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Foreword

WHEN I BEGAN teaching young children in 1971, there was little need for child
care. Most mothers were at home, or if not, then a close family member cared
for the children. But gradually the need for child care grew; and while I visited
some fine centers, especially in Scandinavia, many that I visited in the U.S.
lacked the basic warmth and beauty that children desperately need to blos-
som and grow.

I often wondered how a typical center could possibly build relationships
when the children were divided by ages and assigned to a new caregiver every
year. In addition, providing care is intense work that is vastly underpaid; the
rate of attrition among typical child care workers is shockingly high. Home-
based care provided a potential solution but too often seemed to be of poor
quality.

I was involved with Waldorf early education in those years but not with
child care directly, so my concerns remained a bit abstract. en one fall I
visited a Waldorf kindergarten in New England. Among the robust, playful
children was a little girl who seemed unusually thin and wan. When I asked
about her, the teacher explained that she had been in a standard child care
setting from infancy until she entered the Waldorf school a month before. I
knew that this was not a child living in poverty with a shortage of food, but
she reminded me of a little chicken that had been plucked of its surrounding
feathers. She seemed so cold and bare. Her image haunted me.

I stayed in touch with her teacher and was gratified to learn that she re-
sponded to the warmth of the classroom—in particular to the teacher’s own
warmth as well as to a sheepskin-lined basket that the child adopted as her
nest. After a few months her feathers grew back and she filled out.



Although I was only with her for a morning, she had found her way into
my heart and awakened the question in me: What could we do about child
care? I visited Waldorf child care centers in Denmark and Holland and was
amazed at the health and vitality of the children, although they spent long
hours away from home every day from infancy onward.

We began to have conversations about child care in the board meetings of
the Waldorf Early Childhood Association (WECAN), a board on which Cyn-
thia Aldinger and I both served. I was so grateful that Cynthia, Rena Osmer,
and a few others felt strongly called to develop child care programs. ey
wrestled with ideals as well as practical issues. Cynthia’s passion and her
knowledge grew over time, and I recall one meeting where we said to her with
some firmness: We believe you that it is possible. Now show us. Do it!

A year or two later we were invited to meet at the first LifeWays center.
at was a magical meeting. Cynthia’s dream now stood in the world, and we
rejoiced for her and all the families she was serving. e center spoke to my
longing that somehow here in the U.S., without benefit of the financial sub-
sidies child care centers receive in other countries, there could be a program
that allowed children to grow with warmth and good care.

I still recall that visit vividly. e suites were homelike with separate
rooms for different activities, and each housed a mixed-age group from in-
fants to kindergartners. ey had the air of well-tended homes—modest
but beautiful. Best of all was the care provided by loving adults.

e quality of care was confirmed for me when I watched two little four-
year-old girls tending their dolls with the same tender gestures as their care-
givers gave the infants and toddlers. I began to see the lasting power of Life-
Ways. I had often wondered how children in child care, surrounded only by
children their own age, would ever learn to care for others. Here, in these
mixed-age groupings, the traditional imitation of care typically experienced
in a family with several children was taking place.

I am delighted that this book now exists and describes the LifeWays ap-
proach in such a living way. e content ranges from the moving descrip-
tions of “Marie’s” beautiful home care to the legal and business questions of
running a center. It even includes tips for advocating for change in child care.

To Mary O’Connell and Cynthia Aldinger I can only say thank you. You
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have done a great service to caregivers and parents, but also to all those who
serve children and care for them—grandparents, godparents, babysitters,
friends, and relatives. Anyone who has cared for a young child for a few hours,
a few days, or through the years of childhood has experienced the joys and
challenges described in this book. To be invited into your world and to learn
from your experiences is a privilege.

is book also relates to my current work with the Alliance for Childhood.
It was founded eleven years ago because many of us in education and health
care saw a troubling decline in children’s health and well-being. Children
showed signs of stress and worry, and this was affecting their physical and
mental health. We wanted to work on behalf of all children, and we wanted
to protect and preserve childhood itself as a time of enormous capacity but
also of great vulnerability.

One of the first things the Alliance did was to identify the “healthy es-
sentials” of childhood. Children need food, clothing, and shelter to physi-
cally survive; but there are other essentials they need to grow and thrive.
Among these are play, the arts, language, handwork, a relationship with na-
ture, a sense of the sacred, and, most central of all, relationships with caring
adults. What I love about LifeWays is that it honors and cultivates all these es-
sentials, and also places at the heart of its approach the child’s relationship
with caring adults.

We need a revolution in child care in this country. is book can help
fuel it.

—Joan Almon
Executive Director

U.S. Alliance for Childhood
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Introduction
My hunch is that if we allow ourselves to give who we really
are to the children in our care, we will some way inspire cart-
wheels in their hearts.

—Fred Rogers

PARTICIPATING in the growing, changing life of a child is one of the great priv-
ileges in life. Yes, they are our heart medicine, our joy and delight; and they
can also bring us to our knees as we pray for the wisdom to know how to meet
their energy. Whether a child is quiet, inward, and pensive or robust, outgo-
ing, and wild, we often find ourselves in a land of mystery regarding how to
support him. As our LifeWays trainings have expanded, we have more and
more parents enrolling alongside child care providers, preschool teachers,
nannies, and parent educators. One thing we all eventually come to learn: e
child is our main textbook, and we are his main curriculum!

Studying human development certainly helps to unveil some of the mys-
teries of what it is to be a child and what it means to be an adult worthy of
being imitated by children. We are exceedingly grateful for the insightful
revelations offered by Dr. Rudolf Steiner, the founder of the Waldorf school
movement, and other child development experts who offer the understand-
ing that simple living is what the child needs most.

is book is not primarily on child development, however. Soon we will
introduce you to an innovative approach to caring for children that supports
their natural stages of development. Childhood is not about preparation for
adulthood. Of course, every stage we are in as growing human beings is, in
some way, preparing us for the next stage; but that happens by design, not



by curriculum. We hold childhood as a sacred foundation upon which all of
the rest of life is built. If we want that foundation to be rich, strong, and
sustainable, then we do not want to cut corners by shortening the length of
time a person spends building that foundation. Fast-forwarding a person
through childhood in order to reach some ultimate goal called adulthood
seems absurd at best. Many hold sacred the words in the book of Matthew:
“Except you become as a little child, you cannot enter the kingdom of
Heaven.” Yet many early childhood curricula urge children toward prema-
ture adulthood.

