyed 
commenting on the hats that bobbed down towards the races, quite unable to see the 
people wearing them. We also had a challenge which involved walking the perimeter 
of the property without touching the ground – much desperate balancing on the wall 
and jumping obstacles. I’m happy to see my grandchildren enjoying the same space – 
although in a different way – that I enjoyed so much as a child.

Penny Berens 
(Grandmother of Michael Oak students: Georgie, Peter, Nico and Johnny Berens)

The back of the property really came into its own 
when an all-weather tennis court was built. The Spilhaus 
home suddenly became a magnet to my brothers’ 
friends. My two close girl pals enjoyed visiting Dudley 
too. Like me, my friend Penny was a tomboy: we were 
partial to activities such as bike riding and climbing 
trees. There was a large barrel-shaped Cedar tree at one 
side of the driveway, in which someone – my father or 
a brother – made me a small treehouse. Penny and I 
used to spend hours climbing around that tree and gig-
gling in the treehouse, invisible to the rest of the world 
through dense foliage. Alas, that tree is no more.

I loved the garden with its scents and secret places. 
Heavily influenced by Enid Blyton, I would wan-
der among the flowerbeds, imagining the fairies that 
dwelt there. I also liked to hide at the bottom of the 
garden and peer through the fence at our neighbour 
Dulcie Howse, who was director of the University  
of Cape Town Ballet. She and her principal dancer, 
Pamela Chrimes, occasionally danced around their 
garden between the trees and artfully placed Corin-
thian pillars. Her house and property have now been 
taken over by Michael Oak School.

At the back of the house we had a vegetable garden, 
from which we kids helped ourselves to whatever was 
in season, like new peas or carrots. We used to strip 
most of the fruit before it could get to table. 

My father used to say that 
the guavas he grew smelled 
of cat pee but we ate them 
with gusto. 

They are survivors, those trees. I was thrilled to dis-
cover in 2007 that about three of them still exist, their 
spreading gnarled limbs like those of a bent old man.

We kids went to school every day on our bikes, me 
to Wynberg Girls’ and the boys to Rondebosch. Both 
Neil and I started university while still living in Dud-
ley. Our tenure was long, lively and mostly happy. I 
think of it sometimes as I look out of my window 
in Montreal and contemplate the snow. Dad sold the 
house not long before I left South Africa. I missed it a 
great deal and was happy when I could leave the small 
bungalow to which they moved and rent my own 
small dwelling.

My recent visit to Michael Oak School has given 
me enormous pleasure as well as wonderful memo-
ries. That my old home now welcomes children of 
every hue on an equal footing, that love and tolerance 
are taught within its walls, is a source of great joy 
to me. While I will not pretend that everything that 
happened within Dudley’s walls was always happy or 
good, it was always a welcoming place, and it is very 
satisfying to know that it still is.

Sally Spilhaus with her 
younger brother John.
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Once upon a time - actually it is not so long ago 
- there was a huge, rambling House in a big 
garden, that wanted children.

A number of families had happily lived in it for 
many years since it was built toward the end of last 
century.  All the children of those families always grew 
up and left it – so that there were years without the 
joys and hope and pains, the laughter, the disappoint-
ments and the enthusiasms of children before another 
new, younger family would move in.

When the youngest son of the Spilhaus family had 
outgrown the wisdom and folly of childhood, those 
golden years of life, the House went up for sale. It 
wanted children again.

There was even an auction. You can imagine the 
anxiety of the House!  All those people bidding! It 
wished to be owned by people with lots of children.

When, then, three people bought the House, who 
had seven children amongst them, it was full of joy. 
Now at last it would again be crammed with children 
running down the passages, jumping up the stairs, 
stamping down the back-stairs as well, shouting in 
the garden, climbing the trees.

Oh, what disappointment, however, when the Ga-
bler family moved in with only two children, and 
worse still, they lived in a few upstairs rooms only. All 
the downstairs rooms were left standing empty. The 
House was really very, very sad – however, it did not 
know what was going to happen. A great surprise was 
awaiting it: the fulfilment of all its wishes it would 
never have dared even to dream about.

Because soon some grown-up people came. They 
started to wash doors, paint walls, hang up pictures, 

The house that wanted children 
written by Heinz Schotte

nail blackboards to the walls. One day these grown-
ups came with thirty children to have a look at it 
all, really peeping around everywhere. And we know 
how intuitive children can be. The House did not 
catch on, even when it heard those visiting children 
say: ‘This will be our classroom,’ and things like that. 
Or the grown-ups: ‘This should be the staffroom, this 
the office.’ The House was quite a bit perturbed. What 
was going to happen?

The children disappeared. The House could not 
understand. They left just as quickly as they had 
stormed in. What the House did not know was that 
they went back to a homestead in Rosmead Avenue 
where they, as guests of the Jenkins family, had school 
around a big dining-room table, in the passage, and in 
the lounge where some, horrible to say, used to hide 
behind the huge easy chairs before the teacher came 
from the staffroom, which was on the stoep. For six 
sunny summer weeks the nursery children had only a 
big lawn with towering oaks. The poor Jenkins fam-
ily who gave the children their home as a school, had 
in the morning to slip from the bedroom into the 
kitchen and then leave through the back door.

So these were the children in want of a house for 
their school. A few days after that visit on 31 May 
1962, a mottled collection of strange furniture arrived. 
The House could not trust its windows – I mean its 
eyes! Chairs from all walks of life, desks, pointers, ea-
sels with blackboards on them, tables and what not. 
All that rubble was moved in and the House was to 
accept it as a birthday present. The House was given a 
new name. At the gate post in Marlow Road a beau-
tiful mosaic shield in rainbow colours was screwed 

This story was writ-
ten by Heinz Schotte in 
1975 for Michael Oak’s 
13th birthday and first 

appeared in Oak Leaves in 
Autumn 1975. This is the 

first of three chapters, 
with the second 

appearing in the Winter 
of 1975 and the third 

in Spring 1983. Evi-
dently, Heinz Schotte was 

something of a master 
storyteller and so this 

was a fitting way for him 
to describe the early 
history of the school 

to the children. 
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on saying ‘Michael Oak’, a name those thirty chil-
dren had found after long, hard guessing and arguing. 
The House was proud of this new name and very 
cross when, later, the name shield was stolen. It may 
adorn a house somewhere in the wider Cape area. 
Thief beware! After this story more people are look-
ing for you.

Then on a Monday – the first in June – the thirty 
children who had paid the quick visit came as birth-
day guests and for good, because the House had 
started a new life with a new name as a School. If it 
had only known then that one day it was to house 
another 150 children, it would have jumped into the 
air for joy. Good that it didn’t – it would have got 
premature cracks!

At last it understood! Its dining room became a 
Nursery Class, its lounge Standard 1, its study a com-
bined Sub A and B, and its indescribable room, where 
the former lady of the house had locked up her dogs 
when they barked too much, counted the washing, 
done the sewing and her accounts – that was just 
good enough to be staffroom and office together. The 
partition between a junk room and a maid’s room was 
knocked down to make space for a Nursery lunch 
room: now it is the Library. The three teachers had all 
their hands full.

At last life had moved in again. A gentleman’s resi-
dence turned into a school. What a rejuvenation! 
Now there was laughter, joy, singing, reciting. What 
a lot the House had to learn! Spelling, tables! It had 
never before heard so many stories, so many interest-
ing things about animals, plants, stones, history, geog-
raphy. The House became quite a bit educated at that 
– and even proud of it.  And why shouldn’t it be so?

Drawing by a Kindergarten child

‘And what is the soul if not a shimmering flow of mood 
and feeling? Like a shiver of wind on the water, the soul 
responds and resonates to all the twists and turns of the 
tale. A soul fed on stories is a rich soul.’

Paul King, Class 1 teacher in1994





Milestones
Significant steps along the way

Of all the faculties we possess, none is more important at this time than a wide-eyed sense of wonder.

Llyal Watson PH.D, ‘Supernature’, quoted in Oak Leaves, 1977
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Sharing through print 
written by Marion Penfold

In the 1960s we wanted school parents to be able 
to share some of the richness of their children’s 
writing from their English and History main 

lessons.  To meet this need we compiled a booklet 
named The Arrow which helped to show parents the 
great width and depth of the stories their children 
were hearing in the classroom.

Then in the 1970s we printed Acorns, a collection 
of stories and poems by the children, enlivened 
with drawings by Catherine Barberton (who later 
became Catherine van Alphen), for which, to our 
astonishment, we were awarded 2nd prize in a 
nationwide competition for school magazines.

1974 saw the birth of Oak Leaves to serve several 
purposes: to collate each Term into one booklet 
of the many loose notices to parents that often 
became paper aeroplanes before reaching home; 
to unite Nursery and Primary School parents and 
to expand knowledge in the school community of 
Waldorf educational ideas and values regarding child 
development. Over 10 years, numbers of teachers 
took on the role as editor, keeping the approach fresh 
and interesting.

In 1984, to mark the tenth anniversary of Oak 
Leaves, we selected articles to serve as an introductory 
handbook on Waldorf education for parents and 
friends, and so Root and Shoot appeared, kindly 
sponsored and printed within the school family. Now 
after 28 years it is being updated to include our High 
School.

Having already turned 21 and growing rapidly, the 
school needed a weekly rather than termly news- 
letter. After a competition to give it a name, the  
obvious Leaflet was chosen with George Subotzky 
the first editor. Sandy Rivera then guided the Leaflet 

 In 1979, Acorns won 
2nd prize in a national 

competition for school 
magazines. This photo 

appeared in Die Burger.

‘The first copy of Oak 
Leaves appeared in 1974. 
It was Marion Penfold’s 
brain-child, and she has 

edited it ever since.
As I take over from her, 

I want to salute her good 
work. It takes determi-

nation and energy to 
begin such a project, and 
sustained effort to keep 

it going and growing. 
Well done, Marion!’

From Summer 1978 edito-
rial of Oak Leaves, when 
Sally von Holdt took over.
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‘Thank you so very much 
for Oak Leaves. We read it 
from cover to cover with 
great interest. I pass it on 
to a Steiner school teach-
er and then it does the 
rounds of the village. We 
all try the lovely recipes 
and compare notes. You 
see, it’s much appreciated; 
don’t think of not sending 
it, will you? The winter 
Oak Leaves (which took 
five months to reach us!) 
told of wonderful fund 
raising support. It seems 
that things are really 
going from strength to 
strength. We’re so glad.
It’s so good to hear from 
Michael Oak friends. 
I very much miss the 
school, its warm feeling 
and wonderful friends.’
Heather and Eric Turner, 
New Zealand, 1977

In 1990, Oak Leaves was 
revised for a couple 
of editions when the 
mood of the school was 
in expansion with the 
development of the 
High School.

From the story of Gilgamesh and Enkidu, the Class 5s 
do their own creative writing. Oak Leaves, 1990

Now the river’s meandering
Then splashing against the rocks
Crashing and splashing
Flashing and dashing
Up against the docks
Moving through the countrside
Spashing and bubbling
As it rides.
    Astrid

A little river is quietly meandering through the 
fields, but now it turns into a flooding, 
rushing, crashing river. A fish that wass enjoying 
the softly bubbling and rippling stream gets a 
fright as the spraying, splashing. flashing torrent 
swishes him along.
    Christoph

Crashing down water falls on its way
It reaches the sea with a great big spray.
    Ben

The spring is bubbling, spraying and rippling
Flowing, rushing, flashing and crashing
Flooding, wooshing, swooshing.
    Monika

Poems arising from the experience of being the river in 
the Saint Christopher play, Class 4. Oak Leaves,1984

for more than a decade before Frances Kovacs took 
over the reins until 2006.  The current editor, Charles 
Abbott, ensures that the colourful weekly newsletter 
now reaches not only our own parents but a large 
readership in many countries via e-mail.  Things have 
certainly changed in 50 years, from the early days of 
wax stencils on slow and noisy roneo machines, to 
high speed copiers and instant e-mail news!

 Our website, started by school parent Gonzalo 
Aguilar a decade ago, was redeveloped recently by 
Peter Digby and is now an invaluable information 
resource and integral part of the school’s communi-
cations, marketing and news portfolio.
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The school’s ‘Characteristic Features’ as set out in 1965 
(above), re-worked as ‘The Goals of Michael Oak Waldorf 
School’ for a 1995 prospectus (right) and refined to ‘Our 
Vision, Our Mission and Our Values’ in the 2012 directory.

The original emblem (left) was updated in 2011.



Michael Oak goals
In 2008, Michael Oak began a 
process to review and revise it’s 
goals. A number of workshops 
and surveys with parents and staff 
were conducted so that an inclu-
sive, meaningful vision was cre-
ated. Robyn Young, a parent and 
marketing consultant, helped pull 
the ideas together into its current 
format.

A selection of Michael Oak 
Prospectus’ over the years, (clockwise 
from top): 1963, 1965, mid 60s, early 70s, 
1995 and the 2004 and 2012 Directory.
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Michael Oak is now in its twelfth year and on the 
brink of adolescence. Our horizons are widening and 
we feel we have a greater part to play in society. With 
the advent of television we see the need for schools to 
become cultural centres, providing creative and com-
municative opportunities for the family unit. This has 
already been started in a very small way by means of our 
regular festivals and adult art courses. It is immensely 
healthy for the soul of the child to know that Mother 
or Father is sufficiently interested to go to school and 
participate in clay modelling, recorder playing, paint-
ing, eurythmy, wood-carving, toy-making, or whatever 
is offered. The ideal is when that activity extends to the 
home and involves the whole family.

Spring, 1974

During the April holidays this [Nursery]  
beginners group was moved into a most 
beautiful new classroom. They vacated the 
‘little brick house’ to be left as a storeroom 
and bathroom extension. Some parents will 
remember that it was in this tiny ‘little brick 
house’ that the nursery school first opened 
with Mrs Gabler twelve years ago. It was 
always a bit too small for the 18 to 20 chil-
dren in our groups, but it was so sunny and 
cosy that we were quite sorry to see it go. 
However, the new classroom has beauti-
ful bay windows and the children are very 
happy in it.

July, 1974

1970s

This issue of Oak Leaves celebrates Michael Oak’s 
thirteenth birthday. Many changes have come about 
from those early, blissful years with fifty children and 
four teachers in a lovely old home set in a beautifully 
laid out garden. For a number of years, our entrance 
hall was large enough to hold the weekly assembly, 
and just one caretaker was responsible for all the 
cleaning and gardening.

Now we are a school community with close on 
200 children, ten full-time teachers and part-timers 
coming in for languages, gymnastics, sport and music, 
a very busy secretary, two hard-working maids, an oc-
casional gardener and numerous parents involved in 
serving the community of Michael Oak.

Autumn, 1975

Our school really is growing up. We already have some 
boys and girls who have turned 21 and we know of 
one who is married(!). 

The Standard V’s of 1970 held a pre-matric party 
last year to chat about old times and wish each other 
well for the exams. Mr Bienewitz, who attended the 
party with Mrs Bienewitz, must surely have been 
proud of his first batch of Michael Oak children. The 
affection and respect those children showed him must 
have been a wonderful reward. Raymond Meile even 
remembered and quoted reams of poetry from his 
Std. III year!

Autumn, 19761970s classes and teachers, 
Marion Penfold (top) and 

Hanna Hak (above)

The school quarterly magazine, Oak Leaves, makes for inspirational reading and provides 
some wonderful insights into life at Michael Oak in the 1970s. Some extracts from its pages:

‘It is a sad fact that there 
are still a number of 

children who bring white 
bread, white cakes and 

sweets to school.’
Opening line to an article 
of Feeding of Children in 

Oak Leaves, 1975



37

School Reports
This morning I found a file marked ‘School Reports’. 
I shed a little tear over warm and wonderful memo-
ries, I had a chuckle and even a good hearty laugh and, 
most important of all, I was compelled to sit quietly 
and take a deep and interested look at the characters 
of my children through the eyes of the imaginative 
and observant teachers of their very young years.

In 1963 I found Michael Oak. It was the end of a 
search for a small primary school where brothers and 
sisters – families – could be involved together. Now 
the little boy who held my hand in 1963 towers over 
me and is at University. In 1967 Mr Bienewitz wrote 
of him, ‘His reactions are very quick and he tries to 
work fast. However, he should remember that it is 
better to do good work than to have finished first’. It 
has taken him ten years to learn that lesson. 

At the end of this year our youngest child writes 
matric. I have worried about the brooding, some-
times unhappy young man who shuts himself up in 
his room with his books, but this morning I came 
across Miss Barbeton’s remarks in 1966 when he was 
in Sub A – all of eleven years ago! ‘His news telling 
is lively and interesting, though not easily heard as 
he smiles too often’. Through the years she mentions 
his ‘lively determination’, ‘boundless energy’ – I had 
almost lost sight of those delightful characteristics.

Michael Oak reports are unique, and the concern 
with which each character is assessed by the teachers 
is very real. So, dear Parents, I would like to ask you 
to study your child’s reports carefully, refer to them 
occasionally and cherish them, because after Michael 
Oak you will have to content with remarks such as, 
‘could do better’, ‘satisfactory’, or the ridiculous ad-
vice given to one of the boys – ‘a change of attitude 
is necessary’!

I have learned to my astonishment that, at a tender 
age, ‘Ricky made a pom-pom this term’ and all I can 
say is, ‘Thank you, Michael Oak.’

Nancy Murray, mother of 4 ex-pupils, Spring, 1977

Crowning Achievement
What we have called all year, the ‘Delport property’, 
can at last be renamed, the ‘Michael Oak’ property. 
What an achievement it is! Our fund raising com-
mittee, who have kept their sights steadfastly on this 
goal for such a long time, deserve the most enormous 
vote of thanks. Congratulations, Roy Bishop and your 
splendid team. And to all the parents who have so loy-
ally rallied each time something more was asked, be it 
a cake, rummage, tickets to sell, and finally the tremen-
dous work put into the fête – THANK YOU.

Summer, 1978

‘You have given them 
something which they 
will treasure all their lives – 
those happy carefree 
Michael Oak days 
where the acquiring of 
knowledge was a joy, a fact 
of life, like breathing – 
it just happened. 
Thank you also for 
the lack of stress at home.’

From a letter written by Pam and Jens Wormser after the 
last of their daughters had left Michael Oak. Reprinted in 

the Parents Handbook Prospectus of the early 70s.

The ‘Delport Property’ 
was the house below 
the main school building 
(known as the ‘Marlow 
house’) on the Gibson 
Road side. It was bought 
by the school in 1978 to 
accommodate the 
expanding Nursery.  
Eleven years later, the 
three railway cottages 
above ‘Marlow house’ 
on the railway line side, 
were purchased for the 
High School.

Ilana and Michael Rudolph 
in 1978 (above)
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1980s

Michael Oak turns 20
Michael Oak turns twenty this year, and thus pres-
ents the challenge to build and strengthen the school 
community in its three-fold aspect: in its physical and 
economic, or bodily foundation, in its social or soul 
life, and in its educational-cultural, or inner spiritual 
life. This challenge will be met to the extent that we 
participate, for any community depends upon those 
who form it. The ideal of a healthy school communi-
ty uniting children, parents and teachers, and growing 
in the fulfilment of its potential as a community and 
cultural centre stands yet before us. The Spirit of Mi-
chael Oak intents it to become such a living commu-
nity, serving real needs of our time. Can we together 
through our active involvement create a community 
of souls through which the spiritual ideal and poten-
tial of Michael oak can grow into reality?

John Roux writing at the beginning of 1982

Michael Oak turns 21
Michael Oak School is twenty-one years old this year 
– three times seven. If we think of the school as a 
growing, living, evolving body, we can say that she has 
come to a new stage in her growth. Perhaps she has 
not really reached complete adulthood in terms of 
her full physical growth - in fact I am sure she has not 
- but she has certainly reached a new stage of aware-
ness and responsibility. This has been developing over 
a number of years.

From having parents to guide her, the school later 
took her first struggling steps as a community with-
out a father figure - the teachers and parents became 
a group of people who ALL had to share in the re-
sponsibility of the whole. That was a very big step, 
and for a time the group felt bereft and amateur. But 
experience is a good teacher, and those who were 
once the beginners in the task of running a school 
have now grown wise and mature.

Gay de Smidt, 1983 editorial21st birthday celebrations

‘In the days when the 
idea of Michael Oak lay 
like a seed in the hearts 

and minds of a few, 
Dorothy and Graeme 

MacLeod, together 
with their great friend, 

Caspar Arendt, gave 
strong moral support 

and encouragement for 
the seed to be nurtured. 

Mid way through 1962, 
when Michael Oak came 

to birth, they acted like 
school god-parents, faith-
fully attending and help-
ing wherever they could 
at all our first functions 

and fetes,garden fairs and 
Christmas plays. Their 
support went deeper 

too, for they came 
regularly in those early 
years to study with the 
founder-teachers. Most 

important of all was their 
continued encourage-

ment and preparedness 
to help solve early teeth-
ing problems with reason 

and practicality’.
On the death of school 

God-parent, Dorothy 
MacLeod in Oak Leaves, 

1982
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A few nights ago I noticed on my bookshelf an album of photos from the per-
formance of ‘Faithful John’ in 1979. I started leafing through and was instantly 
back in the [old] hall at Michael Oak. I could identify every performer in the 
photos by name. I knew what kind of people they had been, what their families 
were like, and, in most cases, where they were now and when last I had seen 
them. That was 27 years ago. 

In my job as an attorney, it is hard sometimes to keep things real and sane – 
but Michael Oak has helped. If I tried to explain, in a full sentence narrative, 
the ways in which Michael Oak helped to shape me, it would be very long 
and frankly I am not sure I could do it justice. What follows won’t either – but 
perhaps it will be a taste of what I think. Here goes…

• I still make up stories and talk to myself – I do this a lot in my car. No-one stares any 
more: they think I am blue-toothing!

• I believe in having adventures like climbing and white water rafting – even if they are 
really, really scary, and even if I am still physically a bit pathetic, just as I was in school. 
They help expand the ‘courage chamber’ in my heart.

• When something seems very hard, if I make a sincere start by engaging my brain and 
taking a real first step, and then another, and another, somehow it gets done and it is 
usually fine.

• TV isn’t necessary but having a copy of ‘Hay for My Ox’, a beautifully illustrated ‘First 
Reader for Waldorf Schools’, is.

• Organic food tastes better and makes me feel better – deep inside. Taking time to cook 
fresh natural ingredients properly for friends and family is one of my deep abiding joys.

• Speaking the truth plainly can shift things: governments, corporate decisions, personal 
relationships, even me.

• If I apologise quickly and fully for my mistakes, no-one stays cross with me 
for very long.

• I am learning just to be myself. I started learning this 
at Michael Oak. I was with the same children and the 
same teacher for many hours a day, every day, dur-
ing my primary school years. You can’t keep up any 
pretence in that environment, so I think I learnt not 
to try to be someone I am not.

• On my birthday I like to pretend I am wearing a gold 
crown for the day.

Justine White, 
Michael Oak pupil from the 1970s, The Leaflet, 2006

Lia Gabler opens the new school gates donated by Ugo 
Rivera (top). Michael Oak’s founder-parents, Lia Gabler and 
Heinz Schotte, cut the 21st birthday cake with pride (above)

A costumed procession led by dancing maidens, 
trombonists and a drummer… folk dancing on the 
lawn, class sketches, contests, birthday tea, exhibi-
tion of work, a fanfare… A key on a velvet cushion 
for our founder father-teacher, Mr Schotte, to open 
our lovely new Nursery classroom. A ribbon for our 
founder mother-teacher, Mrs Gabler, to pull open 
our fine new front gates. 

But what’s this? A d-d-d-dragon? We’ll subdue him 
and capture him and lead him away in time before 
the huge birthday cake arrives and we sing our wishes 
for the future of our school.

Images of our forthcoming 21st Birthday Celebration, 1983
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The Michael Oak uniform
researched and compiled by Trinity Loubser

Michael Oak began with a functional, rather 
plain, uniform. An early prospectus states: 
‘School uniform is compulsory. The stockists 

are Cleghorns in Kenilworth.’ An article in Oak 
Leaves of 1974 states equally fiercely: ‘The teachers 
are fully aware of their responsibility to improve the 
school wherever possible. We ask for constant support 
from parents in our efforts to draw from the child 
a feeling for others leading to courtesy and respect. 
A self discipline when travelling to and from school 
needs training, and this involves a checking on the 
school uniform both on departure and return home. 
The class teachers now require a written excuse in all 
cases when the uniform cannot be adhered to.’

This attitude is clearly still the order of the day in 
1977 when this appeared: ‘As our parents have elected 
to have a school uniform, and as a representative group 
thoughtfully designed our present one, we appeal 
to mothers and fathers to see that their children 
leave home looking clean and neatly dressed in the  
correct uniform. The teachers require a note of  
explanation for any incorrect item.’

The original Michael Oak emblem of a red leaf out-
lined on a golden star within a blue pentagon was 
designed by Lia Gabler (as illustrated on this fine 
album cover, right). This emblem was embroidered 
on blazers, shirt pockets, caps and panama hats.
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Dear Michael Oak School,                                                  24th April 2012

Happy birthday to you! 50 years old, that’s quite a good age, isn’t it? I remember: 
when we were both 5, I was in Class 1 (Sub A) and made my way through to 
Class 7, when my family left for Germany. I have so many lovely memories about 
those years… assembly in the tiny hall next to the office, later on in the newly built 
extension, ringing the bell, absolutely world-class Christmas plays on the unbelievably 
small stage, and warm and very grateful memories of my class teacher Theo Megaw. 

And now, after 38 years, I had the wonderful pleasure of being able to visit you this 
Easter – and I was so happy to see you! What a nice school you are! Lovely to see 
how some things have changed and others are just exactly as they were, like the main 
entrance for instance – this gave me a real leap back in time. I was very impressed 
to see the beautiful new hall and classrooms, so much hard work has been done and 
everything looks so well and thriving.

Thank you so much everybody, that we could visit, and thank you very much, 
Marion Penfold, for showing us around and sharing memories. 
Have a wonderful anniversary! 

Wishing you all of the best,
Kerstien Gustorff 

By the end of 1977 there was enough discontent 
in the ranks for a survey to be mounted but the out-
come was that ‘65% of the parents wish to continue 
with a uniform.’ 

However, by early 1980, Catherine van Alphen 
took a full page and a half in the school quarterly to 
craft an argument for the banning of the uniform. 
She starts, amusingly: ‘Ever since I first joined the 
teaching staff at Michael Oak, war has been waged in 
heaven over the uniform: arguments for, arguments 
against, and the final decision arrived at through that 
arbitrary rule of the vote. (50 000 Frenchmen can’t 
be wrong).’ She then puts forward a truly convincing 
argument for the banning of the uniform such as the 
benefits of children wearing natural fibres (the uni-
form was partly synthetic), the important role colour 
plays in a child’s experience (the uniform was blue 
and grey), a lovely piece on how a uniform supports 
the image of the British Public School system, the 
obvious yet compelling local weather patterns angle 
and ends with the bullseye: finance.

It wasn’t until the end of the following year though 
that this rather sombre article appears by Theo Megaw: 
‘Is your child exactly like every other child? Do you wish 
your child treated as though he were? Children are not 
uniform at all. Why try to make them so? Children can 
only be children once in their lives.’ After announcing 
that ‘ordinary clothes can now be worn to school’ he 
reassures with the rather sensible words: ‘There will be 
considerable freedom, but children won’t be allowed to 
wear just anything. The aim is for clothing to be practical,  
aesthetic and healthy.’

And that closes the chapter on uniforms at Michael 
Oak. Or so it should. It seems that now, the children, 
especially in the higher end of the school, test every 
ounce of their long-suffering teachers’ patience by 
arriving in ever shorter skirts, branded tops and the 
like. Still, they aren’t ‘exactly like every other child’ 
and that’s a good thing, right?

Mr Schotte with an early 
class in uniform (above).
Kerstien Gustorff 
(née Schumann) writes: 
‘The teacher was Mrs 
Faraday. Sub A children 
sat in the first row and 
Sub B in the second. 
I’m the little girl right 
in front’ (opposite).

Mrs von Holdt gave a speech
How not to tread on people’s toes
And not to play with the garden hose
Not to climb up the tennis-court fence
And not to give it any dents
Always come down on the right side of the stairs
Or Mr Megaw shall raise your hairs
Never break the plants or flowers
During all the playtime hours
Always be neat in all your books
And also tidy in all your looks
The Teachers need some peace and quiet
So do not make a noise or riot.
Keep your uniform tidy and neat
To give an example when you walk in the street.
These are the things from first to last
Which Mrs von Holdt in assembly asked.

Niclola, Std 4, 1978
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Externally, the 1980s was a turbulent, painful time 
in South Africa’s history, as the final resistance 
to apartheid was mounted and repression was 

intensified. Nowhere was this struggle more apparent 
than in education. In 1985, violence spilled out in the 
black schools and township streets of Cape Town. In-
dependent schools were the only havens of non-racial 
education. This attracted considerable support – both 
in terms of increased enrolments and donor interest. 
As classes rapidly filled, the idea of a high school ex-
pansion emerged again in the Michael Oak commu-
nity. After careful reflection and a feasibility study of 
potential donor support, the decision to proceed was 
taken. During 1988, I was offered the post of facilita-
tor of the high school development.

Internally, the logic of expanding into a high 
school is inherent in Waldorf pedagogy. The definitive  
feature of Waldorf Education is its holism. The aim 
is to educate the whole child. This finds structural 
expression in the whole school where kindergarten, 
Primary and High School are integrated in a single  
institution in which exposure of the littlest child 

1989: Pioneer Class 8 begins

to the oldest school-leaver has pedagogic value in  
reflecting all the stages of child development. 

Taking this decision was a bold one for a school 
renowned for the homely warmth and beauty with 
which it greets and nourishes the young child. It 
meant disturbing this precious ambience and embrac-
ing the shadow of adolescence, with all its unbridled 
energy and healthy challenge of authority.

During 1988, then, a period of frenzied and 
invigorating energy commenced. Numerous 
committees were established and a feverish series of 
meetings occurred. Funds were raised; houses along 
the railway were bought and renovated; teachers were 
employed and trained; curricula were developed; 
equipment and furniture acquired. In January 1989, 
the pioneer Class 8 began – a wonderful, enthusiastic, 
very special cohort of learners and co-adventurers on 
this new enterprise. We proceeded into Class 9 (and a 
memorable first Shakespeare production of Macbeth) 
and then into Class 10.

George Subotzky, 
address to parents at Michael Oak’s 40th Anniversary

Sally von Holdt was the 
teacher of the pioneer 

Class 8s, here in Class 3 
in 1984 and on a trip 
to the Orange River 

as Class 8 in 1989.
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Weekend Argus, 23 November 1991
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1990s

As we look back on 1992, our 30th anniversary year, 
we would like to share with you some of the recent 
development highlights at Michael Oak School and 
pay tribute to all those who have helped the school 
on its way through the years.
We celebrate our 30th birthday at a very interesting 
historical time in South Africa, a time of unusual op-

portunities and challenges. 
Since the decision to ex-
pand into a High School 
in 1989 a completely new 
range of activities has en-
tered the life of the school, 
activities which we believe 
have broadened the rele-
vance of what Michael Oak 
offers as a school.

Howard Dobson, then Chair-
man of the College of Teachers, 

from Development News

Michael Oak turns 30

Heinz Schotte talks 
to the crowd on the 
occasion of Michael 
Oak’s 30th birthday 
with Marion Penfold 

looking on (right). Later, 
as shown in the news-

paper clipping, they 
cut and distribute 

the cake to the 
waiting children. 

Maypole dancers 
in 1993 (below)
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‘Waldorf schools can be curious places from the out-
side – the results are not always the tangible ones; 
they are often to do with finding inner directions 
and mobilising the will forces – not merely to follow 
the herd, but sometimes to find the strength to stand 
alone – and to strive for worthwhile values, at every 
level in society. As Mrs Reeler mentioned in her as-
sembly story, the cherished gifts of courage, laughter, 
kindness and even memory will certainly be needed 
on the great exciting journey now embarked upon.

Friendship is an elusive quality – 
it can never be forced; it is often 
based on unexpected moments 
of laughter, spontaneity, shared 
experiences. But in the years 
to come, it is those friendships 
forged in the early years – 
climbing high up in the trees 
together, ‘roughing it’ on class 
camps, through conflict and 
acceptance, to sharing the 
uncomfortable turmoils of 
adolescence, that the real 
qualities of support, love 

and understanding emerge.’

Sandy Rivera (editor), The Leaflet, 1999

Heavy storms in the 
early ’90s caused this 

established tree to 
fall within the school 
grounds. It has been 

much-loved since, not 
only as a natural climbing 

frame for the children 
but also providing a fa-

vourite spot from which 
to watch activities on the 

Oval or a handy perch 
for waiting parents (right). 
Fundraising memorabilia 

from the ’90s (below)

Michael Oak’s International Buy-a-Brick appeal has 
made a significant contribution towards the building 
costs in Phase 1 of our expansion programme (new 
facilities for High School). The Michael Oak commu-
nity would like to express its most grateful thanks to all 
those who helped us in this appeal. We have received 
support from people as far afield as Britain, Canada, 
France, Germany, Holland, Mexico, New Zealand, 
Norway, Peru, Spain, Switzerland and the United 
States. It is wonderful to feel connected with peo-
ple in all these countries and to receive the many 
messages of goodwill from all over the world.

From Development News, 1992
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offering monetary donations. We are delighted to 
have contributed towards the professional develop-
ment of many of the Michael Oak teachers and to see 
how some of our graduates are functioning so well 
within the well-structured Waldorf environment that 
the school has established.

We look forward to further intensifying our con-
nection to Michael Oak and trust that we will  
continue to mutually support each other in bring-
ing the light of Waldorf Education further and further 
into our world. 

I don’t know where to begin my story, so let me tell 
it in a ‘sanguinic’ way and you’ll enjoy…

I first heard of Waldorf in 1994. I was on my 
way to work (as a domestic worker – standing in for 
my mother). In the taxi two ladies were having an 
interesting conversation about a teacher training col-
lege in Kenilworth. At that time, my wish was to be a 
nurse, but my applications had never been successful. 
I had also turned my eye to the Department of Edu-
cation, and applied to various teacher training col-
leges without success.

The conversation between the two ladies became 
more interesting. I just listened – like any other pas-
senger – didn’t get involved, as I was not invited. Only 
my ear stole the talk between the two indlebe lisela!

The taxi arrived at Wetton. I was meant to get off, 
but I did not. I remained in the taxi with the two 
ladies until it stopped in Wynberg. The two ladies 
walked towards Kenilworth along the railway line, 
and I followed them. I saw a crowd of youths going 

Michael Oak fledglings

Michael Oak has provided home and warmth to two 
Waldorf initiatives that now fly free: The Waldorf 
teacher training Centre for Creative Education and 
Khanyisa Waldorf School for children with special 
needs, both in Plumstead. The Centre was housed in 
the High School in its early days before moving to its 
new home. 

Memories from the CCE
At the Centre for Creative Education we feel strong-
ly connected to the Michael Oak school, both be-
cause of our early days (1993-94) when Michael Oak 
hosted our first teacher training activities, as well as 
through the ongoing bond that we have experienced 
ever since.

The first groups of students were trained by our 
pioneers, such as Peter and Catherine van Alphen 
who had both been teachers at Michael Oak, Birgit 
Bernatzeder and Batya Daitz. Quite recently, not long 
before her passing, Batya came to talk to our pres-
ent students about her memories of those days. She 
described how highly inspiring it was to start work-
ing with student teachers, building the training pro-
gramme up from scratch, within the setting of a fully 
functioning school. The connection to the practice 
of the work with the children, and the support of the 
school towards our project were deeply appreciated.

Michael Oak has continued to be very generous 
towards our work through welcoming our students 
for practicals, providing teachers to lecture on our 
courses, sharing teaching materials and other resourc-
es, showing interest in our Zenzeleni project, and  

The Michael Oak 
constitution states that 
the objects of this Trust 

shall be as follows:-
To organize and promote 

the teaching of children 
in accordance with 
the principles and 

methods expounded by 
Rudolf Steiner and in 

furtherance thereof to 
establish (at Cape Town 

or elsewhere):-

(i) Schools, Colleges 
and other teaching 

establishments includ-
ing Tutorial, Nursery, 

Primary and Secondary 
Schools, at which all and 
any subjects are taught 
in accordance with the 
principles and methods 

of Rudolf Steiner;

(ii) Institutions and 
facilities suitable for the 
recruitment and training 
of teachers according to 

the educational principles 
of Rudolf Steiner;

The wide vision clearly 
went way beyond 

4 Marlow Road.
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The Foundation 
Stone of the Ink-
anyezi Waldorf 
Centre in Alexandra 
township, Johannes-
burg is to be laid on 
17th August (1990). 
As the school is a 
‘godchild’ of Michael 
Oak, we are happy to 
be represented there 
on that occasion 
by Elizabeth Asche, 
the liaison teacher 
from our godparent 
school in Nürtingen, 
Germany.

the same way. We all arrived at Michael Oak, which 
at that time housed the fledgling Centre for Cre-
ative Education. There Catherine van Alphen met us,  
encouraging us to leave contact details, as the college 
was about to move to its current location in Plum-
stead. I took a risk and left mine. Others were dis-
couraged and did not – amongst them were the two 
ladies, whom I never saw again.

The Africans say, ‘Umntu gnumntu ngabantu’,  
or ‘Motho ke motho ka batho’ – I am because you 
are. This has been proven true in my experiences at 
Michael Oak.

Nomvuselelo Mqamelo, Class 10 parent, 2008

★ Many congratulations 
from all of us at the 
Centre for Creative 
Education! May the 
Realms of the Spirit 
continue to provide 
you with inspiration 
and wisdom to meet 
the children of today 
and those of tomorrow.

Khanyisa
A Michael Oak parent Judy Peel was a core founder 
of Khanyisa. The initiative needed a legal body and 
an ‘umbrella school’ acceptable to the Department of 
Education. Michael Oak gladly provided this and for a 
time the school trustees stepped in to help with their 
expertise. Khanyisa was never housed at Michael Oak 
but first established itself  in the synagogue complex 
over the railway line on Salisbury Road. The property 
in Victoria Road Plumstead was then found and has 
provided a home for both the Centre and Khanyisa 
for almost twenty years.

Class 6 Michael Oak children visit Zenzeleni School in 2010.
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2000s

‘Now more than ever, we need Waldorf graduates with 
their characteristic resourcefulness, self-confidence and 
creativity, with their heightened awareness of their social 
responsibility and willingness to engage in meeting the 
pressing social needs of our time.’

George Subotzky, for Michael Oak’s 40th birthday, 2002

‘On Friday morning there 
was a flurry of excite-

ment and activity as staff 
and pupils prepared for 
the assembly. The class 
links brought in beauti-
fully baked cakes, which 

were then iced and deco-
rated by the pupils. What 
wonderful, original, edible 
creations were produced! 

Class 1 & 2 decorated 
their cakes with sweets, 

Class 3s cake was of 
Noah’s ark; Class 4 made 
a beautiful Maypole cake 

with children dancing 
around it; Class 5s cake 
was a ziggurat, Class 6s 

cake was a map of Africa 
with hand-made marzipan 

animals; Class 7 had a 
round cake decorated like 

a world globe, and the 
High School produced 

beautifully hand decorat-
ed cakes of their own.’

Oak Leaves, 2002

What can I say to parents that will enable them 
to take something away from here and carry 
with them as an encouragement for the fu-

ture? In 1973 we came to Cape Town and arrived as a 
family with three children at Michael Oak that same 
year. It was the start of a wonderful journey, a chal-
lenging one, a journey in which we were challenged 
to grow, to rethink our relationship with our children, 
the school community, indeed the entire world.

There were the challenges of the Class Evenings, 
entering into the life of our child as we sat on the 
chair they occupied each day. There were the chal-
lenges of the talks given by Mr Schotte as he taught 
us to rethink our perceptions of the temperaments 
and the meanings these had for each of our children. 
There was the challenge of admitting into our lives 
the Teachers, who in partnership with us revealed a 
commitment to our children we had not encoun-
tered before. There was also the challenge of Saturday 
mornings, laying the bricks under the two plane trees 
outside the east entrance, or painting classrooms or 

sanding desks. There was then the challenge of being 
a Trustee for a few years, and those late night meet-
ings. Then in 1986, after my children had left the 
school, there was the challenge of going to Germany 
to fundraise. The challenge was met, and I was able to 
raise enough to purchase the first two houses on the 
railway side of the school, which then became the 
basis for the new High School.

Today, the challenges of being a parent of children 
at Michael Oak may have changed from those we 
faced. Nevertheless, I believe there are those critical 
ones we faced that somehow remain the same: the 
challenge to remain enthusiastic about learning new 
insights, about ourselves and our children; the chal-
lenge to be open to our own inner journey while we 
enjoy and cherish each brief moment of warm inter-
action with our children as we accompany them on 
their life’s journey; the challenge of finding new ways 
of thinking about the role that Michael Oak must 
play in the future South African society.

And as I think of Michael Oak on its 40th Birthday, 
I look back and recall the faces of my adult children, 
as when they were at Michael Oak during those chal-
lenging years, and the backward glimpse is filled with 
a rich stream of thankfulness from a well of gratitude 
too deep to understand.