A recent best seller for adults is e Power of Now, by Eckhart Tolle. e
main quality that he writes about is that of being “present.” In fact, there are
several books on the market about “presence,” and a relatively new word has
been created called presencing, which means “the act of being present.” Guess
what young children do all the time? ey live in the present moment.

LifeWays was developed to support the possibility for young children to
fully penetrate their presence in noninstitutional environments that look,
act, and feel as homelike as possible. As a little child in a LifeWays center in
Vancouver, British Columbia, said, “I know all about life because I go to Life-
Ways.” As a matter of fact, that is exactly what we had in mind when we began
exploring the idea back in 1997.

Now, by offering this how-to book on establishing LifeWays child care
homes and centers and parent-child programs, it is our greatest hope that
many of you will find the confidence to open a LifeWays program yourself.
e children need you. e families need you. And the culture at large needs
you. For those who do not intend to open child care or parent support pro-
grams but are instead seeking inspiration for your primary responsibility—
parenting—we hope you will be inspired by the ideals, principles, and prac-
tices revealed in these pages.

When we started the first LifeWays project in Wisconsin, we began nav-
igating the world of rules and regulations that felt so far away from the imag-
ination we were carrying. If helping children and families experience health-
giving, nurturing care was the original impulse, was it appropriate to spend
our time fighting bureaucratic dragons that could completely derail the orig-
inal inspiration?

18 Home Away from Home: LifeWays Care of Children and Families



ank the stars in heaven for Mary O’Connell and thanks for the guid-
ing light of destiny that brought us together and into the formative work of
LifeWays North America. While loving, appreciating, and living the ideals and
principles upon which LifeWays child care is built and deeply respecting the
view of child development that stands behind it, Mary also brings clarity
and well-grounded experience to navigating the regulatory world that is cur-
rently obligatory in the field of child care.

Mary’s chapters on regulatory bodies and on business questions are very
helpful for those of you ready to take up the cause of making this innovative
child care available to more people. We need your help, and building strong
early childhood programs that will be sustainable is one way you can make a
difference. If you find yourself drawn toward the political scene and desire to
take up the cause of making changes that support practical, common sense,
healthy practices in child care, please read the short section on advocacy at
the end of the book.

Now please enter Chapter 1 as if entering a LifeWays home away from
home for children and families. We welcome you to make yourself comfort-
able, relax, and enjoy.

—Cynthia Aldinger
January 2010
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1

What Is LifeWays
Child Care?

BY CYNTHIA ALDINGER

Children need people to respect, adults whose example and lov-
ing authority they follow. ey need a range of experience—
tenderness and kindness, boldness and courage, even mischief
and misbehavior. Children need to be introduced to a life of
principles, and given the freedom to discover their own.

—Alliance for Childhood

RECENTLY A COLLEAGUE introduced me to the concept behind a trim tab, which
is a small device that can be used to turn a large boat in an emergency situa-
tion when it might take too long to correct the main steering mechanism, the
rudder. In a turbulent storm, one can be thankful that such a device exists.
Perhaps this characterizes what LifeWays is trying to accomplish on behalf
of children and families everywhere.

LifeWays child care is first and foremost based on the intention to dein-
stitutionalize the care of young children in child care centers and homes. Rec-
ognizing that the fundamental needs of the child are met through daily life
activities and healthy relationships, LifeWays has set about to radically
change the direction organized child care has taken over the past few decades.

ere are a variety of models of LifeWays care, some of which will be de-
scribed in the next chapter. Some offer all-day care, and others offer part
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day. Some are in homes and others are in centers. ey are all, however, based
on the living arts that you will read about in this chapter. ese living arts
(domestic activity, nurturing care, creative discovery, and social ability) can be ap-
plied in a child care home or in a LifeWays center with multiple groups of
mixed-age children, where the environment is as homelike as possible.

At the end of this chapter you can read more about LifeWays principles
and practices. ere is even a “quiz” you can take to see how many principles
and practices you can identify in the following story. ere are also several
text boxes in this chapter exploring the whys and wherefores of some of the ex-
periences at Marie’s LifeWays home.

Marie’s is not an actual place, but it is a real story. e story represents an
amalgamation of experiences I have had over the years visiting LifeWays
homes and centers. It represents numerous wonderful caregivers, children,
and parents; and I hope it represents a life that some of you, the readers, will
become inspired to emulate. We need more homes and centers to offer life-
based, simplicity-based, wonder-based care; a level of care that inspires a
sense of goodness in the world for our young children; a sense of calm sup-
port for our families; and the joy of lifelong learning for our children, care-
givers, and teachers.

Marie’s is a home model with one full-time caregiver, two part-time care-
givers, and eight children from infancy to six years old. Marie is there full-
time with a long midday break, and Stefan and Charelle are both part-time.
Stefan has his own work in the afternoons and weekends teaching yoga, and
Charelle is currently a student. I represent the “adopted” grandma, who helps
out once a week for a few hours; I highly recommend that caregivers find sup-
port people like that, people who develop relationships with the children
and can provide other sets of helping hands. For years Marie worked by her-
self with six children. Only recently did she decide to hire two people to work
with her, one mornings and the other afternoons. is offers her the flexibil-
ity to have a longer break in the afternoon and to take days off. It is also her
way of handing down a legacy of hope that more people will choose to enter
this field of work. Recently she found a promising property and plans to open
a three-suite child care center within the next few years!

Come with me now to a day at Marie’s LifeWays home. . . .



The Day Begins

Coming in through the back door, I can see Marie at the changing table with a
sweet butterball baby, and Stefan is at the dining-room table chopping vegeta-
bles. Several children are at the table with him, and occasionally I hear a wave
of laughter. He is singing the song “Vegetable Soup,” and the children crack up
every time he sings, “Hello, Ms. Potato, I dig you, I do!” A couple of children
are playing in the living room, although I cannot see them because they have
created a tent under the coffee table and are having a giggling good time.

I enter with as little fanfare as possible and quietly go over to Marie to
give a hug and gaze for a moment at the baby.

“Good morning,” I softly sing out.
“Oh, good morning. Welcome!” She smiles. “How is your new grandbaby?”
“Pure heaven and total perfection!” I grin. “What more can I say?!”
“Well, congratulations, Grandma!”
I step back and quietly watch Marie sing a little touching-game song to

the baby before she oils him and finishes with his diaper. He responds with a
Mississippi-wide grin. Marie tends to him without any sense of rush and with
a deep regard for giving him time to respond to her as she gets him dressed.

Here’s your little foot
And here’s your little toes;

Now into your sock
Your little foot goes.

He slowly lifts his foot in response. Once he is fully dressed, she holds out
her hands, and he puffs out his chest as indication that he is ready to be
picked up. He snuggles into her soft, flowing tunic top. Marie always dresses
in a way that even her clothing is like a personal invitation to the children
for cuddles.

“I really like his cap,” I say.
“And how about this?!” She grins and shows me his undershirt and leg-

gings. “We did a fund-raiser to purchase caps, undershirts, and leggings—
enough for the parents of the infants and toddlers to have a set at home and
for us to have spares here. When a baby outgrows them, the parents bring
them back to us. ese are made so well, they last for years.”

What Is LifeWays Child Care? 23



“Wow! at’s great.” I am delighted. I give the baby a little nuzzle and
head over to the couch, giving a wave to Stefan, who greets me with his eyes
and finishes his chopping. I admire his cooking apron. It looks like something
a chef would wear. e children put the sliced carrots on a plate and the rest
of the veggies into the soup pot. e leftover bits and pieces are scraped into
the compost bucket. A toddler is sitting on the kitchen floor playing with a
pot and a wooden spoon.

Settling onto the couch, I pull out my yarn to work on the hotpads I am
crocheting for Marie’s table. Sasha toddles over and hands me a book. “Gook!”
she says. “Is that for ‘book’ or ‘look’?” I wonder. She crawls up into my lap, and
I tuck away my crochet for a while. A few nursery rhymes later, she becomes
more interested in the shrieking of three children playing house in the corner.
Five-year-old Samuel is tossing clothespins into the playhouse until encour-
aged by Stefan to accompany him out into the garden to plant some flowers.
Samuel asks if his friend, an almost-five-year-old, can come too; and his com-
plaining shifts to joy of camaraderie as they clean up the clothespins and then
go outside to do some real work!

I am filled with gratitude that Stefan finds meaning and purpose in work-
ing with young children, and for one fleeting moment I wonder if cloning
would really be such a bad thing! Imagine having a young man like this one
in every child care setting! Of course, I am kidding about the cloning, but
not about my desire for more men to enter the field of child care.

Sasha returns to me, and we play a bouncing game that thoroughly de-
lights her as she squeals for more.

Father and Mother and Uncle John went a riding one by one.
Father fell off—Plop!
Mother fell off—Plop!

But Uncle John went on and on and on and on and on—
Whoopsie!

ree more times and that’s my limit. Grandmas have some privileges,
such as saying when enough is enough!

Marie makes a phone call to the parent of a new child to see when she
might visit with her at home. e home visit was something Marie found
made her work easier, strengthening the bridge between the child’s home and
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her home. Once the parents realized that she was not there to “inspect” them,
they relaxed, and the children loved showing her their bedrooms and their fa-
vorite things. Children would often talk about this visit for weeks, sometimes
months, afterward. “Remember when you came to my house and . . .”

After she finishes her call, Marie brings in a load of fresh laundry. She
gets some paper and crayons for two of the children, puts a king-sized sheet
over the dining table for some children to play under, and then sits at her desk
to make out her grocery list.

One of the children fusses that she’s tired. I encourage her to get me a
drink of water and get one for herself also. Cups and a small pitcher of water
are always accessible to encourage everyone to drink throughout the day.
She brings me a cup of water, after taking a swig out of it herself, and then sits
on the couch, contemplatively studying a painting on the living-room wall.
It is a painting of a ship sailing off to sea, and standing on the shore is a cou-
ple with their arms wrapped around each other. “Well, I guess they just got
left behind,” she surmises. en she points to another painting of a beauti-
ful woman holding an infant in her arms and proclaims, “at’s me and my
mommy when I was a baby.” She picks up a doll and puts it under her shirt
to nurse it and quietly starts humming.

I start sorting and folding the laundry and another child comes over to
help. “Let’s find all the red napkins first!” she says enthusiastically. We get
all the napkins sorted by color before we start folding. It is clear to me that
she has done this many times, as her folding skills impress me.

Notes of Interest

How does Marie’s home-based model differ from a center-based

model?

Of course, the obvious difference is that Marie and her colleagues are in
an actual home, so less needs to be done to make it look and feel like a
home. It already is. Ideally, in a center-based model, each group of chil-
dren and caregivers functions in a very similar fashion to how Marie
and her staff function. It is the physical space that will vary the most.
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Our pilot LifeWays center was in a site with three groups of caregivers
and children. We were quite fortunate that each group had more than
one room, including a dedicated sleeping room and a small dining area,
as well as their own bathroom. e three groups shared a central
kitchen. We referred to each of these groups as a LifeWays suite, and our
business manager enjoyed saying that LifeWays child care was home
suite home! Such an ideal setup cannot always be replicated for a child
care center. You can read about how others have worked with their
space to make it as homelike as possible. Another difference in a child
care center as compared to a home is that multiple groups function as
a little neighborhood, visiting one another, playing outside together,
and celebrating together. Just as children in earlier times could go next
door or across the street to visit friends, in LifeWays centers they may
just be traveling across the hallway!

What’s all the excitement about the infant’s cap and underwear?