Dr Martin Fisher, The Leaflet, 2002

Michael Oak turns 40
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In 2002, Michael Oak’s 40th birthday, Monishia 
Schoeman wrote: ‘I remember when I was in Ann 
Coop’s class many years ago, we used to each have a 
turn to give someone a wish on their birthday and 
my favourite wish was, ‘I wish you a golden heart.’ 
Well I wish Michael Oak a golden heart. I never for-
got my magical experience as a learner at this school 
and everywhere I go and in everything that I do I feel 
the impact that this school had, and will continue to 
have, on me. I wish to pass on the blessings that were 
bestowed upon me by my parents decision to intro-
duce Michael Oak to me, onto my children one day, 
because no amount of talking could ever express my 
sentiments for this school, my school.

★
 May your golden heart 

continue to shine!’

Archangel of the light of God
Spirit of our time, guardian of our school. 
We call on you to bless our school
With your shining presence!
Give us courage in the light of your shining,
Give us insight in the light of your shining,
Give us love and peace in the light of your shining - 

May we live and work together in harmony
Creating a community dedicated to the unfoldment
And integration of the human being
And the healing of South Africa.

We call to you to bless our school
Archangel of the light of God
Spirit of our time, guardian of our school.
St Michael!

★ May the Michael Oak tree continue to produce 
wonderful acorns and spread its branches far and wide.

All blessings and love, Catherine van Alphen 

Pioneer teacher Marion Penfold talks to founder Michael Oak teachers, Lia Gabler and 
Heinz Schotte, at the School’s 40th Birthday celebrations (above). 

The article below 
appeared in the local 
newspaper, The Tatler, in 
October 2000. Twelve 
years later, Wilmoht 
has been ordained as a 
Bishop (see right) and 
continues to carefully 
maintain the gardens.

‘Warmest congratula-
tions to our loyal, long 
serving school gardener-
cum-security officer, 
Wilmoht Mathimba who 
is now a Bishop of the 
Zion Reform Apostolic 
Church. When Bishop 
Mathimba was asked 
what makes him happy at 
Michael Oak he replied, 
‘People respect you. I can 
talk with everyone – the 
children are my friends 
as they feel I know them.’
He spoke of the yearly 
welcome and farewell 
lunches for the whole 
staff, of the Fair where 
his church choir sing 
their gospel music; but 
above all, the Oberufer 
Shepherds’ Play: ‘It’s like 
looking at the Bible’, he 
said, ‘I go home and read 
the story again’.
God bless you, dear 
Wilmoht and thank 
you for your loyalty to 
Michael Oak.’
The Leaflet, 2012
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The Birthday story 
written by Andrew Clark, with Joshua, Asha, Indi and Eli

‘A beautiful tradition 
in the Michael Oak 
Nursery is to light a 
candle for every year 
on the child’s birth-
day, and say what they 
achieved in that year.’
Jillian Fleming 

Illustration, Illana Rudolph

My first Michael Oak birthday celebration was  
for my eldest son, Joshua’s fourth birthday 
with Christina Rousseau in playgroup. I was 

taken by surprise when asked to provide a brief ‘life 
story’ with anecdotes from his first few years. I found 
myself feeling emotional just jotting down those few 
paragraphs as it forced me to cast my mind back to 
some of the precious moments of his early years.

Being invited to join the class in the birthday cer-
emony felt like such a privilege. The secret peek I had 
been given in Playgroup became even more sacred in 
Kindergarten. The classroom lights were dimmed and 
the children gathered quietly in a circle, sensing that 
they were about to be part of something very special. 
On the carpet in front of them lay a beautiful piece of 
silk fabric in the colours of the rainbow, following the 
circle of their feet. The birthday boy quietly entered 
the circle, flanked by his two ‘birthday angels,’ proudly 
wearing their capes and crowns.

The teacher began the story… ‘There was once a 
tiny star looking down from the heavens above. The 
angels gently led the little star by the hand over the 
rainbow bridge and down to earth…’

As the teacher told the story she led the birthday 
boy with his two golden cloaked birthday angels 
around the spiral, stopping at small groups of star 
children who bestowed blessings on him as he went 
on his journey to the family he had chosen. 

‘You have chosen wisely,’ 
said the guardian Angel.

When his ‘journey’ was complete, he came to sit 
with us. The teacher carefully lit a single candle and 
told  the children a story for each year of his life.

What amazed me most about the ceremony was 
how it completely revered and honoured our son in 
such a beautiful and meaningful way. The other chil-
dren were completely focused on him and what this 
special day meant to him. That feeling of being truly 
honoured is something so special and rare – I have no 
doubt it will live on in their many fond memories of 
Michael Oak forever. 
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In all I think,
In all I do, 

May strength and kindness,
Be shining through.

‘A little anecdote to end with: At Dwight’s birthday 
celebration, he sat on the ‘throne’, clad in golden 
crown and cloak. Andrew came to give him a wish 
and in the moment of hushed seriousness said, ‘Dear 
Dwight, my birthday wish for you is a golden sword 
and a golden shield and golden armour, so that when 
you grow up you can fight the… the fear inside you.’

Well now – isn’t that just a wonderful wish for any 
of us to be given for life?’

Letter to Class 1 parents from Marion Penfold, 1990
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ONCE UPON A TIME a certain man dropped three 
acorns on the ground. One of them rolled onto hard, 
rocky ground and it lay there until a squirrel came 

and nibbled it. Another one found its way into a fast flowing 
river and it travelled to the sea where it sank. The last acorn 
fell onto a piece of earth that was soft and fertile and it settled 
into the soil and made itself a soft bed. The warm sun shone 
onto it and gentle rain watered it and soon it sent down roots 
and started to grow.

High in the heavens an angel sat on his golden throne. In 
his right hand he held a magnificent sword, for he was Angel 
Michael. He saw the little acorn sending down its delicate 
roots and he was glad, so he sent a message to all the gnomes 
who work busily under the earth to take special care of this 
acorn and make sure that it grew into a splendid oak tree.

The gnomes got to work at once, clearing rocks and boul-
ders so that its roots were able to stretch and anchor the baby 
tree, and they made sure that it was fed only the very best tree 
soup, for they knew that it was Angel Michael’s tree. The tree 
flourished and grew into a fine sapling. Angel Michael looked 
down from his high throne and was happy.  

The old oak tree

Artwork, by Catherine 
van Alphen, taken from 

Root and Shoot – a book-
let published in Michael 

Oak’s 21st birthday 
year,1984, to mark the 

tenth anniversary of the 
school quarterly, Oak 

Leaves (right).
An illustration by 

Gillian Mathew, based on 
a picture by Susan Rivera, 

which appeared in Oak 
Leaves, Winter edition, 

1983 (opposite).
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After a time the oak tree’s branches were wide 
enough to give shelter and shade, and  many children 
came to play under the spreading green branches. 
They ran, they danced and sang songs, and listened 
to stories under the friendly oak tree.  Angel Michael 
once again cast his eyes to the earth and was delighted 
at how beautifully his oak tree was growing and serv-
ing the children.

Some more years passed and now the tree’s branch-
es were strong enough for a fine treehouse to be built, 
and once the children’s limbs were nimble enough, 
they were able to climb to it.  From their high vantage 
point in the treehouse the children were able to see 
far and wide and learnt many things about the world 
that they were not able to observe from the safe place 
under the branches.  Once again Angel Michael saw 
how his tree was caring for so many children, and he 
rejoiced.  

The branches of this fine tree spread wider and 
wider so many more children were able to share the 
nurturing shade that the tree offered them. Eventu-
ally the treehouse had to be extended, for so many of 
them wanted to climb up and see and learn all that 
they could from the treehouse in the heart of the 
tree’s branches.  

Now Angel Michael looked at the spreading tree 
and thought that although it was a fine, wide tree it 
needed to grow taller as well.  Once again, he sent a 
message down to the busy gnomes under the earth, 
to give the oak tree extra nutritious tree soup, so its 
branches would extend upwards as well.  The gnomes 
set to work at once, brewing and cooking a nourish-
ing soup.  Higher and higher and even stronger grew 
the tree’s branches and roots.  Angel Michael looked 
down from his golden throne and was well pleased 
with what he saw.   

After a while the children grew too big for the 
tree house, but they so loved all that the wonderful 
oak tree was giving them that they did not want to 
leave just yet.  A long golden yellow rope was at-
tached to one of the highest branches of the tree 
and those children who had grown too big for the 
treehouse were able to climb carefully to the rope, 
and swing on it.  From the rope the children could 
see even further than they could from the protection 
of the treehouse where they had once been so happy, 
and they were exhilarated by the excitement of the 
swing.  Wider and higher the golden rope swung, un-
til the children knew they were ready to let go.  Angel 
Michael was waiting to catch each and every one of 
them and put them carefully on a path from which 
they could survey the great oak tree that had nur-
tured and taught them so much.  

The spreading branches, the fine treehouse in the 
heart of the tree and the golden swing from the high-
est branches, all flourished and grew under Angel 
Michael’s watchful eye. After 50 long and bountiful 
years Angel Michael thought that his tree needed a 
special reward for providing such care and love for 
so many children that he once again called on the 
trusty gnomes.  This time he asked them to dig for 
pure gold and shining crystals and to take these to 
the finest elfin jewellers so that a majestic crown 
could be made.  The industrious gnomes set to 
work at once and soon such a crown was fash-
ioned.  Angel Michael placed it on the high-
est branches of the tree, from which it glowed 
and shone, making the tree and all who saw it  
feel proud.

Kathy Abbott
 The Leaflet, 2012 





Building
Bless our school as it stands so strong.

Bless the colourful classrooms which are often full of song.
Blessing from Class 3, 2001

May there reign here spirit-strength in love;
May there work here spirit-light in goodness;

Born from certainty of heart,
And from steadfastness of soul,

So that we may bring to young human beings
Bodily strength for work,

Inwardness of soul and clarity of spirit.
May this place be consecrated to such a task,

May young minds and hearts here find
Those dedicated to nurturing, endowed with strength,

Who will guard and cherish them.

Words written by Rudolf Steiner and placed in the Foundation Stone of the first 
additional building to the original Waldorf School in 1921. This is also the verse the teachers 

recite before every staff meeting to focus their souls towards the deepest meaning of their vocation.



60

Michael Oak Waldorf School in Kenilworth, 
Cape Town, is, in the nicest possible way, a 
higgledy-piggledy sort of a place. Hardly 

any part of it was actually designed as a school; the 
nucleus was a large Victorian house with gracious 
gardens complete with tennis court, croquet lawn 
and orchard. A rather plain but functional hall was 
tacked onto the house, walls were knocked down 
here and partitions put up there to expand and divide 
spaces for their new life as classrooms. Passages which 
formerly knew only the quiet tread of servants now 
tumble with children who clatter up the narrow stair-
cases like a herd in a hurry. 

The first three primary classrooms – the only pur-
pose built rooms – were added on to a former tool 
shed. The garage, now beautifully renovated with a 
stoep, french windows and an upstairs, caters for Af-
tercare. Another house adjoining serves as the roof 
over three thriving nursery classes. A wooden prefab 

in a corner of the gar-
den houses classes six and 
seven, with plans in the 
future, to remove the par-
titioning wall and create a 
eurythmy room. 

On the far side of the 
tennis court, three other 
houses have gradually 
been acquired, their di-
viding fences removed to 
integrate them into the 
rest of the school proper-

A higgledy-piggledy sort of a place
written by Paul King

ty, and the inevitable bashing of walls has fitted these 
houses to serve as our high school – going up to Class 
10 – complete with small lab, small woodwork room, 
art room, library and movement space. Old garages 
serve as storage and the maintenance workshop, an 
old tool shed as a teacher’s office.

The gracious gardens have long since given way to 
the relentless rough-and-tumble of young feet scam-
pering, racing and chasing. In the high school the 
grass survives, the long slow step of teenagers being 
kinder to lawns.

Every morning the school awakens, gathering its 
wits from as close as the house next door and as far 
as Khayelitsha and Philadelphia. On foot, by bike, car, 
taxi and train, the children stream in, all colours, all 
religions, all income-brackets. Going up to Class 10, 
our hall is no longer big enough to house us all ex-
cept on rare occasions when we cram ourselves in 
with barely room to twitch. But it is worth it, for ex-
ample, at the beginning of the year when the whole 
school gathers to welcome the new Class 1, each class 
offering it a gift to help it on its way – a bell, buckets 
for painting, beautiful cloths, a musical instrument. 
High school children give each of the Class 1s a little 
bunch of flowers, and their story, the first of many, is 
told.

For seven years the class will make its higgledy-
piggledy way from classroom to classroom, clapping 
tables, reciting poems, reading and writing. The world 
is gradually opened up in seven great chapters, with 
its creatures, continents, history and glories. Then the 
class crosses the tennis court, and the last three chap-

Class 3 children and 
parents build a brick wall 
around the vegetable 
garden (above and oppo-
site). Parents used heavy 
equipment to improve 
drainage in the Kinder-
garten sandpit – the old 
swimming pool (below).
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ters at Michael Oak unfold, bringing the world closer 
and closer, right up to the present with its technolo-
gies, sciences, arts and troubles. The last two chapters 
await, then, on a solid foundation, Life can begin.

Meanwhile, those of us left at Michael Oak have 
dreams. Dreams of a bigger hall, a proper eurythmy 
room, adequate craft space. We intend to make our 
dreams reality, step by step. The higgledy-piggledy 
process will continue, although more far-seeing as 
the school grows in age and wisdom. But no matter 
what our outer facilities, our inner hope is expressed 
in the verse we say at the close of each College meet-
ing, and ends:

May young human beings here find,

Servers of the light,

Endowed with strength,

Who will guard and cherish them.
first printed in Anthroposophy in Action, 1999

The mere label ‘Accommodation Group’ may sound 
rather tame, but it identifies an extraordinary team 
at Michael Oak. It consists of a close-knit working 
group of planning professionals and teachers who 
seem to have enough drive and determination to find 
solutions for the universe itself! More than that, they 
are quietly establishing a real reputation for solving 
some of the oldest, most impossible puzzles in the 
planning mayhem that is the Michael Oak organ-
ism. And even more extraordinary: they actually get 
things done!

The Leaflet, 1998
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Building of the Oval  

This photo, taken in 
the late 1990s,  

appeared in the 
Prospectus of the 

time with the 
following caption:

‘Michael Oak Waldorf 
School opened in 1962 
in the Victorian double 

storey house (centre). 
The hall (right) was 

added later and three 
further properties 

(behind the main house) 
were bought in the 

1980s. The photograph 
was taken from the 
roof of the Nursery 
building and includes 

one of the playing 
fields (foreground) and 
the sports court (left 

background).

The Oval
When the original tiny bald patch in the middle of 
the main lawn grew progressively bigger, the idea of 
the bricked oval was born. Our book-keeper at the 

time, Christine Noël had a bird’s-eye view from her 
upstairs office and took on the supervisory role with 
enthusiasm. 
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Side Field

Michael Oak grounds are 
an amalgamation of six 

large properties. ‘Side Field’ 
is an example of how the 

school has successfully uni-
fied different areas (above). 

When the Big Hall was 
built in 2006, new drainage 
was installed and the field 

relaid, forming a wonderful 
additional play space (right).

The progression of work 
on forming and paving the 
Oval in 1999 (from top to 

bottom). Existing patchy 
grass was further damaged 
in the building process so 
new lawns were laid after-

wards. This has become 
an on-going exercise due 

to the high volume of feet 
that play on it everyday.
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The Oval heart of the school
The once muddy patch in the middle of a field, has been transformed into an outdoor meeting point at the very heart of Michael Oak’s school 
grounds. From festivals to football, this is a sacred space where the community meets and celebrates together, any day of the week.
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Acquisition and 
renovation of 

buildings for the  
High School

‘Once the decision had 
been taken to expand 

into a High School one 
of Michael Oak’s big-

gest challenges was to 
provide the new fa-

cilities for the additional 
classes. Friends at our 

sister school, the Rudolf 
Steiner Schule in Nurtin-

gen, Germany, made a 
very generous donation 

which enabled us to 
purchase the first of the 
three houses needed for 

the development.
The three neighbour-
ing houses bought by 

Michael Oak all had the 
same design and small 

garden areas. Similar 
alterations took place in 
each house and we now 

have six extra class-
rooms, a small labora-

tory, an art studio and a 
woodwork/metalwork 

room.’
Development News 

December, 1993 
(pictured right)

The chain of events
The main building, which currently houses our ad-
ministration team, was purchased in the early 60s. In 
the early 70s the nursery house and grounds were 
purchased. And in the late 70s the small hall was built. 
The three high school buildings were purchased in 
the late 80s and early 90s. This was followed by the 
construction of the Movement Room, as well as the 
second tier of primary school classrooms. 

Nic Fine

The small Hall finally gets a, wooden floor (above)
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Building of new Primary School classrooms

Rose from the earth, the soil, the sand
Reaching the sky, spreading over the land.
The laughter of children sunk deep in the walls
A teaching of birds, a teaching of calls
A teaching of myth, a teaching of fact,
A teaching of loving that some of us lacked.

Blessing from Class 7 

Susan Rivera cuts the ribbon and Helen Tilanus leads 
the children up to their new classrooms, after the 
Primary Block inaugaration ceremony, 2001 (right).

In May 2012, a Wild Plum 
tree was planted in front 
of the classrooms (above).

Dear God, Bless every-
body that helped to build 
the classrooms and 
dear God, we will keep 
the school clean and tidy.
Class 3, 2001

Architect Tony Kiley 
and builder Tommy Todd 
(above).
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Building of the Movement Room

‘When I started teach-
ing at Michael Oak there 
was no Movement room. 
In its place was a rather 

wonderful low spreading 
tree where the children 
loved to play. This unfor-

tunately had to be cut 
down to make room for 
‘the golden house’ (what 

we call the movement 
room). I however made 

sure that we got a lovely 
big log from the tree fell-

ers as a memory of the 
tree. It had many short 

branches at the sides 
which the children could 

turn into a space ship, 
boat or dragon, among 
many other things. The 
children went on many 
adventures on it, until 

it gradually rotted away 
and became part of the 

soil and ground on which 
the children still play 

and dig.’
Kathy Abbott

Finding ourselves part of a world-wide move-
ment, we were kindly received and helped by 
the more established Waldorf schools, particu-

larly in Germany. We bought the extra ground at 
the bottom of the garden known as Hamburg Cor-
ner from a generous gift by the Nienstedten Steiner 
School near the banks of the great river Elbe. This 
extra bit of land was a wonderful open play space 
for a while and housed the biggest gum tree in  
Kenilworth. In time the space was needed for build-
ing, the non-indigenous tree was harvested and a pre-
fab errected due to lack of funds.

The room has been in constant use ever since some-
times even being split into two classrooms. Today it 
is a single dedicated movement room and is graced 
daily with feet of all sizes – from Playgroup to Class 
10 – joyously moving to live piano music.
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All hands on deck to 
raise the pre-fab building 
in the bottom corner 
of the grounds in 1995. 
Originally it was split into 
two but is now a single 
dedicated movement 
space. 
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The year of the great Hall

My great-grandmother’s generation, when 
reminiscing, had a way of naming specific 
years in history – for example the year of 

the depression, the potato famine, the year war was de-
clared, year of the coronation, of independence, etc.

In terms of Michael Oak history, does the year 2006 
warrant a name? It most certainly does – and I would 
like to suggest we call 2006 The year of the great hall.

Over the years, not having a decent hall was identi-
fied by many as a huge gap in the life of our school. 
We had no place where all of us could gather com-
fortably as a school community. Soon we shall have 
such a space. I believe the creation of our new hall to 
be a significant event in the history of Michael Oak.

I have been part of the school for a mere 7 years, 
but am well aware of the huge contributions made 
by previous generations of staff and parents, as well 
as local and international benefactors. The new hall 
is being funded by parents of not just this generation, 
but the next as well. We are following in a bold tradi-
tion, set out by previous generations, who themselves 
financed the organic development and growth of our 
school. We have benefitted enormously from their 
contributions, as will future generations from ours. 
In financing the new hall, we are participating in this 
ongoing developmental process. 

As Trustees, we are proud and excited to witness the 
construction of a magnificent hall – an inspiring place 
to meet, to sing, to dance, to play, to perform, to exer-
cise, a place in which to celebrate festivals and special 
occasions - for many, many, many years to come.

Nic Fine, 
from the Trustee Chairperson’s Report, 2006 AGM

Wilfried Bohm was the 
architect of the magnifi-
cent new Hall, seen here 
in a red hard hat, talking 
to the children (left).
The ground was flat-
tened (above left) and 
then slowly the true 
beauty of the visionary 
design takes shape 
(opposite).
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‘I believe that one of 
the greatest gifts one 
can bestow upon a 
child is to help their 
spirit soar; to encour-
age, support, facilitate 
and honour that flight. 
As a former Michael 
Oak student I perceive 
the Waldorf Principle to 
revolve largely around 
the development of the 
human being in totality: 
the expression of the 
body, mind, heart, soul 
and spirit in union. What 
better way of honour-
ing your children than 
through the creation of a 
space where the beauty 
of this expression can 
manifest? When I was 
recently shown the plans 
for the proposed Hall, 
something deep within 
me stirred: an excite-
ment and joy that even 
in a country that is so 
burdened by the weight 
of gross human suffer-
ing and need, there are 
still people who dare to 
dream big and beautiful. 
I believe that in times 
such as these it is almost 
more important to hold 
onto ‘vision’. For what 
is life without beauty? 
What is life without 
rejoicing in the spirit?’
Karen Goldberg



72

On the floor in front of the stage was a hexago-
nal hole, with a concrete cover made ready to 
fit. All the pupils, Classes 1 to 10, filed into 

the building site, taking up their positions in long 
lines. They looked with wonder and anticipation at 
the high walls around them, and the large enclosed 
space, waiting to be filled with song and word, music 
and drama. The staff and teachers were all present, 
creating an encircling framework around the classes –  
all except the Nursery teachers, who felt that their 
children were too young for this serious ceremony.

On the stage were a number of special guests, sup-
porters of the school, and parents who are active in 
our school community as Trustees, financial advisors 
and class Links.

David Cohen began the ceremony with a beautiful 
and solemn piece of music, masterfully played on the 
clarinet, and then the Christian Community Church 
choir joined the teachers in filling the air with strong, 
harmonious singing. The school sang as a whole, each 
member adding their own touch to the celebration. 
Marlies Ludwig, a special visitor from the Mother 

Laying of the Foundation Stone ceremony 
Founder’s Day, 27th February 2006

School in Germany, came with greetings and bless-
ings from the wider Waldorf Movement. It was won-
derful that she could be with us, from this school that 
actively supports Michael Oak’s Bursary and ‘Special 
Assistance’ fund. Also present were ex-teachers and 
ex-parents who still hold Michael Oak in their hearts. 
The architect Wilfried Bohm, building managers, the 
head of the building company, as well as a number 
of the builders, assembled to witness this special mo-
ment in the history of Michael Oak. A programme 
of events had been carefully prepared, including most 
teachers and staff members in the proceedings. It 
was masterfully led and well balanced, with song and 
speech, activity and reverent listening.

A special copper vessel in the shape of a dodeca-
hedron had been prepared for the occasion. Parents 
had been asked to send wishes and blessings for the 
school hall, which the teachers collated into a long 
verse, wrote onto a beautiful scroll and then read out 
at the ceremony. It rang with hope and anticipation 
of all the good work that the hall might hold, led 
by the spirit of the school. All the members of staff,  



73

I
n this new hall of ours, we wish to experience 

    a reverberation of breath, word, music 
and movement upward and out, 

received and answered by the celestial hosts.

Embraced by these walls,
we wish for an abundance of love, light and peace,

and a moral integrity so that, together, 
we can live harmoniously on the Earth.

*
Our dream is for creative genius, gently born,

rising with playful abundance in this hallowed, healing hall.
For many talented performers to go forth

from this Shakesperian stage to grace the world
with laughter and pathos and the awakening of dreams.

Our dream is to celebrate blessed occasions
and for every child to experience joy, happiness,

 co-operation, understanding and strong-hearted thinking.

*
May they who enter bring love into this place,

May they who stay find knowledge in this house, 
May they who go take with them from this place the gift of peace.

May this building be a golden doorway
for many seeds of soul-awakening.

May is resonate with the songs of children and angels,
and be a sacred space where spirit can manifest repeatedly

through imagination, inspiration and intuition.
May love, peace, happiness, exuberance

and reconciliation radiate from this Foundation Stone.

*
May it be a beautiful place that will hold and nurture 

the talented, creative, passionate and loving family
Michael Oak strives to be.

May the courage that has formed the seed of new beginnings
grow plentiful, bringing balance in its expression of happiness and fun.

May it stay strong and gather a host of memories, experiences
and ideals of true Community, making a rich tapestry of life and being.

parents, Trustees, builders, architect and construction team signed 
another scroll and these were both placed in the vessel. This was 
then sealed, holding all the words and signatures in a safe and sacred 
place. Laid into the centre of the hole in the floor, this container 
was surrounded by double circles of seven pieces of rose quartz, 
which had been carefully prepared by the classes. Each pupil had 
been given the opportunity to write or speak their own personal 
wishes and blessings for the hall. These were held, figuratively, in 
the rose quartz of each class, ‘charging’ the stones with special en-
ergy. These were then laid around the copper container in two 
circles. After this the cover was cemented closed, and the ceremony 
completed with song and thanks.

The laying of the Foundation Stone is one of the most reverent 
and important festivals celebrated for a new building, and even 
more so for a school hall, which aims to be a beautiful and worthy 
space for the many events created and enjoyed by our children and 
our school community. At the celebration we called on all mem-
bers of this large community – pupils, parents, staff and teachers, as 
well as the invisible hosts that surround and accompany our work 
and strivings – to stand around this new hall and fill the walls and 
spaces with warm blessing and guidance. In this way we dedicate 
the building to the development and healthy growth of all, both 
visible and invisible. May we all work together, following common 
goals, values and ideals.

Joan Sleigh, Class 4 Teacher, The Leaflet, 2006





Festivals
Rhythm, renewal and reminder

We hear rumours that a certain dragon is beginning to stir uneasily in his foul lair, hungry after his winter sleep, 
licking his chops at the thought of a fair maiden… so make sure your armour is polished and swords sharp…!

Oak Leaves, Spring 1979
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Throughout the world, in all civilisations, there 
are celebrations reflecting nature’s rhythms, im-
portant transitions, and significant moments in 

the life of the culture, and they all have in common the 
purpose of renewal and reminder. In celebrating our fes-
tivals regularly together we bring a rhythm to our year. 

Rhythm permeates all aspects of 
Michael Oak school life – weekly 
assemblies, the regularity of the 
timetable and rhythmic health of 
all our lessons continuously create 
‘festive moments’. 

Like all Waldorf schools, Michael Oak is non-sec-
tarian and non-denominational and is founded on 
the philosophy of Anthroposophy – the wisdom of 
humanity. The belief that there is a spiritual dimen-
sion to the human being, and to all of life, is central 
to our teaching, and festivals have always been an in-
tegral, dynamic and special expression of this. 

One of the main incentives for building our new 
school hall in 2006 was to create a space where we 
could all gather within the school grounds. The old 
hall had become too small for our growing community 
and for years we had to use other venues. This involved 
the complex logistics, albeit festive ones, of traipsing 
children and teachers out of the school grounds – even 
our pianos have festival memories!  

Celebrating festivals
written by Anette Bestwick
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A great deal goes into the planning and creating of 
each festival. There is always a deep connection with 
the rhythms of the earth and although based on the 
Christian festivals, we celebrate in a way that speaks to 
the ‘universally human’ – to express the essence that 
binds us all to one another. Festivals inspire us to see 
beyond our daily world and to feel the wisdom and 
spiritual renewal which give us strength for the future.

Festivals form the focus of bringing the school 
community together and are cherished by teachers 
and children alike. All are inspired by the power of 
these gatherings, the strength behind the verses and 
songs, and the tradition of activities. We hope to cre-
ate a mood of reverence which can then be carried 
into each family’s particular celebrations, whatever 
their religion or culture. 

‘I always look forward to 
the Michaelmas Festival.  

What a delight to be 
asked to join in the 

opening dance ritual 
– it was wonderfully 

inclusive and I felt as if 
we as parents, grand-

parents and friends 
surrounded the school 

in a warm protective 
embrace. In gratitude,

Karin Fry’ – Grandparent
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The festivals in the Kindergarten play a vital 
role in the unfolding and final culmination of 
each term’s seasonal journey.  Working stead-

fastly and attentively with the slow-turning wheel 
of the seasons is sacrosanct in the Kindergarten. Our 
children are intrinsically deeply in tune with the be-
ings of nature and this natural connection is care-
fully guided and guarded for many reasons. The most 
significant would undoubtedly lie in its salutogenic 
effect in maintaining harmony and rhythmical order 
in the young child’s growing body and thus soul and 
spirit being. Other reasons would include the deep 
feelings of wonder, reverence and awe that are ul-
timately evoked through such careful communion. 
These experiences and feelings are deeply assimilated 
and in time become the firm foundation upon which 
attitudes towards learning and life in general unfold.

Thus do we follow the breathing cycle of the seasons 
in every nuance of the school morning.  Slowly we 
steer our children towards a term-end festival which 
then stands as the crowning of the seasonal journey 
we have all undertaken together. The motifs for each 
festival are simple but powerful, and ensure that the 
children have a sensory-rich, practical experience.  At 
the close of a festival, one feels that something was 
brought to solid completion and that the ground is 
tilled and made ready for something new to arise.

The four festivals celebrated in our kindergarten 
are: Summer/early autumn festival of harvesting/
gratitude; Midwinter festival of inner light; Spring 
festival of new growth and renewal and finally the 
festival of Advent at the end of the year.

Kindergarten children take time to prepare for their 
festivals, building up to the highly anticipated ceremony.

Festivals in the Kindergarten
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Pancake Evening on Shrove Tuesday

The Pancake evening has become one of our 
most beloved celebrations. It is an evening 
of music, laughter, dancing and – of course 

– pancakes. As with many of our festivals, there is a 
solemn note at the heart of the celebration. Histori-
cally this celebration happened a day before the be-
ginning of Lent, the 40-day period preceding Easter. 
The bonfire not only celebrates our midsummer but 
also offers a ‘receptacle’ for all of us to cast into the 
bonfire a piece of paper on which we have written 
our intended sacrifices or challenges as a way of en-
abling a connection with our own inner selves in or-
der to prepare ourselves spiritually for Easter or any 
personal journey. 

With an abundance of 
pancakes and merry folk 
dancing, Pancake Evening 
is always full of smiles.
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Autumn:Harvest Festival

This festival ends the first term and usually hap-
pens close to the autumnal equinox. Both the 
Primary and High School participate in this 

festival. Harvest is about celebrating the abundance of 
the Earth. Harvest comes at autumn when the Earth 
is dying and fading away, a process we should mark 
as part of the necessary cycle in preparation for the 
spring rebirth. 

This festival very often happens before Easter and for 
this reason we do not have the Easter symbols. How-
ever, the theme of resurrection and re-enlivening are 
woven into the festival and so we emphasise in a living 

and powerful way, the ideal of gratitude: gratitude for 
the bounty of the Earth, gratitude for our environment 
and gratitude for our community that we share with 
each other. To show our gratitude for the abundance in 
our lives, we ask our community to give gifts of food 
that we donate to needy institutions. 

The much-anticipated traditions of the Class 4s 
baking the Easter bread and the Class 3s collecting 
grapes for our communal meal, which the Class 10s 
bring to our respective classes, form an integral part 
of this celebration. 

‘From the start we 
celebrated whole-school 

festivals with families 
and friends, and these 

are what past pupils still 
recall with deep joy.’

Lia Gabler

‘In nature, death and 
rebirth are everywhere 

intertwined. One cannot 
be without the other. 

The worm dies for the 
butterfly to be born. 

The summer’s passing is 
autumn’s dawning. Fallen 

leaves nourish new-
springing shoots.’

John Roux, Oak Leaves 
editorial, 1984

Class 6 still life picture



83

Harvest Grace

earth and sun
Earth who gave 
to us this food,
Sun who made it 
ripe and good.
Dear Earth, dear Sun 
by you we live,
To you our loving 
thanks we give.

for sun and rain
For sun and rain,
For grass and grain,
For all who toil
on sea and soil
That we may eat 
our daily food,
We give our praise
and thanks, O Lord.
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Autumn song

How cool blows the breeze 
in the deep forest glade,
Where leaves whisper softly 
in sunshine and shade.
In golden and russet 
they dance over all,
And gaily they carpet 
the ground where they fall.
Then through naked branches 
and up to the skies,
We see the dark mountains 
before us arise.
And then like the swallows 
that swiftly depart,
We haste to the hills 
with a joyful heart.

Umthandazo

The Kindergarten 
children on an outing to 
harvest grapes at a local 

wine farm (below) and, 
back at school, squelch-

ing the them between 
their toes to make grape 

juice (below right).



The glowing stained glass effect on the hall windows 
created by our Class 6 and 7 pupils has accompanied us 
throughout this term. 

Oak Leaves, 1984

Class 4s preparing festival bread
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Winter: St John’s Festival

This is the time in the cycle of the year when 
we focus on kindling light and warmth within 
ourselves to help make the world around us a 

better and happier place.
Saint John’s call is to prepare the way, to transform 

our habits and attitudes so that our inner fire, our 
true nature, may glow more brightly, bringing cour-
age and warmth, also to those around us. We need 
to learn how to see and hear, not only with our eyes 
and ears, but also with our hearts. This celebration 
of light and transformation is expressed through a 
story acted or presented as a shadow play, music and 
speech, which are expressions of humanity, and the 
annual feast of exquisite lanterns that light up the hall 
and create powerfully vivid pictures of bringing light 
into the darkness of winter. In community, our spirits 
shining together shed a beautiful, bright light and so 
with light-filled hearts we can enter our journeys of 
transformation. 

Winter song

Rise up, oh Flame!
By thy light glowing.
Show to us beauty,
Vision and joy.
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The St John Festival of Light
‘I do not think that there has been only one dark 
age in the history of humankind. There has been ig-
norance and darkness, war and destruction through 
all time. And yet truth, harmony and beauty has also  
always formed part of the magnificent tapestry which 
life patterns in its unfoldment.

Each person has the privilege of consciously seek-
ing truth. Once it is found, it must be held aloft burn-
ing brightly, that it may disperse disharmony. That 
light of truth is within us all; sometimes it is veiled, 
sometimes it is not yet kindled, but certainly once it 
is lit it illuminates each soul with divine light.

With this in mind, the St John’s Festival of Light 
conveyed a very deep beauty to me. After a lovely 
programme of music, poetry and song, children lit 
their candles from a central candle which I took to 
symbolise the one light, the Light of God. They then 
formed a procession of light, bearing their hand-
made lanterns and candle holders. They encircled the 
school, following the four flame-bearers, and then 
formed a circle in the front garden where they sang 
the St John’s hymn. The circle of light must have 
looked magnificent from above and I am sure that 
for a long time after we all had left, the brilliance 
remained where those young bearers of light had 
stood.’

Patch Schonstein-Pinnoch, Oak Leaves, 1979
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Spring: Michaelmas Festival

We celebrate Michaelmas as a spring festival, 
a time of celebrating renewal. The image of 
Michael doing battle with a dragon repre-

sents our need for strength and courage at this time of 
year when the forces of nature could entice us to waft 
away in her outwardly surging processes. At Michael-
mas we celebrate the need to find a balance between 
the inner and outer and this indeed requires strength 
and courage, of facing ‘dragons’ both external and in-
ternal. When we experience this balance, the forces of 
renewal can be invigorating and enlivening. 

Over the years we have conquered or tamed many 
dragons, but throughout the Class 7s have looked for-
ward to the highlight of their primary school years by 
‘entering’ the dragon. This festival culminates in the 
classes doing traditional dances and the Class 4s cap-
tivating the audience with their Maypole dance. And 
then of course there are the challenges that test our 
inner resolve to overcome hurdles and work together 
in community. 

The Kindergarten fence 
is bedecked in colourful 
shields for the festival of 
our namesake – Michael 
(above right). Mr Schotte 

tames the dragon as 
part of the school’s 21st 

birthday celebrations 
in 1983 (below). Many a 
dragon has visited over 

the years (opposite).

‘When I conquer within me fear and wrath, Michael in heaven casts the dragon forth.’
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‘Yet the best was still to come. A mile-long dragon 
with real smoke issuing from its horrendous mouth 
suddenly appeared from the direction of the school’s 
front door, where it had evidently been hiding for 
the past year, and would have swallowed the prin-
cess whole had not Saint Michael plunged in his 
sword. The dragon died dramatically in stages, its first 
few pairs of legs collapsing while those further back 
stumbled about blindly, waiting to be told it was all 
over. Later it recovered, in a fashion. By next year it 
should be well enough to be slain again.’

Oak Leaves, 1979
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‘The symbols of St 
Michael are both Sword 

and Scale. With his sharp 
sword, forged from 

meteoric iron, Michael 
conquers the Dragon – 

not by killing, but by tam-
ing it; by bringing about 
discernment, by putting 
aside that which is not 

essential using clarity of 
thought and rightness of 
action. Michael holds the 
central gesture of cour-
age, of deeds. Michael’s 

scales remind us to find 
balance between right 
actions and behaviour 

and our own introspec-
tive delights – between 

the inner and outer – for 
in so doing this stern and 
patient Saint reminds us,  
our deed will be met by 

the Grace that is avail-
able to Humankind.’

The Leaflet, 2010
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The excitement builds 
as the Maypole is carried 
onto the Oval. After 
weeks of practising, the 
Class 4s finally take the 
stage as the familiar 
accordion music starts 
up. The crowd claps the 
ribbons all the way in to 
their pattern, and claps 
them all the way out 
again – with an audible 
sigh of relief when the 
last ribbon is danced 
free and untangled.   
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Music for the 
Maypole 
Class 4s weave brightly 
coloured ribbons round 
the Maypole to three dif-
ferent tunes and patterns; 
Shepherd Hey, (Barber’s 
Pole), The Piper’s Fancy 
(The Plait) and Goddesses 
(Gypsy Tent).
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Summer: The Star Tree Festival 

The Star Tree Festival is the celebration with 
which we close the busy school year… yet 
Advent is the time of preparation for a new 

beginning. Here, end and beginning meet and the 
light-filled thoughts and achievements of the year 
meet the warm hope of new beginnings – as light and 
warmth unite in the festival, thoughts and intentions 
unite in the heart. In Advent we await the arrival of a 
new impulse and the opportunity to realise ourselves 

a little more as instruments of the divine world. 
The Candle Lighting Ceremony ends the Star Tree 

Festival. The candle flame stirs a mood of reverence 
in the human soul. The poetic symbol of the flame 
in the heart or flame of devotion is captured in this 
ceremony when the Class 10s, who have come to 
the end of their Michael Oak journey, perform a  
eurythmy piece and light their candle flames and then 
symbolically hand the flame over to the Class 7s.  

‘Carols ring out from be-
hind classroom doors as 
everyone practises each 
day. Snippets or gold and 
silver paper are swept up 

after sessions of mak-
ing stars. The traditional 

little crib scenes have 
appeared in many of the 
classrooms. Scissors and 
sticky tape, staplers and 
glue, are at a premium, 
borrowed from the of-
fice, from other classes, 

wherever they can be 
found, as decorations and 

gifts are prepared. Angel 
and shepherd costumes 
are being tried on. The 
kings’ crowns must be 
re-gilded. Mary’s dress 
must be altered. Amid 
the busyness there is 

a growing air of ex-
pectancy, of waiting, of 

preparation for rejoicing. 
All is as it should be. 

Advent is here.’
Oak Leaves, 1978
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Summer song

People look East, 
the time is near,
Of the crowning 
of the year,
Make your house fair 
as you are able,
Trim the hearth 
and set the table.
People look East 
and sing today,
Love the Guest 
is on the way.

The Kindergarten festival 
is powerful in its 
simplicity (above).
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‘If you can believe it, 
I have seen the tradi-
tional Shepherds’ Play 
65 times in my life. It 

wouldn’t be Christmas 
for me, without seeing 
this play! As the shep-

herds revered the child, 
we should all have the 

strength of reverence in 
us for our neighbour, the 
human being next to us.’

Dr Blume

Two early productions of the Oberufer Nativity Play in the small Hall. Spot the pioneer teachers in the cast!

This nativity story is told in simple pictures, 
without embellishment, in the folk tradition 
and is performed by the teachers as a gift to 

the community. Apart from the historical story of the 
birth of the Jesus Child, there is an archetypal message 
contained within the symbolism of the familiar tale. 
The nativity, set in the depths of winter, symbolises 
the birth of light in the darkness, the awakening of 
love within the human soul. The nativity symbolises 
the emergence of light and love – the universal child 
within each one. Thus the traditional imagery associ-
ated with the nativity has a universal meaning, regard-
less of one’s particular orientation to spiritual matters. 

The Oberufer Shepherds’ play 

‘The Shepherds’ Play each year is a gift from the teachers 
to the children and parents. In the time that I was there, I 
was in 14 of the 17 productions, taking the role of an Inn-
keeper, Star Singer (on many occasions), Huckle, Muckle, 
Gallus (I even stuck on a beard to get into character), Mary, 
Crispin, and once just in the choir. It gave me a wonderful 
sense of belonging.’

Heather Young
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Memories of Michael Oak by Heather Young

What full, challenging, happy, inspiring years I had as 
School Secretary for 13 years, alongside Katha-
rine Cox, who had started 6 months before me, 

as bookkeeper, and who became one of my closest friends. 
Thereafter, I took the position of Bursary/Fundraising Co-
ordinator for 4 years which certainly challenged me to de-
velop a whole variety of skills I never knew I had.

I had never, in my working career, experienced such an 
embracing and caring community, where the positive was 
reinforced and the striving for understanding, excellence 
and integrity the focus. I was bringing up two children, 
mainly on my own, but had the Michael Oak teachers and 
parents as my extended family. My children were loved 
and nurtured and encouraged with great imagination and 
creativity and I am eternally grateful for this. Many of the 
friendships I developed continue today.  

I remember having to ring the bell manually, at the back 
and front of the school, every 40 minutes – no automatic 
settings then. I just developed this inner alarm and no mat-
ter what conversation I was having, or what I was doing, 
that would be my priority. It also gave me the chance to 
have a bit of exercise and engage with people en route.

Our Adult Education programme, started by Katharine 
Cox, was a huge success for over 10 years and we in-
vited speakers from all walks of life to share their inspir-
ing knowledge with us. Those of us on the Core Group 
would take turns opening up, welcoming people, tidying 
and locking up afterwards – responsibilities way beyond 
the call of duty. We didn’t think about all the extra time 
we gave because there was so much to learn through this 
programme.

I never felt forgotten in the Office and was quite often 
invited into class by teachers to share a magical piece 
of music the class had learnt; or a poem or a song. That 
made my day. I would even, when there was an emergency 
and the teacher was late, go and sit with the children in 
class until the teacher arrived, and play games or sing with 
them. There were no limitations placed on us. We just got 
on with what needed doing.

Being Secretary demanded calmness and practicality, 
extraordinary patience and a good sense of humour.  The 
Secretary is the first impression people get of the school, 
so welcoming them in and answering their questions and 
requests, is an important part of the job. I loved being at 
the heart of the school.  

I would often need to administer a dose of arnica for 
a bruise, or rescue remedy for some trauma, or perhaps 
even just a kind word and listening ear. I remember many 
an accident – one young lad had crashed into the little 
brick wall at the side of the lawn and sliced the skin off 
his shin right down to the bone. I had to rush him down 
to the local doctor and hold his hand and tell him dis-
tracting stories whilst the doctor gave him an injection 
and attentively stitched him up.  One child was allergic to 
bees and was stung while playing out in the playground 
and was rushed into the Office barely able to breathe.  
Fortunately his mother had left an antihistamine kit with 
us which literally saved his life. I was also the Lice Doctor 
for a while and would go into classrooms to part chil-
dren’s hair and hopefully not discover the dreaded nit!  
The number of times I got lice too!

I would like to remember and honour some very spe-
cial people who have passed on and who I sorely miss 
– Annabel Rodseth, who took over from me as School 
Secretary;  Katharine Cox (Bookkeeper, Bursar and in-
spirational friend); Nicholas Abbott (a most talented and 
wonderful boy in all spheres of his life); Josh Williams, a 
wise and brave young boy just coming into his teenage 
years; and Diana Phillips (Winifred Bond’s mother and an 
enlightened being) – may we always feel their presence.

When the time came to leave and seek different chal-
lenges, I felt somewhat bereft, having, in a sense, lost my 
family, but memories never fade and friendships still con-
tinue. My grandchild is now in the Kindergarten and my 
daughter-in-law at Afternoon Care, so that impulse con-
tinues through my family.

Jenni Brassington, who took over from Heather from 
2005 – 2009, became the fair co-ordinator, amongst many 
other things. She said of her first fair, ‘It was all a beautiful 
mystery’.

★ ‘I wish all at Michael 
Oak and in the commu-
nity an extraordinarily 
happy 50th birthday.  May 
the warmth and striving 
you are so renowned for, 
continue to enrich and 
embrace parents, chil-
dren and teachers and 
anyone who comes into 
contact with you.’
Heather Young

Jenni Brassington





Inside the classroom 



The atmosphere of a Steiner school is one of trust and devotion. 

The personal relationship between teacher and child is thought to 

be all-important and young children stay with one teacher for 

several years. Through gentleness and idealism, the teachers are 

able to bring alive in their pupils a sense of wonder and of 

fascination with the world, and a love of science and the arts.

Anne Bancroft
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The Waldorf teacher
The teachers act as artists whose aim is to help the child 
to discover and love the world surrounding him or her. 
Their aim is not to cram the child with knowledge, but 
to awaken at the right moment certain faculties of the 
soul, of the inner self. In everyday practice the question 
is not ‘what is possible?’ or ‘what goes down well?’ but 
rather ‘what is challenging and what may best stimulate 
the pupil at the present stage of development?’ There-
fore children stay together in age groups; there is no 
selection or early specialisation and no repetition. The 
diversity in every class reflects the diversity of humanity 
as a fundamental basis for social education.

The teachers’ role is to awaken the child’s latent  
faculties and allow its profound individuality to 
emerge and develop: they thus help the children to find 
the appropriate relationship between their individuality 
and physical being, their environment and the present-
day society into which they are to integrate. It is this 
relationship which will enable them to make the 
appropriate use of their freedom. Young people are 
then able to enter into society not as passive spectators, 
but as conscious sensitive citizens, ready to tackle the 
challenges of our times by taking an active part in the 
transformation of our world.

Prepared by UNESCO for the 75th anniversary of the original 
Waldorf School in Stuttgart, 1994

‘I have always found the College Imagination most inspiring 
for teachers. We believe that the children in our school all 
have guardian angels that guide and protect them. However, 
as teachers we often carry a heavy responsibility with regard 
to the classes and the school and sometimes we forget that 
there are also angels to support us. It is easier to imagine and 
believe in the angelic worlds with a beautiful verse and even 
more so with a painting. So, may this College Imagination paint-
ing remind us that the three hierarchies are always present to 
love and guide us in our work in Waldorf Education.’
Catherine van Alphen, artist of the College Imagination painting
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Michael Oak Staff

Among the little people who came daily to the 
house in Marlow Road there was no knowl-
edge. Each day they came, each day they 

played and each day they went away, their dreams 
brightened and the little store of knowledge begin-
ning. With tenderness and clarity of soul each day 
they were greeted and watched and helped through 
the bright world of brilliant spirits, gnomes, castles 
and fairies. They were happy in their secure world, 
with a curiosity being awakened in the world around 
them while the form and voice of the teacher led the 
way through the maze of words and figures and im-
ages which set the imaginations alight and the world 
ablaze with possibilities.

The house took on form and 
shape as each year saw them in a 
new classroom, but always there 
was the sure, steady leadership, 
now more substantial, more 
demanding, yet always concerned 
for the hidden gifts the children 
held, the treasures they carried 
in their flowering personalities.

And the world took on form and was no longer 
void. Plant studies unveiled mysteries, clouds were 
observed and chemicals handled with awe. The ani-
mal kingdom with its curious metabolism was ex-
plored and still the thirst remained, kept alive even as 
the imagination was fed. Teacher led the way, causing 
the class to wonder at the Creator and the created, 
engendering a love for both.

Then the tasks became more demanding and some 
weaknesses began to show, and some would lag a 
little. With patience and wisdom the teacher would 
pause, help and encourage, and then the journey 
would continue.

Honesty of heart was rewarded, effort and will 
strengthened, while laziness and unwillingness to try 
were met with firmness. It was the long-term dream 
that was always there – the building of each pupil a 
complete personality.

These children are ours and the teacher who moved 
among us as a ministering angel was Marion Penfold.

Martin Fisher, Speaking for Std 5 Parents, in 19791960s

The smiley faces that 
greet you at reception; 
Lesley Swart and Faiza 

Abdurahman (above).
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‘Once a week the entire 
teaching staff meets after 
close of school to study 
together, report on work 
covered in class, prepare 
festivals, discuss children 
and such matters as the 
daily routine of running 
the school, staff appoint-
ments, enrolment etc. 
This can be looked upon 
as the ‘heart’ from which 
issues the life-blood of 
the school.  Any matters 
of a financial nature that 
are raised are minuted 
and submitted to the 
Management Commit-
tee (Trustees).The body 
of all staff members is 
known as the College of 
Teachers.’
Oak Leaves, 1974

1980s 1990s

2012

‘It was unanimously 
agreed that sound 
progress in establishing 
Steiner ideals is con-
tinuously being made by 
the teachers. A vote of 
complete confidence in 
the College of Teachers 
was adopted.’
Roy Bishop, 
letter to parents, 1977



This beautiful representation of the Waldorf Curriculum was created by Yvette Foord.



The ideal curriculum must be modelled on the changing 
image of the human being passing through different phases 
while growing up. But like any ideal it is confronted by the 
reality of life and must accommodate itself accordingly. This 
reality comprises many things: the individuality of the teacher, 
the class itself with all the peculiarities of every pupil in it, the 
moment in history, the education authorities and educational 
laws prevailing at the place where the school is located. 
All these factors modify the ideal curriculum and call for 
transformation and discussion. The educational task with 
which the growing human being confronts us can only be 
achieved if the curriculum remains mobile and pliable.

Caroline von Heydebrand



Waldorf Curriculum overview 
written by Joan Sleigh

Stages of development and the Curriculum

One of the truly unique characteristics 
of the Waldorf Curriculum is that it is 
based on the developmental needs of the 

child: physical, emotional, mental and spiritual. 
Through his research, Rudolf Steiner recogn-
ised and described the growth and development 
of each human being following definite stages, 
following a seven-year cycle. 

During the first seven years the physical body 
undergoes rapid growth and transformation: 
the child attains uprightness, freeing the hands 
to learn many new skills, ultimately enabling it 
to become a social being. The child learns to 
walk and run, climb and balance. In the process 
it practises co-ordination, muscle control and 
establishes lateral dominance. The main learn-
ing tools are movement and imitation, which 
means that the surrounding adults need to be 
worthy of imitation. The world must be filled 
with goodness if the child is to grow into its 
true potential. While the physical body is devel-
oping and maturing, the individual identity is 
gradually awakening. It looks for real relation-
ships with people filled with goodness, to emu-
late and imitate.  

The individuality of each child shows through 
the intentionality and active involvement of the 
child in everything happening in its immediate 
surroundings, but also in the way it learns to 
interact with those around.  

Kindergarten
In Kindergarten, this stage of development is stimu-
lated and nurtured through free play, using toys and 
equipment made of natural materials. Hand skills are 
trained through craftwork, drawing and painting, bak-
ing and all kinds of activities in creative play. Stories, 
songs, festival plays and verses nurture the inner expe-
riences of awe and wonder, set in a daily structure of 
ritual and rhythm. The teacher is a warm and caring 
guide, filling the surroundings with goodness.

Primary School
Once the first milk teeth fall out and the permanent 
molars appear, the child is ready for focused learning 
in the classroom. This transformation in the hardest 
part of the physical body is a sign that the formative 
forces, so diligently at work in shaping and matur-
ing the movement apparatus during the first stage of 
development, are now available to structure the inner 
movement apparatus – intelligence. If the child has 
reached the physical maturity needed to be able to sit 
still, listen quietly and understand the content, as well 
as follow instructions, directed learning can happen. 
At this stage the child grasps concepts through imagi-
native pictures, forming mental images which reso-
nate in the feeling and experience of each child. The 
pupils learn by doing. All learning areas, concepts and 
content need to be brought in in imaginative stories. 
Narrative is a very important tool. Main themes and 
subjects are taught in the first part of each day. This sys-
tem enables a deep connection and understanding of 
the subject at the most mentally active time of the day.  



 In the second seven year cycle the outer physical 
activity of the first phase of development becomes 
inner activity. This does not only mean the gradual 
awakening of intelligence, but also of memory, inner 
qualities and values, good habits and emotional aware-
ness. This is the ‘feeling phase’ where all truly learnt 
knowledge remains anchored in the inner experience 
of the child. To assist this development, learning needs 
to stimulate the senses and resonate in the feelings, 
and tasks must be creative, alive and colourful.

While the rhythmic system, the home of the feel-
ings, is growing and maturing, the awakening ‘ego’ 
also goes through two phases of transformation. The 
first is around the age of nine, when the child begins 
to feel disconnected from the surrounding world in 
the process of becoming more self-aware. This can be 
a traumatic experience, manifesting in deep loneliness, 
isolation and criticism towards others. The second big 
change is puberty. In both these times of transforma-
tion the pupil feels fragile and vulnerable, in need of 
loving care and empathetic nurturing. 

The Curriculum meets each year with exactly the 
right challenges and subject contents to mirror and 
feed the needs of the age group. Class 3 takes the 
9-year-olds out into the world, and lets them explore 
everything from shelters and house-building, garden-
ing and crafts, to measurements of time and space. 
Class 6 introduces black-and-white drawing to mir-
ror the dramatic inner polarities, physics to experience 
cause and effect, the Roman Empire to understand and  
establish law and order.

Each year has a theme, reflecting the inner develop-
ment of the age, and subject matter that develops the 
cognitive levels required to progress from imaginative 
pictures, through living concepts to logical, abstract 
and factual thinking. The method of teaching needs 
to progress with the subject matter in order to meet 
the growing individuality of the pupils. The world of 
the primary school child needs to be beautiful, with 
the teacher as a kind and nurturing authority.

High School
In High School the third phase of development 
is characterised by increasing knowledge as well 
as intellectual scope and interest. This is the phase 
where thinking itself is developed, yet anchored 
in the rich soul experience and inner qualities 
developed during the Primary School years. Now 
all the subject matter is geared towards clarity of 
thought, depth of understanding, each learner 
finding his/her own judgement, opinions and 
ideals. Debates and the sciences, creative writ-
ing and poetry, individual projects and a variety 
of the arts, train and structure the mind. Along-
side this academic emphasis, social development 
also needs to be nurtured and encouraged. The 
teacher needs to be an authentic role model, who 
stands firm in his/her knowledge and beliefs.

Michael Oak has worked with this Curriculum 
for over 50 years, always mindful of the South Af-
rican context. Although the Curriculum originat-
ed in Germany nearly 100 years ago, it continues 
to meet the overall developmental needs in a most 
amazing way. At Michael Oak we have modified 
the methods of teaching as well as the content in 
some subjects. An example of this is Marine Biol-
ogy in Class 7. It is not in the original Curricu-
lum, but we include it because the oceans are such 
an important part of life in Cape Town. We intro-
duce ancient African culture to the Main Lessons 
on ancient civilisations in Class 5. This could be 
Zimbabwe, Timbuktu or ancient Ethiopia. Bring-
ing African saint stories and legends into Class 2 
has also become a common practice.

This highlights one of the unique qualities of 
Michael Oak: the willingness to research and try 
new subject matter and methodology to make 
what we teach more appropriate for our children, 
without compromising the actual Curriculum.

Classes 1 to 5 (opposite, top to bottom) and 6 to 10 (right)



112

Let us look at Geography as a single subject and 
trace its course through the Primary School to 
see how it meets the progression of development. 

There is not a subject ‘called’ Geography until Class 5 
but the foundations are laid right from Class 1.

★ ‘My wish for Michael 
Oak School is that it 

preserves the warmth, 
openness and social 

heart forces at all times, 
while continuing to 

strive for excellence in 
individual and intellectual 
development. May every 

member grow to 
shine in their own 

unique colour!’
Joan Sleigh

Class 3: Going into the nine-year transformation, 
the children are met with building shelters and doing 
crafts in their natural surroundings, learning to work 
and care for the soil so that it can nurture us.

Class 4: The transformation in Class 3 has brought 
a new awareness of self and requires a new perspec-
tive on life. The pupils are guided to take a bird’s eye 
view, first of their classroom, then working out to 
the school grounds and finally to the area directly 
surrounding the school. Orientation in space, using 
compass and maps is now introduced, giving a wider 
perspective both around and within these children.

Class 5: Classical Geography starts, moving from the 
immediate surroundings to the whole country. This 
main lesson includes natural, socio-political and eco-
nomic aspects. In order to approach it in an imagina-
tive way, fitting to the stage of development, it is often 
done as a journey through the country. Individual or 
group projects are used to expand both knowledge 
and social skills.

Class 6: At the onset of puberty, the imaginative 
thinking now takes a decisive step towards abstraction 
and so the pupils need far more factual knowledge 
brought to them in an objective narrative form rather 
than in picture images. They now ‘travel’ the whole of 
Africa, incorporating natural, cultural and economic 
understanding within the context of the historical 
developments of the various countries and peoples.

Class 7: In order to complete the tapestry, the pu-
pils explore the whole world, from a geographical 
perspective but also from a socio-economic point of 
view. They sail with the explorers and discover un-
charted territories, giving them experiences and tools 
which will help them to navigate the emotional voy-
ages that lie ahead in adolescence and high school.

Class 1: Nature stories create an awareness of the 
beauty of nature as well as an attitude of awe and 
wonder, respect and responsibility towards it.

Class 2: Fables not only describe the special charac-
teristics of animals we know and love, but also have 
an indirect connection to the feeling world awaken-
ing in the children at this age. They resonate with the 
sly fox, the timid rabbit, the nervous mouse and the 
persevering tortoise.

Geography through the Primary School
written by Joan Sleigh

Map making in Class 5 
(above) and studying in 

Class 6 (above right).
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Stories are also told at specific times to answer 
the developmental needs of children.

When the child is at its most imaginative, in 
the Nursery School years, we use several of Grimm’s 
tales to give the young ones the confidence and the 
courage to grow into our world, knowing that they 
can overcome obstacles. These stories continue into 
Class 1, with the teacher adding many of his or her 
own choice, or specially making them up for the class.

In Class 2 animal fables not only entertain the lively 
youngsters, but also help to awaken their thinking. In 
Aesops fables each animal emphasises certain human 
attributes: the fox is known for his cunning, the crow 
for her vanity. These stories give children an insight 
into human nature. To counter-balance the rather 
precocious human qualities portrayed in the animal 
stories, stories of the Saints are also told, satisfying the 
children’s need for spiritual content.

Around the time that children turn nine (Class 3)
they live with the vast cycle of Old Testament sto-
ries. They begin with the creation of the world, all its 
inhabitants, and finally man. The story of Adam and 
Eve’s banishment from paradise particularly moves 
the nine-year-old, who is himself experiencing a sep-
aration from his innocent, care-free, child-like state to 
a more awake, independent and lonely existence. But 
all is not lost: Adam and Eve learn to cope. They have 
to learn skills and crafts for their survival, to make for 
themselves a happy existence on earth.

Supporting this transition to a more objective view 
of the world, the Class 4 child goes through the cy-
cle of Norse Tales, where the ‘Gods’ are at constant 
war with the ‘Giants’. Here a battle between what is 
noble, beautiful and idealistic in the child is opposed 
by what is ruthless, destructive or greedy. The conse-
quences of human qualities, good and bad, are easily 
understood in these virile, often humorous tales.

Most children, by the time they are 11 years of age 
(Class 5), reach a stage of equilibrium – a beautiful 
sense of balance between themselves as individuals 
and the world they find themselves in. During this 
harmonious period of their development, the Greek 
myths deepen their acceptance of life. There may be 
pain, there may be struggles – but there is also beauty, 
love and striving. Actual history makes its appearance 
now, though much of it is still shrouded in legend.

The Romans conquered the earth. They ruled the 
nations, built roads and bridges, and brought discipline 
and order to everything. Stories from Ancient Rome 
seize the imaginations of Class 6 children (12 year-
olds) as they build their own skills and disciplines.

The stories of King Arthur and His knights place 
chivalry, faithfulness and courtly love before the ma-
turing child. His/her unconscious yearning for the 
spiritual finds an immediate connection with the 
various quests for the Holy Grail.

Down-to-earth, true stories of Medieval heroes 
and great Renaissance thinkers, scientists and ex-
plorers stir the 13-year-old’s worldly mind and fill 
him/her with admiration for the courageous leaps 
in consciousness of human beings.

In High School the use of stories develops towards 
the study of literature: Shakespeare’s plays, The Iliad 
and The Odyssey, and Wolfram von Eschenbach’s 
Parsival, form some of the main cycles of literature 
experienced by the adolescents. These works 
have far more value than mere entertainment or 
cultural background: each story contains symbols 
that represent our journey to a fulfilled stage of 
development. Adolescents are going through 
that journey themselves, and by feeding their 
souls with these images, they inwardly identify 
with them, and are helped through their own 
struggles to maturity.

Odyssey magazine, Dec 1986/Jan 1987

The significance  of storytelling
written by Peter van Alphen

Animal stories are 
studied in Class 2.
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Story telling 
written by Sandy Rivera

When I first came to Michael Oak as a ‘new’ 
parent, years and years ago, I remember be-
ing rather casual about the odd late morn-

ing, and thought it was not really that important, after 
all this was nothing like any of the schools I had at-
tended, and the teachers seemed to be such reason-
able, kind, friendly human beings. Or were they? I 
couldn’t understand their displeasure when we were 

late. Did they not realise how far we travelled every 
morning? And neither had I reckoned with my son 
who was appalled at the idea of missing a single mo-
ment of the Assembly story on a Monday morning. 
And on the other days there were other stories too. 
In fact he couldn’t bear to miss anything at all. And 
gradually I came to realise what I had missed in my 
own haphazard schooling – real stories – and they 
were more important than everything else.

Assembly – in my childhood I remember dron-
ing hymns, listening to harangues about school rules, 
and clapping thunderously for sports teams. What we 
have at Michael Oak is unique – the primary aim 

The whole Primary 
School files into the 

small Hall on a Monday 
morning to hear another 

captivating story.
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is to share a good story, somehow stretching across 
the seven years from the shiny eyes in front to the 
lanky legs in the back row. It is an enormous chal-
lenge to keep them all involved. The secret is simple: 
these are not just any stories, they are specially cho-
sen for powerful elements of truth. Everyone makes 
a special effort to find a story that suits a particular 
mood or idea, to physically learn the story – and then 
to tell the tale – not mere reading aloud, but spinning 
a yarn, real weaving of magic, an artistic entity that 
reaches far inside. The effects are clearly visible when 
it works.

Take a look at the children during a Festival. 

It is so apparent that our 
Michael Oakies are used 
to listening, to exercising 
that inner ‘muscle’; 
they know about stories 
and are easily absorbed.’ 

‘Our assembly verse was 
written by Mrs Paterson 
when our school was 
new, and is kept alive 
each Monday morning:
A new and waiting 
week’s begun,
Tasks are calling 
to be done,
With willing hand and 
head and heart,
Our best we’ll do, 
each play our part.’
from Oak Leaves, 1977
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The Main Lesson, a period of approximately two 
hours at the start of every morning, is a central 
feature in Waldorf Education. Subjects are 

taught in blocks of three or four weeks, thus enabling 
a deep engagement with one main topic at a time. 
‘The main-lesson embraces and addresses a varied and 
progressive range of skills, competencies and faculties in 
mathematics, English, the arts, sciences and humanities. 
(Martyn Rawson & Tobias Richter; 2005; 20). Each 
main lesson period is structured in a threefold way, 
consciously stimulating and developing the faculties of 
mental, emotional and intentional learning. 

‘So I learned writing, 
reading and numberwork, 
and I enjoyed all the sto-
ries. I loved drawing, and 

especially painting with 
water colour. I loved the 
colours and I loved the 
different Main Lessons 

like Egypt, Greece, Africa; 
drawing all the temples 
and buildings from an-

cient times in my books. 
And later at the age of 

50, when I began to trav-
el to these countries, I 

returned home and read 
my old school books; 
I was amazed at what 

was written there from 
my own schooldays! So 
therefore dear children, 
keep your Main Lesson 

books for your later life, 
you will enjoy them!’ 
Dr Christhilde Blume, 

a visiting paediatrician 
from Germany and 

Michael Oak’s dear friend, 
addressed the children in 

assembly on Founder’s 
Day in the mid-1990s.

The Main Lesson book
written by Joan Sleigh

Class 1

Class 2 Class 4

Class 3
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‘The teaching in a Steiner Waldorf school comes  
essentially ‘through’ the teacher and not via text books. 
The teacher chooses the material and presentation 
to suit the particular group of children… The 
fundamental mode of delivery for lesson content is 
the immediate and direct interface between pupils 
and teacher.’ (Rawson & Richter; 2005; 22)  

The teacher prepares each lesson in depth, thus in-
ternalising the content so that he or she can present it 
in an imaginative lively narrative. Daily reflection on 
the success of each lesson and necessary adjustments to 
meet the pupils is a vital part of healthy teaching and 
learning. For this reason text books are used as prep-
aration material for the teacher, whereas the pupils  
receive an imaginative and experiential presentation 
of the subject matter. This process of personal, artistic 
and practical engagement with the content is reflect-
ed in the Main Lesson books, designed and created by 
each pupil. They write their own ‘text books’, each 
one being a unique, individual and creative documen-
tation of the work covered, reflective of the engage-
ment and understanding of the ‘author’.  The teacher 
uses the Main Lesson book as the primary tool of 
evaluation and assessment. The cognitive, artistic and 
personal involvement of each child becomes visible 
at a glance. This multi-faceted approach to learning 
takes time and effort, but ensures a deep involvement 
and internalisation of the subject. 

I look forward 
to filling another 
white page with 
colour and love.

Quanta Henson, 1982

Class 5 Class 6 Class 7

Class 9

Class 8

Class 10
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‘Waldorf education equips 
young people to step 
boldly and creatively into 
this modern world with 
qualities in addition to 
academic excellence. 
The central goal of a Waldorf Curriculum is the nurtur-
ing of a fuller, individual humanity. A Waldorf education 
specifically encourages the emergence and strengthening 
of just the qualities needed to meet the demands of an 
increasingly dehumanised world – qualities that will en-
sure adult fulfillment and commitment, such as: curiosity; 
the continued desire to learn; the joy of exercising one’s 
mental processes; a sense of right and wrong; compe-
tence in practical matters; self-discipline; a search for the 
truth; empathy; responsibility; respect for others and the 
natural world; a will for hard work; enthusiasm; the value 
of love, and so forth. 

There are many ways in which a Waldorf curriculum 
contributes to the enlivening of these qualities. One of 
these ways is that there is very little subject choice or 
specialisation before Class 12. This ensures a broad gen-
eral knowledge and understanding, with the experience 
of widely varied skills. Another essential is the age-spe-
cific experiences provided on the learner’s path through 
the classes. For example, there are the plays which are 
performed throughout the child’s years, culminating in 
major productions in Class 9 and 12.



In all the plays it is the whole class of children – not 
just the ‘talented’ ones – that are provided with school 
time (plus much extra-curricular time!) to develop them-
selves into enthusiastic actors who can say, ‘I can do this 
and I’m okay. I can commit to a project outside of myself, 
and respect what others bring.’ Performing plays like this 
may not contribute directly to excellent matric results 
(although there are connections), and so drama is usually 
sidelined by more ‘serious’ curricula which are too busy 
preparing young people for the ‘real world’ to be both-
ered with such fringe activities as acting.

Experience has proved that Shakespeare is exactly the 
right vehicle for the emerging adult identity of the 14- 
year-old. There are qualities that are stimulated and exer-
cised in the drama process that one can clearly recognise 
when one sees the enjoyment which these budding thes-
pians have in expressing themselves, so fully, through their  
characters, before an audience.’

Graham Scannell, The Leaflet, September 2010
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Choleric Temperament (Fire)
Dynamic, energetic and active

Very principled
Compulsive need for change

Must correct wrongs
Fears failure

Strong willed and decisive
Not easily discouraged

Independent and self-sufficient
Exudes confidence

Hot, quick to react, impatient
Wants to be right, not popular

Wants the teacher’s respect

Melancholic Temperament (Earth)
Deep and thoughtful

Moral
Serious and purposeful
Talented and creative
Artistic or Musical

Philosophical and poetic
Appreciative of beauty 

Sensitive to others
Self-sacrificing
Easily depressed

Self-critical, can be paranoid
Conscientious

Idealistic
Wants the teacher’s empathy

Sanguine Temperament (Air)
Appealing personality
Talkative, storyteller

Life of the party
Good sense of humour

Emotional and demonstrative
Enthusiastic and expressive
Cheerful and bubbling over
Quick to anger and forgive

Curious
Fickle and easily distracted
Likes a variety of activities

Lives in the present
Changeable disposition

Sincere at heart
Self conscious of own effect

Wants the teacher’s love

Phlegmatic Temperament (Water)
Low-key personality

Easygoing and relaxed
Calm, cool and collected

Patient, well balanced
Consistent life

Quiet
Sympathetic and kind

Keeps emotions hidden
Happily reconciled to life

Rhythmic, slow
Slow to anger but explosive when pushed too far

Wants teacher’s understanding

The Four Temperaments

‘In Waldorf education, an 
understanding of the four 

temperaments assists 
teachers in their under-

standing of the individual 
child, and how best to 
help him or her over-

come possible one-sided-
ness. The temperaments 
all have their virtues and 

their vices and people 
tend to be a mixture 

of more than one at a 
time. Progression from 

one temperament to the 
other is normal as one 

grows older’.
Taken from the booklet, 

Education for Life, 
published by 

Michael Oak, 2010
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Every year children receive with their reports 
or soon afterwards, a verse specially chosen or 
written for them by their class teacher. This is 

one of the therapeutic tools of the teacher, for it will 
either contain within it a picture of the present situ-
ation of the child, showing a direction which may 
help him/her during the coming year, or it will aim 
to strengthen or hamonise a certain temperament 
which is out of balance and causing difficulties of 
varying degrees.

The child is asked to say the verse regularly through-
out the year, usually once a week, allowing the ther-
apy to take effect over that period. From Class 2 he 
learns to stand in front of the class with full attention 
focused on him. It is a special opportunity for the 
teacher to observe keenly and give a suitable com-
ment which can be worked on week by week. The 
class, too, can be helpful in their instinctive praise and 
encouragement which, at times, they give generously 
and healingly to one who lacks confidence.

Sanguine
Light as air, wind in hair
Near the sea we gallop free.
The sea, the sand, the sun the sky
Alone in space with joy we fly,
Until at last, we’ve had our fill,
We stop to rest, and lie quite still.

Phlegmatic
Waterlilies clustering thickly
On the pool so still,
Shine with colours pink and mauve
Their hearts with gold are filled.
Dragonflies hovering just up above
Look down on the beauty below.
They dart and they dip 
The nectar they sip
Like a jewel they flash as they go.

Melancholic
There's so much that suffers in our big wide world
The frail and the weak and the sick boys and girls
The lame and the blind and the deaf and the dumb.
But the moon and the stars and the warm golden sun
Are gifts for us all on the Earth, every one.
They bring us God’s light his strength and his love,
It pours down upon us from heaven above
And all those who suffer feel God’s loving care
His goodness and beauty together we share.

Choleric
Bold and brave I’ll seek my task.
I’m not afraid, just try and ask
For help, when you are in distress
I’ll come right fast, my help will last.

Oak Leaves, 1982

Report Verses
written by Marion Penfold

This postcard shows 
some of the earliest 
Eurythmy gestures 
(R, L, M & N) as given 
by Rudolf Steiner (above). 
There is no end to the 
subtle degrees in which 
the Temperaments can 
merge within each 
individual, like colours 
on a wet page (left).





Kindergarten
A time for imitation and play

Nature would have children be children before they are men. If we try to invert this order we shall produce 
a ‘forced fruit’ that rots before it can ripen. The child has its own way of thinking, seeing and feeling.

JJ Rousseau, Emile
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Playgroup 
written by Suzanne Weber

symbol
Star
keywords
Embrace
age of child
3 – 4 years
theme for the year
Playing
teacher relationship
Warmth and love
world relationship
Close to home
handwork
Simple
stories
Simple fairy tales
music
Singing
eurythmy
Gentle introduction
colour
Golden 

Overview, the 3 – 4 year old child 
At the age of three a child learns primarily through 
imitation. He experiences the world predominant-
ly through his senses, and not through his intellect.  
His consciousness is still dreaming, which is what 
gives the young child that spontaneous and innocent 
quality of childhood.

The Playgroup teacher strives to create a warm, lov-
ing, safe space in which the child feels embraced and 
held.  As a result, a Playgroup teacher aims to be wor-
thy of imitation, with warmth and open-heartedness.

The three to four year old child is often coming 
into the Playgroup with not much experience other 
than their home one, and with not much experi-
ence of being entrusted into the care of an alternative 
caregiver. Hence the Playgroup teacher and her as-
sistant work hard at establishing an environment that 
is known and safe. They do this through establishing 
an unswerving rhythm and routine, which serves to 
hold and guide the children.

Physical, emotional, spiritual
The three-year-old is still fairly new in her physi-
cal body, but with an enormous capacity to learn 
through imitation and with the will and enthusiasm 
to undertake new physical challenges. At this stage 
the child is learning new physical skills through play. 
In the content of their play, children almost always 
imitate what they have observed of the adults in their 
environment.  Through imitation, children learn to 
walk and speak.  

Emotionally, the-three-year old, when faced with 
being in a Playgroup setting, is facing the challenge 
of becoming a social being. Initially he finds it dif-
ficult to share and to play with his classmates, but this 
slowly changes as he gets used to the rhythm and rou-
tine within which he is firmly held, and with gentle 
guidance from the teacher and her assistant.

Our adult consciousness has lost the connection with 
what goes on in the dreamy depths of the child’s soul.  
Therefore it is a playgroup teacher’s constant striving 
to become more conscious of the internal world which 
the young child inhabits. Once again, being worthy of 
imitation as an adult is the life work of any adult in-
volved with children, be they a teacher or parent.

Curriculum
Playgroup’s curriculum is a simple one, with the main 
aim being to establish a secure framework in which the 
child can learn to be part of a group, learning to play 
imaginatively through imitation. In the Playgroup the 
day consists of ‘in breathing’ and ‘out breathing’ ac-
tivities. Initially, in the first term, the teacher and her 
assistant focus on establishing the rhythm and routine, 
and this becomes the safe embrace which allows the 
child to feel safe enough to start exploring and doing, 
tentatively socialising and playing.

The child learns to be part of a group, by being 
patient, waiting for a turn, being mindful of those 
not there that day, being part of a quiet space during 
painting, and a multitude of other skills that will serve 
them well in life.
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At home
Parents can support their Playgroup child at home 
by creating their own rhythm and routine and hav-
ing clear boundaries. The young child learns through 
imitation, and loves to imitate the everyday tasks that 
we as adults do, so invite him into your world, let him 
sweep the floor alongside you, mix the cake batter, 
clean the bath, wash the vegetables, etc. There is no 
distinction in the young child’s mind between work 
and play, it is all new and exciting and satisfies the 
enormous creative energy he has within, thus train-
ing the will to do – and do he will, with great satis-
faction and joy!

Clockwise from top 
left: Bedecked with 

the crowns that they 
have made, the children 
await their Spring feast; 

Painting wet-on-wet is a 
technique that continues 
right up the school; The 

children help care for the 
new plants; Garden fun; 

Staff member and Bishop 
Wilmoht’s grandson, 

dressed as a preacher. 
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Christina Rousseau, who had previously worked 
at the Stellenbosch Waldorf School, became the first 
Playgroup teacher at Michael Oak in 2001. The Play-
group classroom was originally housed in the current 
Kindergarten Aftercare space, and the little ones would 
go downstairs together to get out into their garden. 
It soon became clear that the separated classroom and 
garden situation was not practical, and a creative so-
lution was sought. A garage was transformed into a 
playgroup classroom, with the adjacent room being 
used as a play area and circle time space.

structure of the 
michael oak nursery

Every year 17 new little 
ones (aged 3 turning 4) 
are welcomed into our 

Playgroup where they 
spend one happy year. 

The following year they 
are divided amongst the 
3 Kindergarten classes. 

Here they will spend two 
years, the first as a Littlie 
and then a Biggie. Gener-
ally each class has around 
10 Biggies who will then 
come together to make 

up the 30 children taking 
the big step into Class 1. 
Therefore, each Kinder-

garten class is usually 
a good balance of 

Littlies and Biggies.

‘We call our school a 
Nursery School and not 
a Pre-School because we 

believe that these years 
are of vital importance 
in themselves. For our 

young children, as for all 
of us, living today to the 
full is the best prepara-

tion for tomorrow.’
Sheila Millar, 

Oak Leaves, 1982

Bread baking
‘Of all the different activities we undertake in our 
kitchens, the making of a loaf is the healthiest and 
most satisfying. We can enjoy the rhythm of knead-
ing with its restful, soothing movements that bring a 
quietening and reflecting atmosphere as we work, for 
when we knead, our thoughts become ordered, our 
tensions are smoothed away, new forces stream into 
us from handling this living, warm, responsive lump 
of dough which will, in its turn, nourish and sustain 
our family.

NEVER wash your bread tins – let them get nice 
and dark from baking, only an occasional scrape 
round the top is necessary, and your loaf will fall out 
of your tin with not a crumb out of place.

After a hard day at the office, get father kneading… 
or after homework or before exams use the rhyth-
mic repetition of your bread making to relax and  
harmonise your student son or daughter. 

Greetings and good kneading to all at Michael 
Oak.’

Audrey E. McAllen, Oak Leaves, 1977

Enthusiastic helpers mix bread dough with Lynette 
Ngxumsa, the Playgroup assistant.
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Cheryl de Villiers reflects:
Twenty seven years working at Michael Oak provides 
myriads of images, but some remain more strongly 
than others. The early 80s, for me, was a time when 
South Africa was at war with itself. And in the ugliness 

of those apartheid years, 
Michael Oak provided a 
calm and peaceful haven 
for children from all walks 
of life. I can still picture 
children playing happily  
together with each other, a 
picture of what South Af-
rica would later become.

At the same time, if 
memory serves me cor-
rectly, there was a change 
from school uniforms to 

casual clothes. Grey flannels and blue dresses first gave 
way to a mixture of uniform and non uniform items. 
Some children revelled in the freedom of choice, 
while others felt more secure in keeping to the uni-
form they knew.

Festivals at Michael Oak grew and changed over 
time. The images of the first St John’s festival I expe-
rienced have lived with me all these years. Rows of 
children led by their teachers, carrying colourful can-
dles on a cold winter’s night. The absolute beauty of 
the light in the dark still lives within me. Then there 
was the Nursery Advent Festival. Children showing 
enormous courage as they walked individually to the 
centre of the spiral to light their candles, together cre-
ating a spiral of light. 

Though images and feelings dissipate with time, the 
deep love, warmth and beauty of the relationships I 
formed with a special group of people, the children, 
parents and staff of Michael Oak always remain.

 Aftercare mother, Kindergarten and Playgroup Teacher 
and parent

Clockwise from top left: 
Cheryl helps with the 
golden birthday cloak; 
Suzanne looks on as 
these girls play on the 
much loved swing – big 
enough for two!; the fully 
contained and dedicated 
playgroup garden is a 
haven for outside play.
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Kindergarten 
written by Delia Sesiu

symbol
Sun
keywords
Crossing into clear light
age of child
4–6 year olds
theme for the year
Finding meaning through 
play and the growing 
strength of my body.
teacher relationship
Imitation and loving trust
world relationship
I begin to perceive a new 
world outside of me
handwork
Simple: wet felting, stitch-
ing, weaving, pom-pom 
winding, finger knitting
stories
Fairy and folk tales, 
nature stories, remedial 
and healing stories
music
Singing, simple percussion 
instruments
eurythmy
Rhythmical movements 
in limbs, enfolding ges-
tures of reverence and 
wonder
colour
cobalt blue to rose pink

Overview, the 4 – 6 year old child 
Upon entering Kindergarten the young child begins 
the steady journey towards the pinnacle of her early 
childhood years – a journey that promises great chal-
lenges, dynamic changes and exquisite blossoms born 
upon the firm foundations so courageously established 
in her earlier years. As such it enfolds a wide range of 
mixed experiences where the delight in increasing 
ability subsides into a sudden devastating sense of loss 
and then finally resurfaces in joyful triumph of new 
horizons sighted and faculties awakened. 

Physical, emotional, spiritual
The four-year-old child continues to sculpt and pen-
etrate her growing body. She has come a long way 
in learning how to co-ordinate its myriad functions, 
but is not yet fully confident in moving within it and 
maintaining balance therein. She basks in the glory 

of emotional innocence and a dreamy consciousness 
that lifts her up onto the magnificent wings of her 
creative fantasy and bears her aloft into the surround-
ing world of nature with which she feels totally at 
one. The great world outside of her flows into her 
being without any restraint and through a process of 
imitation she recreates all she has perceived through 
lively play. Meaning of the world dawns slowly within 
as she processes and assimilates throughout her ongo-
ing spontaneous play.

The five-year-old child steadily gains mastery over 
her little body and enjoys finer co-ordination of her 
large and fine motor skills. She begins to move out of 
her natural self-centredness and begins to delight in the 
founding of a more private and intimate relationship 
with a special friend. However her bliss is soon pierced 
by the pain of beginning to lose her former dream-like 
consciousness and being plunged into the unfamiliar 
waters of rising intellectual cognitive functioning. With 
unsteady steps she crosses the bridge from dream-like 
imitative learning to awakened inner picture and con-
cept forming. A child ‘in the crossing’ feels alone and 
abandoned and can present with atypical, difficult be-
haviour. This period in her life is commonly called the 
five-and-a-half-year-old crisis and generally disappears 
as she approaches turning six years old.