Because children easily lose heat through their heads, feet, and mid-sec-
tion, we encourage parents and caregivers to keep these parts of chil-

dren’s bodies protected; and
the caps and undergarments
do this. Wool or silk-wool
blend is helpful in almost all
seasons because it breathes
well and wicks away mois-
ture. In warmer seasons, cot-
ton is fine; however, when a
child gets sweaty, cotton
gets damp and can cause
chilling. When children are
kept appropriately warm, it
aids in their digestion, their
behavior, and their general
well-being. Young children
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typically do not have a developed sense of body temperature. When a
young child complains and wants to take off her coat, it is rarely because
she is hot; more likely, she feels encumbered by outerwear. It is up to
the adult to enforce keeping the child appropriately dressed and helping
her cope with wearing her outerwear. A good way to determine if a child
is warm enough is to check hands, feet, and tummy. If they are cool, the
child probably needs another layer. If the child is sweaty or clammy,
however, she may be overdressed. Regardless of the temperature, it is
helpful to keep an infant’s head covered most of the time, particularly
until the fontanel is closed. As sensitive as young children are to all the
sensory impressions they encounter each day, this extra layer of pro-
tection helps to keep them from becoming overstimulated.

Why is the food being prepared and the laundry being tended to

while the children are there?

LifeWays child care is based primarily on the living arts, as mentioned
above and which you can read about in the section on principles and
practices. Many children have limited exposure to the practical activities
of a household. Experiencing and participating in everyday-life activities
help to provide a solid foundation of skills and capacities.

Is there a specific approach to discipline used in LifeWays child

care?

LifeWays uses an approach to discipline based on a variety of tools for
guiding a child and strengthening the caregiver. Samuel’s behavior has
been difficult at times. Two years ago, Marie had even considered
whether or not they could continue to have him in their care. When
they met about the possibility of letting him go, however, they all
agreed that there were things they could do to support him. Stefan
was particularly keen on working with him. rough their efforts to
meet his energy and a close partnership with his parents, they were able
to hold on to him and experience the joy of seeing him grow.
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Most conventional child care programs have learning centers to

focus the children’s play and learning experience. How does this

work in LifeWays?

As you read further, you will discover that at LifeWays, life is the cur-
riculum. e whole environment might be considered the center of
learning. However, you can also discern that at Marie’s certain things
happen in particular places. Food preparation, eating, and learning
table manners all happen in the kitchen/dining area. Tending to the
laundry is always done in the same area. Experiencing nature and all the
basic science that nature introduces happens outside in the play yard
and on the nature walks, along with large motor skills such as climb-
ing, jumping, and running. Artistic activities happen in the place that is
most sensible and appropriate—usually around the dining-room
table—but one-on-one activities, such as sewing, might happen in the
“living-room” area. Creative play happens everywhere, as exemplified by
putting a large cloth over the dining-room table for a tent, children play-
ing in the kitchen sink as they wash up, the variety of activities taking
place in the living room, and even allowing a few children to occasion-
ally play a quiet game in the nap room when it is not in use for the pur-
pose of sleeping. As you read further, you will discover the kind of learn-
ing that takes place with each activity.

Cleanup and Morning Snack

Soon it will be time for a healthy snack of oatmeal and apple slices. First we
need to tidy up the house. Marie has taken care not to have an overabundance
of toys, just the right amount to support the varying ages of children. Dur-
ing the day, if she notices that some play materials are no longer being used,
she will go ahead and put them away or have the children do so. is avoids a
lot of clutter and makes cleanup time more pleasant as well.

Marie tidies the room in the same order each day, starting with gathering
all the play cloths and putting them in a large basket near the couch. en she
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starts gathering blocks, tidies the play kitchen, and puts back any furniture or
chairs that have been moved to create play spaces. At some point, she qui-
etly begins to hum and then sings a little cleanup song. She always moves
around the periphery of the room and into the center, with the children help-
ing and gathering along the way. Her predictable movement offers a level of
calmness to what can often be the most chaotic part of the day. Some children
get a basket and load it up to take things to their rightful places. Others tuck
the baby dolls into their beds. Two children run and hide, thinking that if they
lie in the middle of the room with a cloth pulled over them, no one will know
they are there! After picking up a few things, I settle back on the couch to fold
the play cloths and occupy two of the toddlers who were busy undoing what
had just been tidied. We don’t want to rush, so it takes about fifteen or twenty
minutes to get everything tucked back into place.

Marie sets the bowls, cups, and spoons on the table next to the oatmeal
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and apples and gets out the face-wiping cloths for after snack. e cloths are
soaked in warm lavender water. At 9:15 Stefan comes inside with the two
boys, and after washing up, we all come to our assigned places at the table and
have a few delightful hand gesture games before eating. “Where Is umb-
kin?” is just right for the younger ones, and something a little more compli-
cated is good for the older children:

Here’s my lady’s knives and forks
Here’s my lady’s table

Here’s my lady’s looking glass
And here’s the baby’s cradle.

Something about the warm oatmeal settles the children into a quiet
mood. It also helps that the two oldest children have already been engaged
in hardy work and are not compelled toward silliness right now. ey really
take their cues from Stefan, who, after a couple of deep breaths, dives into his
oatmeal with relish, while demonstrating good manners!

When we finish snack, the children wipe their faces and rinse and stack
their bowls, which Samuel loads into the dishwasher while other children
wash the table. ose who need to go to the bathroom do so. Stefan starts
helping children set the table for lunch, while other children start getting
themselves ready to go outside. Two children busily put out placemats, nap-
kins, and tableware. Each child has a specific place to sit, and this is identi-
fied by their individual napkin rings. e special candle, the crown jewel of
the table, is the last to go on. Marie gets out the basin for warm, lavender
water and clean face cloths for after lunch. e pot of soup is cooking, and I
anticipate how good it will smell when we come back in.

Notes of Interest

Why does Marie tidy up the exact same way every day?