The six-year-old child steps out triumphantly onto 
new planes of physical, emotional and spiritual be-
ing. Her childish roundness has disappeared and there 
is a lengthening in both her limbs, torso and facial 
features. She exalts in her new capacities for agile 
movement, objective emotional self-management,  
independent, abstract thinking and memory.
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Curriculum
The most important consideration in guiding this 
young child into life is the priority her bodily growth 
takes over all other areas of development. Upon this 
bodily foundation, moral and ethical values, emo-
tional stability and dynamic intellectual functioning 
will unfold.  

The vital life forces that penetrate, sculpt and grow 
the Kindergarten child’s body are the very same forc-
es that will withdraw from her bodily organization at 
the change of teeth and make themselves available for 
completely new areas of functioning: inner picturing, 
concept forming and memory. However, whilst they 
are deeply involved in moulding and developing the 
physical/organic being of the child, the Kindergar-
ten provides an environment that matches and sup-
ports the rhythmical nature of their functioning. Ev-
ery aspect of the Kindergarten incorporates rhythm, 
routine and repetition into it. The greatest source of 
support to this task lies in the sublime rhythmical and 
cyclical nature of the seasons. To this end we turn to 
Nature and her seasons for inspiration, curriculum 
content and rhythmical organisation.

At home
Parents can do a great deal for their child through 
supporting and nurturing the life processes that 
work within their child’s growing physical body. 
Through establishing and diligently adhering to defi-
nite rhythms and routines in the home life; through 
providing wholesome nutrition; through not arrest-
ing their child’s attention away from its natural dream 
consciousness by insistent chatter, questions, offer-
ing of choices, invasion by electronic media, offering 
endless and copious amounts of information and the 
imposition of intellectual reasoning – the child may 
remain peacefully connected to her task of laying 
down her bodily foundation so vital for her future 
destiny, both in school and life in general.

Clockwise from top left: 
Houses are made daily in 
all manner of configura-
tions; inside play in the 
house corner; dressing 
up; taking a ride in the 
gardener’s wheelbarrow.
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I started teaching at Michael Oak in 1987, when 
my daughter Lyndall was in Anne Coop’s nursery 
class and my sons in the Primary School. I was well 

mentored by the Nursery Faculty of Janet Armstrong, 
Anne Coop and Cheryl de Villiers. One of the first 
memories I have of that time was of a little boy who 
was fascinated by flush toilets – he was understandably 
intrigued by how things vanished once he flushed 
them. I had to fish many a wooden toy out of the toi-
let bowl after he had tried to make them disappear!

In those early days of my time at Michael Oak my 
classroom looked very different: where my work tables 
and block room are now was a long concrete stoep, 
awful rusty metal windows and a door to the garden. 
My work area was dark and small (where the Play-
group playroom is now) which meant I had a long 
narrow classroom with no space for a block room. 
The children had to break down and pack up all their 
wonderful constructions before we could have our 
ring time each morning.   

Luckily for me Anne Coop had joined the Accom-
modation group and she motivated for an extension 
to my classroom. It was very exciting for both the 
children and I to watch the sparks fly as angle grind-
ers cut away at the metal windows and soon the new 
extension was built. Now my classroom had a lovely 
North facing workroom and a block room where the 
children could build all morning. Once all the work 
was done the parents got together and we all painted 
the classroom. In those days sponging paint was a new 
technique, but I was fortunate to have an artist parent 
who was able to guide the whole process.  

My generous sandpit has always been a favourite 
play area. Because it was an old swimming pool it is 
very deep and wide. Without fail every summer, each 
new class is determined to turn it into a pool again 
but none has succeeded yet! There is always how-
ever great cheering when they find the pool steps.  
One year a group of boys spent days digging and 
made a substantial hole and I was a little concerned 
that one of the children or parents may not see it and 
trip, so I asked the children to fill it in. This was met 
with howls of indignation, until I made a ‘treasure 
box’ which we carefully put at the bottom of the hole 
and filled it in. It was many years before that treasure 
was unearthed!

Kathy’s Story
written by Kathy Abbott

Anne-Marié 
Since enrolling at the 

CCE for the Kindergar-
ten training course in 

1999 and attending the 
annual Fair, as well as the 
Shepherds’ play, I dreamt 

of teaching at Michael 
Oak. In January 2011 this 
dream became a reality! 
I have loved every single 
day of being part of this 

warm, nurturing and 
child-centred school. 

Not only am I influencing 
the lives of children, but 
they in turn have helped 
me to grow. Thank you 

Michael Oak for so 
warmly welcoming me 
into your community.

★ My golden wish for 
Michael Oak is that it 

continues to be a shining 
star, touching the lives 
of many in its striving 

for true, meaningful 
education.

Anne-Marié Winkelman
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More recently my class parents emptied the sand-
pit during a workday. It took 20 burly, strong Dads 
the whole day to empty it and drill more holes in 
the bottom for drainage. Once it was emptied I put 
another treasure box into the bottom and it was cer-
emoniously covered with sand. The children are still 
searching for it! I am sure there will be great celebra-
tions when it is finally dug up.

About 10 years ago children started bringing their 
hamsters to school. This very quickly got out of hand 
so I decided that we needed chickens and a rabbit 
instead. We raised funds for a chicken coop, an ar-
chitect parent designed it, and over a few Saturdays a 
couple of Dads built it. One of the children lived on 

a farm and she brought the first chickens which were 
an instant success. The chickens have since become an 
important part of the school morning. There is always 
someone in the chicken coop holding them gently 
or feeding them grass or collecting the eggs. Once 
we were even lucky enough to watch a chick hatch. 
The older boys really enjoy being given the task of 
mucking out the coop and bringing wheelbarrows of 
fresh straw. We have baked many cakes and pancakes 
with our eggs. Some children are surprised to dis-
cover they are the same as shop eggs!

The rabbit was another story. I was persuaded that 
rabbits are social creatures and need company, so I 
agreed on two rabbits – provided they were the same 
sex. Soon two little rabbits joined our merry band of 
chickens. The pet shop assured us they were both girl 
rabbits. To cut a long story short the two ‘girl’ rab-
bits soon produced nearly a dozen bunnies and not 
much later they burrowed out of the chicken coop 
and were nibbling the Class 3 vegetables. That night 
I had nightmares of Michael Oak overrun with my 
rabbits! That weekend my family and a team of vol-
unteers arrived and after a morning’s hard work we 
caught them all. I took them to the pet shop that very 
day and vowed never to have rabbits again. 

Over the years my class-
room and garden have gone 
through many changes – 
walls have been moved, 
doors and windows replaced, 
carpets re-laid, jungle gyms 
built and Wendy houses ren-
ovated – and throughout I 
have been blessed with par-
ents who have given freely 
of their time and energy to 
help and support me with 
all these changes. I thank 
them all, wherever they may 
be now.

Clockwise from top left: 
Digging for treasure in 
the sandpit that used to 
be a swimming pool; little 
fingers craft their own 
gnomes out of pure wool 
felt; quiet play in the 
block corner.
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It is a well known fact that the four Michael Oak 
Kindergarten teachers are entrusted with magical  
stories, passed from Mother Earth, through her 
gnomes, into their dreams at night. Through them, 
tales are whispered from the children’s guardian an-
gels. They tell of how, when King Winter has come, 
the gnomes need to find crystals and mine for them 
deep in the Earth; they sing of the coming of Lady 
Spring when the gnomes can finally make tree 
soup for the growing seed babies so that they be-
come strong and healthy plants. They tell that in the 
summer the birds need to build nests for their ba-
bies, and all about Sandy the beach gnome. They hail 
the arrival of Prince Autumn and how he tells the  
little gnomes in the woods and forests when to gather 
the seeds and put them safely to sleep until the long 
awaited arrival of Lady Spring again. There has even 
been rumour that Michael Oak’s own Kindergarten 
gnome, who lives with his wife under the Nursery 
floorboards, asks the children to keep quiet some-
times so as not to wake the gnome babies… 

Oh mother of our fairy tale 
Take us to your magic vale;

To kings and queens 
and princes bold
Who conquer all 
the witches old.

Oh let us hear our fairy tale.

Story time in the Kindergarten…
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Nature Tables form a 
charming and valuable 
part of Nursery life. 
They not only signal 
the dramatic change 
of the seasons outside 
the classroom but also 
reflect daily subtle 
changes; a new animal 
arrives one morning, 
a precious stone is 
added to a growing pile,
a bird flies in, Lady 
Spring finally arrives. 
The colour of the 
background cloth is 
significant and sets 
the tone of the display. 
The children love to 
sit and study all the 
different scenes in quiet 
contemplation and are 
keenly observant to the 
slightest change from 
one day to the next.
The bottom right picture 
is of Delia’s faithful 
story gnome, Twinkle Toes 
himself.
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Before a Birthday
When I have said my evening prayer,

And my clothes are folded on the chair, 
And mother switches off the light,
I’ll still be five years old tonight.

But, from the very break of day
Before the children rise to play,

Before the darkness turns to gold,
Tomorrow I’ll be six years old.

Six kisses when I wake,
Six candles on my cake. 

Harvest Grace
For the golden corn, 

for the apples on the tree
For the golden butter, 

and the honey for our tea;
For fruits and nuts and berries 

that grow beside the way,
For birds and beasts and flowers 

We thank Thee everyday.

Blessings on our meal
May it nourish and heal.

Amen

LANTERN SONGS

I walk with my little lantern
I walk with my little lantern
My lantern myself and I
Up yonder bright little stars shine
Down here we’re stars to the sky
The bright moon shines
The cat meeows
Ey, ey, ey
La bummel la bummel la bey.
 

Glimmer lantern glimmer
Glimmer lantern glimmer
Little stars a shimmer
Over rocks and stocks and stones
Wander little tripping gnomes
Peewit, peewit, rick-a-tick-a-tick
Roo coo, roo coo.

Nursery verses and songs
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Make new friends,
But keep the old.
One is Silver
And the other Gold.

With a golden pencil and a brave heart, the ‘graduating’ 
children step out of the warm embrace of Kindergarten 

through a loving, often emotional, tunnel of parents’ 
raised arms. 

‘The beginning of the last term of the year always 
seems to bring a certain restlessness. It is an in-be-
tween time and everyone is happy when Christmas 
preparations begin and the bustle of making gifts and 
decorations and practising carols is upon us. For the 
older children this is the time when many of them 
become ready for the next step – ‘big school’. An ex-
citing time, but their teachers can’t help feeling a little 
sad occasionally, as they watch the dreamworld of ear-
ly childhood slipping away; but also glad to have had 
the special task of feeding and enriching that magical 
world in which the nursery school child lives.’

Sheila Millar, 
Oak Leaves,1982

Last day
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Eurythmy 
written by Adele Van Breda

Playgroup, Kindergarten and Lower Primary
Quietly I join the ring. This is a very special ring. 
This is Playgroup. Young faces peer at me eager to 
hear, eager to share. We stand in a very special way 
and listen as the Golden Gate opens. Then the fun 
begins. We quietly say our verse and off we go to the 
magic forest. We walk, skip, stamp or run along. Once 
there we go from bush to tree and see who we meet. 
Sometimes there are pretty ponies, or long eared  
rabbits or even a fat freckled frog who says rrrrribit. 

The children hop and bounce along with all our 
friends and just before they become tired we all sit 
down to play and explore in the meadow or beside 
the pond. Then up we go to stretch up high and be-
come the tallest of trees or curl up small and become 
the smallest of seeds that grow and grow into big tall 
trees. Quietly we say a special verse, stand once again 
and listen to the Golden Gate close. 

All the while we sing and play, making the stories 
alive and real using the old nursery rhymes and songs 
sung from long ago. I try to use as much of the old 
tunes and rhymes as possible, as they contain great 
wisdom. If not always in words (many are nonsense 
and fun) then in the rhythms and tune modulations. 
We repeat gestures and actions and quietly strengthen 
the children little by little. Little children are great 
imitators and this requires the Eurythmist to bring 
clear meaning filled gestures and pictures.

Much of the same is done in Kindergarten. We meet 
Kings and Princes. Princesses and Wicked Witches. 
Dwarfs and Giants. We are prancing ponies or bears 
stamping through the forest. Or sometimes we just 
play in our garden and dance with the butterflies and 
buzz with the busy bees. All the while, without mak-
ing the child aware of it, we wake up their little hands 
and feet. We grow their hearing and slowly allow the 
growing child to gain control of the physical body, 
teaching through song, rhythm and rhyme when to 
move and how to come to a stop.

‘The movements of 
Eurythmy are based on 

the inner forces underly-
ing the spoken word, or 

on the tones of music. 
It is sometimes called 

Visible speech or Visible 
music. Eurythmy adds a 
visual dimension to the 

auditory experience.’
Estelle Kaplan, 1977

Kindergarten

Kindergarten
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In Class 1 the real ‘work’ of building the body and 
developing control begins. The forms and gestures 
become more complex and specific, making use of 
left and right or the little finger or the pointer finger. 
Rhythms are specific to make a child who likes to go 
slow go faster or a child who likes to go too fast go 
slower.  The rhythms are woven into the stories with 
music and verse. Before we had musical accompani-
ment mainly in the form of recorder, lyre and various 
percussion instruments. Now stories have an added 
dimension in the beautifully rich and full piano mu-
sic that accompanies us in all our movements. Now 
it becomes important to learn to find and keep your 
place on the circle.

When we come to Class 2 we can skip and hop 
with confidence. We can stop and go at will and our 
gestures are beautiful and clear. Now we develop our 
ability to cross over from left to right. We do this with 
hands and feet and learn to move forward and back-
wards with ease. We also develop the beginnings of 
learning how to follow and how to lead.

Suddenly in Class 3 it all seems to come together. 
We side gallop joyously. We stamp and clap rhythms. 

We work with copper 
rods, moving them from 
hand to hand then ex-
changing with a partner 
while keeping time with 
music. We jump complex 
vowel sequences. We are 
able to move forms in 
space and time. We learn 
to take responsibility for 
our own place on the 
circle and our individual 
role in a form or exercise. 
Each must do his part to 
make the whole work. 

In Class 4 we have a 
deepening of all that has 

gone before. We do clear gesture with verse and mu-
sic. We move up, down, forward, backward, left or 
right at will. We have learnt to hold our place on the 
circle and share the space. We have learnt responsibil-
ity through movement, and how each has a role to 
play within the whole. It is up to the individual to do 
the right thing at the right time. We have learnt that 
it is okay to make mistakes, if we stay calm and keep 
moving we will find our way. We have learnt to be 
patient with each other and how each is important 
and beautiful. All this and we are still moving on the 
same circle we started way back in playgroup.

We tell the story all the 
while moving fast or 
slow, loud or softly. 
We do little gestures 
with fingers only or big 
gestures with arm or 
hand movements. 
All the while we live 
into the images and 
make them real. In this 
fun-filled way we develop 
quick fingers and feet and 
awaken the will in the 
individual. Slowly through 
repetition and balance 
in movement, form and 
rhythm we develop and 
strengthen the etheric 
force of the child.

Class 2

Class 2Class 3
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Eurythmy from Class 5 to Class 10
Rudolf Steiner speaks of the child becoming ‘earth 
ripe’ at puberty. Before this transition in the life of a 
child he or she is still oriented inwardly, to the reality 
within which is permeated with spirit light and divine 
guidance. This transition is aptly termed as ‘crossing 
the Rubicon’ which truly expresses that mysterious 
change in the child’s consciousness at the crossing 
of the great divide from childhood to adulthood, to 
embracing outer reality and never to return again to 
that divine innocence of early childhood. The child 
before Rubicon lives in an imaginatively rich inner 
world filled with the light of the spirit world and pre-
dominantly positive in their approach to life. 

Over the years I have observed this absolutely 
amazing transition that takes place in every growing 
child, each in a most unique manner. With Eurythmy, 
I chose to serve and facilitate this vital transition in 
the destiny of each child.

written by Douwe Raaths

From a Eurythmy movement point of view, it is 
fascinating to experience this profound step in con-
sciousness. Movement reflects exactly to what extent 
the transition has been entered into. Before the Ru-
bicon ample enthusiasm and spontaneous motivation 
with a natural lightness is experienced and an ease 
of uprightness is expressed in their bodily form. The 
child’s inner sense of movement and balance is open 
to the light-filled imaginative world where concepts 
flow in pictures and intelligence is imaginative, not 
yet of the Earth. 

The outer senses come to the fore after puberty, 
seeking to alter the relationship from this cosmic ori-
entation to an Earth orientation. Concepts and desire 
that are driven from the earthly environment now 
take hold in the consciousness and a sharper experi-
ence of gravity weighs into the consciousness. Hand 
in hand with this transformation comes the awaken-
ing of the lower human earth ego as opposed to his 
higher I AM. 

Rudolf Steiner indi-
cated that every person 

needs movement and 
that the more qualitative 

these movements are the 
more flexible the person 

becomes and remains 
within the soul life of 

thinking feeling 
and willing. 

Class 6

Class 7
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The natural ability to find a relationship with the 
uprightness which is experienced in the spine, now 
diminishes until in adolescence the limbs, which have 
suddenly got a spurt of growth forces, become cum-
bersome and find gravity a drag. The bodily form de-
picts this inner change in consciousness and his or her 
relation to their own bodily form becomes expressed 
in sexual awareness and less in sheer delight of move-
ment. The young person now has to come to terms 
with this new experience. Eurythmy serves as a mid-
wife to try and keep the inner portal open to some 
extent and keep the flexibility and agility of move-
ment, previously expressed with ease, alive. 

Teaching Eurythmy so that these beneficial and 
therapeutic affects are achieved depends on being 
able to reach the pupils through a certain amount of 
enjoyment in doing movement. Teaching Eurythmy 
like ‘grumpy old men just won’t do’, Rudolf Steiner 
said. However to achieve a balance between enjoy-
ment and discipline is a constant challenge. Chaos is 
not enjoyment; the enjoyment must flow out of the 
movement and be balanced with order and form. Yet 
the order and form must not be too shaped or rigid. 
You need discipline to ensure that the form arises 
but the discipline should not stultify the personal-
ity so that the will to move freely is not hampered. 
In other words, one must order chaos and yet allow 

enough latitude for enjoyment of movement which 
must be encouraged. It is gratifying to see how much 
constructive work can be achieved when this balance 
forms part of the lesson. 

What does the lesson set out to achieve? The vari-
ous exercises and forms challenge the young person’s 
co-ordination, rhythmic awareness and balance in 
volition and these flow back into the consciousness 
through the conscious efforts of the person to move 
qualitatively to the appropriately chosen music. 

Dysfunction sets in when intellectual content and 
will activity are not kept in balance. Eurythmy draws 
the participant into union with his will, and thus out 
of his head activity. It keeps the thinking mind from 
getting congested with intellectual overload. Herein 
lies its therapeutic value. Eurythmy maintains a bal-
ance between intellectual content and will activity 
and facilitates a better assimilation of intellectual con-
tent. Eurythmy transforms movement into an artistic 
expression of the good, the true and the beautiful.

Eurythmy is the most 
powerful aid that can be 
applied to assist young 
people in awakening to 
adulthood in a balanced 
way. It helps to counter-
act dysfunction in the 
adolescent life. 
Eurythmy creates 
happier and agile young 
people for a creative life.

Class 7

Class 10





Primary School
A time for imagination and caring authority

Primary schools have the enviable task of making the young people into real people in the truest sense of the word. 
There the teachers must ask themselves what natural talents are hidden in every person and what they must bring out in 

each child so that the pupil may finally realise his own humanity in balanced integration. Whether the child one day 
will be a doctor or a ship-builder need not concern the pedagogue who teaches him at the age of six. 

His task is to make him into a full human being.

Rudolf Steiner
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Class 1 
written by Anette Bestwick

symbol
Circle
keywords
The world & I are one
age of child
7
theme for the year
Spirit of play; Soul of 
beauty; Body of work
teacher relationship
I love my teacher
world relationship
The World is Beautiful
handwork
Knitting
stories
Fairy and Folk Tales, 
nature stories
maths
From the whole to 
the parts
reading & writing 
From Moving and 
Speaking to Writing 
and Reading
music
Pentatonic tones in songs 
and recorder playing
eurythmy
Moving in picture-filled 
stories
colour
Peach blossom

Overview, the 7-year-old-child 
The Class 1 experience is a pivotal one in the devel-
opment of the child. It makes a clear transition from 
the nurturing communal experience of the Kinder-
garten into the self-awareness experience of Class 1. 

When entering Class 1, the children are aware in-
stinctively that the time to enter upon a new stage 
of learning has arrived. The child is ready to explore 
the inner worlds of memory and imagination and 
the outer worlds of new friendships and relationships 
with class and subject teachers.

During this first year the class acquires the good 
habits of classroom life and work, which will form 
the basis for all subsequent learning at school. Culti-
vating reverence for nature, care for the environment, 
respect for others, interest in the world and a feeling 
of confidence in their teachers - these are the moral 
aims for Class 1. The teachers aim to lead the children 
into becoming a socially cohesive group who care for 
and listen to each other. 

Physical, emotional, spiritual
The Class 1 child has powerful new capacities of 
intellect available as a result of successfully growing 
into his or her physical body and senses during the 
first seven years of life. As a general indication, chil-
dren who have begun to lose their first teeth (second 
teeth coming in) are emotionally mature and physi-
cally developed enough to cope with the demands 
of a more formal learning process. To begin with, the 
child’s memory is no longer dependent upon sight or 
a sound for recall. As a result, it now becomes free to 
serve the learning process.

Curriculum
The entire Class 1 Curriculum is presented in a way 
that appeals to the child’s sense of wonder and devel-
oping capacity of inner imagination. Academic sub-
jects with the class teacher emphasise language, arts, 
arithmetic and form drawing, and are enlivened for 
the students through their imaginations, speech reci-
tation, music, movement and the arts – watercolour 
painting, beeswax modelling and drawing. Movement  
through rhythmic circle work, eurythmy and games 
helps to bring warmth, order and sequence to the 
limbs and allows students to work together to learn 
important concepts through their whole bodies—a 
foundation for academic concepts for years to come.

The child is cultivating a special inner vision that 
allows him to reach beyond the given and create 
something uniquely his or her own. The children are 
introduced to the letters of the alphabet through the 
rich language of fairy tales and stories in a concrete 
yet creative way. Letters become more than abstract 
symbols; they embody rich sounds and vivid pictures. 
Eventually the children will write, and then read, 
their own readers. 

In Maths, the Class 1s experience the qualities of 
numbers as well as all four processes of addition, sub-
traction, multiplication and division. Through these 
explorations, the children develop a mathematical 
sense that lives and matures throughout elementary 
school and beyond. Science is approached through 
nature stories and observations. Children are natu-
ral scientists; throughout the grades the Curriculum 
aims to cultivate the sense of wonder, awe and curios-
ity that is a foundation for true scientific inquiry.
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The children learn to knit with needles. This is an 
indispensable part of the curriculum at this stage be-
cause of the relationship between finger movement, 
speech and thinking. It helps to support the reading 
process though functional eye-hand coordination.

Children also practise form drawing from the very 
first day, which helps them orient to reading and 
writing in the two-dimensional world of the page.

Music reigns throughout Class 1. The children sing 
during many lessons, and they begin to play the pen-
tatonic recorder with its five harmonious notes. The 
class also shares a play tied to the curriculum, as one 
group, in verse and song.

At home
The transition into Class 1 is a big one – everything 
is new – new rhythms, new expectations, new feel-
ings and new awakenings. Apart from continuing es-
tablished rhythms, parents can help their children by 
not filling up their afternoon space with too many 
structured activities – allow the children to play, to 
breathe, to assimilate. A wonderfully strengthening 
exercise is to ‘review’ the day with your child before 
bedtime – simply review – without any comments, 
advice or ‘how did it feel’. Perhaps the following 
morning you can give the child a judgement-free  
reminder or word of encouragement. 

‘E 
I beg! I beg! 
that you bend your leg.
And not use my egg 
as a bed for your head.
It would really be best 
if you rest further west.
And not make a mess 
of the egg in my nest.’
Michael Grimley, 
who has discovered that he 
has a rhyme-making talent. 
Sub A, 1979

Letters are learnt in a 
myriad of ways, includ-
ing strong images of the 
letter shape within a 
picture. The vowels are 
considered ‘angel letters’ 
as there is at least one in 
every word.
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Our year began with a whole school assembly. The 
new Class 1 children were ushered in by their Class 
10 buddies and each child received a welcoming posy 
from the Class 8s. This first assembly marked the im-
portance and immensity of the transition into ‘Big 
School’ and the beginning of a whole new journey 
for the teacher, the children and their parents. 

We often say that children ‘grow up’ – as indeed 
they do. What would you think, though, if you were 
to hear that children also ‘grow down’ and ‘grow in’?  
This is so much of the class experience from the very 
first day. Everything is new – sitting at a desk, new 
friends, new awareness of hands and feet, new listen-
ing, new doing – and the new capacity to embrace 
this all with trust and immense open-heartedness. 

From the first moment together, I stood in awe of 
the immensity of this journey, this dynamic that exists 
between growing ‘up’ and ‘down’; and also between 
the ‘growing in’ to oneself and the journey that will 
take the child ‘growing out’ into the world. 

How deeply these little beings grasp the imagina-
tive pictures, how easily they access their wisdom 
and how wonderfully they express their responses -  
and oh how honestly they present the teacher with 
their reality!

And before long, each child has found his or her 
place on the circle or straight line, thresholds are 
crossed and new challenges meet us, humour saves us, 
imaginative pictures nurture us and playtime fills the 
gaps in between. 

‘What an eagerly-awaited 
occasion it is for the new 

Sub A’s [Class 1], this 
first day at school, the 

beginning of a long seven-
year period which takes 
them right up to adoles-

cence. And what an equally 
momentous day it is for 
the school, to take into 

its care this group of little 
children, to be responsible 

for their education, to 
have a share in their well-

being for this 
whole period.’

Oak Leaves, 1977

Much to the children's 
delight, the teacher asked 
them to close their eyes 
to draw their numbers!  
With much concentra-
tion they then ‘feel’ out 

the shape of the number, 
trusting that it will flow 

into a recognisable shape 
when revealed.
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A journey into Class 1, by Joy Dreyer, Class 1 assistant

Once upon a time, a blessing was bestowed upon a young woman where she 
had the privilege of entering the magical and mystical world of Class 1 – a 
world filled with exciting experiences where everything became alive! She ex-

perienced what it felt like to embrace worlds she had not yet had the pleasure of em-
bracing. There were worlds of laughter, tears, joy, sadness and even frustration! There 
was also, however, a world of complete satisfaction and fulfilment! As she embraced 
each and every child with his/her own special gifts and abilities, she embraced her 
own. She witnessed a ‘letting go’ of a previous world known as College and allowed 
herself to be opened to a new world. In this new world she became a child again and 
delighted in the feeling of just being able to soak up all the new experiences. 

Once upon a time she watched letters, numbers and forms come alive with their 
wonder and mystery that could be accessed at any time within the classroom. You 
could reach out and touch the magic... that’s how real it was! The entire classroom 
was filled with it – this could be seen on each and every child’s face as their faces 
lit up with complete excitement! This formed the deep connection within the class-
room and as the children grew, struggled and dreamt of things so great and mysteri-
ous she found herself dreaming, growing and struggling with them. She witnessed the 
reality that when we stop learning, we stop teaching!! 

These are a few of our favourite things… 
Surfing or jumping into the waves in the big blue sea,

Walking in the mountains or strolling 
through verdant valleys,

Playing lego on the mat or with play bunny.

Birds in flight, soaring through the sky,
Animals of all shapes and sizes,

And lions roaring or passing so very close by.

Beautiful rainbows – such a precious sight, 
Gnomes, cats, diamonds and flowers,

Butterflies and colours so bright.

Swinging on a rope over our swimming pool,
Enjoying family picnics and sliding 

into a crystal clear pool,
And learning new letters and other things at school.

Climbing the highest tree from where 
the whole world I can see,

Playing pirates and roaming the wide seas,
But oh how very special,

A happy face to see,
To make people smile makes our world 

more happy and carefree.

by Class 1, 2012

Learning to Read
‘There is the child, active, lively, a unity. He is at one with all around him and with 
his own body. He only slowly becomes aware of what his feet do, as distinct from 
the rest of him, or what his hands do. When he is excited the feeling goes right into 
his toes, and makes him leap and jump. 

He can literally roll on the floor with 
laughter, or be completely shaken by sobs.

But in reading, only the head is physically engaged, mainly the eyes, and also the 
speech organs, if the reading is aloud. The rest of the body is passive.

In writing, on the other hand, the whole child is engaged – fingers, wrists, arms, 
position of the body: even legs, toes and tongues get used, poking, twisting, wrig-
gling in concentration! Watching a class of Sub A’s (Class 1) leaves one in no doubt 
that writing is a complete physical activity! And so that is where we begin, with the 
making of letters, or their preliminary shapes, in patterns.’

Sally von Holdt, Oak Leaves, 1977
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Class 2 
written by Helen Tilanus

symbol
Lenmiscate
keywords
Duality
age of child
8
theme for the year
Fables and saints
teacher relationship
Can you help me 
encounter the world?
world relationship
Gently emerging
handwork
Knitting: stocking stitch,
making characters from 
fables
stories
Animal fables and stories 
of saints
maths
4 operations, working 
to 100
reading & writing 
Phonics
music
Pentatonic music
eurythmy
Picture-filled stories 
with assertion
colour
Warm, peachy orange

Overview, the 8-year-old child 
Class 2 is the time of virtue. It is the bridge between 
the beginning of formal learning to becoming aware 
of self; between the wholeness and fairy tale world of 
Class 1 and the transformation of soul that takes place 
in Class 3. There are two aspects alive in these chil-
dren – they still have their angelic qualities of early 
children and need a worthy role model to imitate, but 
they are also awakening to the earthly qualities repre-
sented by the animal kingdom. The polarity between 
the Saints and the animals as revealed in the stories, 
lives in these children.

This year the children show an enjoyment in their 
own abilities. They begin to write and read their 
own little stories after energetically stepping out 
the sounds in various rhythms and enacting them in  
little playlets. They revel in playing with numbers and 
counting whatever they can. They are open and trust-
ing and ready to participate positively.

Physical, emotional, spiritual
Children in Class 2 have not yet made a clear distinc-
tion between ‘me’ and ‘the outside world’. The chil-
dren incorporate events and experiences according to 
their own world picture. Concepts are best assimilated 
when they are mobile, imaginative and pictorial.

During this year the initial experiences learnt in 
Class 1 are deepened and enriched, the new skills 
from the previous year are practised and developed. 
But now the children are more aware of what hap-
pens around them and are more confident and exu-
berant - the terrible twos? The mood of wholeness 
experienced in Class 1 differentiates into contrasts 

– a tempting awareness of the mischievous, both in 
themselves and their classmates, balanced with a more 
conscious, ‘down to earth’ feeling for a ‘higher’ more 
spiritual element.

Rhythmical memory is at its strongest in these ear-
ly school years and the Class 2 child learns poems, 
rhymes and times tables through a real enjoyment of 
rhythmical repetition, often combined with stepping 
out various rhythms.

Curriculum
In Class 1 the fairy tale reigns supreme. But the chil-
dren are ‘coming down to earth’ and are connecting 
more and more to the physical world around them. 
In Class 2 they begin to need a more human ele-
ment in their stories and the individual’s relation with 
nature. There are two kinds of stories which do this. 
The first is the fable in which animals not only speak 
and enjoy human powers as they do in fairy tales, but 
they personify some particular human quality, virtue 
or vice. Fables poke fun at weaknesses of one-sided 
temperaments. These stories are found in the folk tales 
of nations all over the world and the temperament of 
the characters generally agree; sly fox or jackal; greedy 
wolf or hyena; powerful, slow bear; quick, sanguine, 
naughty trickster of a rabbit; steady but not stupid tor-
toise; powerful and easily-angered lion; wise, aloof and 
majestic elephant. As a balance, Class 2s also work with 
stories and legends of great and good Saints who show 
the human qualities of love and wisdom (St Frances, St 
Christopher, St Jerome). These holy people live in such 
sympathy with nature that they communicate with an 
authority over the elements and over the animals.
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At Home
Take steps to protect and defend the Class 2 child’s 
own fantasy life from the unceasing assaults of televi-
sion, and commercialism – the amorality and intel-
lectualism of our times. Do this by allowing plenty of 
time to be spent in free, creative play with sand, water, 
wood, fabric – a whole assortment of various and 
natural materials. Encourage your child to observe, 
experiment and explore without time limits or an 
over-loaded extra-mural schedule.

These stories form the basis not only for reading 
and writing, but for arithmetic as well, where simple 
story sums can be used to introduce and practise the 
four operations.

Movement has an important part to play, and al-
lied to movement are acting and speech where the 
actual sounds of words are more important than the 
sense. In Class 2 the emphasis is on phonics – how 
spoken sounds are encoded by particular letters or 
letter groups.

‘Class 2 is full of gap 
toothed smiles and 
everywhere the great 
choppers that fill these 
spaces change the 
growing faces forever.’
Sandy Rivera, 
Oak Leaves, 1984
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My highlight of the week was when I over-
heard (during break time) the children talk-
ing about a character from the story I told 

during the Main lesson. And also when I looked into 
the eyes of the new Class 1 teacher, my highly es-
teemed colleague, and realised that we have success-
fully come through the needle’s eye that is Class 1.

Our second week has passed smoothly. We are learn-
ing the miniscules and a lot of practice goes into 
working correctly and beautifully. In number work 
we are consolidating the bonds for 10 and today we 
played with how this helps make the bonds for 20 – 
ask your child about it once in a while: Who is X’s 
friend to make 10 (and then 20). It will give you a fair 
idea about where your child is at. We made pasta bead 
strings last Friday and used them to find multiples of 
two and three during the week. Some of the pasta 
is disappearing as the children nibble on the strings 
during lesson time – this is 
quite delightful and gives away 
a little something about your 
child’s temperament!

We are still using the penta-
tonic recorders in music and the 
children can echo Christina’s 
sensitive and beautiful playing. 
Most children now know that 
their left hand belongs ‘on top’. 
They are also enjoying Euryth-
my with our new pianist, Ingrid 
Salzman, who plays exquisitely 
and has a lovely genuine and 
gentle touch with the children. 
We had a wonderful Afrikaans 

lesson during the week where we made something 
out of paper and the children managed my Afrikaans 
instructions very happily.

The class is pushing ahead vigorously. They are loving 
the Brer Rabbit stories that I am using to carry the 
introduction of the lower case letters. I ordered lined 
practice books to help the children to work with pre-
cision. I must stress that learning beautiful writing is a  
process that takes a lot of focus and practice.

The children are learning some long verses for reci-
tation. This is a wonderful tool for bringing together 
their energies constructively. Some children absolute-
ly delight in steaming ahead and then I ‘have to’ stop 
them in order to pronounce a sound more beautifully. 
In Numberwork we looked again at what the term 
Hundred means, practised ‘taking away’ and finding 
how to read a number sentence like 100 < 50. 

Insights by Class 2 teacher Charlene Jefferies, taken from weekly letters to the parents in the First Term of 2012

The beautiful Michael 
Oak grounds are a fun 
and nurturing place to 
learn bean bag games.
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I put up their new paintings today and asked a question 
about the colours that they used. Many children be-
came completely involved in looking at the paintings. 
Their genuine interest and participation was thrilling!

We learn reading through the active movement of 
writing. Ask your child to give you rhyming words 
with short vowel sounds (‘Which animal can fly and 
it rhymes with cat and flat?’; ‘Which body part rhymes 
with sand?’ etc.) We learn many rhyming verses in class 
– these help with things like sound recognition, pro-
nunciation and memory development. Some children 
are already truly reading ‘chapter books’. Some pretend 
to do this and others are not even remotely interested 
yet. It will come to your child at the time and pace that 
she or he is ready for it. 

We have completed our working with the four pro-
cesses during the last four weeks. We have looked, 
amongst other things, at the concepts of more than/
less than, bigger/smaller numbers, counting in tens, 
finding patterns in number tables and learning the 
3=1x3 and 4=1x4 tables. Please ask your child  
to recite these as often as possible to help ingrain it in 
their memories. They will be using their times tables 
for the rest of their lives.

The class feels strong and all worked together beauti-
fully this week. I am constantly astounded by the awe-
inspiring diversity in the group. Each child is such an 
individual and brings intriguing gifts and challenges – 
I feel blessed to have access to all this creative energy.

I am using fables as a base for writing and reading 
sentences. The children love the animal characters – 
many of them express the qualities of our characters 
and it is a perfect time to work constructively with 
these aspects. Our practice writing in lined books has 
helped the class to write confidently and correctly. I 
am SO happy about this. 

We had several wonderful moments during the week: 
one was when they ran out of the little Hall shouting 
‘That was the BEST Eurythmy class EVER!’ ... my 
heart sang. Then there was a moment of quiet or-
der and focus in handwork when each 
child stitched quietly. Every so often 
one would come up to show me his or 
her completed lion or elephant or crow. 
I am SO proud of the way they are able 
to work on their own. They have come 
a long way and I love their growing in-
dependence.

The children are at various levels of 
understanding how to read sounds 
and words. Many are noticing and 
mentioning it proudly when they 
spot vowel or consonant pairs in 
one word. You can continue gen-
tle encouragement of starting to 
read by the three steps: read to 
them, read with them and let 
them read to you. I am not in 
a hurry to ‘get everyone to do 
this’. I have seen it happen at 
the right time for each child. 

Today we were doing form drawing on a painting 
that had not turned out as expected. The children 
were fascinated by their observation of a fern in the 
garden and by the process of practising what the plant 
was showing us when we drew it. It was the second 
last lesson on Friday and I have heard people say that 
you cannot expect the children to do Maths or any-
thing too ‘academic’ so late in the day. I have seen the 
contrary so very often when something is brought 
to the children and the magic of the curriculum lifts 
the entire class. I could see again how bringing some-
thing in a healing way invigorates the children and 
stirs their willingness and focus. What a privilege.

Class 2 books reflect 
the exciting process of 
writing and illustrating 
your own story.
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Class 3 
written by Anne Coop

symbol
Dot within a circle
keywords
Rubicon
age of child
9
theme for the year
Farming, measuring, house 
building, Bible stories
teacher relationship
Begin to see adults 
without their rose-tinted 
spectacles
world relationship
A growing awareness of 
the outer world and a 
thirst to know about it
handwork
Crochet
stories
Bible stories
maths
Measurement, working 
into the thousands
reading & writing 
Graded readers, phonics, 
writing in cursive
music
Recorder, diatonic scales
eurythmy
Wholeness, yet achieving 
separateness
colour
Yellow to spring green

Overview, the 9-year-old child 
The keyword for this age and stage of development 
is ‘the Rubicon’ – a term used by Rudolf Steiner to 
describe the transition that the 9 year-old child goes 
through. For the children there is no going back. This 
is an essential process where they begin to discover 
their individuality and ways of interacting with the 
world. Little is said of this important rite of passage 
in conventional literature but it is important that this 
stage of development is recognised and understood by 
both the teachers and by the children’s parents. Like 
all transitions, it can be a painful ‘birthing’ process.  
The children start to leave behind the blissful, carefree 
early childhood and enter their middle childhood.   

Physical, emotional, spiritual
At this stage the children become far more aware 
of both the outer world and their own inner world 
and this can come with vulnerability and insecurity. 
It can manifest physically as tummy and head aches, 
sleep problems, or as emotional problems. Many a 
parent has voiced their concern to me about their 
child’s feelings of their separateness from the world 
(I am lonely because no one will play with me), ir-
rational fears (a previously secure child may suddenly 
not want to have playdates or sleep over at a friend’s 
house), or a dread of losing a loved one (Who will 
look after me if mom or dad dies?) As a teacher, it 
can be a challenging year, where a class of ‘angels’ be-
gins to see me without the rose-coloured spectacles 
– warts and all! My authority will be (and should be) 
questioned and I am no longer seen to be the font of 
all knowledge and wisdom. In spite of all the negative 

aspects, this period must be seen in a positive light, for 
the children emerge with a new-found independence 
and much personal growth. I can think of many a shy 
‘mouse’ who has found their voice and really begins 
to shine in class. Some little ‘Napoleons’ begin to see 
that there are other children in the class who have 
their own ideas and wishes.

Curriculum
The stories from the Old Testament are the ‘meat and 
bones’ of this year. No longer is it appropriate to co-
coon the children. Many of the stories deal with is-
sues of authority and freedom and really bring the 
children to an awareness of the harsher realities of 
life. In the very first Main Lesson, the children hear 
about the story of Adam and Eve’s banishment from 
Eden. I have always been astounded at the profound 
impact that this particular story has whenever I have 
told it. You can hear a pin drop - and no wonder! This 
story perfectly reflects the turmoil that the children 
find themselves in. Gone is the perfect Garden of 
Eden, where everything was supplied for them.  Now 
they are ‘on Earth’ (perhaps with quite a bump) and 
need to find their own way in the world, ‘through the 
sweat of their brows.’