Young children thrive in predictability and consistency. e less they
need to wonder what is coming next, the more relaxed they can be. ey
tend to get less agitated. It is ideal if they can simply dream along with
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the rhythms and routines that have been established by the adults. A
well-scheduled day or week has both routines and rhythms. Something
like cleanup or setting the table is a routine, basically done in the exact
same order each time. Routines consider the “things” that need to hap-
pen. Rhythms take into consideration the mood and how one thing
flows into another. Rhythm is more like breathing, and the more the
daily rhythm can have a quality of inhaling/focusing followed by ex-
haling/relaxing, the better.

Why is the lunch table set right after the morning snack?

It makes sense because the children are already there at the table, and
then there is less to do when they come in for lunch, already hungry and



a little tired. is way, as soon as they come in and wash up from being
outside, they are more or less ready to sit down and eat.

Why is lavender water used for the hand washing?

Lavender is a natural antiseptic.

Going Outside

We start getting Sasha and one other toddler ready to go out when Court-
ney, the four-year-old, shows up ready to help. “Hmm?” I query, and Courtney
looks down to see that her rain boots are on the opposite feet from where
they belong! A quick reversal and then she is ready to help Sasha with her
boots. Stefan goes out with the first wave of ready children. Soon, I go outside
with children in tow, while Marie bundles the baby snuggly into the buggy
and follows. It is like an old-fashioned baby buggy where the baby faces the
caregiver. e baby has had a morning nap and will nap again with the other
children after lunch. He is so happy to be outside, and Marie parks his buggy
right under a gently swaying tree—a natural hanging mobile! On colder days,
there may be a woolen blanket over the buggy or he may be snuggled against
Marie’s chest in a baby wrap. On warmer days, a blanket is put on the ground,
surrounded by straw bales to create a protected space and a natural playpen.

“Hey, Marie!” Samuel calls. “Look what I planted!” Marie sees that he
has helped to plant a whole row of beans and a small flowerbed. en he
scampers off to climb the low-branched tree in the backyard. One of the two-
year-olds wants to climb the tree also but is not quite capable. No one helps
her. She cries for a minute, gets a gentle hug, and then toddles off to play. One
of the cardinal rules is not to put a child into a position that she cannot get
into herself. Better to let her struggle and strive until that special day when
she can reach the first limb and pull herself up. David Elkind once used the
term markers to indicate those moments when a child reaches a new accom-
plishment or receives something that he or she has anticipated for a long
time. Immediate gratification eventually dampens, rather than deepens, joy
in life.
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Marie feeds the chickens and lets two of the children help her collect a
few eggs. en she lets the two rabbits out to roam while the children play.

Stefan decides to take the older children on a walk to the nearby woods
while Marie stays behind with the youngest children. Sometimes they go into
the woods also, but today it is a special opportunity for the older ones to ex-
plore more difficult terrain. I join Stefan.

“Hey, I just finished reading Last Child in the Woods, by Richard Louv,” Ste-
fan tells me. “It’s all about the importance of playing outside. One of the stud-
ies indicates that the more wild the green space is, the more benefit the chil-
dren derive. Here’s what’s amazing to me—significant improvements were
noted in children with autism, ADD, and ADHD.”

“It doesn’t surprise me,” I say, “when I think of how much calmer I feel
when I am out in nature.”

Stefan is keenly aware of the whereabouts of each child, but he has the
wisdom not to hover. He sits on a fallen tree and begins whittling a piece of
wood. He can put it away quickly in his backpack if he needs to rescue or in-
tercede. From having come here many times, the children know their bound-
aries—how far they can wander and how high they can climb. Even Samuel
is content to honor the boundaries now that he knows he will be allowed to
explore. Months earlier he had pushed the limits, which resulted in being
taken back to the house and told that he could only go into the woods when
he could honor the boundaries.

While Samuel is young enough that they have had to set boundaries for
his safety, we all secretly hope that, as he becomes older, he will be allowed
to explore more and more. Children learn so much from those times when
they are in a tight spot and, through their own initiative, find their way out.
We love the stories of Huckleberry Finn and Tom Sawyer, yet we shudder at
the thought of our own children exploring! Children who do not have the
opportunity to push their physical boundaries a bit can grow into teens and
young adults who lack confidence, or who have trouble discerning whether
or not a risk is life-threatening. Stefan puts away his whittling to tend to
Courtney, who has fallen and scraped her arm. He cleans it and puts some
healing cream on it with a Band-Aid. I give a special grandma kiss and hold
her on my lap for a few minutes until she is ready to venture back out. Ste-
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fan gets cups and water out of his backpack so all the children can have a
drink before we start back.

While we were gone, Marie and the younger children were having their
own adventures back at the house. ey spent a good deal of time climbing up
and sliding down the sand hill. e younger of the two toddlers asked to
swing in the swing hanging from the tree and would have happily stayed there
the whole time. However, Marie valued the importance of self-directed move-
ment and took her out of the swing after ten minutes. e toddler fussed for
a while and then moved on to the next thing. e baby was content watch-
ing the gentle movement of the leaves and branches of the tree for a long time
and then wanted some close time with Marie. She held him for awhile, then
put him down on the blanket to practice rolling over.

When the little ones hear their older friends coming back from the
woods, they run to the fence to greet them. Marie puts the baby back into
the pram and slips back inside to change a toddler’s diaper, while Stefan
gives everyone else a good brushing off before they take off their shoes to go
back inside. Each child places his or her shoes on a mat inside the door and
puts on nonslip socks or soft-soled shoes before going to the bathroom to
wash up for lunch.

Notes of Interest

Why did Marie use a stroller or buggy in which the baby faces the

caregiver?

A recent London study indicates that babies in backward-facing
strollers are typically less stressed because they can see their parents
or caregivers. is is something Marie had noticed for a long time.

What do you do if your child care home or center does not have

nature close by?

If your child care setting is not one that is blessed with a welcoming out-
door environment, do what you can to find it. Usually there is a nearby
park. Even a vacant lot with a scrubby bush, grass growing up through
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the cracks, and loose gravel can invoke creative play in a young child.
In the book e Geography of Childhood, by Nabhan and Trimble, these
issues are addressed.