The children do a great deal of sweating! This is 
certainly one of the most practical years at school and 
the children spend a great deal of time outside. Like 
Adam and Eve, they learn about farming and how we 
must be the caretakers of the Earth. In this throw-
away society, I have always brought in the subject of 
recycling.  At this age the children are avid ‘Greenies’ 
and it is wonderful to empower them and to give 
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At home
With this being a time of transition in the child’s life, 
support from home is of great importance. In Class 
three I always have ‘The Rubicon Year’ as a discus-
sion topic for my first parents’ evening and have al-
ways noticed the look of relief on parents’ faces when 
they learn what lies behind their child’s changing 
behaviour. Parents’ understanding of the situation 
and acceptance of the child’s new-found striving for 
independence goes a long way to creating an easy 
transition for the child. This is a year where it is im-
perative that there is a mutual sharing between par-
ents and teacher. One of the ideal opportunities for 
this happens during the individual verbal reports that 
are set up mid-year. Here, in the intimacy of the one-
to-one report back, a two-way dialogue can be very 
revealing and helpful to us both. 

them hope for the future. They also make their own 
compost heap.  Then the look of amazement when 
they stick their hands in to find it ‘cooking’ and later 
to see the rich, worm-filled humus makes all the hard 
work really worthwhile. I also firmly believe that the 
children should do things from first principles - no 
ready-made seedlings bought from the nursery for 
them! How much more rewarding to plant your own 
and to learn that some of the more tender seeds first 
need to be babied in seed trays, while the hardier 
beans and peas survive well by being planted direct-
ly into the beds. Like all good farmers, they realise 
that their plants need much care and that watering 
and weeding need to happen on a daily basis. One 
year, my class grew a patch of wheat and they saw the 
full cycle, from planting, to harvesting, winnowing, 
grinding, and finally baking. 

continued on next page

‘We are very proud of our potato, it is very big. On Friday we each got a radish.’ 
Lisa, Class 3, 1984
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To see the class working together as a team, often 
independent of adult supervision, is one of the pro-
foundly moving memories I will always have of this 
Main Lesson. Instead of being passive viewers of life, 
they become empowered to take hold of the world 
and do things for themselves. Towards the end of 
the year, the children also experience their first class 
camp - another threshold experience for many of the 
children (and parents in some cases!) We take them 
to a biodynamic farm for three days and here they 
also get to work with animals and have an experience 
of the daily rhythm on a farm. Oh, the surprise at 
having to get up at 5 a.m. to milk the cows and the 
getting used to being up close to animals that are way 
bigger than pets!

Another very practical lesson is the craft lesson.  
Winifred Bond, our talented handwork teacher, 
teaches the children to crochet twice a week.  She 
also comes  in to do a craft Main Lesson, where the 
children have a hands-on experience of making bas-
kets, making simple clay pots and firing them, weav-
ing, spinning, making paper and much more. This 
really makes the children much more aware and ap-
preciative of the crafts they see in their homes. I for 
one have a great respect for anyone who can make an 
even-sided basket, having never achieved this myself.

Housebuilding is another firm favourite (both with 
parents and children alike), for at Michael Oak it has 
become a tradition that the children are given the 
project of making a model of a house of their choice. 
The parents are allowed to give some assistance and 
many have said how much they enjoyed working to-
gether with their child. The project is preceded in 
class by an in-depth look at the different ways peo-
ple build their  homes around the world, depending 
upon local resources.  With luck, the class also has the 
chance to build something out of bricks (like the wall 
around the vegetable garden), or to do cobbing with 
straw and clay.

In English, the children begin to see the parts and 
not just the whole. Sentences are punctuated and can 
be broken up into nouns, verbs, adjectives and adverbs.  
By now their reading is usually well-established and 
they enjoy reading from graded readers. Another Mi-
chael Oak tradition beloved by us teachers is having 
parents come in to help children read individually.  
By now the children are able to make their own sum-
maries of stories they have heard and they also love to 
make up their own stories and poems. Their spelling 
can be just as ‘creative’ as their stories at this stage but 
it generally improves steadily with the regular spelling 
practice and their increased reading capacity.

A Class 3 pupil care-
fully tends to her newly 
planted garden (above). 

At work on the House-
building project (below 
right). Mirroring form 

drawings with a partner 
(above right). Working 

with money (opposite).
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A few observations from Daniel Merrifield, Co-teacher of Class 3

This being my first time round, I don’t have fond Class 3 memories from the 
past years to recall, but they are definitely in the making! During my teacher 
training I was told that this year would bring the children to a somewhat 

difficult (or even traumatic) point of no return. I remembered very clearly my own 
‘Crossing of the Rubicon’ and reflected that it was indeed an unhappy and lonely time. 
So I awaited Class 3 and the 9-year-old crisis with bated breath.
 However, as a teacher I decided early on (well it is still early on isn’t it?) to make 
learning my first and foremost priority. I remain skeptical of theory and, just like the 
children, I too learn more deeply through direct observation and experience. We are 
not quite a third of the way into the year, yet I have to confess that I have already 
seen remarkable changes in many of the children. Mostly, I’ve seen them rise to the 
challenge, often in the most unexpected and rewarding ways. It has become appar-
ent to me that, although this ‘crisis’ may be a universal experience, the challenges are 
proving to be very unique to each and every child. It is as if these unspoken rites of 
passage enable them to realise new and previously hidden strengths and resources. 
This especially seems to be the case when they have had to work hard to overcome 
adversity. It has dawned on me that the 9 year-old crisis is not only something to be 
acknowledged by parents and teachers, but also something to be celebrated! For me, 
it is a privilege to bear witness to the unfolding of a child’s individuality and potential. 
It inspires me to honour and appreciate my own challenges.Many of the Maths Main Lessons centre around the 

practical use of measurement. These dovetail nicely 
with the other lessons. We can measure the height of 
our beans, see how many litres of water we use a day 
to water the plants, see the mass of our biggest pump-
kin etc. We also look at time - from the seasons and 
best times to plant different crops, to the actual telling 
of the time on an analogue clock. We also learn about 
money. One of my classes had so many lettuce seed-
lings that we sold some at the market. Like proper 
shopkeepers, the children had to work out the cost 
and give change. With the proceeds we were able to 
buy three new spades - and all from the fruits of one 
packet of seeds! 

All of the subjects in the Class 3 curriculum help to 
lead the child gently into the real world, giving them 
a sense of stability and order in this time of vulner-
ability and change.



154

Bothmer Gym 
written by Sebastian Miehe

It is an interesting phenomenon that we, in this 
day and age, manage to fly to the moon but, once 
there, need to take ‘small steps for mankind’. We 

have the intellectual know-how to send up rockets 
but we have great difficulty balancing over the tree-
stump that spans the brook below. In truth, we barely 
manage to be ourselves, with all the demands and 
pressures and expectations ‘out there’.

Rudolf Steiner foresaw this crisis and brought in 
remediation, namely Waldorf Education. With holistic 
Child oriented education, he did not only want to 
school the intellect and feeling, but also the will and 

‘Mr Miehe you have 
always strived for excel-
lence and swept us up in 
your enthusiasm! Thank 

you for the beautiful 
set for the play and for 
the stressful and nerve-
racking Bothmer Gym 
lessons – if we weren’t 

throwing ourselves over 
solid objects we were 
playing a game of ‘See 
how many classmates 

you can obliterate with 
this rock-hard ball’. But 

no one was hurt too 
badly and we all left the 
lessons with a sense of 

achievement. Too bad we 
didn’t get to somersault 

this year!’
Lucie Bestall,

 Class 10, on leaving

Playful wrestling in Class 5
 helps children to ‘size 

up’ an opponent and to 
get an idea of ‘who I am’.

the ability to do. He (together with Marie Steiner 
and Graf von Bothmer) thus ‘invented’ Eurythmy and 
Bothmer Gymnastics.

Here the child would encounter a life stage at its 
most relevant – an inner stage was assessed through 
the subject matter in a most poignant and physical 
manner. With Bothmer Gym a pupil gets to prac-
tise in the physical what he or  she will encounter 
in everyday life as a sense being. If a soul state can 
be seen to be practiced ‘out there’, then once it has 
been experienced, it may be internalised as healthy 
conviction.
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Curriculum
Bothmer Gym is introduced from Class 3.

Class 3: To feel safe within the whole (or circle) is 
primary. Games, round-dancing and the very first 
gymnastic play, are practiced. 

Class 4: A time to be challenged, to see how light/
fast/agile/strong you are. The emphasis is on bravely 
taking on what comes, and the fun play on apparatus 
gives an indication of what is to come.

Class 5: In Class 5 the child is considered to be at 
their most balanced and this is reflected as much in 
the physical realm as elsewhere. The body is at the 
most comfortable it will ever be and the child feels 
free to explore gymnastically and athletically. There is 
great pride in one’s doing, recognizing and respond-
ing to the challenge of a healthy mind and body.

Clockwise from top left: Practising Form and ordering 
these long limbs of ours; Overcoming a high obstacle 
(such as a vault) gives us control over our limbs; Over-
coming a low obstacle gives a sense of achievement.
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Class 6: The ‘gymnast or acrobat’ wants to emulate 
the Grecian Gods. To practise this, an ‘opponent’ is 
taken on to challenge oneself. Playful but intense 
wrestling as well as the partner-work within 
acrobatics, allows one to size up ‘the other’! Athletics 
is practised, which is then contested at the highly  
anticipated Greek Olympics – an overnight camp 
with Class 6s from 11 other Waldorf schools.

Class 7: The natural way of things no longer works 
as freely as in the past. The learner has to find new 
ways of overcoming challenges. Elevated criteria such 
as ‘beauty’, ‘litheness’ and (economic) ‘strength’ is in-
herently used to overcome one’s (sometimes frustrat-
ing) awkwardness.

Class 8: This first year of high school brings with 
it the realization that one needs to push oneself and 
work hard in order to achieve one’s goal quietly or 
resolutely. Gymnastically (hand stand) and athletically, 
one finds the point of reference within oneself and 
then pursues this with courage and determination.

Class 9: In this year of extremes – one does not veer 
from the challenge. Indeed, one relishes the entire 
spectrum and delves into the extremes. A roll which 
is the preparation for a controlled somersault, allows 
for a contraction/expansion experience. Healthy, 
physical exertion/touching on  extraordinary physi-
cal experience allows for an imbued experience of 
the self.

Class 10: After the (relative) exertion of the previous 
year, the pupil now looks to balance the inner with 
the outer. As a centre point, one affects influences on 
one’s surrounding. The more secure one is within 
oneself, the more one can be effective and productive. 
The cartwheel and the discus throw are archetypal 
pictures to this striving of inner and outer.    

Playful challenges help 
you overcome anxiet-
ies and insecurities (left). 
We do acrobatics and 
teamwork in Class 5 
and 6 (above and below).



158

Class 4 
written by Vincent Message

symbol
Cross
keywords
I am here!
age of child
10
theme for the year
Norse mythology and 
Who am I?
teacher relationship
Lovingly critical
world relationship
Will this beautiful 
world accept me?
handwork
Cross-stitch
stories
Norse and local
maths
From the parts to 
the whole
reading & writing 
Fluent and clear
music
Rounds and parts, 
learning to read music
eurythmy
Grounding in language
colour
Veridian green

Overview, the 10-year-old child 
The Class 4 child, turning ten, is ready to take on 
the challenges that the world presents to him. Having 
crossed the Rubicon of the 9 year old, he has left the 
secure, warm havens of his first school years and with 
folded arms and legs firmly rooted, he declares for 
all to hear – ‘I am here.’ Yet the child does not easily 
reconcile to the separating of self and the external 
world – thus a crisis of acceptance and trust may arise, 
manifesting in withdrawal from or struggle with the 
family and teacher.

Physical, emotional, spiritual
The Class 4 child is met by a new world that he is 
ready to take on, but which needs to be presented to 
him in a way that he is able to meet it without being 
overwhelmed by its enormity. He may be ready for 
the challenge, but in truth has a great deal to learn 
about the reality he is so eager to enter. He is ready 
to step into the world but needs to know where to 
place his feet. 

Curriculum
The Curriculum in Class 4 provides many of the tools 
needed for this step up. As the whole world of the 
earlier classes begins to break apart, so the Curricu-
lum rises to meet the new world view. It introduces 
themes which help the children in their development, 
bringing security in this delicate transition time, and 
helping to integrate the self with external reality.

The integrated Main Lessons of Class 4 take in the 
vivid life-filled pictures of Norse mythology, which 
portray humans cut off from the ‘heavenly’ world and 

who have to strengthen and learn to depend on their 
own resources.

Once again breaking down into parts, grammar 
introduces more formal use of parts of speech and 
the simple use of tenses. It is important to note that 
grammar grows out of what the child has already 
mastered unconsciously in speech. Language lessons 
extend this with oral work and drama – a play in 
Class 4 forms an important part of the language de-
velopment of the child.  

Writing is furthered – stories, observations and de-
scriptions are developed. Spelling is continued with 
prefixes, suffixes and plural words. Reading is ex-
tended and practise in decoding and comprehension 
continues. Reading for pleasure and information is 
encouraged. 

Local Geography is a Main Lesson where pupils 
can anchor themselves firmly in the place they in-
habit daily. Starting from their classroom and gradu-
ally expanding further afield, Geography demands 
observation skills and accurate descriptions from the 
children as they learn to depict their environment us-
ing map-making skills.

A traditional and important Main Lesson, unique 
to Class 4, is the Humans and Animals theme. The 
human being is first described as a threefold being of 
thinking, feeling and willing. It is then extended into 
a study of animals where their one-sided character-
istics are compared to the human beings’ mastery of 
a much wider range of attributes. Through this Main 
Lesson, children develop a closer awareness of their 
connectedness to the external world, in this case the 
animal kingdom.
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In number work, further help is given to the  
children in dealing with their changing world by the 
introduction of fractions. Here, what was once whole 
is now separated into diverse parts, just as the child 
may feel separated from family and environment. The 
learning of fractions always extends from the whole 
to the part and students are brought to a practical 
understanding of fractions through paper cutting and 
other practical examples leading to the formal math-
ematical language and signs. Decimal fractions may 
be introduced towards the end of this process. Work 
in the four operations is extended to greater num-
bers. Long multiplication with three or more digits 
and long division are introduced. Work on estima-
tion, tables, freehand geometry and mental arithmetic 
continues. 

In the Arts, drawing and painting are drawn from 
the rich tapestry of the curriculum. In painting the 
focus shifts to light and dark and different colour 
tones, and in drawing, animal themes provide a rich 
background from which to draw inspiration.

Drama, as mentioned, plays a vital role in the class, 
from small classroom improvisations, to the more for-
mal plays extracted from main lesson themes.  The im-
portance of clear diction is emphasised and the beauty 
of speech is a central highlight for the children. In plays, 
more individual roles are now given.  

At home
In this time of transition for the child, there is a need 
for close co-operation between parents and teachers 
in order to ease the child’s coming to terms with his 
/her new place on Earth. The teacher needs to main-
tain clear and firm boundaries based on his or her 
understanding of the class’s needs and similar bound-
aries are needed in the home environment.

In Class 4, homework emphasises self-directed 
work, allowing the children to establish their own in-
dependent work rhythms.
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Reflections on Class 4
After a long, early morning com-
mute on the hurly-burly train, I 
unlock my class and find a small 
sanctuary. The few early birds 
who are already at school drift 
happily into some activity, 
and I make my way to the 
kitchen for a cup of coffee. 
It is here that I experience 
a special moment in the 
day. As I sit looking out 

of the window, with a view of the path leading to 
the classes, like the first splatterings before a storm, 
children begin arriving at school. Day after day, I am 
struck by how they arrive. Some walk beside a parent, 
their whole body seems poised and ready for some 
new delight, up and out of sight to their classroom.  
But the real delight of the morning (and I am struck 
by it every time) is the children who come running 
at breakneck speed around the corner to get to their 
rooms. Not a few, but many, young and some not so 
young, all running to get to school! At times many 
minutes pass before a parent hoves into view, con-
firming that the child has run all the way from the 
gate. What could be so entrancing, what magic is 
happening in the classrooms? 

A Norse mythology 
verse used in Eurythmy 

in Class 4:
‘One morning the mighty 

Mjolner was missing, 
Wild on waking 

was thundering Thor,
He bristled his beard, 

his breast was bursting,
And on his face 

a fierce frown he wore.’
Estelle Kaplan, 

Oak Leaves, 1977

Class 4 children learn 
fractions by physically 

dividing different shaped 
wholes into parts.



Coffee over, I make my way back to the classroom 
which by now is active and busy.  Small groups are 
chattering away involved in their latest fancy – at 
the moment handwork and cross-stitch are the big 
buzz; busy little stitching bees dotted around the class.  
Other children are quietly working on their Main 
Lesson work, while others are outside in the play-
ground with their friends, performing daring deeds 
on wheeled platforms. So much sound and action, 
soon to be channelled into directed activity. Inside 
time, and verses are spoken throughout the school; 
morning music too, reverberates from class to class.    
That brings another special moment – to see a class 
of children singing and playing in deeply contented 
harmony epitomises so much of the wonderful ethos 
of music that lives at Michael Oak. No wonder the 
children run to their classes. 

As the words of the 
morning verse so aptly put 
it ‘that I may love to work 
and learn’– these words 
perhaps sum up a day at 
Michael Oak in Class 4.

1) There were 10 drops of rain water. A spider drank 
6 drops. How many were left?

2) There were 960 ants. An elephant trampled on 421 
ants and killed them. How many ants were left?

Story Sums made up by Class 4 in 1975
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Class 5
written by Helen Tilanus

symbol
Star
keywords
Balance
age of child
11
theme for the year
Ancient civilisations
teacher relationship
Loving authority
world relationship
Interrelatedness of their 
life and environment
handwork
4-needle knitted socks 
stories
Mythology from India, 
Persia, Babylon, Egypt, 
Ancient Greece
maths
Decimals
reading & writing 
Developing an awareness 
of another point of view
music
Experience of intervals, 
two and three part 
recorder playing, 
eurythmy
Balance, rythym and 
spontaneity
colour
Blue/Green

Overview, the 11-year-old child 
If I look back to my own experience of Primary 
School, I realise my most vivid recollection is that 
of Std 3 (our Class 5). I felt confident and in control. 
I loved everything that I undertook and I was pas-
sionate in my full and wholehearted participation in 
these activities. I fondly remember my teacher, the 
illustrations I drew in my books, the stories I read or 
listened to. I was captain of the netball team. I was 
overwhelmed by the blueness of the blue sky when I 
walked home from school! I was content, happy and 
fulfilled and can probably say I truly experienced a 
deep sense of harmony.

Now, from my adult perspective, as a teacher and 
more especially, a Waldorf School teacher, I can put 
this into perspective. If one considers that adulthood 
is reached at the age of 21, we see three seven year 
periods in the life of a child: the early childhood  
(I can remember those too – with awe and wonder!) 
the Primary School years and early High School  
and finally adolescence, leading into maturity. In 
the fifth year of ‘big’ school, we have the middle of  
the middle between birth and adulthood, the ‘heart’ 
of childhood, riding on the crest of the wave, before 
the breaking into the topsy-turvy, turbulent years of 
adolescence.

Physical, emotional, spiritual
Physically the 11-year-old reflects this inner feeling 
of harmony and balance. They have an ease and grace 
in their movement that is well co-ordinated and con-
trolled. They grow in length and strength. Their bod-
ies are well proportioned, breathing and heart rhythms 

are regular. It is during these middle years that the 
feeling life of the child develops and the lessons are 
therefore imbued with arts and imagination. Dur-
ing the ‘nine-year transformation’ during the previ-
ous year, the child experienced the I/Thou relation-
ship with the world for the first time - self and other, 
subject and object. During this tenth/eleventh year, 
this awareness of ‘self ’ strengthens. The children must 
take hold of this new emerging ego, control it and 
steer it. Alongside this individuation process, a strong 
group dynamic is also created within the class. In the 
strong feeling life, which characterises children at this 
age, the foundation for interest in and enthusiasm for 
one’s work, the world and others is laid and this is 
where the deepest human values are determined.

Curriculum
When we engage the feelings of a child, he/she is 
able to make a strong personal identification with the 
subject matter. Learning must be primarily experien-
tial. Therefore imagination and pictorial imagery is 
utilised to create a profound inner experience within 
the children. In this way, the children are guided into 
an awareness of the interrelatedness of life and their 
environment.

Strong and vivid pictures of ancient histories and 
mythologies are presented. What was the inspiration 
and impetus of their civilising forces? At this age, 
rhythmical memory is at its strongest. Out of this 
growing memory, the sense of time develops. Mem-
ory enables one to look back and to plan the future. 
The transition from myth to history is made: a place 
in the stream of time develops for each child. While 
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history streams inwards towards the here and now, 
geography streams outwards from the immediate 
environment. The various regions and landscapes of 
South Africa are described, how climatic conditions 
have affected vegetation, human and animal migra-
tions, populations, industries, farming and so on. Im-
portant mountains, rivers, oceans and communication 
routes are studied. Map drawing is extended, models 
are built and use is made of wall maps and atlases. 

In Natural Sciences, the soul finds expression in the 
beauty of form, gesture and colour in the Plant King-
dom. The Class 5 child has a lively interest in, and 
curiosity about, the outer, living world. Lessons are 
imbued with liveliness and feeling, rather than being 
a presentation of dry, academic facts.

In Class 4, when the children experience the ‘nine 
year transformation’, the corresponding approach in 
Maths was that the ‘whole’ can be broken up into 
parts or fractions. In Class 5, decimal fractions are in-
troduced and the connections between decimal and 
common fractions made. The Class 5s practise mental 
arithmetic constantly, rhythmically and with move-
ment. They also work with the four operations while 
working with place value. Measurement using deci-
mals is revised and practised.

Geometry is explored by using geometric shapes 
and patterns in free hand form drawings, beautifully 
shaded.

The children’s strong rhythmical memory enables 
the beauty of language to be cultivated. The pupils 
recite and sing texts and verses from the various cul-
tural epochs. These, as well as stories, form the basis 
of the narrative content and some of their reading 
material as well. The 11-year-old learns to differenti-
ate between their own opinion and the opinion of 
others. This can be done through using direct speech 
exactly and through the active and passive form of 
the verb.

At Home
The thinking of a Class 5 child is not yet ‘abstract’, 
the opposite of which is ‘concrete’. Concrete think-
ing begins with perceptions, with what is present in 
real experience - being ‘bored’ enough to see drag-
ons and bunnies in the cloud formations; playing 
cops and robbers in the sand dunes; hide and seek 
in the forest, wading through shallow waters at river 
mouths, catching ‘klipvissies’ in rockpools; finding 
the Southern Cross or glimpsing shooting stars in the 
dark velvet sky. 

In Geography the Class 5s begin by painting a map of South Africa showing, with colour, 
the physical features of the land. The next step is to make and paint it in 3D.



Reflections on Class 5
When I recently asked my class what they had looked 
forward to most when coming into Class 5, a unani-
mous and spontaneous answer was ‘Ancient Egypt/
Ancient India.’ There was an excitement and eager-
ness living in the children, waiting to immerse them-
selves in the ancient stories and times of Egypt and 
other ancient civilisations. This is not the first time I 
have been struck by the response of the children in 
our classes to the curriculum, the open-heartedness 
with which they receive the material, the liveliness 
with which they engage, the vivid, colourful images 
and imaginative work they produce; and the real feel-
ing of satisfaction and contentment as a result.

We recently experienced a ‘fun’ grammar Main 
Lesson. The aim here was to consolidate and extend 
work done in previous years that focused on parts 
of speech, as well as to introduce some new work. 
Sergei Prokofiev’s ‘Peter and the Wolf ’ was chosen 
for this purpose. Each of three groups was required 
to create and perform a puppet show of the story. 
We worked with descriptions of the characters and 
events, prepositions were used to show how everyone 
was situated in relation to everyone and everything 
else; direct speech was examined for the script. Sen-
tences were constructed and joined with conjunc-
tions. Paragraphs were organised to tell the story - 
from Peter’s point of view, Grandfather’s, the Wolf ’s. 
But more importantly, puppet theatres were designed 
and built, puppets were created, problems were solved 
through teamwork – hidden and unknown talents 
shone forth and were praised and recognised by the 
class community. Mutual encouragement and support 
was freely given; each emerging ego taking his or her 
place in the group and being acknowledged for their 
part played.

Another opportunity for real-life, wholehearted 
involvement, where recognition of each one’s con-
tribution was important, and the chance to see other 
qualities in one’s peers, happened during the weekly 



165

swimming excursions to a nearby swimming pool. 
Here too, hidden talents and abilities were revealed, 
with an open willingness to participate and engage 
in activities. During the free time, water games were 
shared, modified and invented. The 11-year-olds 
displayed their easy grace and confidence in their 
physical abilities and their pure enjoyment of being 
outdoors, in the water, with each other. While I was 
watching the children swim and play, the Olympi-
an ideal of beauty, strength, speed and skill certainly 
came to mind!

The classroom is an active and busy place, with 
the children identifying themselves totally with their 
work. Interesting discussions arise, a greater under-
standing of concepts begins to be formulated. Yet 
the powers of thought in the Class 5 child remain 
‘feeling-thinking’ rather than the abstractions of the 
developed intellect that will manifest in later years. 
The basic relationship between child and teacher re-
mains that of a loving authority. The underlying dis-
cipline and structure in the daily life of the classroom, 
and the sense of security and trust that needs to be 
built, are created and maintained through establishing 
a strong rhythm of breathing in and breathing out, of 
a balanced day that meets the needs of the 11-year-
old fully, in body, heart and mind.

Class 5 children, working 
in groups, paint the relief 
on the 3D maps that 
they have made (oppo-
site). Peter and the Wolf 
painting (above right). 
The class at work in a 
Geography Main Lesson 
(above). Making Greek 
tablets (right). 
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Class 6 
written by Tine Bohm

symbol
Structure
keywords
Structure
age of child
12
theme for the year
Cause and effect
teacher relationship
Renewed authority that 
listens to and accepts the 
child’s point of view
world relationship
Where do I fit in? 
handwork
Working 3-dimensionally; 
making an animal pattern
stories
Roman and South African 
history, biographies
maths
Percentage and business
reading & writing 
Book reviews, research 
projects, writing for 
different purposes
music
Major and minor. Three-
part singing and playing
eurythmy
Awakening to challenge
colour
Blue

Overview, the 12-year-old child 
The children are now busy leaving the golden years 
of childhood behind them. They are coming out of 
a period of balance, ‘The Heart of Childhood’, into 
a phase of change. There is often a sense of sadness as 
they look back to the years of innocence and play as 
well as a feeling of insecurity as they look ahead to 
the years of adolescence. What does life have in store 
for them? 

They begin to imagine all kinds of possibilities. Ex-
citement and growing anticipation also take hold of 
the children as they look at the world and at their 
friends with new eyes. Their intellectual capacities are 
growing and they long to understand how everything 
works and how everything is connected. Cause and 
effect are among the keynotes of Class 6. The chil-
dren not only enquire about causes, but now actively 
create them in order to gauge the effects! This hap-
pens in social relationships as well.

Physical, emotional, spiritual
The beautiful balance, poise and grace of the previ-
ous year begin to be replaced by a lengthening of 
the limbs and a certain heaviness which is accom-
panied by somewhat angular and perhaps even awk-
ward movements. The hormones begin to be active 
and huge changes start taking place in their young 
bodies. These physical changes are accompanied by a 
time of emotional insecurity. The 12-year-old is truly 
standing on the edge, in a kind of no-mans-land, on 
the one side lies childhood, to which they no longer 
fully belong, and, on the other side lies that of youth, 
which they are also not yet privy to. 

Further changes happen within the child’s mind 
and understanding. A new awareness of themselves is 
coupled with a new awareness of the world around 
them. This growing orientation towards the outside 
world brings with it a need to understand causal  
relationships.

Curriculum
The Curriculum for Class 6 is tailor-made to suit the 
needs of the 11-12 year old. The children’s dawning 
intellectual capacities are directed towards observa-
tion of the natural scientific world. For the first time 
the structure of the earth is studied. This is literally 
the foundation on which we walk and which we 
have always taken for granted. In art we learn about 
light and dark, we become aware of the shadows and 
we learn to observe further, and to draw what we 
observe. In music the major and the minor now stand 
side by side. 
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At Home
Parents can actively support the process their child is 
going through by understanding what it means to be 
in a no-man’s-land, and to feel quite rootless. Con-
fident support is necessary. Provide the big picture. 
Things are changing, and will continue to do so for 
a while. Parents will actively help their child by mak-
ing sure that very clear boundaries are and remain in 
place – boundaries that are suitable for 11 – 12-year-
olds. Certainly boundaries and structures are things 
to ‘push’ against for the 12-year-olds! However, 
when they remain firmly in place, there are things to  
inwardly rejoice over; as the world is not completely 
changeable, and at least some places are still safe and 
reliable.

As mentioned above, the sciences are introduced, 
albeit in an artistic way. A few days ago I was asked by 
a child, new to Waldorf Education, ‘So, are we hear-
ing stories again during this coming Geology Main 
Lesson?’ The child’s tone was hopeful, and when I 
answered, ‘Yes, but very real stories!’ the light in the 
child’s eyes and the response that followed was very 
heartening. Although the growing child longs to un-
derstand the world, he/she still yearns for a creative 
approach to facts and figures. And this is exactly what 
we strive to do.

We work very much with, and through, the senses as 
well. In the Main Lesson on ‘Heat, Light and Sound’ 
we observe common everyday phenomena and bring 
to awareness what we have actually seen. This brings 
about a certain security and confidence in the world 
and therefore in ourselves. 

The children are often aware of upcoming Main 
Lessons and they usually look forward to subjects 
like Physics, but Geometry, Geology and Geogra-
phy also rank high on the list. Moving from mythol-
ogy to actual history also satisfies a real need at this 
stage. Amongst the new Maths topics are percentage  
and business-related study. This is often made very 
practical indeed, and holds many children’s attention 
easily. Who doesn’t like to make a little profit here 
and there?

In addition to bringing new subjects, the teacher 
aims to work with the children’s growing interest in 
social relationships in ways which provide plenty of 
opportunity for them to learn to take responsibility 
for their own class community. It is usually necessary 
to create totally new relationships both between the 
teacher and the children as well as between the chil-
dren themselves. Clear structures and guidelines are 
provided in this potentially difficult phase. 

The overall aim is to renew and strengthen the chil-
dren’s connection with the world, in which they will 
live and work, as well as to renew and strengthen their 
social relationships in a healthy and respectful manner.

At work on a Main 
Lesson book about 
volcanoes (above). 
Class 6 at work in their 
classroom – note the 
large chunk of rock in 
the foreground on 
account of the Geology 
Main Lesson (opposite).



168

Reflections on Class 6
Michael Oak has, long before its 50th birthday, estab-
lished certain traditions which the children perhaps 
notice and look forward to more than their teach-
ers. Some of the highlights for Class 6 in this respect 
are being in a classroom that for the first time con-
tains single desks and a locker space for each child. 
This speaks to the budding individualities and also 
allows for more flexibility as regards the seating ar-
rangements. There is something very grown up and 
independent about the lockers, which the children 
appreciate more than we realise.

Class 6s are able to work hard and to take responsi-
bility. Quite by chance it happened some years back 
that a Class 6 child was put in charge of ringing the 
school bell at the end of the breaks. This has now 
become a treasured responsibility; a tradition that 
would be difficult to wrest away from Class 6. They 
make excellent time-keepers, and I would like them 
to continue being in charge of this task.

A few more traditions that a new Class 6 child can 
look forward to are the Olympic Games and the Gum-
boot Dance that we do for the Michaelmas Festival. 

The Olympic Games are held in Waldorf Schools in 
many countries. Here it is a celebration and gather-
ing of all the Class 6s in the Western Cape. This year 
it was a gathering of over 200 souls. Eleven schools 
were represented and 188 learners took part, with 

Mountain Club
In 1979, Phyllis and Da-
vid Carter took the Std 4s 
(Class 6) on an overnight 
mountain expedition. The 
children tell the story:
‘Then on we walked, and 
we came to where the 
steps began, hundreds and 
hundreds of them. We had 
to stop every few minutes. 
Mrs Carter spied some blackberries. We ate and ate till our 
tongues were purple and Paul’s face was red. (Beth)
We got up to the top just before the sun set. Then we went 
to the Mountain Club hut, which was big and old. (Pedro)
On Friday evening we played kiss-catch. Mandy was the 
bravest girl, she just pushed them into a bush and kissed 
them. (Quanta)
Some time after supper we went inside and put some mat-
tresses on the floor and went to sleep. Some children were 
snoring happily. (Lynda)
Some children were doing anything but… (Mrs von Holdt)
In the morning when we woke up it was raining a bit 
and there was a terribly thick mist. So we didn’t go out-
side very much. We could actually see the mist coming in 
through the door. (Pedro)
When I went to the toilet I saw a large spider. It was about 
two inches long, so I did not go to the toilet. (Damian)
After lunch we tidied up, and we came down Skeleton 
Gorge. (Beth)
When we got to the slippery part I went for a slide on my 
backside but I did not hurt myself. (Suzanne)
It was clear down at the bottom. It seemed a whole differ-
ent world down here, it was quite an experience. (Mandy)
When I got home I lay down on my bed for a bit, and only 
the next day my mother woke me at 11.30! (Paul)
This was the best outing I have ever been on. (Beth)
THANK YOU Mr and Mrs Carter!’ (The Class)

Phyllis Carter  
(below) was the 
sports teacher 
who, together 

with her husband 
David Carter 
(right), started 
a Michael Oak 
Mountain Club 

in 1979.
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about 25 adults (teachers and volunteers) in charge of 
them. At such an event, the children are able to look 
beyond their own school’s horizon and they realise 
that they are part of a much larger movement.

Before the next phase sets in we are celebrating the 
qualities of truth, beauty and honour that so embody 
the Class 5 stage, but we are also becoming aware 
that these are qualities of value that are worth striv-
ing to hold on to. The camp is taxing physically and 
therefore emotionally, and is a kind of rite of passage 
at this stage. When the Greek Olympic camp is over, 
the children have truly left the early stages of primary 
school behind them.

The Gumboot Dance has become a traditional 
part of our Michaelmas Festival. From Class 1 – 5 the 
children participate in this Spring Festival by doing 
circular dances around the Maypole. Classes 6 and 
7 have for many years had other tasks at these cel-
ebrations, and for years the younger ones have seen 
the older children take part in these special activi-
ties. Class 6 have ‘performed’ the Gumboot Dance for 
many years, and finally it is now our turn!

Among the list of special events and privileges that 
are important to the Class 6 child is of course the fact 
that they are invited to the Valentine’s Dance for the 
first time…

A Geology outing (above 
and opposite). Class 6 
make animals in Hand-
work and carve a spoon 
from a block of wood in 
woodwork (left). 
It is a Michael Oak tradi-
tion to do the Gumboot 
Dance in Class 6 at 
the annual Michaelmas 
Festival (below). 
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The Greek Olympics in Class 6 
written by Sebastian Miehe

And so it comes to pass that the unsuspecting 
Class 5 pupils wrestle themselves into Class 
6. All that (playful) confrontational interac-

tion in exercise and games suddenly gets focused and 
honed towards the annual Class 6 Grecian Olympics. 
Eleven Waldorf Schools of the Western Cape come  
together and compete over a two-day period. The 
five field events (running, jumping, discuss, shotput 
and javelin) as well as the four wrestling variations 
(one legged wrestling, knee wrestling, arm wrestling 
and beam wrestling) are practised and than taken on 
in earnest to determine an eventual champion.

Distance and speed are measured, but 
also finesse, determination, resolution and 
commitment to the motto, Beauty, Truth, 
Courage, are assessed and can earn you 

that prestigious gold medal. 

Fun events such as Atlas ball, tug-of-war, water- 
balloon tossing and ‘spider jumping’ also end up with 
annual winners. 

Where competition could overshadow such an 
event, the teachers and organisers emphasise the 
social interaction side of things. The school class is 
split up upon arrival to join other ‘factions’ which 
then become part of a Grecian city (Athens, Corinth,  
Sparta etc.). Collective discipline, support for one  
another, sportsmanlike behaviour, respect and regard 
for one another are rewarded. Team spirit encourages 
everyone to give his or her very best, whether you are 
fantastically able or not so very talented.

…and if we come away from this camp with rosy 
cheeks and a sense of accomplishment… well, then 
we have all achieved our goal.

Preparing for the shot 
put (right) and a fleet-

footed Hermes exstatic 
to win the race (below).



171

Clockwise from top left:
The camp motto is 
‘Beauty, Truth, Courage’; 
Water-balloon toss-
ing; 7am marathon; The 
Corinth team standing 
ready for action;The 
objective in Beam wres-
tling is to outbalance and 
outwit your opponent; 
Sunrise over the Grecian 
cities at Constantia
Waldorf School.
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Class 7 
written by Leigh Whitesman

symbol
2 joined crosses and dot
keywords
Exploration
age of child
13
theme for the year
Discovering the world
teacher relationship
Firm but loving and clear 
boundaries
world relationship
Full of wonder, fascina-
tion and uncertainty
handwork
Hand-sewn doll’s clothes, 
beadwork, moving toys
stories
Biographies
maths
Geometry, algebra, 
positive and negative 
numbers
reading & writing 
Point of View
music
Harmony, intervals, en-
semble work and choral 
singing
eurythmy
Achieving wish, wonder 
and surprise
colour
Indigo

Overview, the 13-year-old child 
This is the final year of Primary School and the year 
in which the children turn thirteen. Now the chil-
dren stand on the cusp of adolescence. It is a time 
of exploration, searching and discovery as they come 
into a new relationship with the world; a time of rap-
id growth and many changes as their soul life erupts 
into the world outside them. They are beginning to 
experience all the turmoil and excitement, question-
ing and wonder that this age brings. It can be a dis-
orientating time as they turn their backs on the bal-
ance of Classes 5 and 6 and look forward towards the 
world of adolescence and adulthood that lies before 
them. This future appears full of possibility as well as 
uncertainty, and this duality is lived out loudly and 
exuberantly as they try to balance and grapple with 
the many confusing moments this gives rise to.

Physical, emotional, spiritual
The children’s bodies are changing dramatically now 
as they grow taller, lankier and start experiencing the 
changes brought on by puberty. These changes are 
not always easily understood or experienced. At times 
what used to come easily and naturally can feel odd 
and self-conscious. At other times they walk through 
the day beautiful and confident in these new-found 
changes.

The children are developing the capacity to think 
critically and judgementally. Now they accept with 
less certainty and show the need to question their 
authority figures (parents and teachers), demanding 
a right to be heard and for their ideas to be taken 
seriously. They display an appetite for knowledge of 

the world, of how and why things happen the way 
they do. Simultaneously, they turn inward, becom-
ing more introspective and self-centred, showing the 
early promptings of inner self-reflection.  Together 
with a yearning for independence and great bursts 
of energy, there is a great need for the support of 
their peers as well as a desire for solitude and subdued  
introspection. 

Curriculum
The Curriculum and the teacher offer challenges and 
opportunities that harness the growing curiosity and 
conceptual thinking of the children in a positive and 
healthy way. While the children need to increasingly 
understand the nature of how things work, there is 
still a yearning for story and artistic expression. Main-
taining this at this difficult time helps sustain the chil-
dren inwardly and brings heart warmth to the inner 
tumult that is being experienced. The Curriculum of 
this year guides them in their conversation with what 
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lives out in the world: through scientific observation 
and discovery in physics and chemistry; through a na-
scent understanding that history is shaped by human 
beings, that there is a past that can be thought about 
and understood and a future that can be sensed and 
felt. It provides opportunities for the children to de-
velop their capacity to hear their inner speech and 
hidden words.  

In the study of the natural world, the Curriculum 
moves from the plant world and the mineral world to 
the world of the seas’ depths and the heavens’ heights. 
We look beyond our borders to the rest of the world 
to understand the connection between peoples 
and their environments. We follow the experiences 
and routes of the explorers and navigators of old.  
We learn about the new discoveries of the Renais-
sance: the telescope, scientific thinking, perspective 
drawing, the emergence of individual thinking and 

consciousness, as long-held views of faith come un-
der scrutiny. We learn to uncover not just the beauty 
but the form construction of geometric shapes. We 
journey inwards into the workings of the body and 
the poetry of the soul.

At home
As the children make this powerful and strong step 
into the world, we can help and support them to ap-
preciate and understand the questions, ideals, frustra-
tions and limitations this gesture brings about. We can 
stand firm in our values and hold a conversational, 
safe and nurturing space as they tentatively take ini-
tiative, challenge attitudes and assumptions, formulate  
points of view and accept that others see the world 
differently. As we stand by them in these times of early 
individual judgement, we will help them become in-
dividuals with a strong sense of social responsibility.

‘It’s so easy to take 
parenthood for granted. 
I often wonder if I have 
done all I should have or 
could have during these 
vital primary school 
years. The best thing
I did, of course, was 
to book my daughters 
in to Michael Oak.
Within parenthood lies 
the destiny of the world 
and we can directly 
assist in bringing about a 
society peopled by happy, 
intelligent humans.
Peter Dowling, 7th year 
school parent, 1976 
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Reflections on Class 7
Michael Oak offers much to meet the Class 7 child. 
For most children it is the last phase in a seven year 
journey and the moment when the children and 
teacher pull together the strands of their many years’ 
work. They ready themselves for a farewell as the 
children step into the world of High School. It is a 
bittersweet moment to spend these last months with 
children whom you have grown to know so well, and 
who themselves have grown into strapping, assertive, 
conscious youth. Together we celebrate some key 
moments of this important year. The Class, together 
with other Class 7s, completes their study of the me-
dieval world with a two-day Medieval Camp. During 
this time, they immerse themselves in aspects of this 
important historical moment, learning to live, play, 
meet challenges and eat together. This culminates in a 
ceremony that ritualises this period of transformation 
into the chivalry and grandeur of their inner knight-
hood. Teachers often aim to have a special camp that 
brings the parents and children together in discus-
sion, play and self-reflection in an acknowledgement 
of the step through puberty toward the adultness of 
adolescence.  

The class takes on social responsibility activi-
ties such as Friday morning sandwich making and  

making sleeping bags for homeless people. Elected 
class representatives learn leadership skills by lead-
ing class discussion, debate and games. Many Class 7s 
have participated in mediation training.

The fiery, challenging and tempestuous, yet restor-
ative, quiet nature of this age is reflected in the Class 
7 dragon which visits the school each year at the Mi-
chaelmas Festival. Here the children enact that dual 
part of themselves, arriving as a fiery dancing dragon 
and leaving as a tamed, loving and controlled one.

A highlight of the year is always the Class 7 play, 
a culmination of many years of plays done with the 
class teacher. This one always has a bit of a special edge 
and aura of excitement, and a special performance is 
offered as a gift to the whole school. A wonderful 
‘handing over ritual’ has developed as an important 
and integral part of the Star Tree Festival. The Class 
10s who, as seniors in the school, have held high the 
Michael Oak flame, hand it over ceremonially with 
song and movement to the Class 7s who then, as 
the new High School intake, carry the flame of the 
school forward, as a symbol of all they have learned 
and all that lies before them.

‘The play was a warm 
reminder of what I feel 

sure has been their 
teacher’s attitude to her 

class throughout the 
seven years that she has 

been with them – that 
each child has special 

qualities and gifts without 
which the class would be 

incomplete.’
Sheila Millar, 1980

The high-caliber Class 7
 play is a culmination 
of their seven years 

together and is always 
a treat for the audience 

(above). No-where is the 
cycle of change more ap-
parent than the Star Tree 
Festival when each year 
the Class 10s hand over 

the Michael Oak flame 
to the new High School 

intake (right). 
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Medieval Times

It is important to mark time in this, the last year of 
Primary School. The social ethos as a class, so en-
grained by six and a bit years of communal experi-
ence, can be savoured once more during this Second 
Term camp. The ten Waldorf Schools come together 
to mingle and interact. 

The emphasis is not on competition (no medals 
are won) but on the experience. The ‘Castle’ groups 
move from one Medieval experiment to another; 
so round dancing could be followed by stick fight-
ing and then candle dipping and juggling and a group 
challenge like acrobatics (to name a few).

A full first 24 hours is followed by a magnificent 
Medieval feast, where the rough and scruffy individu-
al is transformed into a Lord or Lady of the realm.

Arthur and Guinevere preside over this mass  
occasion. To end off the splendid affair, each individ-
ual is called to King Arthur’s table to be knighted  
and welcomed into the circle of responsible and  
responsive folk.

Sebastian Miehe

One leaves Primary 
School for High School 
all innocent and a bit 
scared for the change 
you know is coming. 
When you’re at school 
you think you are always 
right (teenagers are 
never wrong!) but once 
you’re in the army your 
ideas soon change, you 
realise your parents 
weren’t just making 
things up and that they 
were right.
I appreciate having gone 
to Michael Oak simply 
because we were taught 
to be independent, help-
ful to others, and the 
outdoor outings we had 
have helped me.’
Guy Harwood, 
left Michael Oak in 1971, 
written in 1978

‘The Medieval camp was simply a busy weekend 
of getting together. People were impressed by our 
school and amused (in a good way) by our teachers 
– especially Mr Miehe! It made me proud of this 
place. I enjoyed meeting people from other schools 
and struggling to remember their names. But isn’t 
the challenge of life what makes it fun? My favourite 
moment was that of making our motto banner for 
our castles. It brought us all together and I was chuffed 
that I was chosen to write the motto. Everybody 
absorbed themselves into filling the banner with 
colourful pictures. We each had our own little 
drawing and I felt as if we were sort of brothers and 
sisters. When we had all finished, our banner shone 
out from the rest proclaiming: Live like you’ll die  
tomorrow, but dream like you’ll live forever.’

Hannah May, 2011

‘Today I heard our swords clash for the last time in 
practice. Tomorrow I will be knighted. As I write this, 
all the painful, sweaty hours I’ve spent training and 
all these years away from my family are forgotten.  
I wonder if they still remember me.’

Knighthood – Azhar Booley, 2011





High School
A time for independent thinking

‘Rudolf Steiner Education at Michael Oak School… take it from me please, enjoy it while you’ve got it. 
You can relax: your child is being adequately equipped to cope with High School work in a 

government school at Standard 6 (Class 8) level. High School life is not a bed of rose petals for 
these poor twelve and thirteen year olds, no matter which school they have come from. 

They are pressurized by marks and tests and homework – but my child has 
been enabled by Michael Oak to take all this in his stride.’

Barbara Mentz, mother of Mark, 1975
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High School Art 
written by Gillian Mathew

What a journey within a greater journey the children 
undertake in the art room: they who are stepping out 
of their childhoods into their next phase of unfolding.

Class 8: We work in black and white, exploring the 
play of dark and light. Using charcoal we discover 
form –  each flicker of light has a cause: observation 
is connected with thinking through doing.

Class 9: We work with diagonal shaded drawing us-
ing pencil. This technique promotes powers of con-
centration linking thinking, feeling and willing: head, 
heart and hand. And each person designs their own 
poster advertising the play. Working in black and 
white, the adolescent externally encounters the po-
larities they experience internally.

Class 10: We reconnect with colour – which the 
adolescent experiences anew. The life and variety in 
the world of colour provides very suitable material 
for the complex soul situation of this age group.

‘Knowledge, culture and training 
in practical skills should all lead to 
a need for art, just as artistic sensi-
tivity should reach into the realms 
of learning, observation and the 
acquisition of skills.’ 

Rudolf Steiner

This page (clockwise from 
top right): Using diagonal 
shading Class 9 work on 

a Renaissance Portrait; 
Class 8 look at how form 

is created by light and 
dark on simple shapes; 
Class 10 creating a veil 

painting colour circle 
using water colours.

Opposite (clockwise from 
top left): So wonderful 
to see the individual-

ity of each Class 8 child 
through their drawing; 

Class 10 working on the 
final big project: a copy of 

an impressionist paint-
ing; Class 8 working with 
light and shadow in two 

different ways.
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Art in every classroom
Each child and adolescent receives the 
same guidelines, clearly asking for a  
particular experience. During the 
artistic process however, magic happens. 
The individuality of each human being 
shines through – no picture is ever 
the same!

Gillian Mathew
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Class 8 
written by Derina Wille

symbol
Square
keywords
Growing judgement
age of child
14
theme for the year
Structure in chaos
teacher relationship
Supporting their 
emerging independance
world relationship
How do things work?
Finding my voice in the 
world
handwork
Create structure in 
basketry and sewing
stories
Short stories from life
maths
Unknown variables and 
structured geometry
reading & writing 
Structure in language 
and writing
music
Singing and choir
eurythmy
Awakening to artistry
colour
Violet

Overview, the 14-year-old child 
The pupils are into adolescence; bodily and psycho-
logical changes are well under way. The world of ideas 
begins to take on meaning for the young adolescent 
and the critical faculties are noticeably sharper; the 
accepted framework (rules particularly!) scrutinised 
critically…The emergence of an independent life 
of feeling presents a challenge to parents and teach-
ers – how to accompany the young person during 
the emancipation of an independent inner life of 
thinking, feeling and intention without being over-
whelmed by the waves of emotions. The state of crisis 
is part of a development. 

Physical, emotional, spiritual
Girls may spend much time and energy discussing 
and sharing their feelings and the social and emo-
tional aspects of life in small, cohesive groups. 

Boys can appear uncommunicative, emotionally  
illiterate and tend to be brash or sullen. 

Regardless of the outer manifestations, both gen-
ders now stand before new and unknown vistas with 
sharpening minds, tender hearts and limbs that are 
not quite balanced. By the end of Class 8, the stu-
dents are already searching for new authorities and 
role models.

The Platonic Solids – building blocks of our very being
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Curriculum
The overriding theme is working with the world’s 
laws by conversing with them and, in doing so, find-
ing one’s own voice. The students experience how 
knowledge makes one capable of forming appropri-
ate judgements and how forming judgements leads 
to new questions. 

In Class 8, because the feeling world is often over-
whelmingly unstable, the Curriculum concentrates 
on matters of structure that can contain and strength-
en, and the chaotic forces that push against that. In 
Geology, the class looks at plate tectonics, mountain 
ranges and volcanoes. In Handwork, young people 
learn to bend cane into the structure of a basket. In 
History, living through the Industrial Revolution pro-
vides a rich experience of the change that machines 
brought to people’s lives. This links in with the study 
of pressure and applied power in Physics. In Chem-
istry, students look at the solid metals. In Biology, we 
study the skeleton that provides the framework for 
the human body. 

In Afrikaans we go back to the very beginnings and 
imagine how the very first colonial Europeans sur-
vived on this soil. We build traps, find water and work 
out how to make fire and create shelter for both the 
short and long term. We look at recent history and 
the displacement of the communities of District Six 
and their culture.

The five platonic solids are the cornerstones of all 
that is around us. They form the foundation to all 
that is organic and living. They hold within them the 
magic of mathematics and the ‘Fibonacci’s Series’. 
This is where precision work and creativity come to-
gether.

Within this skeletal structure lies the answer to all 
construction. The bone is the very foundation stone 
to a body, that can then become flexible and move. 
We look at the differing bones, their build and their 
function and compare them to animal bones.       

At Home
Adults should provide the adolescents with new per-
spectives, particularly by directing their attention into 
the world. Young people need to learn how to for-
mulate their own points of view while accepting that 
others may see the world differently. At this age it is 
important for the young person to form his/her indi-
vidual judgement and to take on social responsibilities.  
Adolescents should see the world as a place in which 
the human being is a striving and ethical individual. 

Physics in Class 8 is on 
the theme of Technology. 
Here the children are 
exploring steam engines 
with their own projects.
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The magic of Class 8
The year begins with the Welcome Tea on the Sun-
day before school starts.  As the young people start 
to gather, you see how they’ve grown over the holi-
days: they are distinctly taller; faces and voices have 
changed. Most are a bit shy and quite nervous (‘Is this 
outfit OK? Will my parents embarrass me?’) but they 
relax when they greet all their friends and rejoice in 
reconnecting and catching up with news. They have 
an opportunity to orientate themselves in the class-
room, and meet all the classmates who will be sharing 
their journey this year.

Then it is the first day of High School and there is 
the apprehension again (‘What will the Class 9s and 
10s be like? Am I dressed right? And are we going 
to be overwhelmed with work?’) but as the day pro-
gresses, and the lessons turn out to be quite normal 
and reassuring, they relax and get to know their new 
classmates.  

This is mostly the pattern of the year: there is much 
that is new and challenging, both academically and 
socially, but there is also a structure that supports 
them effectively.

It is important at this age to meet the ‘riddles of 
the world’ – the big unsolved questions – and to take 
up a challenge of some magnitude. This year, for the 
first time, we have asked the Class 8s to undertake 
a six-month project of their own choice. This can 
be to help animals, do outreach work to people in 
need, learn a skill, make something significant, do 
in-depth research… The choices are very wide. They 
will be working regularly on their projects – outside 
of school hours - throughout the year, and they will 
present these to their parents at the end of Novem-
ber. There is much excitement and enthusiasm in the 
class as they narrow down their choices and start their 
journals.   

Life as a 13-year-old is often a rollercoaster ride.  In 
a way they are starting to create their adult selves, and 
take their cues more from friends than from adults.  
And so the questions of ‘Who am I? What do I be-
lieve in? What is important to me?’ underlie an ex-
citing and scary process of reinventing themselves as 
young adults.  

As adults who try to guide and support young peo-
ple in this wonderful time of their lives, we can mar-
vel at the wonderful way they are held and prepared 
by their Waldorf background. This comes across in so 
many ways… 

Give them a daily challenge and they work things 
out in groups, naturally and effectively…

Give them a huge challenge and they see them-
selves doing this absolutely, no question… And they 
can already start imagining how it might work… 

There is the kindness and caring for each other 
and for the world and an amazing faith that they can 
make the world a better place…

There is a wealth of imagination and a solid work 
ethic that prepares them for any challenge they might 
meet in high school…

And so we can be sure that they are well equipped 
to deal with this challenging year.  

The Class 8s work in 
black and white, finding 

form through shadow 
and light (right).

‘My mother, Rita, a 
teacher herself, who died 

last year, came with me 
to a Michael Oak open 
day some years ago. As 

we left to go home, she 
turned to me and said, 
‘I wish I‘d gone to this 

school when I was a 
child.’ You could scour 

the earth for a more sol-
id gold recommendation 
than that and not find it: 

when it came to spotting 
good education, there 

was not much of a truer 
compass than Rita. I am 

so glad that she knew, 
before she passed on, 

that her beloved grand-
son had been awarded a 

place at the school.’
Trisha Lord, 2011
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Basket weaving brings 
order and structure 
to chaos! (above)
As part of the High 
School outreach 
programme these 
children bring gifts and 
smiles to Masiphumelele 
in 2011(left). 
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Class 9 
written by Cal Lew

symbol
Lemniscate
keywords
Exuberance
age of child
15
theme for the year
Drama
teacher relationship
Affirmation
world relationship
Where am I going?
handwork
Clothes making
stories
Tragedy and comedy,
Shakespeare
maths
Exploring the Cartesian 
Plane
reading & writing 
Lord of the Flies and 
short stories
music
Dramatic and social
eurythmy
Soul moods and
dramatic music
colour
Violet

Overview, the 15-year-old child 
This is a time of turmoil when old values and role 
models are questioned and often found to be wanting. 
The students emotions roar the extremes of love and 
hate, anger and lethargy, and they often feel powerless 
to control them. Through this chaos comes a strong 
sense of identity. It is a challenging time for all. Howev-
er, there is an emotional freshness and directness which 
is enjoyed by all who teach them.

Now the third seven year cycle is entered – the age 
of intellectual development. They are no longer satis-
fied to feel the mood of something, but rather they 
yearn to understand why it is so and how it is con-
nected to other aspects of their world. There is a strong 
quest for truth and deep understanding. 

Physical, emotional, spiritual
The body of a 15-year-old is extremely heavy, and 
apparently unable to counterbalance the Earth’s grav-
itational pull. Head, shoulders, hips all strive to be 
horizontal, whether in a sitting or a standing posi-
tion. But as this downward movement occurs, there 
is a balancing upward growth of self. Through pu-
berty and a sexual awakening they experience their 
bodies in all their individuality for the first time. This 
is a painful awareness of their physicality in a very 
emotional way. It is exciting and attractive, yet can 
quickly lead to feelings of powerlessness against body 
and emotions: Feelings of ‘my body and my emotions 
are not myself ’. Teachers work to create a balance be-
tween giving expression to these emotions and hold-
ing them in check, not allowing these extreme feel-
ings to govern. 

Curriculum
The focus of the Class 9 year is the production of a 
full length Shakespeare play in which each student 
is given a main part. The Curriculum is designed to 
mirror the experiences of the 15-year-old. It feeds 
the striving for truth, deep understanding, and self-
knowledge, often by studying opposite processes 
and connecting them with the whole. The whole 
represents the balanced self. For example: in Chem-
istry, the opposite chemical reactions of respiration 
and combustion which support all life on Earth are 
used as a gateway to study organic chemistry – the 
cycle of carbon in living matter from sugar through 
alcohol, organic acids and finally ether and esters. In 
Geography, the movement of the tectonic plates is 
studied: plate convergence and separation, how this 
shapes the Earth and the force that drives it. In His-
tory, they learn about the French Revolution, from 
the seeds of social unrest to the full expression of the 
revolting masses, and the impact this had on social 
order across Europe. This marvellously mirrors their 
own personal revolution. Throughout the curriculum 
there is an emphasis on biographies, the personal life 
stories of the men and women who shaped the world. 
This connects with the 15-year-old’s own sense of 
personal destiny.
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At home
Class 9 can be a roller-coaster ride of 
emotions – ups and downs, acceptances 
and rejections etc. Pushing against au-
thority is part of the new-self struggle. 
The following 10 points may help:
• In the midst of the turmoil, a solid, 

calm presence from parents (not always 
easy) is the best ballast in the storm.

• Be firm!
• Remember that they are learning 

(which takes time).

My Self who I feel to be at 14, is only fuzz-
ily defined. At 14, I don’t see at all clearly 
who I am yet. I’m actually a blur to myself. 

Defining the edges of myself takes place in numerous 
ongoing ways though. For instance, being on stage in 
a Shakespeare play and exposing who I am, is one of 
the best and most immediate ways of achieving reso-
lution in getting a sense of who I am. Another is my 
image in the mirror…

The mirror is an irresistible object for me at 14. 
One thing I must constantly worry about is how I 
look; how I appear to others. The problem is there 
aren’t enough mirrors at school to check up on how 
I’m doing. The high school office though, has large 
windows that wonderfully reflect the sunlight and 
give me enough of a picture of how I’m doing with 
my overall image and looks. On a good sunny day, an 
intermittent but quick glance at myself in the mirror-
window is irresistible, and usually safely reassuring.

The teachers inside the office might think that they 
are constantly being looked at by the outside parade. 
The truth is, of course, that the outside youth see 
only the reflection of themselves and in fact, have no 
interest in the teachers in the dark interior at all. 

 ‘Who am I?’ ‘How do I look?’ These questions are 
asked to the mirror. But these moments are clearly 
seen by the teachers who stand inside the window. 
They catch the nuanced and frank glances that inad-
vertently come their way. The teacher catches these, 
and all the other glimpses, at work or at play, that 
reveal the emerging Self the questioning individual 
that is emerging.

The so-called teenage resistance to authority is  
often exaggerated and over-stated. There is always 
some testing of boundaries; some foolishness, some 
gawky displays of ‘muscle-flexing’: all of this certainly 

occurs. But who they are under the surface is also 
often visible in the overall forming of deep questions; 
the forging of ideals; the need to do the right thing; 
to know the truth; to stand honourable and upright 
in the world: these are the most dominant charac-
teristics of the 14/15-year-old, and it is this that fills 
their dreams. In one good main lesson on blood  
circulation for example, we can range: 
From the gruesome and gory – 

‘The severed carotid artery will shoot 1,8 m 
and spatter violently on the ceiling!’
‘I’ve seen Sam eat his scabs!’
‘The Mau-Mau’s thrive on cooked blood!’

 To the sublime and sacred – 
‘The structure of the alveoli in the lungs is ‘soo coool’! 
‘Makes you believe in God!’
‘Who is God?’
‘Who starts the heart-beat in the womb?’
Keeping alert for, and eliciting these questions, is 

what keeps the glint in their eyes and supports the 
continued searching for adventure that is the 15-year-
old’s birthright.

The Class 9 pupil
written by Graham Scannell

• Try not to judge their generation.
• Encourage and praise the positive.
• Be genuinely interested in their lives.
• Use lots of humour (this can really 

let the sun shine through).
• Show affection.
• Spend time with them.
• Most importantly of all, make sure 

that they experience and know they 
are appreciated, supported and loved 
by you.

Class 9 pupils at work.
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Michael Oak, in true Waldorf tradition, of-
fers a rich treasure trove of plays. Parents 
in Class 2 watch the fledgling performances 

of animal stories from Aesop’s fables. In Class 3, they 
see Joseph and his multi-coloured coat; in Class 4, 
Thor and his hammer; in Class 5, the adventures of 
Gilgamesh, and so on. All of these plays bring the 
main lesson stories to life in the imagination. There 
is no high-powered role-play here but rather the  
accent is on the speech – often alliterative choral 
verse-speaking.

The structure of the plays becomes more empha-
sised in Class 6 and then, in Class 7, as part of the 
finale in primary school, there is a more challenging 
performance – sometimes even a high-calibre musi-
cal like Oliver Twist or The Magic Flute.

In the high school, drama continues to be con-
cerned with the working of the imagination, but there 

is now a real emphasis on the discipline of craftsman-
ship. Here theatre provides the medium to develop 
skills and discipline in an art form that will assist in 
the communication of one’s ideas and experiences to 
others, as well as the self-confidence this brings.

In Class 9, Michael Oak has a long tradition of 
highly skilled and entertaining full-scale Shakespeare 
productions. The students who go on to Constantia 
Waldorf school, as young adults in Class 12, present 
their own highly competent productions of modern 
plays. Drama is also a subject option for matric and is 
studied from Class 11.

Theatre is the most visible and structured form 
of drama, but let us not forget there is also much 
educational drama that takes place in the classrooms 
without a special audience and which does not nec-
essarily involve teaching children how to act. It is 
concerned with opportunities for invention and ex-

pression where what has been imparted 
factually can be brought to life through 
movement and speech in order to enliven 
and enhance the personal experience of 
different phenomena and subjects.

But back to the stage… and Michael 
Oak’s Shakespeare plays. Over the years 
there have been one-off productions of 
‘serious’ plays such as Cymbeline, Macbeth, 
A Winter’s Tale; but it is the romantic 
comedies that keep coming back. Two 
terms of rehearsal and a natural bent for 
fun have ensured that these are the Class 
9 favourites: A Midsummer Night’s Dream, 
Twelfth Night, As You Like It, The Comedy of  
Errors, The Tempest and The Two 
Gentlemen of Verona.

Drama 
written by Graham Scannell

‘Do we have films at 
this school?’ a new child 
asked recently when the 
class was gathered in its 

morning circle. Several 
of the classmates were 
ready with an emphatic 
‘No! We have real plays, 

and when we have music 
we have real music’. 
And that just about 

summed it up.
Oak Leaves, 1975

Look behind you! (right) 
– an early Michael Oak 
production along with
 an all-engaging tussle 

(opposite left). 
A touching scene from 

the 1998 production 
of A Midsummer Night’s 

Dream, performed in the 
old Hall (opposite right).



And always, there are the enthralled front rows of 
children who, as they rise through the class levels, 
not only have Shakespeare as a second language, but 
who, themselves, can hardly wait to get to Class 9 
to perform a play themselves! Perhaps they sense the 
central role it plays in the lives and experience of the 
Class 9 students. Certainly, year after year, one sees 
how the drama experience assists the 14/15-year-
olds with moving into a new and expanded sense of 
self. Like other non-exam oriented activities in the 
multi-textured richness of a Waldorf education, the 
Shakespeare play may not contribute directly to high 
exam marks (though this is debatable), but it is clear 
that the real richness and reward is a permanent inner 
one – which has to do with the growth and expan-
sion of the students’ human-beingness.
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At Waldorf schools, tuition covers the 
content of the state syllabus, but aims 
to offer a richer depth of learning, 

which gives strong emphasis to the artistic. A 
Waldorf education incorporates mathematical 
and scientific knowledge, but recognises that 
this needs the balance which is to be found in 
artistic endeavour.

The excellent matric results at Waldorf 
Schools demonstrate sufficient emphasis on 
academic subjects – but it is not results that 
past pupils remember when considering the 
value of their education. They recognise that 
in many ways they have been even better pre-
pared for the ‘real world’ – because, for ex-
ample, the whole class performed a quality, 

full-scale Shakespeare comedy in Class 9; or 
they produced and directed a modern play in 
Class 12. The Class 9 Shakespeare play is cen-
tral to the Curriculum: school-time is tabled 
for rehearsal. The whole class takes part – not 
just the ‘talented’ pupils – and there are two 
or three casts, ensuring that everyone gets a 
main part.

During this most confusing of emotional 
stages, when image and identity are fragile con-
structs, these young people are given the op-
portunity to take up a challenge – and stand 
taller and prouder, with a surer footing on a 
firmer foundation – strengthening their con-
fidence in themselves and making them less 
prone to wobble in the confusion and tempta-

tions of adolescence. This is a fantastic expe-
rience for anyone, and especially for 14-year-
olds, who discover whole new dimensions of 
themselves, and get a taste of the power and 
possibilities of young adulthood. This compel-
ling experience in drama has a ripple effect 
on other work, engendering the courage to 
grapple with academic challenges. Ex-Waldorf 
students, who look back on these productions 
say they gained significantly in self expression, 
self-confidence and imagination through taking 
part in them.

Creative activities stimulate imagination  
and expansion of the self, and should not be 
considered extras or privileges – they are 
 essential.

The Leaflet, 2008

Creativity at school equips students for the real world 
written by Graham Scannell

‘I waited eleven years for this play and it was over in six days. The best six days of my life!
Bronwyn Reeler, 2010 
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Some parents whose children have been 
through the expansive learning process of the 
Shakespeare play have had this to say about 
the experience:

‘I went from worried to amazed and de-
lighted. I sense a new dynamic at home and 
if this sorely-needed self-confidence lasts, I 
will be forever grateful.’

‘He has grown in his capacities to express 
himself and has found confidence in this 
area.’

‘Sticking with a big, and often frustrating 
and demanding task to reach a result, is a 
significant life-skill at this age.’

‘She motivated herself to be there on week-
ends etc. – with joy!’

‘To achieve anything significant takes lots of 
hard work and stamina. The drama work has 
also got her thinking about career choices.’

‘A quiet inner passion has been kindled.’

‘The play gave him a sense of pride and hap-
piness. I personally was given a realisation 
of his ‘adultness’ – he is no longer a child 
but a separate person on his own path.’ 

My children go every year – and have done 
since they were five – remaining wide-eyed 
till the end. In fact, this year my daughter 
went three times! What a wonderful intro-
duction to Shakespeare and to theatre craft. 
Thank you to all who put so much into it 
every year.

Liz Mackenzie, parent in Class 4

Last year’s Shakespeare production was so 
joyful, exuberant and entertaining, that I 
wondered if this year’s Class 9 would be 
slightly overawed and intimidated! But 
this was clearly not the case – they rose 
magnificently to the challenge. I watched 
Comedy of Errors five times, and thoroughly 
enjoyed each performance – especially 
appreciating the different dynamics brought 
to bear by the nightly changes of cast.

To make real sense of Shakespearean lan-
guage and to attain naturalness in delivery 
is an impressive achievement. I was struck 
by the true sense of character – a sense of 
self – and the confidence demonstrated by 
each member of the class. This, aligned with 
stunning costuming and beautiful music, 
created a fantastic experience. 

Nic Fine, Class 9 parent

When the angelic genius of Feste promises the arrogant and self loving Malvolio:
‘I will fetch thee light,’ I was in tears every night. Johannes Braun, 2002
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The new Hall, built in 2006, is an inspirational space for any production – especially Shakespeare. 

Dear Parents, Pupils and Friends,
Our Class 9 students, with steady commitment, self-sacrificing hard work and sheer chutzpah, managed to 
present a play worthy of much praise. This is no easy accomplishment, especially for 14/15 year-old teenagers 
taking the first steps into self-consciousness. I say this from a privileged frontline perspective of the process, 
having borne witness to the trials, fears and tears they encounter when daring the stage in a full-scale Shake-
speare production. The dramatic standard is very high, and this same high standard is expected from each 
member of the class.  Accordingly, they must find their excellence – by acknowledging their shortcomings and 
learning to laugh at themselves; by learning to accept criticism as well as help; and by learning to handle failure 
and learning to try again. Most of all, it is about learning to support, respect and love others – and finding cour-
age and belief in themselves. Each year I see their striving to meet these objectives. Class 9, my heart glows 
warm, and I walk with a smile on my face when I think of your achievement. Congratulations on a production 
worthy of Shakespeare – and yourselves.
Strive on!

Diane Scannell, High School Drama and Movement Teacher, September 2008

1999: Cymbeline

2000: The Tempest 

2001: As You Like It 

2002: Twelfth Night 

1998: A Midsummer Night’s Dream
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2011: The Two Gentlemen of Verona2010: A Midsummer Night’s Dream

2008: A Comedy of Errors

2009: Twelfth Night

2007: As You Like It

2005: The Tempest2004: A Midsummer Night’s Dream2003: A Comedy of Errors

2006: The Two Gentlemen of Verona
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Class 10 
written by Richard Cox

symbol
Hyperbola pair
keywords
Pondering
age of child
16
theme for the year
Re-discovering the world
teacher relationship
Experienced co-traveller
world relationship
Moving from 
‘What’ to ‘Why’
handwork
Weaving and simple 
woodwork furniture
stories
The epic
maths
Conic sections, 
trigonometry, algebra
reading & writing 
Imagination and reflection
music
Sharing and refining
eurythmy
Achieving artistic 
expression
colour
Violet

Overview, the 16-year-old adolescent 
In this phase the young person enters a pool of rela-
tive calm after the rapids and white waters of Class 9. 
There is a marked change and a much clearer ability 
to see things in perspective, to recognise the grey ar-
eas and appreciate the differences. Balance becomes 
the undertone for this year. This new maturity brings 
a deeper thinking capacity and the tension between 
opposites so strongly felt in the previous phase gives 
way to a sense for process and transformation over 
time. Comparative and process thinking – i.e. how 
one thing relates to the other, how parts work to-
gether in the context of the whole, how forms  
develop, and how substance is transformed – underlie 
the subjects of Class 10.

Physical, emotional and spiritual
Physically, the 16-year-old is experiencing a consoli-
dation, and emotionally the young person is much 
more at peace with the physiological changes that 
have recently flooded in. Emotionally they are more 
adjusted and balanced in their responses. Existential 
questions become more pressing as they move away 
from the unavoidable. Earlier self-absorption and 
the question of truth which is the undertone for the 
High School years becomes a deeper issue.

Curriculum
The Curriculum covers topics that the more mature 
student can appreciate. With the new objectivity, we 
can return to deep themes covered in the Primary 
School. For instance, we go back to the Ancient cul-
tures in Class 10, where a much deeper understanding 

and appreciation is now possible. The journey travelled 
can now be viewed from a high vantage point. 

In literature The Odyssey by Homer stands as a 
literary monument at the beginning of Western 
civilisation. The epic throws light on Greek 
consciousness while simultaneously revealing how 
relevant it can still be for a modern person.

In light of the underlying theme of balance, Chem-
istry studies acids and bases and salts. That such volatile 
and caustic concentrated opposites are transformed in 
uniting to neutral salt as a precipitate is a wonder and 
can now be understood with clearer concepts. Simi-
larly, the Fine Arts, including Eurythmy, reverberate 
with experiences of balance. 

The title Class 10 Geometry block focuses on Con-
ic sections. The conic section curves are first discov-
ered as loci of fixed distances and drawn as curves of 
addition and subtraction. Then, these same curves are 
discovered within cuts of the cone. The introduction 
of the parabola is followed by a discussion of René 
Descartes and his methods. The students are then  

Class 10s in the lab
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when’ in their social life is an expression of paren-
tal responsibility and love. You are still the adult in 
the relationship and must make adult decisions that 
will not always be popular, but open communication 
and clear understanding of expectations help build 
trust and can prevent many frustrations and misun-
derstandings - write them down if it helps. Realistic 
affirmation is always far more helpful than anxious 
counsel. Contributing to the work and welfare of the 
family is important - creating rhythm and routines 
within the family and within reasonable boundaries. 
Doing things together - playing cards, walks, surf-
ing, quality time in outings - all provide important 
nourishment for everyone involved, but please don’t  
embarrass them by trying to be a teenager, particu-
larly in front of their peers.

introduced to the Cartesian coordinate plane in-
cluding the equations for lines, parabolas, circles and  
ellipses. Trigonometry covers the basic trigonometric 
relationships of sine, cosine and tangent. Both theoret-
ical and practical triangle problems are studied, with 
a significant portion of the class devoted to applied 
trigonometry - field work where the students, using 
theodolites, complete a survey and create a map.

Our study of human physiology focuses on the 
three principle systems arising from the polarities 
in the human body with the mediating, balancing 
rhythmic system of the breath and circulation in the 
middle. These studies begin with an  overview of the 
reproductive system and embryology.

Class 10 Physics is the study of mechanics. We  
explore the world of classical mechanics as revealed 
by Galileo and Newton. This must all be connected 
with the human being – our personal experience of 
motion and action. 

History goes back to prehistoric events and the sto-
ry of humanity’s gradual learning of technical skills 
and of the relationship to the land. Developments 
in technology, culture, religion and government  
are studied through shifts in human consciousness, 
beginning with the hunter-gatherer and moving on 
to the birth of agriculture. We explore the early river 
valley civilisation of Egypt, the later Nile civilisations 
and the iron age cultures in Africa.  

The Economic and Management Sciences activi-
ties take on a very practical form with job shadow-
ing arranged with local businesses. In addition the 
Class 10s have to raise thousands of Rands for the  
Orange River camp, giving wonderful opportunities for  
entrepreneurial initiative.

At home
Parents can support their child at home by allow-
ing more independence while being really conscious 
of their friendships and activities. Showing positive 
interest and involvement with the ‘who, what and 

‘I have had many exciting 
and happy experiences 
here at Michael Oak 
since I began in Nursery, 
but one of the most 
memorable of them is all 
the Tuesday small breaks 
spent with my Class 1 
buddies. Through this 
fun time with them I 
have been reminded of 
the wonder of Waldorf 
Education and also the 
uniquely integrative 
atmosphere and special 
community that we have 
here at this school. Thank 
you to everyone who has 
guided me through this 
journey.’
Jessica Mayson, 
Class 10, 2009

‘I learned one thing here: 
even if you fight, 
the teachers will still 
find a way to cram 
the knowledge into 
your head.’
Joseph Dennehy, 2007

Class 10s with their Class 1 buddies
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The morning begins with a buzz. There are casu-
al greetings as I approach the clusters of animated 
discussion. Much has happened since we last saw 
each other and there is a lot to catch up on!

I like to begin most Main Lessons with some 
singing. For 15 or twenty minutes we sing old fa-
vourites as one voice, accompanied by the guitar 
– a wonderful exercise for this age group. Singing 
is an activity that awakens us – ready to go into 
the Main Lesson itself. 

I look into the world, 
Wherein there shines the sun,
Wherein there gleam the stars, 
Wherein there lie the stones.
The plants with life unfold, 
The animals with feeling live
And the human being ensouled 
Offers a dwelling to the spirit.
I look into the soul that living dwells in me
God’s spirit lives and weaves, 
In sunlight and in soul light  
To Thee O spirit of God. 
I seeking turn myself 
That the strength and grace I need
For learning and for work
Within me may live and grow.  
The strong iambic rhythm in the morning High School 
verse is the rhythm for action.

With much laughter and joy I remember these years…
The special ones, hard ones, fun ones… and some tears,
So many exciting experiences I’ve had 
and each one a new lesson…
In Nursery, the beautiful images, 
dressing up and feeling proud
Of lively games and caterpillars, 
each one different to be found.
All my friends, new and old – 
share stories of things that we behold,
All our stories, the numbers, alphabet, forms to draw
We enjoyed each moment and found lots to explore
Feeling glamorous and cute in my ‘Ariel’ sequined suit
was a night never lost, and a feeling I loved most.
Or feeling the heat of Namibia 
on that amazing Orange River
A joyous bridge we crossed, 
and an achievement that cost
lots, of course, to be washed
So now to say goodbye, I hope I do not cry
Thank you for all I’ve learnt
And to my new long journey I will fly.

Sam, 2006

The camp is definitely worth it! It makes you really sit 
back and marvel at the hard work and then the beauty 
of the Orange River – knowing you worked hard to get 
there. Our guardian Mr Miehe is amazing! The courage 
and mental strength he gives you to push on and pull 
through all the fundraising you go through in Class 10.

Gareth Wells, 2007

I have been at Michael Oak for more than two thirds of 
my life. I know that we have been very fortunate to re-
ceive a fuller picture of our past, present and our options 
for the future. Our class has had easy times and more dif-
ficult times, both personally and collectively, but we have 
finally reached Class 10 – intact – and have ended it all off 
with the best camp ever down the Orange River. Thank 
you to everyone who has assisted us on this journey. 

Nathania Bestwick, 2007

‘When I look back over 
the growth from Class 
1 to Class 10 I have an 

appreciation of the depth 
of what this school gives: 

maturity, assurance, 
self confidence, friend-
ship and a capacity for 

focused hard work. I see 
these qualities as being 
allowed to emerge and 
unfold over the years. I 

see the relationship with 
the Primary class teacher 

as an incredible gift; 
of stability, of knowing 

another adult (in all their 
emotional shades) and 

of being truly known by 
another adult and your 
class friends for better 
or for worse. I feel this 

dynamic relationship pro-
vides a powerful basis for 
emotional growth, there 

is nowhere to hide!’
Rebecca Johns, 2009
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Orange River Camp

Halfway through Term Four is a last hurrah for our 
cream of the crop Class 10s. The class will have fund-
raised throughout the year to pay for their own white-
water rafting experience, as this is the last camp the 
group will ever have together.

Consider, please: driving off at 6 am on a Sunday and 
leaving everything known behind (like parents, siblings 
and cellphones), to arrive at 35°C in the Namib desert 
at the basecamp, to five full days of paddling and just 
being. We sleep on the banks of the Orange River, we 
get served two – sometimes three – course meals, 
every meal; we are guided through hairy, scary white-
water passages and to generally laugh and joke around 
and roll off the inflatable for yet another dip in the 
cool blue… well, brown green actually.

This camp is a just reward for many hours of hard 
work serving the school community while fundraising 
but it is also confirmation to a class community that 
has been so well forged.

Coming of Age Camp
One of the highlights 
of the Class 10 year 
(and there are many) is 
the acclaimed ‘Coming 
of Age’ Camp. Two terms 
of preparation by both 
students and parents 
lead to a very intimate 
handing-over ceremony 
where a parent sends off 
his or her child into the 
care of either a circle of 
men or women.
This camp is, by its very 
nature, an intimate and 
confidential process 
between aspiring young 
adults and the highly 
trained facilitators.
Michael Oak is very 
proud to have included 
this poignant camp into 
the Class 10 experience.

Class 10s in the class-
room, in the lab and 
surveying on a field trip 
(far left, top to bottom).
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Camps and outings

Class 1 outing to Blouberg, 1965On an outing with Mr Schotte, 1978

Each year, from Class 3, the classroom is left behind 
and the children experience a different kind of learn-
ing on their camps. Some of the camps are linked to 
the curriculum such as the Class 3s going farming, 
and others are to beautiful places known to provide 
fun activities and opportunities for exploration for 
the children.  

In Class 7, the teachers and parents choose a very 
special camp for the children to celebrate the end 
of their Primary years. The Class 8s often go up the 
West Coast to the Fossil Park, after they have studied 
the structure of the skeleton in their Main Lesson. In 
Class 9, the pupils experience the physical and mental 
challenges of the beautiful Cederberg Mountains. 
The Class 10s explore their new ‘adultness’ with 
the Coming of Age camps and also go on the highly 
anticipated Orange River Camp that they fund raise 
for throughout the year.

All the classes go on outings at various points in the 
year. Some are purely for fun and others are related to 
what is being studied in the Main Lessons. For exam-
ple, on Founder’s Day, February 27th, all classes from 
Kindergarten upwards, celebrate the day by exploring 
different places of wonder around Cape Town.

'After the mid-morning 
munchtime which was 

spread over a cluster of 
boulders, the boys and 

girls collected ferns and 
moss and autumn leaves, 
a spider nest, and a few 
tadpoles in jars, to take 

back with them. After an 
exhilarating morning we 

returned to school.
PS Hundreds of baby 
spiders hatched out 

in the boot of Mrs 
Scarborough’s car’.

John Kennedy, 
Sub B teacher, 1978                                      
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Dad’s and Kids 
Camp Club
Over four years ago, 
nine Michael Oak Dads 
took their kids into the 
wilderness for a night of 
camping and the Dads 
and Kids Camp Club was 
born. Building rafts, play-
ing games, getting filthy, 
singing round the camp 
fire, sleeping in tents – 
it soon became popular, 
with over 50 Dads on 
the latest trip. 
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A bag for collecting forest treasures is essential.
from a Class 1 family outing letter, 1990
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Sport 
written by Dawid Kerschbaumer

Basketball

Hard court

Volleyball

Cricket

Netball

All children at Michael Oak are given the  
opportunity to participate in the sport-
ing codes offered, which include basketball,  

volleyball, cricket, netball, handball, table tennis and 
soccer. Movement is beneficial and constructive in 
developing physical control of the body while allow-
ing the child the opportunity to be socially involved 
with his or her peers on the sporting field.