Time for Lunch

e “washing hands song” resonates throughout the bathroom and hallway:

Wash hands, wash
It’s time to wash our hands

Now it’s time to wash our hands
Wash our hands now

On some days the children are given a warm footbath before lunch, but
not today. Later, Marie reflected that one of the children who was having a
more restless day would probably have benefited from the footbath. She and
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Stefan agree to be more aware that even when they do not do something for
the whole group, they still can do it for a specific child in need.

Stefan helps the youngest children with hand washing, while the older
children wash their own hands, put on their dinner shirts (apron smocks),
and help to put the food on the table and pour the water. Marie is warming
the baby’s bottle and helping the children settle at their chairs. On some
days the baby’s mother is able to come over and nurse her baby quietly in
the other room, but today Marie will be feeding him on her lap during the
meal.

Just as I had imagined, the whole house smells of the delicious soup.
What I had not known is that we would also be served fresh bread the chil-
dren had made the day before. ere is a plate of carrot sticks and a plate of
fresh pear slices to complete the menu.

Now, hands are washed, and we are ready for lunch. With all seated, a nice
deep belly breath and then a song prepares and settles the children:

Hands together, hands apart
Hands together, we’re ready to start.

With hands folded, as if in prayer, all is quiet except for the sound of Ste-
fan striking a match and lighting a candle in the middle of the table. We sing
the mealtime blessing:

Earth who gives to us this food
Sun who makes it ripe and good

Sun above and earth below
To you our loving thanks we show.

Two of the children belt it out with loud and silly voices, and Marie quietly
says she is sure that we can sing in such a way that the fire fairies dancing on
the tip of the candle will not be offended by our boisterousness! We sing
again, this time with respect.

It is just a little after twelve o’clock. e food has been blessed, and we
all take a drink of water—sometimes it is herbal tea. Stefan begins passing
out bowls of soup while Marie feeds the baby. e children pass the plates of
carrots and pears around the table. One of the children pours the milk into
each child’s cup from a small pitcher.
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“Stop, Courtney!” cries Samuel. “You’re gonna flow over!” Just in time I
help Courtney stop pouring before the milk runs over the edge of the cup. She
is still learning. ey are only supposed to fill the cups one-quarter full and
can have seconds when they want more. Sometimes they go several days in a
row without a spill or accident. Other days—well, it comes with the territory!

At first we eat in silence, giving body and soul a chance to feel the nour-
ishment from the warm food. Eventually quiet conversation starts—some-
thing a child saw on the walk or something happening at home. I tell a story
about the family of cardinals I had seen recently at my bird feeder, and soon
almost every child has a similar story to tell. eir innate drive to imitate even
shows up in their storytelling. It is not lying, as some people may think. Usu-
ally very young children do not lie. ey simply identify deeply with what they
are seeing and hearing and then say that the same thing happened to them.

Marie tells Stefan about the visit yesterday with Mr. Taylor, their licensing



specialist. “He’s still trying to figure us out,” she says. “We’re just so different
from what he is accustomed to seeing. But yesterday he told me that he wished
there were more places like ours! He was very taken with how we work with re-
lationship-based care and how capable the children are.” Not wanting to go
into too much detail in front of the children, Marie finished by saying, “He also
specifically mentioned how impressed he was with you.” Stefan smiles.

“Hey, who was that guy that came here tomorrow?” one of the children
queries. “Is he moving here?”

“at was our friend, Mr. Taylor, who came yesterday,” says Marie. “He
just stops by now and then to see how we are doing. He already has a house he
lives in.”

“Oh.”
Some children ask for a second bowl of soup, and so do I! Stefan also slices

a few more pieces of bread and passes them around.
About halfway through the meal, the two older boys start giggling and

talking about poop and pee. Why does this so often happen at the dinner
table? Could it be that as their digestion is being awakened, children suddenly
remember these miracles of bodily processes that take place every day of their
lives? “Let’s go into the bathroom to talk about that,” I suggest. Not wanting
to leave the table, they decide to drop the subject and go back to eating.

“God lives on the moon,” one of the other children offers.
“Nu-uh,” replies another, “God lives in the sky.”
Samuel shakes his head in disbelief at how misguided are these friends

of his! “Listen,” he says, “I know this is true. God lives in your heart!”
One of the two-year-olds gets a big grin on her face and gives Samuel a

kiss on the cheek, which he accepts and then shrugs his shoulders.
Near the end of lunchtime, Charelle arrives. She will be taking Stefan’s

place in the afternoon, and they overlap for lunch cleanup and nap time. ey
give each other a quick collegial hug. She is thrilled to have found a place like
this where childhood is respected and the caregivers love their work. Charelle
puts on her apron, which her grandmother made for her. She loves it be-
cause it has big pockets that come in very handy, and she also likes it be-
cause it was made from a soft cotton fabric that the children can snuggle into.
She usually wears it all afternoon because she is not supposed to wear jeans
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or tight-fitting pants to work; and if she forgets, her apron covers her and
offers a nice flowing form!

When most of the children are finished, Stefan hands out warm face
cloths for them to wash their faces and hands. en he hands the candle
snuffer to one of the older children to snuff the candle. It is a rite of passage
that the younger ones can anticipate coming to them someday.

“ank you for our meal,” we all sing together, and then the candle is
snuffed.

Two children stay at the table to finish their last bites, while the others
take their dishes over to the sink to rinse and load into the dishwasher after
they scrape their leftovers into the compost bin. en they each take a crumb
catcher to their place at the table to sweep up any crumbs they left on the
table or floor. I get out the big broom and sweep around them. Face cloths and
napkins are put in the basin and dinner shirts returned to their hooks un-
less they are very soiled.

I can see the results of the focused attention the caregivers have given
to these children as they learned all the activities involved with caring for
their home away from home. From sorting and folding laundry, to counting
out napkins and plates, to helping to prepare the food, to washing up, to
learning songs, stories, and games, to experiencing the tender loving care of
adults, I knew without a doubt that this is how young children are meant to
learn about life.

Notes of Interest

How were they allowed to have a candle at the table, and why would

they want to have one?

e licensing specialist had initially objected to having a candle on the
table, but eventually he had accepted their request for an exception, as
Marie explained how the candle provided a learning experience for the
children in how to respect fire and practice safety with it. eir com-
promise was to only use candles that were enclosed, and they had found
a beautiful globe candlestick holder. is allowed the children to still see
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the beauty and magic of the dancing flame, and it created a mood of
reverence for the beginning of the meal.

Why footbaths?

Warming, gentle massage, and
oiling of the feet can really
help to ground children if they
are a bit wild or unsettled. It is
a good idea to then put a pair
of warm socks on them to re-
tain the gentling that the foot-
bath has just provided.

Time for Rest

After a warm hug from Stefan and a few hugs from some of the children, I
say good-bye and go into the other room to tell Marie I will see her again
next week.

Marie had slipped away to change diapers for the baby and one of the tod-
dlers. She swaddled the baby and laid him in his bed. en she put soft sleep-
ing pants on the toddler, who had been wearing pants that were slightly snug
around the waist.

Charelle brings the children who have finished washing up from lunch to
use the toilet, wash their hands, and brush their teeth. I love the tooth-
brushing song that guides them through each step of brushing and lasts the
right length of time for them to do a good job!

Brush, brush, brush
Up and down

Brush, brush, brush
All around.

Brush your teeth and brush your gums
Brush your teeth and brush your tongue. . .
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Soon Stefan brings the last two children to Charelle and goes into the
bedroom to oversee the beginning of nap time. Marie slips out for a break.

e children lie down on their individual cots. Stefan had set these up
before he had gone outside with Samuel that morning. Each child had a sleep-
ing sack made from a soft comfy blanket that had been cut to the right size,
folded over at the bottom, and sewn up on the sides. e caregivers had sewn
these on sewing machines one Saturday morning with a group of the parents.
ey were roomy enough for comfort, but snug enough to help the child feel
appropriately contained and ready for rest. Underneath each blanket a lamb-
skin lay on the cot, serving as a soft mattress. On really cold days, a hot water
bottle was placed inside each of the sleeping sacks to make them toasty warm
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for the children. e warmers were taken out and put away once the children
went to bed. In the summer months their sleep sacks were made of lighter
fabric. e children’s cots were made to feel like canopied beds by placing a
three-sided frame around the head of each cot and draping it with soft fabric
that filters the light in the room.

Each child has a special sleeping dolly softly tucked into the sleep sack.
Most of these were ones that Marie had made for them. Some of them took
them home to sleep with them at night and bring back the next day. Two of
the children, however, had special things from when they were babies that
they cuddled with when they slept. One was a piece of a blanket that had been
cuddled so much that all that was left was a few squares. e other was a lit-
tle toy kitten that had been given to the child by a beloved grandparent.

Stefan draws the shades to set a quieter mood, a soft lamp is turned on,
and a window is opened slightly for fresh air. Once everyone is on his or her
cot, Stefan moves quietly from one child to another giving a soft back rub.
Some prefer to have their forehead gently stroked. He typically does not
linger but spends only a few moments with each of them, giving them the op-
portunity to settle themselves into rest. One child is a bit restless today and
keeps wiggling her legs and arms. Stefan gently, but firmly, holds her still
until she begins to relax. is technique is lovingly used to support a child
with sensory challenges or who is simply a wiggle worm.

Charelle tells a story. Today the baby starts fussing, so she holds and
rocks the baby while telling the story. After the story, she sings and hums a
lullaby. en she puts the baby in bed, turns off the lamp, and plays the
kinderharp while the children drift off to sleep.

Stefan leaves every day at 1:30. Tonight he has a date with someone very
special, and he is eager to make dinner reservations and buy movie tickets.
Charelle is excited for him, and gives him a wink as he slips out of the room.
She relaxes to the sounds of the children sleeping and takes a few minutes to
gaze at each one of them, holding them in her heart and picturing each of
them in one of their golden moments. She also ponders the loving interest
of each child’s guardian angel and gives thanks.

Around 2:00, Charelle leaves the nap room. She finishes up the fine-tune
cleaning of the kitchen and dining area and puts in a load of laundry. en she
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prepares a simple snack of yogurt and fruit for the afternoon. She starts
checking the chests of drawers that hold the children’s spare clothing and re-
members that she does not need to do this anymore. e parents have agreed
that they will do this every week instead.

Charelle is eager for her meeting with Marie. Normally Marie would not
return before 3:00, but she agreed to meet with Charelle today at 2:30.

On her break, Marie had driven to the nearest park, put on her favorite
walking shoes, and gone for a walk by the creek. She had brought her cur-
rent favorite book and read the next chapter. It was hard to put down, but she
had one more thing she wanted to do before going back home. She stopped by
the store and purchased the ingredients she needed to bake her husband’s
birthday cake the next day with the children. en she called to check in with
her daughter, who had play rehearsal after school.

Charelle fixes a pot of tea, and when Marie comes home Charelle fills her
in on how the children settled into nap. Marie tells Charelle about the events
of the morning, highlighting those things she feels Charelle needs to know
about the children. ey each wonder about Courtney, who tends to be a bit
clumsy in her movements and mildly inarticulate in her speech. Marie sug-
gests that they watch her movements closely over the next several days and
then practice moving like her themselves to see if that will give them any
fresh insights. She had learned about this from an early childhood colleague
with a background in therapeutic movement. ey agree to meet again next
week to share what they have discovered.

Marie can tell that Charelle has something else she is eager to share and
settles into the couch to listen while she sips her tea. Charelle has a twinkle in
her eye as she speaks.

“You won’t believe what happened in class today!” Charelle is getting her
degree in early childhood education at the local university. “My professor
started talking about the necessity of teaching four-year-olds the fundamen-
tals of reading and writing, and I actually raised my hand and asked her why
she felt that was important. I was so nervous! I’ve never done anything like
that before!

“e professor then cited various regulations that were being put into
place by the Department of Education and had spoken urgently about how



44 Home Away from Home: LifeWays Care of Children and Families

important it was for the United States to be competitive in business and in-
dustry.