Participation in sports provides opportunities for 
leadership and socialisation, as well as the develop-
ment of skills for handling success and failure. When 
children play games, they learn how sport rules work. 
They see how groups need rules to keep order; that 
the individual must accept the rules for the good of 

the group; that rules entail a consideration of the 
rights of others. They also learn about competition, 
within a restricted and safe environment.  Here the 
intent is to guide the player in the process of achiev-
ing success through applying him- or herself 100%. 
The emphasis is on giving the best performance that 
is possible, not simply striving for victory. Sport at 
Michael Oak aims to give the players the opportu-
nity to express their abilities the best they can. They 
will be recognised for what they can achieve, while 
also being challenged to improve themselves through 
healthy energetic participation.
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Handball

Cricket

Football

Table Tennis

Sports Day activities 

Sports Afternoon, 1977
The effort put into the 
planning and the origi-
nality of the races and 
events was matched 
only by the enthusiasm 
and sense of competi-
tion of the children. The 
reserves of determina-
tion and inner strength 
drawn upon by the young 
competitors appeared to 
be limitless as each child 
unquestioningly entered 
every event and tried his 
valiant, sometimes dire, 
best – a truly praisewor-
thy attitude for children 
so young. There was a 
lesson for all in the eyes 
narrowed in concentra-
tion about the straining 
little bodies, the smiling 
little faces above the 
flashing legs. And it was 
almost startling to realise 
that the biggest smile 
was usually on the last 
face in each race!
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Music 
written by Christine Goodall

In everything that occurs within and around us we 
can find the basic principles of music: Rhythm, 
Harmony and Melody. We wouldn’t manage to 

keep our forces together if we didn’t have the help of 
the rhythm of the seasons, the days, meal times, work 
times, bed time – contraction and expansion. One of 
the most fulfilling experiences is to feel part of a loving 
and caring community, where, despite differences, we 
feel acknowledged and taken seriously. We can work in 
harmony because of a common higher goal. A won-
derful way to practise that at Michael Oak is through 
the whole school getting together and preparing songs 
and musical pieces for our assemblies and festivals. 

Every child learns to play an instrument and the em-
phasis in Waldorf Music Education lies in nurturing the 
child’s ability to listen discerningly to all that happens 
around them in the world and to the people whom 
they encounter. Together with all the other artistic ac-
tivities that they experience, music helps the children 
to integrate more academic and abstract subjects into 
the reality of their own lives. It means that they learn to 
see that everything in the world, including themselves, 
stands in a relationship to everything else in the world. 
Nothing is isolated from the wholeness.

Music in Class 1 – 3
Music lessons during lower primary happen mostly 
in the movement room. With eager anticipation the 
children line up in front of the wooden structure at 
the bottom of our property. The nursery class chil-
dren greet them curiously through the lattice fence 
wondering when it will be their turn to knit those 
brightly coloured recorder bags.

For every festival we 
extend our song reper-

toire. The song books 
compiled, and many of 
the pieces composed, 

by Peter and Catherine 
van Alphen, have been 

bottomless treasure 
chests. Peter and 

Catherine used to teach 
at Michael Oak for 

many years. They now 
work as Waldorf Teacher-
trainers in many different 

parts of the world.

Often we skip into the room to different rhythms. 
I like starting the lessons with a mood of lightness 
and joy. We teach different dances to improve spatial 
awareness and we involve all the bodily senses (sense 
of touch, sense of well-being, movement and balance) 
in different games. We explore different sounds: high, 
low, long, short, shrill or full. The children play with 
natural materials ranging from rocks and different tree 
wood to copper chimes and iron rods. Often they 
close their eyes and are asked from which direction 
a certain sound comes. They also learn to recognise  
their peers’ voices even if they just hum. Right at 

It is always lovely to 
work outside (right). 

Class 3s busy at work 
on their recorder cases 

(far right).
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the beginning of their school career the children get  
introduced to an instrument called kantele, tuned in 
the pentatonic scale and sounding like a small harp. 
Engrossed in a story, we stroke over the strings towards 
us and away from us emitting sounds like rhythmical 
breathing of rippling waves. Very calming and balanc-
ing. We also learn to play the recorder. First we sing and 
play tunes in the pentatonic mood. This scale is used 
because it is open-ended – there is no ‘home tone’. 
The mood is more peripheral, which is in accordance 
with the child’s development. You can hear that phe-
nomenon very well in the child’s voice. Within Class 3 
the voice will get a more earthed quality to it.

We love playing our recorders on the oval. We play 
for the birds - literally! - and so that the flowers and 
trees grow better. First we face towards the centre 
of the circle but later we face outwards. I play a lit-
tle tune and the children echo it reaching into all  
the directions with their sound. A very differ-
ent sound quality emerges when they play like this  
in comparison to when they are following their 
teacher’s fingers.

We even play the outline of the mountain: a grad-
ual ascent from Constantia Nek towards the top of 
Skeleton Gorge, a dip before climbing Maclear’s  
Beacon, some ups and downs before tracing the  

Baboon’s skull, an upwards scale to reach Devil’s Peak 
and an uneven descent ending at Rhodes Memorial. 
The mountain rising behind our school is our first 
musical score!

Many songs are learnt, right through the schooling, 
always pertaining to the season, the upcoming festival 
and the stories being told during main lesson.

Towards the end of Class 3 the children start to 
sing and play their first rounds. Now they have to 
hold their own voice and still be part of the whole. 
By now we also play all the notes on the recorder, 
become familiar with the diatonic scale and are intro-
duced to music reading.

As much as it is important to learn to play different 
instruments, the children are also expected to listen to 
their peers and to support them in their endeavours. 
This they do by learning to be fully engaged in what 
the other is doing while remaining silent themselves. 
It is another step towards learning how to listen to 
what happens in the intervals and during the silence 
at the end of a piece of music. Most activity in music 
happens within the silences…

Playing for the birds on 
the oval. By facing out-
wards the children have 
to really listen to emulate 
the tune (left). Gnomes 
making music (below).
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Music in Class 4 – 7
From now on the children learn to become more and 
more adept in music reading, consciously distinguish-
ing between different beats and rhythms and differen-
tiating between major and minor scales. We practise 
singing pieces before playing them and we add in-
struments that children are busy learning in private 
lessons. The children get the opportunity to play the 
piccolo, treble, tenor and bass recorder and join one 
of our recorder ensembles (either Class 4 and 5 or 
Class 6 and 7). If you are a school parent you would 
surely have heard the sound of 60 recorders wafting 
through our grounds before you picked up your chil-
dren on a Friday afternoon.

For our Michaelmas Festival, every class rehearses 
a dance. The main focus that day is Class 4 and their 
Maypole dances. Dressed up in peasant’s clothing, they 
plait intricate patterns around the Maypole, holding 
onto their brightly coloured ribbons for dear life. The 
anticipation and excitement is tangible. For the last 
12 years without fail, we’ve had the musical support 
of parents Matthew and Kathleen Reid on the drum 
and accordion, for which we are immensely grateful.

In the late 1980s when my children first came to Mi-
chael Oak I started playing the piano for Eurythmy 
classes. Eventually I played for the entire primary 
school, working with the outstanding eurythmy 
teacher, Elizabeth Kotzuba.

My first lesson is imprinted in my memory. I was 
poised to play the chosen entry music – the door 
opened – I played – the class streamed in. Just that: 
taut, dramatic, alive, one perfect moment in the life 
of a school!

I came to feel I knew everything about Eurythmy 
for 7 – 13 year olds. Between lessons, Elizabeth talk-
ed about the syllabus; what and why for different age 
groups. She would ponder on each class as a whole 
and be thoughtful about individuals. We laughed and 
sympathised together, talked about ourselves, our 
children, life in general, music (a lot), movement, the 
problem of discipline in a movement class… I came 
to know every pupil in the Primary School. Now I 
realise what a special time it was and how I valued the 
quite unique relationship: eurythmist and pianist.

Jean Cohen – Piano teacher

We are blessed to have 
a wonderful tradition 

of Michael Oak parents 
playing music at our 

festivals (above). Matthew 
and Kathleen Reid have 

played for the last 12 
years (right) on drum 

and accordion.
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Later on we listen to intervals and describe the 
varying characters, we improvise and compose our 
own tunes as well as hearing biographies of famous 
composers. Music-making together brings a lot of joy 
especially when all participate with interest, accuracy 
and openness. One of my greatest rewards is when, 
after leaving the classroom, I hear our teenagers burst 
into song and repeat the tune we arduously grappled 
with a few minutes before. This at a time in their life 
when recorder playing is decidedly ‘uncool’…

Class 5, 6 and 7 also sing together in choir with 
Mrs Bestwick once a week, ever so sensitively  
accompanied by Jean Cohen. In addition to their  
lessons in perseverance, the children experience 
something subtle in chorus. Through singing and  
listening to the other parts at the same time they learn 
that when everybody does their best it becomes a gift 
to the audience and to themselves. 
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Handwork
written by Winifred Bond

Handwork and crafts are an integral part of, and 
have a specific task within, the context of the 
Waldorf Curriculum, namely to awaken cre-

ative powers which would find fruitful and useful ap-
plication in as many ways as possible in later life and 
work. 
‘From Play, through Beauty, to Work. This is the 
golden path for education. In later life the most 
abstract tasks, the most difficult techniques, do not 
arouse antipathy if this path has been followed during 
childhood.’ (Notes taken by Hedwig Hauck of Steiner’s 
work.) 

Handwork refers to the ‘soft crafts’ using yarn and 
fabric in contrast to wood and metal. All are equally 
important and both boys and girls do all crafts to-
gether throughout the school. Moreover, ‘handwork’ 
lessons are not merely ‘product-based’ but the process 
supports the stage of child development throughout. 

Handwork develops confidence and self-reliance to 
be able to do things with your hands, tackle simple 
repairs and construction jobs that most people can 

no longer do and the 
satisfaction and pleasure 
of achieving something 
yourself – like putting up 
a shelf (with the corners 
taken off!). There is also 
that aesthetic sense that 
develops from the feel and 
wonder of natural materials 
you become familiar with. 
Truly understanding the 
grain of a piece of wood, 
the feel of wood sanded 
and wetted and sanded 

till it’s smoother than silk (like the wooden darning 
eggs made by the children in Class 5) surely expands 
perception and appreciation of how the things we use 
in our daily lives are made – clothes, shoes, books, cars 
and everything else! 

The physical and mental pathways that are being 
developed and sustained through working with our 
hands are perhaps not that obvious. Steiner said, 
‘There are many people in the world who have no 
idea how much healthy logic and clear thinking can 
be developed through learning to knit.’ (Notes taken 
by Hedwig Hauck, April 1923.)  

When I started at Michael Oak, the High School 
was just developing. I had to make do with a cupboard 
in the old courtyard, where the big hall foyer is now, 
and carry everything I needed to the classes. However, 
I found a space between Class 1 and the old toilets 
that looked like a storeroom – it had apparently been  
Aftercare - but at that time was full of junk. I put a 
notice on the door saying ‘Handwork’, and Handwork 
it has been ever since. 

As in other subjects, handwork lessons evolve in an 

The Class 1 children 
learn to knit (on needles 

that they make them-
selves) with the much 

repeated verse;
‘In through the front 

door, Run around the 
back, Peep through the 
window and off jumps 

Jack’ (right).
By Class 2 they can 

knit more complicated 
shapes such as this en-

dearing Aardvark (below).
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age appropriate progression through the school. 
Primary School. Class 1 
Knitting is the main handwork theme brought 
through the use of wool from a fleece. Many small 
projects can be done at the discretion and discern-
ment of the class teachers.

Class 2 
We usually begin with a sewing project. This can be 
either something the teacher wants for each child in 
the class such as pencil cases – which we embellish 
with embroidery, or we make much-loved felt finger 
puppets (with small, neat stitching) of the animals that 
occur in the fables. Then we knit again, learning to 
cast on and off, do purl and shape the work into an 
animal with four legs. 

Class 3
In Class 3, when the children are consolidating their 
reading and writing, we crochet. When crocheting a 
chain, holding the thread the way we do, it feels like 
cursive writing, forming the loops in a continuous 
movement for several stitches at a time, like a word 
without taking the pencil off the page. Each step leads 
on to another – from straight crocheted squares to 
round mats and ‘granny square’ cushions. Crochet  
demands a great degree of wakefulness, and once 
mastered, anything can be made: flat, round or square 
or round and round in a tube, (mittens or hat) all 
from one piece of thread.

Class 3 is a very practical year and the children have 
a craft Main Lesson – sometimes an extended one 
– where crafts are looked at from their very ancient 
beginnings and the way in which they have devel-
oped to secure shelter, warmth, comfort and provide 
functional solutions for storing and carrying food 
and water. We weave mats and baskets with plant fi-
bres, spin animal and plant fibres, do wool felting and 
natural dying. We make clay pots that we sawdust fire 
in a brick kiln built by the children who learn about 
brick bonds at the same time. Leatherwork and pa-
permaking are also included at times. Much fun and 
learning are harmoniously integrated and the Class 3s 
always craft something for the fair in this time. 

By Class 2 the children 
are capable of very neat, 
careful stitching which 
they practise on pure felt 
finger puppets (far left).
In Class 3 we learn the 
process of dyeing and 
drop spinning wool 
(above) as well as the 
art of crochet (below).
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Class 4
Cross-stitch – many pupils’ favourite! Class 4 is the 
Rubicon of childhood (halfway from birth to 21years) 
when the children look at their mothers and say, ‘Yuk, 
leather sandals, too Waldorf!’ (and are secretly proud 
of her later); when they jump cross feet and hands in 
Eurythmy; tackle complicated Celtic knot crossings 
in form drawing – all to do with balancing left and 
right sides. Cross-stitch is all about crossing the mid 
line, mirroring the design, ensuring consistent direc-
tion of the crosses and also using colour and hue in 
the pattern to indicate function. Some may go on to 
do a square pincushion with 4 way mirroring. There 
are many Michael Oak parents and grandparents who 
are the fortunate bearers of beautiful Class 4 gifts! 

Class 5 
Socks! TWO Socks – FOUR needles. Why? It makes 
sense if you knit round and round you get stocking 
stitch by only knitting plain. You learn to rib, which 
takes a lot of thinking and remembering to change 
the thread from front to back and front again – will 
power.  You learn the magic of going round a corner, 
the heel, and shaping the toe. Did I say – TWO socks? 
That is WILL power!! You learn to use a knitting pat-
tern. We also collectively knit hats for the babies in 
the kangaroo care ward at Groote Schuur Hospital. 

Class 6 
The children make more 
accurate (not fantasy) 3D 
stuffed animals which is the 
most difficult and demand-
ing project in Handwork – 
no hand-outs of patterns 
here! Following on from 
the previous animal Main 
Lessons we really look at 
how animals move – even 
their skeleton and position 
of the bones and the legs, 
so we know why they bend where they do, how form 
and function are so magically combined. We look at 
their physical features and characters. We draw them 
and model them. We learn about diameter and circum-
ference, which they are already studying in Geometry 
at this time – elements that are integral when making 
a 3D animal from a FLAT piece of cloth!

We go to the museum (by train) and draw an ani-
mal, using a pencil at arm’s length to work out the 
proportions. We make a pattern from that drawing, 
pin, cut, stitch, stuff and paint, then, magically the ani-
mals come alive. We make the animal by shaping and 
stuffing from the inside out until it stands. In wood-
work, they are working from the outside in, to find 
an object in a block of wood. 

Friends sometimes say, 
‘I saw some of your boys 

on the train today.’ 
‘How do you know 

they were ours?’
 ‘Because they were 

knitting socks!’

Class 4s show off the 
beautiful Cross-stitch 
they are working on 

(right). Knitting on four 
needles in Class 5 

(below). A Class 6 boy 
concentrates on cutting 
fabric from his own pat-
tern (far right) and some 

completed animals on 
display (bottom right).
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Class 7
Doll making, started in Class 6, carries on and we make 
the dolls’ clothes. We learn what pieces clothes are made 
of, how and why they are so shaped and are surprised 
how big they have to be (diameter vs. circumference). 
We do it properly, using facings, hems, seams and so 
on all in preparation for making our own clothes in 
Class 8. Other Class 7 projects requiring planning and 
pattern making are embroidery, appliqué, macramé, 
African beadwork, print, making string pictures using 
positive and negative space and sometimes leather-
work. Some of them are incorporated into the gift for 
the final farewell to their beloved class teacher.

High school. Class 8 
Baskets – something completely different. Basket 
making is a very deliberate and wilful activity – 
sprawling cane has a will of its own and requires to 
be formed with firm hands and inner resolve into 
a pre-determined shape – just like the young per-
son going through puberty needing to harness and 
control their growing limbs with their will forces in 
order to achieve a pre-determined goal. 

Along with the industrial revolution Main Lesson – 
they can finally use sewing machines! We sew clothes 
for ourselves and learn to use a commercial pattern. 
You may notice some of the children wearing their 
own-made pyjamas and pants to school.

Class 9
We continue to sew even though the Shakespeare play 
demands so much time. Spinning on drop spindles 
and wheels is challenging (and very frustrating) but 
eventually mastered. This activity of spinning a mass 
of short fibres into one continuous thread is quite 
extraordinary and balances the outer art of stagecraft 
with the inner art of co-ordination. 

Class 10
The Class 10 weaving project is the culmination of 
crafts at our school. Class 10s weave on three types of 
loom: 4-shaft, frame and inkle. Threading up a loom 
to produce a particular pattern requires some nifty 
technical know-how. The Class 10s often reflect on 
all the handwor they have done, and all their mis-
chief on camps. ‘Do you remember…?’ and guffaws 
of laughter, giggles – a little shame! I love them all, 
and especially the Class 10s (whom I have taught for 
9 years).

The joy of a sunny day 
when the Class 8s can 
work on their baskets 
outside, in this case 
on the lower Primary 
School jungle gym (far 
left). Getting to grips with 
the 4-shaft table loom 
in Class 10 (left). Proud 
Class 7 boy with his doll 
(above) and Class 9 boy 
sewing clothes (below).  
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Remedial teaching at Michael Oak 
written by Ann Kantey

So ends the verse that is said at the weekly meeting 
of the Educational and Therapeutic Support Team 
at Michael Oak. This team consists of the Occupa-
tional Therapist, the Bridging Polarities through Art 
therapist, the Eurythmy therapist, and the Remedial 
teacher. Assisting in removing academic obstacles in 
both the Primary and the High School, has been my 
task at Michael Oak for the past 21 years, a true com-
ing of age! 

From childhood I knew I would work with chil-
dren needing support, and after graduating from UCT 
with a BA in English and Psychology and a teach-
ing diploma, I taught at a special needs school for 2 
years before returning to UCT to do the Diploma in 
Remedial Teaching. After completing this diploma, I 
was thrilled to be offered the post of remedial teacher 
at Constantia Waldorf School, my first experience of 
Waldorf education. After a break to have my children, 
when my son joined a playgroup and my daughter 
joined the kindergarten at Michael Oak, I too began 
my wonderful journey of growth and discovery as 
remedial teacher at this school.

Over the 21 years I have seen so many children and 
learnt so much from them. The experience of trying to 
see things as the child does, to begin from their point 
of understanding, is always an adventure and often very 
enlightening. It is a privilege to be able to work with 
children individually or in small groups, to really meet 
them where they are without having to meet 27 other 
children at the same time! The lessons provide a safe, 
non-pressurized space where the children can take 
risks and engage with the area of learning that they 
find most challenging, without the fear of exposure 
in front of peers in the classroom setting. It is always a 
delight when things begin to fall in place for a child, 
whether in reading, Maths or some other area of learn-
ing, and they discover that yes, they too can do it!

The process begins with exploring what the child 
already knows, what his/her strengths and weaknesses 
are, and what the gaps or learning difficulties need-
ing support, are. We then build on steadily from there, 
working at the child’s pace and taking into consider-
ation his/her learning style and strengths and weak-
nesses. I work closely with the class or subject teacher 
to set appropriate goals and expectations, and I try to 
find the best way of achieving these, compatible with 
the approach in the classroom. 

To all the children who have shared their journey 
with me over the years, thank you! I have enjoyed 
all the wonderful stories we have read as a departure 
point for more specific tasks, all the wonderful sto-
ries you yourselves have shared and written, and all the 
fun games we have played together to consolidate and  
revise work done. But most of all, I have enjoyed you!

‘Each child in every age brings something new into 

the world from divine regions, and it is our task, as 

educators, to remove bodily and psychical obstacles 

out of the child’s way; to remove hindrances, so that 

the spirit may enter in full freedom into life.’
‘[Michael Oak] is infused 

with happiness, dedica-
tion and a really deep 

caring, with people striv-
ing to maintain a 

balanced life in our 
topsy-turvy world, keep-

ing space for heart and 
soul alongside the huge 

head of the western 
world. It is a place of 

music, colour, laughter, 
friendship and nurturing; 

a place of questioning, 
challenging, self-explo-

ration, discovery and 
growth. Here, creativity 

and integrity are 
nurtured, not as a side-

line, but as an integral 
part of being human.’

Ann Kantey, 
The Leaflet, 2003
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Bridging Polarities Through Art
written by Ilana Rudolph

En route to completing my post-graduate teaching 
diploma at London University, I chanced upon 
Emerson College, a Steiner adult training centre, 

tucked away in the green Sussex countryside. My life 
changed dramatically with my decision to study there; 
I stepped into another world, into what I now see as 
the Foundation forming experiences of my life.

Returning to South Africa in 1979 as a Waldorf 
teacher and remedial therapist I was offered a post at 
Michael Oak as a remedial therapist where I worked 
for four years. I was privileged to work alongside 
Marion Penfold and Sally von Holdt who were men-
tors in so many ways to me in those early years. I left 
in 1983 to start a family.

Children with challenges have always moved me 
and finding ways to unlock what stands in their way 
is a passion I carry deep within. In the twenty years 
that I have worked as a remedial therapist, I always 
knew that I was most able to help children who were 
not only struggling academically but who had emo-
tional, social and/or family issues as well.

An opportunity presented itself in 2000. Marline de 
la Rive-Box – a Dutch art therapist and founder of an 
art therapy training in Holland – was visiting South 
Africa. I was overjoyed and set to work motivating a 
therapeutic art training and gathering the first group 
to be trained as Bridging Polarities Art Facilitators.

Bridging Polarities Through Art was born – an  
Anthroposophically inspired therapeutic art training 
run by three Dutch art therapists and a music thera-
pist. (Twelve years later we are offering the second 
training run by South African facilitators).
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The tools that were given to me, in addition to my 
existing training, enabled me to grow and develop a 
creative and therapeutic approach to helping children 
in many different ways.

How does one go back to early injury, shock, trau-
ma, neglect or loss, and offer something meaningful? 
How can one help build a more powerful sense of 
Self? How can we awaken the innate creativity we 
all carry? These were questions I carried. The vibrant 
world of colour, gestural clay, and therapeutic story 
offered an entry point. 

For many years I longed to return to Michael Oak. 
Imagine my delight when I was asked in 2005 to bring 
Bridging Polarities Through Art to Michael Oak – 
and the astonishing synchronicity to find myself in 
the same classroom that I worked in at Michael Oak 
25 years ago! Now it was divided in half, transformed, 
and with an entirely new aspect to it – the foyer, the 
kitchen and the new hall heralding a different era.

Bridging Polarities Art can respond to pain or dis-
turbance through creativity, in image, form, colour, 
gestural clay, dark/light and narrative work. In this 
process, gradually, layer upon layer of soul substance is 
formed, awakening the Inner Artist. This call to awak-
ening one’s inner being begins in the creative process 
– in an environment of non-judgement.

Thank you Michael Oak for the opportunity to 
work with your children in such a warm, energised, 
creative environment.

‘Colour speaks the universal 
language of the Soul.’

The Man, House and Tree drawing, gives a picture of the 
child’s self image – as seen in the Man (a picture of how 
the child feels about himself), the House (a picture of 
the child’s experience of his physical body) and the Tree 
(the child’s relationship to his thinking/learning capacity).
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During my years working at Red Cross Children’s 
Hospital, I quietly envied my colleague, Shona 
Saaiyman, who had an OT room at Michael 

Oak. For some reason I had a picture of her in dun-
garees, in a large downstairs room, with happy, lively 
children all having such fun.

Imagine my excitement when many years later, I 
read that she was looking for someone to take over her 
position – I jumped at the chance to launch myself into 
Private Practice and move into the Waldorf world.

I had my first taste of the beauty of a Waldorf class-
room when I went to observe a child I was seeing at 
the time at Constantia Waldorf school in about 1999. 
I was amazed at the creative use of colour and the 
child-friendly and developmentally appropriate cur-
riculum. A few years later I put my son, Jeremy’s name 
on the waiting list at Michael Oak (when he was 9 
months old) as my friend Melanie had convinced me 
that it was the ideal school.

I started working at Michael Oak in April 2006, 
when Jeremy was 2 years old. He had already owned 
it as his school and said on the way to the fair that 
year: ‘Mommy, it’s my Michael Oak, not yours, but 
you can play with it if you want to’. And that I did! 

The skill in being an effective Occupational Therapist 
is to combine art and science to plan and present a 
treatment session which looks like play while taking 
into consideration the child’s needs, interests and 
developmental level. Also, of course, understanding the 
challenges that are hindering them in engaging fully 
and competently with the occupation of childhood, 
which is play. Michael Oak teachers really ‘get that’. 

With the older children I find ways of making writ-
ing fun, while working on neatness, speed and legibil-
ity and the postural strength to support this.

Twenty years of experience, the colourful and rich 
curriculum and lots of specific post-graduate train-
ing have informed an eclectic mix of treatment tech-
niques and strategies that work for various needs. It 
is wonderful to see the children grow in confidence 
and develop the abilities they have.

Thank you, Michael Oak, for helping me learn and 
grow so much, and giving me the opportunity to work 
with your lovely children, parents, teachers and staff.

Occupational Therapy at Michael Oak
written by Jane Durham

Jane with a Class 1 
child during a recent 
OT treatment session. 
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I was a 19 year old in 1972 when I first heard of 
Michael Oak Waldorf School. At that time I was 
studying Fine Arts, majoring in sculpture, and had 

become interested in Rudolf Steiner and all con-
nected to him. In 1974 I began my first Eurythmy 
training in the Michael Oak old hall with Ilse von 
Baravalle Kimball who had been taught by Rudolf 
Steiner himself. My son, Zhasha, was enrolled for the 
Kindergarten (to begin in 1977), but in 1976 I relo-
cated to Johannesburg to Novalis House, a Camphill 
home. There I was given Eurythmy therapy exercis-
es to do with the residents (villagers) by Dr Lotte 
Salmon – the Camphill doctor from Botton Village 
in England (and Ringwood). She travelled the world, 
helping the villagers to get off drugs and, replaced by 
Eurythmy Therapy, develop a healthier constitution. 

Many years and many children later, I found myself 
in 2002 as Eurythmy Therapist practising with my 
first ‘clients’ at Michael Oak, with my two youngest 

children – Cieara and Aoife 
– at school here too. 

I had taught handwork in 
1984 at Michael Oak. The 
Christian Community was 
here for a while so I also 
came on Sundays for The 
Act of Consecration of Man. 
Then I worked as a class 
teacher in the early days at 
Khanyisa Waldorf School 
for Support Education. Our 
children would come to Mi-
chael Oak for festivals, as it 
was our support school. My 
class loved these occasions. 

I replaced Olga Bromfield as Eurythmy teacher for 
several terms at Michael Oak in the High School and 
later replaced Cobie Roelvert in the Primary School 
while still teaching at Constantia Waldorf (High 
School Craft and Eurythmy).

Now as Eurythmy Therapist I have finally come 
home to Michael Oak after many wanderings and ins 
and outs. I see great transformation not only in the 
therapy room but in the school as a whole. So much 
is done to improve the school on a daily basis, ever 
striving for the best and achieving it. It is a joy to 
enter these grounds with the many hugs and smiles I 
receive from the children.

It’s delightful to sometimes hear a ‘grown up’ child 
say in passing my room, ‘I wonder how big my star 
will be now?’, and yes, their star will have grown with 
them and still be radiating!

As movement is the Mother of Joy so many happy 
faces leave the therapy room. I am so grateful to have 
the privilege to offer this wonderful Therapy to the 
children, parents and teachers of Michael Oak. Eu-
rythmy Therapy works with form, colour, time and 
space in movement, language, music, child develop-
ment, and a deep Spiritual grounding and soul health. 
It is based on medical science and a profound un-
derstanding of the human organism. Rudolf Steiner 
gave specific instruction for all ailments. The individ-
ual need is met and it works. The integration of the  
human being is indeed a complex mystery. Eurythmy 
Therapy has the ability to reveal this mystery and the 
miracles I experience are a great wonder to me.

★
 May Michael Oak flourish.

Eurythmy Therapy
written by Julia O’Leary

A well-loved, needle-
felted friend (above). 

Working with the big, 
yellow sun (below). From 

Playgroup to Class 10,
 Eurythmy therapy works 
its magic (opposite top left 

and right). Copper balls 
are warmed and used 

to conduct healing 
(opposite bottom).
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Rudolf Steiner’s Greatest Gift
During his life and after the many gifts he brought 
to the world, Rudolf Steiner said of Eurythmy Ther-
apy that it is the greatest gift he was able to bring.

Fundamentally developed by 1921, Eurythmy ther-
apy is an organic movement that comes out of the 
formation of the word. It is very different from the 
pedagogical Eurythmy of Kindergarten and Primary 
School and the artistic Eurythmy of High School, as it 
works on the individual need of the participant. The 
conscious thinking forces of the head and the active 
will forces of the limbs are brought into harmony 
through the mediating rhythmical forces of breath-
ing and circulation. Every gesture is complete in itself 
and working directly into the organism.

In doing eurythmy therapy we achieve a greater 
self-awareness and are provided with a practical 
way of changing ourselves. Thus we become active 
participants in our own healing process. It is an in-
tegral part of Waldorf education and when the chil-
dren have completed their time with me they often 
beg to come back!
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Down memory lane at Aftercare 
written by Gonda Brincat

Since my arrival as Aftercare Supervisor in 1993, 
there have been so many changes that have oc-
curred in our Aftercare and for Michael Oak’s 

50th birthday celebration I’d like to take a brief jour-
ney down memory lane, highlighting some of the 
most pertinent aspects of my experience here. 

Did you know?
1. In 1993, the Aftercare space in the main admin 
block consisted of just one room. There was no up-
stairs and the foyer was part of the garden with two 
outside toilets.
2. The stove and the fridge were also in the room. We 
did everything in that one room: eat, rest, play and 
activities. All ages were housed in one room. There 
were about 25 children in total. 

3. There were no security gates or any guards, and, 
between the High School and basketball court, a 
short street connected Marlow and Sheerness roads. 
The Station gate was open. So we had people and 
cars passing through all day. Things were a whole lot 
safer in those days. 
4. Time passed and Aftercare grew in numbers. At 
some point the dining room was moved to a little 
kitchen area (more or less where Ilana Rudolph’s 
room is now) and next door to that was another 
room which we used for the Nursery children to rest 
and play in. 
5. In those days Michael Oak did not have the Sport-
ing activities we have now and Aftercare continued to 
grow in numbers. For many years we had well over 
120 children at Aftercare in a day. 
6. We still continued to grow until eventually our 
upstairs area was built. For a while this was used as 
the Nursery Room. There was also a time when the 
present dining room was the Nursery space. 
7. Eventually it was decided that the Nursery Chil-
dren needed their own space in the Nursery School 
area where they are today. 

Afternoon-care is, for me, a special place occupied, 
always, with such divine young people. Sometimes 
I think of the actual space as a river. Sometimes it is 
filled to the brim, sometimes turbulent or peaceful 
and calm. One thing I know for certain is that it is 
always changing and meandering its course, bubbling 
over little stones, flowing around corners, sometimes 
madly, sometimes gently. Every year that I am here, I 
feel blessed to be in this magical space. 

Playing card games 
(above). Gonda sees to a 
minor injury with arnica 

and a plaster (right).
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Tuck Shop
Just outside Aftercare, in the 
foyer, is the ‘hatch’ to the tuck 
shop from which tantalizing 
smells draw hungry crowds at 
break times. Carmen Young, the 
Aftercare cook, has recently put 
her culinary skills to good use 
making healthy goodies for the 
school community as well.

Oros – Michael Oak’s School Cat

Oros came to us at the end of 2009 as a young kitten 
from June Bradbury, a dedicated kitten rescuer in 
Wessels Road, Harfield Village. He had apparently 

been born in Gugulethu before being plucked out of his 
milieu and brought to Kenilworth. When we collected him 
– and there was no doubt that we were taking him – June 
assured me that he would be a ‘special’ cat.
 Little did I know that Oros would become a larger than 
life figure in many children’s lives, and in many adult’s lives 
too. He had a normal, happy kittenhood at number 1, 
sleeping in Ruby’s dolly pram with his brother Lucky, 
catching the odd shrew but not knowing what to do with 

it, before spreading 
his wings (shall I say 
paws?) and heading 
over the road to 
Michael Oak. Just 
before this time, he 
was hit by a car, suf-
fering quite severe 
head trauma, which 
has often made me 

think that Oros really is a special cat. Perhaps that knock 
on the head is what made him so sociable. But he recov-
ered extremely quickly and told everyone at the vet that 
he was ready to return home.

His movement to Michael Oak began with occasional 
forays into the grounds, looking for shrews, but those 
forays became more frequent, and since then he has not 
looked back! From the early days in the dolly prams in 
Delia’s class, to naps in the Class 1 wool basket, attend-
ing numerous parent and Links meetings, plays (always a 
hit), craft workshops, faculty meetings, aftercare story-
time sessions and the Fair, Oros is there; he’s everywhere. 
And when staff members see him, they either melt or 
crumble. I have never seen them grumble. Everyone has a 
special relationship with Oros! 

By Natalie Bell, Michael Oak parent, 
Marlow Road resident and Oros’s human mother.

The Oros Survey at Aftercare:
Oros has become a regular visitor to Aftercare so 
we decided to conduct a little Oros survey just 
for fun and in celebration of our 50th birthday. 

1.Who is Oros?
Oros feels like he is the King of the School. 
(Morgan Woods, Class 2)
Oros is a fluffy cat. (Sam Bell, Class 2)
He is Ruby’s cat. (Jeremy Durham, Class 2)

2.What do you like most about Oros?
Well he is cute, very fluffy and helpful. (Hillary Blumears, Class 2)
I like playing with him with wool before school starts. (Zorya Yarrow, Class 2)
When Oros sees you coming he sits down for a stroke. (Gabriel Firer, Class1)

3.What do you think Oros thinks about Michael Oak?
Laughs: He thinks this is the best place in the whole world. (Amber Hindmarch, Class 2)
He thinks he IS the KING! (Luca Brandt, Class 2)
He just loves sleeping in Aftercare all the time. (Yolanda Engelke, Class 2)
He is in charge and loves to walk around checking all are safe. (Cara Harris, Class1)
He likes the moles and likes to laze in Aftercare. (Isabella Paterson-Jones, Class 1)
He helped put up the tent at the fair. 

4.What else would you like to say about Oros?
I think he is just toooo cute and fluffy and loving and makes the school a happier 
place for everything. (dramatic hand gestures) (Sahrah Israel, Class 3)
He must never leave the school. He creates a good energy and he’s a loving cat. 
(Ben Jack, Class 3)

Oros waiting for a call with Faiza.





Fundraising
Let us support the fundraisers with enthusiasm, 

positive thinking, and willingness!
from Oak Leaves 1978, on the hopeful acquisition of the Delport property for the Nursery

The ideal would be to start 1977 with a completely clean slate. To achieve this 
aim, full co-operation will be needed from all parents. This we feel we can rely 

upon if the reaction to the cake sale in aid of a school piano is anything 
to go by. The response and encouragement was splendid.

Oak Leaves, 1976
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Carrying a Burden from The Stone Child story drawn by 
a child in Bridging Polarities through Art (opposite) 

Sponsorships at Michael Oak
Marion Penfold’s sharing at the AGM in 2009

When we think of sponsorships, we usually 
envisage money. However, the sponsorships 
sent to us by the worldwide Waldorf com-

munity actually represent so much more than mere 
notes and coins. With these come bountiful strength 
and energy born of goodwill, encouragement, appre-
ciation of our striving and generosity of spirit. Over 
the years, sponsors (mostly in Germany) have raised 
their offerings through a variety of means: playing 
music in subways, organising swimming galas, shows, 
stalls at fairs, tutoring Mathematics and so on.

It all began in 1980 when Michael Oak, then aged 
18, really started growing. We had been receiving a 
government sponsorship for R350 per annum per 
white pupil only, but having accepted 27 children 
other than white, we were struggling to make ends 
meet. Our secretary, a parent called Marguerite Pot-
gieter, wrote an article for a magazine from a German 
Steiner bank with a large circulation to all Waldorf 
schools and their own clients interested in furthering 
the Waldorf initiatives. She suggested people might be 
interested in equaling the government sponsorship of 
our 27 children which was missing from our cheque 
from the government. The response was surprising 
and far exceeded the amount we were looking for. 
The bank suggested we give the balance to the Con-
stantia Waldorf School, and as many of the sponsors 
had taken out annual stop orders, both schools got 
started with their sponsorship scheme.

At first, most sponsors were linked with a specific 
child. Several teachers in Germany involved their 
classes by collecting one D.M. per month from each 

child but after some years the administration became 
too much. Now there are seven classes at our Mother 
school in Stuttgart that join forces in one big fundrais-
ing effort for Michael Oak at their annual summer fair, 
thus forming the basis of our Special Assistance fund.

In the year 2000 I visited our headquarters in Dor-
nach, Switzerland, where I met an old South African 
friend, now living there. He asked with keen interest 
about Michael Oak, expressing a feeling of deep at-
tachment, and offered to find funding to help our 
medical and therapy needs. R2000 per month came 
for the following four years for our Swiss Medical 
Fund, allowing us to develop our remedial/therapy 
department and invite Dr Goldberg to come for con-
sultations and advice, proving a great blessing to many. 
Dr Goldberg followed in the footsteps of Dr Blume, 
who had come, at her own expense, every year in the 
1990s to advise our teachers, interview parents and 
children, and often pay for the medication she pre-
scribed. It was through Dr Blume that we were sent 
many sponsors who were inspired by the public talks 
she gave in Germany, after each visit to South Africa.

Our Special Assistance fund has now taken over the 
therapy and remedial needs, so that this work can con-
tinue at Michael Oak. To keep the fire alight in the 
hearts and minds of these friends so far away deserves 
active recognition and gratitude for their freely-given 
gifts and what these represent also on a supportive 
feeling-level for our school.Some of Michael Oak’s 

most stalwart supporters, 
Inge Herdtle with 

Mr and Mrs Labudde

Dr Christhilde Blume 
19.5.1923 – 3.2.2012
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Helping hands and hearts 
compiled by Trinity Loubser

Oak Leaves 1978

‘R500 [of the donation] 
will go towards the 

purchase of a replace-
ment school typewriter, 
as ‘old faithless’ gave up 
the ghost at the end of 
last term. With the new 

model, we hope the sec-
retariat’s entry into the 

electronic age will 
be trouble-free.’

from an early newsletter

It is abundantly clear that Michael Oak is built on 
generosity, kindness and a large dose of tenacity. 
Here we honour some of the countless contribu-

tions of parents and friends, many of whom quietly go 
about their angelic acts without fanfare or acknowl-
edgement – and I fear will also not all be caught in 
this gratitude net. Marion Penfold writes of the earliest 
benefactors: ‘At that time, the Jenkins and van Lennep 
families became Trustees and helped to meet the cost 
of the [original] property, which was later converted  
in its entirety into a gift. What a lot we have to be 
thankful for!’

Michael Oak has also been blessed with sound and 
steady financial minds steering the ship over the years, 
laying a solid foundation from which to grow. The 
school archives are bursting with entries referring to 
countless acts of kindness and donation over the years. 
Here is a tiny selection from the early days:
‘Looking at the life of the school we realise how com-
pletely it depends on the goodwill and support of 
friends. The gifts in cash and kind have meant much 
more than plain help; they have secured the very pos-
sibility of providing what we presently offer.

It is hard (in a letter) to do justice to the great ef-
forts, the wonderful generosity and the solid support 
that has been given to the school; teachers and chil-
dren in Germany selling waffles to help Michael Oak; 
our own parents spending long evenings preparing 
for school events (some people even incurring per-
sonal debt in order to help); a kind loan here; and 
your personal contribution – the wonderful stories 
could fill a book. Behind each is a personal commit-

ment and the threads that have been woven together 
form a most remarkable tapestry.

A deep feeling of gratitude lives amongst us all as 
the school moves towards the celebration of its 30th 
anniversary and a year that we hope is worthy of such 
an important transition. Thank you from all of us at 
Michael Oak – parents, pupils and staff.’

Extract from a letter from Richard Cox (then Development 
co-ordinator) to Marion Penfold in March 1992

‘We are extremely fortunate at Michael Oak to have 
as a playground for our children, a garden which was 
once so beautifully and imaginatively laid out. It is  
a constant joy and surprise to see what makes its  
appearance and bursts into bloom season by season.

The appearance and atmosphere of the school gar-
den are important to the growing child. Whether or 
not it is cared for and tended will subconsciously af-
fect the child each time he enters the building during 
the day. We are thus most grateful to the parent who 
regularly sends her gardener to cut our lawns, and to 
another who came in the recent holidays and laid sods 
of lawn in a bad, sandy patch in the Nursery garden as 
a surprise for us at the beginning of the year. Without 
such spontaneous and practical help as this, Michael 
Oak school would never have come into being.’ 

Oak Leaves, Summer 1975

‘Returning to school this year we were all delighted 
to see our beautiful, new brick path. This was paid for 
by Lynn Fox’s Christmas card sale. Thank you all for 
your part in this, and especially to Lynn.’ 

Oak Leaves, 1976

‘To refresh your memo-
ries: Class 3 are raising 

funds for an all-weather 
awning outside their 
outer door; Class 4 
are raising funds for 

improvements to the 
School Library; Class 5 

are raising funds for the 
Adventure Playground; 

and Class 6 and 7 
are raising funds for 

gardening equipment.’
early 80s
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1965 newsletter

A fundraising 
dinner-dance at the 
Claremont Civic  
Centre in the 1960s 
with Marion Penfold, 
Heinz Schotte, 
Mr and Mrs Gabler 
and original trustee 
parents.

‘Michael Oak is fortunate in having a parent who 
kindly does our accounts at the minimum cost of 
R20 per month for 150 accounts, as his contribution 
towards the school.’                                        

 1976

‘A hearty thank you to all who played an active part 
during the past year in keeping Michael Oak going 
well; the trustees, the fund raisers, the management 
committee, those who helped out in classes, the lift 
givers, the renovators who will be patching and paint-
ing during the holidays to have a bigger and brighter 
school ready for next year, the prompt fee payers.’

Theo Megaw 1976

‘By next week we shall have some beautiful new 
shelves in the Library. Gerhard Potgieter donated 
the wood and is making the shelves. Thank you very 
much Gerhard.’

Oak Leaves, 1977 

‘We thank all parents for the encouragement and 
trust shown in the school by the excellent attendance  
at our annual parents meeting on 20th July, for your 
recognition of our needs and your willingness to serve 
in one or another sphere. What a joy it was to see the 
lists of names growing as people volunteered to help 
in the maintenance of the school and in fund-raising. 
This team has been meeting weekly ever since and  
it reports wonderful co-operation from the whole 
parent body.’

Oak Leaves, 1977

‘Two enthusiastic parents came in the rain one Satur-
day and built a sturdy double swing. Next to it a little 
wooden six-sided house is growing up from the earth 
– most artistically made of scrap timber – THANK 
YOU Jimmy Baigrie, Toby Tobler and John Roux for 
all your help.’ 

Oak Leaves, 1979

‘There was a pile of rubble beside our Sheerness road 
gate. The pile grew into a small hill. The hill became 
bigger and bigger. How awful! Was a mountain of 
rubble to emerge? Then overnight it seemed that a 
magic wand was waved and the rubble disappeared. 
Actually it wasn’t a wand, but a lorry and some men, 
organised by Mr and Mrs Vokwana. Two lorry loads 
were removed. We are so thankful for their help and 
for the quick and quiet way in which it was given.’

Oak Leaves, 1983
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‘The healthy social life is found when in the mirror of each human soul the whole com-
munity finds its reflection, and when in the community the virtue of each one is living.’

The motto of Social Ethic written by Rudolf Steiner, in 1920.

Parents on board
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Knit In
‘A big, colourful and 
entirely original blanket 
was presented to 
Bernard Swain, our 
school gardener, at 
assembly some weeks 
back. Almost every 
child in the school had 
helped to make it on the 
day of the Knit-In, and 
Rosemary Rabinovitch 
took upon herself the 
mammoth task of piecing 
it together. R780 was 
raised during that two-
hour period, and Bernard 
claims to sleep better 
now than ever before.’
Oak Leaves, Spring 1977

Giving back
In a society such as this, one lives with an overwhelming sense of grati-
tude towards the teachers, the school, the community that we share. Many 
a gift has been made over the years in an attempt to express some of this 
sentiment. Here are just a few examples of folk pulling together to say  
‘we appreciate you more than words can say.’

Trinity Loubser

Clockwise from top left: A quilt of sacred words; Leaving gifts for Christina Rou-
seau and Cheryl de Villiers; A heart wreath of gratitude; A goodbye gift from the 
children to an emigrating classmate; Children of Class 1 used their new-found 
skill to knit a scarf for their teacher; A tiled thank you from each child to a  
beloved teacher; Class 4’s knitted and crocheted blanket for teacher’s birthday.
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Support during construction and beyond
Over 20 years ago, Sandy Rivera and Amy Wright 
wrote an article in Oak Leaves that rings true today: 
‘Through the years, the numbers [of pupils at 
Michael Oak] increased and extra space was needed. 
‘Hamburg’ corner under the gums, was bought with 
gift money from the Hamburg-Nienstedten School in 
Germany. Then the ‘Marlow’ house became a home 
for the present Nursery School, with a bond being 
serviced by a plan involving not just Nursery parents, 
but almost every family and teacher at the time.’ They 
finish their article by saying: ‘Here at Michael Oak 
there is a wide variety of pupils whose parents have 
sought us out for the deeper educational experience, 
and who contribute to the social life of the school 
enriching us all. Waldorf education always takes place 
in a social context and each classroom is a microcosm 
of the community. It is through the faith and vision of 
so many parents past and present, that Michael Oak 
and all it stands for exists for us all.’ 

In 1990 when the High School was just starting 
this article appeared in Oak Leaves written by George 
Subotzky: ‘The expansion of our school into a whole 
school is a huge undertaking which occupies us on 
many levels. As a Nursery and Primary School for so 
many years, Michael Oak was always characterised by 
the warmth of its domestic ethos. The challenge of 
the development is to retain this inner quality in the 
midst of our huge changes.’ And this attitude seems 
to sum up the ethos of Michael Oak as it has grown 
through the years and met various challenges with a 
great deal of integrity and soul searching.

Michael Oak’s expansion continued up until 2006 
when a big hall became a priority and now it will 
surely continue with new energies being forged in 
the direction of expanding the High School. The 
strong legacy of parents supporting not only the pu-
pils of today but also the generations of tomorrow 
continues on.

Di Stuart-Findlay
Mrs Di Stuart-Findlay was a pioneer fundraiser su-
preme. Living nearby in Ascot Road, her children, 
Clive and Claire joined Mrs Gabler’s Nursery class 
in 1963, freeing Di to seize funding opportunities 
that turned into impressive projects: Marina da Gama 
had just been developed behind closed gates and the 
Grand Opening was announced with keen public in-
terest. Di jumped in, and together with a parent, Mrs 
Poiet, ran a flourishing tea-room there for the month. 
With only a sink and one plug, everyday they each 
took a bucket of pancake mixture, scone ingredients 
and a helper. Beautifying and decorating the walls 
with publicity and photographs of Michael Oak, 
their popular venue rewarded us handsomely.

A parent, the artist Laurel Zahn (Mrs Goodwin), 
designed an appealing folk-angel Christmas card and 
Di managed (personally) to sell 25,000 to shops and 
businesses stretching from Simonstown to Cape Town 
and beyond. Recently, on packing up her home to 
move into a retirement village, she found a few pack-
ets hiding away! We salute you, Di – your positive en-
ergy and commitment strengthened our foundations 
and gave us courage to grow. 

Marion Penfold

Mr Fischer
Our very first book-keeper was Mr Fischer, grand-
father to Mark and James and great-grandfather to 
Daniel, Ila and Luke who have all been to Michael 
Oak. His rule that no teacher may spend more than 
R5 for classroom needs without having a prior dis-
cussion with him, not only helped train teachers in 
financial responsibility, but also kept the Michael Oak 
ship afloat. It was his careful housekeeping in those 
fragile financial days that enabled him to build in 
a sabbatical term for each class teacher completing 
their seventh year. We are grateful that this has been 
able to continue over the years. 

Di Stuart-Findlay person-
ally sold 25,000 of these 
Christmas cards to raise 
funds and awareness for 

the school (above).

‘A band of prospective 
Michael Oak parents 

joined forces in 1962 and 
supplied the deposit for 

the purchase of the origi-
nal property while at the 

same time standing surety 
for the bond repayments. 
These early benefactors 

formed the original Board 
of Trustees of the School. 
They assumed the roles 

of administrators so that 
the teaching staff was not 
burdened with this aspect 

of school life in addition 
to their teaching duties.’

Uwe Jungbluth, 1974
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Michael Oak has grown over the last fifty years to a 
school of 350 pupils with a staff complement of over 
60 people, a parent body of close to 500, and an-

nual income and corresponding expenditure of R11 million. 
A school of this size clearly needs clear structures and strong 
governance if it is to continue on its path of success.

The school is run through a partnership between the Col-
lege of Teachers and the Board of Trustees, with the College 
looking after the daily running of the school and all peda-
gogical matters and the Trustees being ultimately responsible 
for the administrative, financial and legal matters, including 
the long term sustainability of the school. Clearly there are 
no material pedagogical issues that do not have potential 
financial or legal implications, nor are there material ad-
ministrative, legal or financial issues that do not ultimately 
affect the pedagogy. The Board of Trustees (made up of 
parents and teachers) and the various sub-committees and 
working groups of the school provide forums for teach-
ers, trustees and parents to engage in healthy dialogue 
in addressing the areas of overlap when making deci-
sions that affect the whole community. Much energy 
over the last couple of years has been put into defining 
the school structures, and the school is now well posi-
tioned to launch some significant projects including 
the upgrade of the Kindergarten building as well as 
the possibility of extending the High School. 

Over the years the school has been blessed with 
teachers and parents of considerable talent and skill, 
who have arrived just at the right time to help car-
ry off initiatives and projects, no matter how big or 
small. May this synchronicity continue as the school 
grows and matures over the next 50 years.

Garth Solomon, current Chair of the Trustees

This section would not be complete without mentioning 
some of Michael Oak’s long standing Trustees: Ugo Rivera, 
Jimmy Baigree, Winston Travis, Boetie Toerien, Nic Fine, 
Mugsy Spiegel, Jacqui Thorold, Gonzalo Aguilar, Uwe Jung-
bluth, Rob Birkett and Peter Fairhead.

Trustees

‘It is not enough for us 
to merely coast along 
financially – we all have 
to get out and push, 
otherwise we may not 
make the crest of the 
next economic hill. We 
can ALL push – always 
ensuring, of course, 
that we are going in 
the same direction.’
Allan Jermieson, 
Bursar 1985
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Fundraising
The Fair is a true reflection of what lives in Michael Oak – warmth, 
life, joy, colourfulness, happy children, quality, community and success.

Anne-Marié Winkelman
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Dolly Group

In the early 1990s our daughter was in need of a 
dolly. I had made her one using books as guides but 
it did not look the way it was supposed to, so when 

Jeanne Roux (a Michael Oak parent and ex-kinder-
garten teacher) suggested that we make dolls for the 
Fair, I jumped at the opportunity to learn this skill. 

Jeanne and I gathered a few other interested moms 
and we met at my house every Thursday morning.   
And so ‘The Dolly Group’ was born. The little chil-
dren, too small for Kindergarten, would accompany 
their mothers and happily play in my playroom (I 
had a small playgroup at that time) or in the garden. 
We would chat about everything from breast feed-
ing to our personal biographies. We would laugh and 
occasionally cry. We were a support group for one of 
the mothers who was going through a rather messy 
divorce; we shared child-rearing ideas and chatted 
about recently read books and movies, we swopped 
recipes and shared ways to entice reluctant eaters. 

We knew everything that was happening at Michael 
Oak – from the scandals to the ‘Aha!’ moments. If any-
one, even College, wanted to know what was happen-
ing at the school from a parents’ perspective, we were 
the group to ask! One year we even organised the Fair! 
And on top of all the chatting, listening, advising and 
laughing, our fingers would be busily creating the most 
beautiful dolls. We would also drink copious amounts 
of coffee and eat delicious cakes and biscuits. I am  
sure that if I was to drink as much coffee now as I did 
on one Thursday morning then, I would not sleep for 
a week! 

Once I started teaching at Michael Oak I was no 
longer able to host the group at my house, so it moved 
to Flora Meyer’s house. Slowly many of the mothers 
of the original group have left, but some of them still 
meet religiously, once a week.

Kathy Abbott

‘What makes, I think, our 
school so special is the 
number of people who 
neither work here nor 
have children here but 
keep a consciousness 
of our school in their 
hearts. Without these 

people we would 
indeed be poorer.’

Nicky Ferguson, 
The Leaflet, 1996

Children are as charmed 
by hand-made dolls today 

as they were from the 
very beginning (right).
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Liquorice Allsorts – what a night!
A fundraiser organised by Heather Young in 2001. 
The choreographer was Tossie van Tonder, a  
parent, and the ballerinas were all either fathers 
or on the staff. It was great fun. An adults-only 
extravaganza of note, combined with dinner! 
My husband was one of the dancers.

Lesley Swart

Dress-up fun at the Barn Dance

The Big Walk 
Earliest accounts of the Big Walk are from 1984 when it was held in Cecilia Forest 
and raised R2 500 for the school. It was planned to be led by Saint George on a 
gallant charge, but the horse refused to carry a knight in armour, and only became 
docile when he disguised himself as a clown!

Oak Leaves, 1984

Barn Dance
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Quilts
written by Lesley Swart

The Michael Oak Stitchers group came about 
when my child was in Kindergarten (Ann 
Sharfman’s class) and Annabel Rodseth and I 

took it on as the class craft for the Fair that year. We 
insisted that each child’s family produce a crazy patch 
to make a bed-quilt, and had such fun with it that 
the projects could no longer be tied to one class, or 
for the Fair. We had fathers, grandmothers and aunts 
sewing on that first quilt (won by Suzanne Weber) as 
well as mothers! 

We went on to stitch two colour-wheel quilts (one 
on commission), colour blocks, stained glass windows, 
traditional quilting, a ‘garden of delights’, two fynbos 
quilts (both on commission), an underwater quilt, six 
mandala wall-hangings, a Sunset hanging and now a 
‘Days of the Week’ hanging is almost finished – it will 
hopefully be on display for the Michael Oak birthday. 

Currently Kathy Abbott, Beulah Reeler and I are 
the stitchers from the ‘Days of the Week’ group still 
at Michael Oak. We extend a warm welcome to any 
new stitchers who wish to bring their needles and 
friendship into the group.

‘Here is a bit of history: 
three Michael Oak secre-

taries, past and present, 
and a Leaflet editor. We 

were at a beading work-
shop making jewellery 
for the Fair, and it was 
held in Franie’s house. 
The people are: Gayle 

Thompson, Janet Swart, 
Lesley Swart (took over 

from Annabel), Magda 
Strong (teaching us), 

Annabel Rodseth (took 
over from Heather), 

Heather Young (secretary 
for many years then bur-
sary admin and fundrais-
er) and Frances Kovacs 

(ex- Leaflet editor).
Fundraising seemed to 
be a very happy social 

time for us all, and was 
not limited to parents 
in a specific class. We 
mostly went to each 

other’s houses to work, 
and sometimes to school 

if we were too many 
for a small space. 

Great friendships were 
built up as we worked 

and chatted (right).’
Lesley Swart

All proceeds have been used for the bursary fund 
over the years, but we have unfortunately not kept 
a tally of how much the group has raised over all 
these stitches. It has been so satisfying to indulge our 
love of colour and design, combining it with gossip, 
friendship and the exchange of ideas and expertise,  
and know that we are helping children to stay at  
Michael Oak who might otherwise not be able to  
afford it. With each project it feels that all the pieces are 
too disparate and won’t fit together, and every time 
the magic happens and a beautiful artwork comes 
into being.

George Ellis with one of the quilts he has commissioned.

Garden of Delights stitchers
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‘All of the forms are alike, but every stitch is unique. 
Everybody enjoyed doing it. It is a work of love.’

Winifred Bond, 2006, on the unveiling of the Fynbos Quilt/wall-hanging

Colour Wheel

Stained Glass Window

Days of the Week Fairy Tale

Garden of Delights Crazy Patch

Sunset stitchers

Sunset



God bless all those whose time here is done,
And God bless the children of next year’s Class 1.



Said one year in the annual Shepherds’ Play and re-quoted by Sally von Holdt in her leaving letter to The Leaflet, 1992

Into the future
God bless all those whose time here is done,

And God bless the children of next year’s Class 1.

‘I can foresee the time when an old age village will have to be built for teachers who refuse 
to retire unless they can still hold their ‘meetings’ sitting in a toothless circle 

and falling asleep over a reading of Rudolf Steiner’s lectures.’

Gay de Smidt on Michael Oak’s 21st birthday,1983
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The Next Generation of Oakies 
The acorn doesn’t fall far from the tree

Thinking back to my days 
at Michael Oak I am now 
positive they were, and 
always will, be the best 
days of my life.
Laurie Parkhouse, written in 1980, left Michael Oak in 1963

Mark Fischer 1972-1981 
Michael Oak was a happy school for me.

I started in ’72 or ’73 and left for high school at 
the end of ’81. I recall spending three years in the 
nursery school, one with a wonderful teacher called 
Minda and then two years with another teacher Gay 
de Smidt. The nursery classrooms were based in the 
current Grade 1, 2 and 3 classrooms. Same as it is 
today, gnomes, felt, nature table, beeswax creatures, 
blocks. 

The school was mostly the big house, the small 
hall and the nursery classrooms. Of course the ten-
nis court was a very important space at break times 
especially during marble season. Sub A (Grade 1) 
was in half of the small hall (it used to have di-
viding doors). I then progressed through most of 
the current Admin Centre for Sub B through to 
Standard 7. Two years downstairs and then the 
rest upstairs. My teacher was Theo McGaw for 

a full seven years. I remember rounders, archery and 
hockey on the grass area where the oval is located.

Gardening in Standard 1 (Grade 3) was somewhere 
underneath the current hall. Our class had to remove 
some tarmac and gravel to create a new garden space. 
Tennis-set lessons in the early grades involved rid-
ing my bike to school on a Saturday morning from 
Harfield Village or catching the train. My dad was a 
trustee in the 70s and we spent many Saturdays at 
school as the parents attended to repairs. When I was 
in Grade 4 our family moved from Harfield Village 
to a smallholding beyond Table View. The 30 km dis-
tance did not detract from my parents’ commitment 
to the school, so my brother James and I travelled into 
town with my dad and then caught the train from 
Woodstock to Kenilworth every day. 

I remember the 21st birthday celebrations in 1981 
– my last year of Primary School. There was a large 
carrot cake and the planting of an oak tree. It is in 
Delia’s play ground space I think. 

In Class 7 we ran a ‘company’ to provide a daily 
tuckshop for a month or two. Lots of sales, lots of 
work and at the end when we had done all the ac-
counting, we only made a very small profit. This was a 
good lesson! Thursday afternoons always involved the 
woodwork lesson. Creating the letter opener, darning-
egg and the large bowl carved from a block of pine.  

We were very happy when our eldest son Dan-
iel was accepted at Michael Oak to start in Chris-
tina Rousseau’s playgroup class of 2003. It has been a 
great school for him and he is now in Grade 7. It has 
been amazing to watch him progressing through the 
same main lessons I had in the 70s; Norse Tales, Egypt,  
Roman and Medieval times. I really appreciated the 
years I spent at the school and know without a doubt 
Daniel has benefitted there too.

Mark Fischer in his uniform
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Cal Lew
My first two children were born in Ireland, and a 
major catalyst for our return to Cape Town was that 
I could not see the way ahead in the Irish school-
ing system. I had always taken for granted that my 
children would enjoy an education as enriching and 
filled with wonder and awe for the world as I had 
experienced at Michael Oak.  Our education options 
in Dublin seemed stifling and dead in comparison. 
There was no other choice.  We now have three chil-
dren here and it is such a joy to watch all of them 
growing strong in body and self, fed by this special 
place.  One of the benefits of being a past pupil is 
that I have absolute certainty that it works! From the 
play-filled nurturing in the Kindergarten, through the 
careful guidance in the Primary School to the search 
for truth and understanding in the High School.  I 
am also very privileged to be a High School Teacher 
at Michael Oak which is genuinely the most reward-
ing job in the world!

Matthew Cooke 1976-1979
I was at Michael Oak from Std 2 – 5, 1976 – 1979, 
only three years, three happy years with Marion Pen-
fold as teacher. It was very different then, much small-
er classes and no big hall, no High School, no double 
storey classrooms for the Primary. We spent a lot of 
time in the big old house, and in the big wild garden 
all round.

I have lots of great memories of puffing dragons, 
human pyramids, underground huts, warring bands 
of children, singing Abba and first loves, class camps 
and nightwatch, and of friendships which every now 
and again are re-discovered. I remember loving the 
little children in nursery school, and helping out 
there sometimes, and it’s been such fun being back 
there seeing my 2 children in the same spaces, learn-
ing to sing, sew, paint and all the wonderful things 
they do – and most of all to play.

James Fischer 1977-1984
When I think back on my time at Michael Oak there 
was always a very strong desire to be at school. It was 
a place where I could play, dream and imagine things. 
Early on as a dreamer, I could see myself dreaming 
and sometimes I wondered if I would ever stop and 
come into the present. The dream was warm and  

Matthew Cooke in the 
front, playing the cello 
(above). Class photo with 
Cal Lew, seated, third 
from right and James 
Fischer, back row, 
third from left (left).
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loving and I was very happy. I loved school. We got 
there early so we could play soccer on our multi lev-
elled field, cold and wet days included.

The old tennis court was a strange broken down 
place with holes in the fences and cracks in the court 
surface, but this did not stop the tennis ball game called 
‘squares’, it became quite a craze. Let’s not forget the 
marbles, where there would be lines of children col-
lecting thousands of marbles per second from hordes 
twenty paces away. I did say it was a dreamy time.

One place where the warm dream met reality was 
climbing the tall trees between the nursery school and 
the main buildings. The view from up there was dif-
ferent – on top of the world and away from everyone. 
There were always those few branches that forced you 
out of your comfort zone, but the challenge of making 
it to the next level was a great inner triumph. To climb 
down always seem harder than going up.

I strongly recall how much I loved colour while 
at school – our pencils were always neatly packed in 
a rainbow row – and how when I used the red and 
yellow they joined together to make orange and the 
red merged so well with blue to make purple. These 
were good times. I have a vivid memory of the light 
main lesson where the sunlight came through the 
classroom window and was split into its spectrum of 
colours by prism. We also went outside to see this 
take place with the garden sprinkler.      

On paper, I was not prepared for high school and 
yet I survived the major change and must have had 
thousands of felted angels helping me along. To this 
end, if you feel your child is academically behind all 
their friends from other schools don’t fear and fret, 
do one thing – read with them every day. Gently 
help them with words they repeatedly get stuck on, 
keep the flow and stop when they get bored. More 
importantly watch your own concerns and desires as 
to where your child should be. Michael Oak is the 
perfect place to bring out the true child and their real 
calling in life.

Greg Bell 1976-1981 
I was at Michael Oak 
from Sub B to Standard 5. 
We lived up the road and  
Michael Oak was close by.

One of my favourite 
memories is ripping up the 
old tar driveway at the back 
and cultivating a vegetable 
garden there. I loved going 
on class trips to Bloublom-
metjies Farm and experi-
encing all that a biodynamic farm entails, from baking 
bread to milking cows and making butter. I was also 
very fond of woodwork and liked climbing to the tops 
of the HUGE trees… They seem so much smaller now. 
Not too oddly, I have very few bad memories.

There were about 25 of us in my class. My teacher 
was Theo McGaw – I thought he was great. He was 
in control of the class and held it without being too 
soft or too strict. I remember getting a hiding once or 
twice, but quite thoroughly deserving it. How times 
have changed! The grounds in those days were a lot 
more rustic. There was a driveway going around to the 
back where there was an old concrete tennis court. The 
little hall was new back then and the top houses that 
are now the high school had not yet been bought.

It seemed a natural progression to send my children 
there, given how much I enjoyed it. It helps living over 
the road too – even our cat goes to Michael Oak, but 
he doesn’t have to pay school fees!

When I walk around Michael Oak now, I feel both 
nostalgic and privileged to have gone there. I can see 
how much it has changed over time and how much 
more modern it feels.

★ My wish for Michael Oak is that it continues to 
flourish, but not necessarily grow too much more. I 
think it has about reached the limit that it should. I 
wish that it continues with its child-centric view.  That, 
after all, is what’s most important.

‘We are sometimes asked 
how Waldorf children 

settle into the big wide 
working world out there 

after school. I think we 
settle in very well! Apart 
from the fact that one’s 

parents and home life play 
the most vital role, I do 
think that our exposure 

at Michael Oak to so 
many aspects of life 

experiences gives us a 
strength that many 

children find only in life 
after school, if ever. 

My eldest brother is a 
lawyer, but runs his own 

River Rafting business 
and owns other busi-
nesses related to his 
interests. He was in 
Mr Bienewitz’ class. 

My middle brother (the 
cause of Miss Penfold’s 
first grey hairs), is MD 
of a large international 
company. My youngest 
brother (and the cause 
of all Mrs Gabler’s grey 

hairs), is a geohydrologist 
with the CSIR, and has 

just received his Masters 
degree with distinction. 
He was in Miss Barbe-
ton’s class. And… I am 
here as Librarian and 

teaching Xhosa, with two 
of my children attending 

the school.’
Belinda Gough, 1997
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And on into the future…
written by Richard Cox

Michael Oak has established strong and dis-
tinctive patterns based on the foundations 
so clearly laid by the early pioneers. From 

the outset, the vision was always greater than what-
ever could be done within the physical boundaries of 
the school. From the outset, the professional circle of 
teachers and no higher body provided the touchstone 
and ultimate direction of the school in close coopera-
tion with the parent body. From the outset, the school 
was carried by a deep recognition of the healing tasks 
of education and the teachers’ devotion to this. 

Every teacher working at Michael Oak has felt car-
ried by the vitality and dedication of that first small 
group of parents and supported by the clarity of the 
founding mothers and fathers.

In the next 50 years, Michael Oak has several tasks 
to fulfill. Firstly there is the work to complete the 
school and to offer 12 years of Waldorf education and 
a school leaving certificate. In 1989 the high school 
was inaugurated and with the consolidation at Class 10 
three years later we reluctantly decided to spend some 
time treading water, gathering strength with our sister 
schools and waiting for the ripe moment to continue. 
From the perspective of this, our 50th anniversary year, 
the moment feels very close. Finally our wonderful 
students will be able to complete their Primary and 
Secondary education in their home from home.

With the strength of maturity the Michael Oak 
teachers will link ever more strongly with their col-
leagues in the mainstream of South African education, 
refining and developing their insights into contem-
porary needs and opportunities. To shine as a light of 
educational excellence, of creativity, hope and cour-
age. This would be to fulfill our strivings. 

Richard Cox
I first joined Michael Oak when my eldest child, Me-
gan, joined Class 1 in 1983. My late wife Katharine, 
started working at Michael Oak on the same January 
day, as the book-keeper. We had met and both done 
our anthroposophical studies at Emerson College in 
England. When Michael Oak came into our lives we 
were living at Camphill Village where I was farming. 
I was also studying through UNISA at the time. Two 
years later our second child, Joshua joined the school 
and after a while I was invited onto the Michael Oak 
board of trustees. When the notion of expanding into 
a High School first came up, I was amongst those 
trustees  strongly opposed to the idea. Ironic then, 
that as things evolved, I was privileged to become one 
of the founding teachers of the High School.

They were dramatic and exciting times with big 
debts and various prophets of doom. We were deter-
mined to purchase the three Victorian houses next to 
the railway even though the owners were not ready, 
or keen, to move. I remember well, taking coffee from 
the kitchen – now the laboratory – of the last house 
we purchased and discussing options with the own-
ers in their living room – now the Eurythmy therapy 
room. With the amazing commitment and work from 
our parent body and generous support from friends, 
particularly our friends at the original Waldorf school 
in Stuttgart, we slowly chipped away at our huge 
debts and the High School gradually found its feet, 
eventually filling the classes to capacity.

Looking back on nearly 30 years of community life 
at Michael Oak one can only be amazed and grateful 
for the countless contributions from colleagues, parents, 
children and friends. How the school has been blessed!

‘We were delighted to 
see a standard question-
naire going out to all 
private schools in the 
Western Cape from the 
Provincial Department of 
Education asking if they 
follow the State Curricu-
lum or the Waldorf Cur-
riculum! This is the first 
official acknowledgement 
of the Waldorf Cur-
riculum by the [South 
African] government.’
Christmas 2010

★ My birthday wish for 
the school is that one 
day it continues up to 
matric and that it contin-
ues to attract staff and 
parents who recognize 
and honour the ideals 
that guided and inspired 
the founders.
Richard Cox
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Dear Friends at Michael Oak,
Our sincerest good wishes to you on this your 50th 
anniversary!

It is with deep admiration that we turn to look 
at Michael Oak on the ‘other side of the world’. It 
is with earnest acknowledgement towards all the 
teachers who have endeavoured all along to uphold 
the principles of education, based on the knowledge  
given to us by Rudolf Steiner.

We look at the work done at Michael Oak with 
heartfelt respect as you strive to meet the demands 
of different cultures. It is with genuine pride that we 
send you our wishes.

★ May light and strength come from beyond other 
realms to help and guide Michael Oak and its teach-
ers on its way through the coming years.
With very good wishes, on behalf of the original 
Steiner Mother School in Stuttgart, Germany.

Marlies Ludewig

Dear Michael Oak Community, 
I celebrate with you all your strength, and commit-
ment, as well as joy, in keeping the Spirit of Michael 
Oak healthy and well.

I remember my years of teaching there (1963 – 83) 
with so much gratitude and really wish that circum-
stances would permit me to be with you.

I send my special greetings to all the children who 
were part of my classes during my teaching years. I 
can remember many of you and send you my dear 
love and good wishes in all your journeys. I send my 
greetings, too, to all those teachers who either taught 
my children or who taught or supported me, or were 
good friends and companions in those years.

To Dear Mr Schotte, my blessings, to Igor and  

★
 ‘My wish is that true 

Waldorf teachers always 
come to Michael Oak; 
teachers who love children, love life and who  
respect the spiritual worlds that we have all come 
from; teachers who are inspired by Rudolf Steiner’s 
deep insights into the developing child.’ 

 Mrs Gabler

Blessings and good wishes for Michael Oak's 50th birthday and beyond

★ ‘There are many stars 
in the sky but there is 

one bright star that has 
its own inner brightness 

– Michael Oak.’
Julia Mantashe, 

Support Staff

★ ‘Happy Birthday with 
many more years to 

come! My wish is that 
those who are in the 
dark will see the light 

and send their 
children here. It is 
the best school!’
Sarah Monaheng, 

Support Staff

Justine Limpitlaw as Freya 
in Std 3, 1977 (right).
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‘My introduction to Michael Oak was when I visisted 
the Garden Fair at Easter, 1964. I followed the sounds 
of a flute floating down Sheerness Road to the side 
school gate with some excitement and curiosity, to 
see the Pied Piper in red and yellow, followed by a 
scurry of small rats and children circling the sturdy 
Victorian school house.

It was a lovely first impression, enticing me to join 
the small group of teachers and some parents in their 
weekly artistic and study sessions each Tuesday eve-
ning. The Class 1 post I was offered the next year 
had 17 children – my life-long adventure with Wal-
dorf education had begun, privileged as I was to work 
with and benefit from what I call the ‘genius’ of the 
curriculum. Experiencing the eagerness with which 
the children anticipated each new Main Lesson is  
a deep joy for a teacher, seeing how the content  
mirrors their inner needs at each stage of their  
development.

We were a happy group of younger teachers 
in those early days, deepening our friendships by 
camping together in the holidays, quite unaware of 
the enormous load of decision-making handled by 
our two wise and understanding founder-teachers,  
Mr Schotte and Mrs Gabler.

★ My wish for this your 
GOLDEN BIRTHDAY, 
dear Michael Oak, is 
that you will always be 
the place where life-long 
friendships are forged 
and memories made that 
give strength and joy to 
the many lives you touch. 
May you continue to be 
blessed.’

Marion Penfold

Elizabeth Kotzuba and family, Sally von Holdt, Mari-
on Penfold, Lia Gabler, Marion Gamble, also my little 
Melinda’s dear young kindergarten teacher in 1973-
4, whose name I have forgotten, and of course so 
many more whose faces I can see, but whose names 
have slipped away. I would love to hear from anyone 
who wants to use my e-mail address to write to me.

Angela, Melinda and I are all living in Northern 
Scotland now. (How we miss the Sun). Angela has 
three grown-up children with Alex Gardersson, from 
Iceland, which partly accounts for our being so far 
north. Melinda is working as a Focaliser in a program 
with young students from America in the Findhorn 
Foundation. I, retired, ran a part-time course in the 
Foundations of Anthroposophy, for quite a number 
of interested future teachers in the Moray Steiner 
School. Then I encountered the dragon of cancer 
a few years ago and received the gold of Mistletoe 
treatment. This I can highly recommend, as I am very 
well now.

I published a book of poems called ‘Song Spiral’, a 
Calendar of Poetry, on my 80th birthday, to celebrate.  
These are nature poems in Scotland, through the year, 
for anyone who feels a connection with Scotland. I 
am a gardener and writer still, as well as leading study 
groups, on Steiner and allied writers, as well as shar-
ing my life with the Findhorn Community and their 
many visitors. My little Barrel house home is called 
‘Grania-oi’ (Reconciler for the gods)!

To all of you whom I knew, loved, shared joy and 
suffered with, and especially to anyone for whom I 
caused suffering, I send my deep Love, my apologies 
and ask for your forgiveness.

★ To the Michael Oak Community, I wish that you 
all may Go Forward with Love, a Gentle Confidence 
and Clear Intentions into the Future,
Very warm wishes from, 

Auriol de Smidt 
(known as Gay de Smidt during her time at Michael Oak)

The Pied Piper (above).
Marion Penfold on an 
outing with her class 
in 1990 (below).
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‘At first I walked Luyolo the few blocks to school, 
crossed the road with him and in class saw that his bag 
was hooked over the right chair. Gradually my gaze 
relaxed and turned inward to the all prevailing im-
mersion of mothering. I saw him crossing the street, 
felt that he could negotiate himself across, in between 
the cars and waved good bye on the other sidewalk. 
One day he disallowed me to accompany him to 
school. By then I had a steady sense of the pace and 
speed of cars, the caring eyes of other parents and that 
everybody was really there to care for my son. From 
then onwards he was waved to by children driving 
past, sometimes even given a lift for the length of a 
block and Wilmoht’s greetings were always there.

In good time the jungle gym was replaced by a 
swing on the big tree, which was replaced by games 
on the big field, which was replaced by the ceremo-
nial crossing of the old tennis court to the mystery 
of the three houses with their backs turned on the 
Primary School, as if they had other things, ideas, in-
terests, relationships, crafts, stories, music…affairs that 
occupied them. On the new court ball games became 
vast and fast. The High School became an entity that 
digested differently that which I delivered as a child 
some years earlier. A quiet introspection drifted onto 
the dinner table and hovered there. Another world 
began to open to me during my stealthy peeps into 
the gorgeously illustrated books of Science, Geogra-
phy, revolutions, wars, Algebra and Geometry, creative 
writing, characters who spoke real words, pencilled 
drawings of still objects that speak for the child.

My son was growing up.
Letting a child go out of my hands is one thing. But 

letting the child of Michael Oak go is different. There 
he goes, a growing person, the fullness of a Michael 
in and of him because he is far more than just him-
self. He is the whole of the school that raised him, 
many hands, meditations and loving eyes, concerns 
and joy.’

Tossie van Tonder 2009

‘I didn’t understand, when I enrolled Sarah 12 years 
ago, what Waldorf education was about. I didn’t suspect 
that I, too, would receive so much. I only knew that the 
children were ‘so happy’ at Michael Oak, and I wanted 
happiness first, knowing that learning would follow 
naturally. Ann Coop created a magical fairyland in her 
Nursery Class, with deep roots in nature and myth, 
which was a revelation. As Sarah became blissfully ab-
sorbed in its safe, serene atmosphere, I realised – with 
some amazement – that it was her spirit the school 
cared most about. At Michael Oak, people cared about 
Sarah’s soul, allowing it to unfold on its own.

Another surprise was my new identity as a ‘Waldorf 
parent’. My own parents had paid the fees and attended 
Speech Day, and that was the limit of their involvement. 
So I was unprepared for the sense of being welcomed 
into a community, which I loved. A fond memory is of 
my first Christmas Fair, a day of sparkling, uncompli-
cated happiness. The wooden shields and hobby horses 
we’d worked so hard on were snatched up; there was 
music and dancing and laughter. Every year since, I’ve 
felt moved by this atmosphere. To me, one of the subtle 
and incalculable benefits of being educated at Michael 
Oak is to see parents giving of themselves in this way, 
working cheerfully together, supporting the teachers, 
building community. 

At times I’ve worried, as I suspect have others, 
whether the strict discipline and text-book learn-
ing of a conventional school wasn’t something Sarah 
needed? And then I’ve seen her wrestle with her own 
self-discipline and realised yet again, that I’ve under-
estimated the teaching. Both the depth of the teach-
er’s understanding, and their fine calibre have blown 
me away, time and again. (Though I still think they 
could tighten up on spelling, if I may mention it?!).

A friend recently, ruefully, said: ‘My daughter’s 
schooling has taught her that if she works hard and 
passes her exams, one day she’ll be Somebody. Your 
daughter’s learnt that she IS Somebody already.’ Sarah 
will carry that knowledge with her forever.’

Hilary Bassett, 2002
Illustration by a Class 3 child, 2012 (opposite)

‘One of the things 
we appreciated most 

about Michael Oak was 
the balanced education 

our children received. 
At their new school the 
emphasis is on academic 

and sporting achieve-
ment, with little to 

develop the imagination 
and feeling life of the 

child. Painting, music and 
stories are sadly missed 

by our children. We 
live in the country, but 
nature and the unfold-

ing seasons seem to be 
ignored. Subjects like 

history, instead of being 
active experiences, have 
become memory tests.
We miss the busy but 
uncompetitive atmo-

sphere. Exams and class 
places and marks on 

reports have reared their 
ugly heads, causing one 

child to feel  
superior to another 

and ignoring the extent 
of effort involved and 

improvement attained. 
We feel this  

degree of competition to 
be destructive of a child’s 

self image and a barrier 
to growth, both for those 

who succeed and those 
who don’t.’

Sheila and Clive Millar 
Winter 1975



If you live near the edge of a forest or have a  
garden with big trees, you will hear, when lying 
awake before sunrise, especially in early summer, 

the singing of the birds, announcing and greeting the 
sun. You may ponder how their concert came up with 
the dawn from the east, was jubilation all around you 
and will vanish to the west. It may come to your mind 
that actually this music never ends. It moves on and 
on with the young sun, over continents, jumping the 
oceans from island to island, like over stepping stones 
passing on the full score.

If your imagination is strong enough you may hear 
voices recording the earth, children’s voices murmuring 
first and becoming more distinct. If you listen patiently 
you will make out words in many languages, like: 

‘The sun with loving light 
makes bright for me each 
day’ or ‘I do behold the 
world’ or ‘from thee comes 
light and strength to thee 
rise love and thanks’.

Should you know other languages, you will recogn-
ise other words. What you hear are the morning verses 
spoken by the children of all the Waldorf Schools with 
their teachers. Their words travel around the earth just 
like birds’ song. A little bit later, you know, as they get 
up later, but also from country to country, from conti-
nent to continent, circling the earth, spoken from hour 
to hour – a never ending hymn.

Mr Schotte
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50th Birthday wishes from the Michael Oak pupils of 2012

Playgroup Kathy’s Kindergarten

Delia’s Kindergarten Anne-Marié’s Kindergarten
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★ Playgroup: A beautiful rainbow, a garden full of flowers 
and stars to shine over it at night.

★ Kathy’s Kindergarten: May Michael Oak’s golden heart shine like 
diamonds and rainbows. May Michael Oak be guarded and 

protected by a pink bird holding a golden sword. 
May lilies and roses bloom in its garden of shells. May it’s golden 

acorn grow around a giant crown of gold. May the school be filled 
with love and live to be more than 100 years old.

★ Delia’s Kindergarten: We wish the school a rose-shaped magic 
drum with a golden heart inside that can drum very loudly and 

make all the children in the whole school dance and sing.
★ Anne-Marié’s Kindergarten: A golden star and that it will be the 

golden house with golden flowers and a healthy heart where 
everyone will be best friends and forever have a happy day.

★ Class 1: We wish our school a Golden Star and 
may we always remember our holy name.

★ Class 2: May Michael Oak be blessed with Love always.
★ Class 3:  May you keep your magic and beauty forever!

Class 1 Class 2

Class 3
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Class 4 Class 5

Class 6 Class 7
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★ Class 4: Like the spear of Odin, 
may your truth be straight and true.

★ Class 5: May you have the permanence and resilience of the 
Mesopotamian Ziggorats and, like the wise men of old, 

set your sights upwards to the heavens.
★ Class 6: We wish that Michael Oak will grow to matric 

and that the facilities will be upgraded particularly 
in terms of environmental issues, sports and technology.

★ Class 7: We hope that the next 50 years are full of joy, magic, fun, 
good education and more amazing, creative students and teachers. 

May you keep your wonderful qualities and continue to 
embrace the modern world. May St Michael, our guardian, 

and the oak, our tree, continue to bless our school.
★ Class 8: May you blossom through each year and in each heart.

★ Class 9: May the next 50 years and forever, at Michael Oak, 
be a place where we can meet, make friends, have fun 
and grow together (…and learn lots of good stuff!).

★ Class 10: Our wish is that all the little acorns become big oak trees.

Class 8 Class 9

Class 10
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Michael Oak School song

Unconquered hero of the sky, Saint Michael
Against the foe let us arise
Thine aid we pray
The foe to slay
Saint Michael.

The heavenly banner dost thou bear, Saint Michael
The angels do thine armour wear
Thine aid we pray
The foe to slay
Saint Michael.

Great is thy might, strong is thy hand, Saint Michael
Great over sea, great over land
Thine aid we pray
The foe to slay
Saint Michael.

Catherine van Alphen
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