“So, then I spoke up again! I asked her how teaching the fundamentals
of reading and writing to four-year-olds through direct instruction was going
to help when it was contrary to what so many early childhood experts had
noted about direct instruction—it’s not the developmentally natural way
children that age learn.

“I even mentioned that a number of studies show that academic ‘gains’
from early instruction of young children were lost by the time the children
were in third or fourth grade.

“I was on a roll then, so I put in a word for the Alliance for Childhood
and said that numerous writings show that self-directed play, experience-
based learning, and being out in nature provide the healthiest foundations
for young children to grow into creative, intelligent learners.”

Charelle had surprised herself by having the courage to speak up during
class. She was also pleased that she had managed to speak respectfully and
without raising her voice, even though she had felt her cheeks turn red.

“So, what was the professor’s reaction?” Marie wondered.
“You’re not going to believe this. She thanked me! And then she encour-

aged the rest of the students to take the question up as a point counterpoint
study. I’ve made an appointment to meet with her next week!”

“at’s great, Charelle. Way to advocate for the children!” Marie gives
her an encouraging handshake.

Notes of Interest

From what materials are the three-sided frames made for the bed

canopies?

I have seen two kinds. e wooden ones are made from three hollow
square frames with holes drilled into them at top and bottom in order
to tie them together. ese are great for the children to make play
houses with and are easy to move. e solid ones from cardboard or par-
ticle board are covered in fabric, which can be taken off for washing.
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What is a kinderharp?

It is a simple pentatonic stringed instrument that is helpful for quieting
children and also useful in setting a mood for storytelling. e penta-
tonic scale is naturally soothing to young children.

Are stories only told at nap time?What about puppetry?

Stories can be told anytime. For some children, it is a therapeutic mo-
ment on the caregiver’s lap. Other times, the group is gathered, perhaps
before snack, for a little puppet show with lap puppets or simple table-
top puppets. ree times a week, Marie gathers the children before
snack time for a few seasonal circle games and a simple lap puppet
show. Altogether, it is rarely more than ten minutes. Once or twice a
year, she and a group of friends present a more elaborate puppet play

for her children and for children
at the local library.

A word about advocacy

For Charelle to speak up during
class took a lot of courage on her
part. Many educational policies
and the teaching materials they
are spawning are not develop-
mentally appropriate, nor are
they in the best interest of our
children. Never in the history of
modern culture have we had so
many children labeled with learn-
ing disorders and social/emo-
tional disturbances. Children
cannot stand up for themselves.
We are their advocates, and it is
time for us to stand up for them.
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Why does Marie do personal things such as baking her husband’s

cake or making out her grocery list during her working hours?

As long as the children and the environment have been well-tended,
there is no reason for a caregiver not to take care of a few personal ac-
tivities that fit in well with the living arts upon which our approach to
child care is founded. Baking is a domestic art, as are sewing and mend-
ing, doing laundry, and any number of other tasks. Additionally, these
children know Marie’s husband and will enjoy being part of the cele-
bration of his birthday by preparing his cake. Some of them will also
want to draw pictures to make him a birthday book!
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End of the Day

Marie goes into the kitchen to fix the children’s tea. It is getting close to three
o’clock, and one of the toddlers wakes up. Charelle folds her into her arms and
gives her a few moments of cuddle time. She changes her diaper and gently
brushes her hair and oils her face—a refreshing start to the last part of the
day! While she is doing this, two more of the children tumble in and sit on the
couch, awaiting their turn for TLC. Courtney jumps up and runs to the potty,
then comes back and waits. After they are all brushed and shiny, they head
back into the nap room to fold up their bedding while Charelle gently awak-
ens the remaining sleepers. With one of the toddlers wrapped around her leg,
she quietly raises the window shades and begins singing:

Wake up, wake up, sleepy heads
Time to wake, get out of bed

Wake up, wake up, sleepy heads.

is used to be one of the hardest parts of the afternoon for Charelle be-
cause she was somewhat opposed to waking children from sleep, feeling they
should always be allowed to wake on their own. However, she realized that if
a child slept until 4:00 or 4:30, it could be doubly difficult for the parents to
get the child to bed between 7:00 and 7:30, the goal they were working on
with the families! It was all a work in progress, and Charelle was slowly com-
ing to peace with her responsibility to gently awaken the children no later
than 3:00 so they could have snack by 3:30—again trying not to interfere
with their dinner meal with their families by snacking too late in the day.

As she continues singing the wake-up song, most of the children begin
stretching and slowly getting up to go to the bathroom. e baby awakes with
a big grin on his face and looks around before making signs that he wants to
be picked up. Charelle changes the other toddler’s diaper and then sets to
work getting the last two children to wake up. Amazingly, it is Samuel who is
always the hardest to awaken. He played hard when he was awake, and he
slept hard when he was asleep! He resisted being awakened, but Charelle had
discovered that gently wetting his hands with a warm wet cloth and then
slightly stroking it across the back of his neck was helpful. Sometimes he
pushed it away, but more often it gently brought him to wakefulness. He
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would stare into the room for a few minutes as if he were trying to reenter the
galaxy from a place far, far away! Often the first words out of his mouth were
“Where’s Marie?” Charelle would simply smile and say, “You will see her very
soon.” She picks up the baby and begins changing his diaper. She follows the
same routine as Marie with the same little touching game.

Transition after nap could sometimes be chaotic, depending upon the
children. Charelle had learned to trust that form returns out of chaos. Some-
times she would play a simple game with them or read a book on the couch
to help them transition back into the day. On those rare days when she or Ste-
fan substituted all day, they each developed an even deeper respect and ad-
miration for Marie, knowing that she had done this for many years by herself.

When Marie comes into the room, she is met by cheers from the children.
She helps Charelle finish the hair brushing and face oiling before they all sit
down at the table for afternoon snack. Before they are finished, the father of
one of the three-year-olds arrives. She runs into her daddy’s arms and buries
her head in his neck. en she glances back over to Marie and Charelle with
a beaming smile on her face and pronounces, “is is MY Daddy!” He helps
her to rinse and stack her snack dishes and then goes into the nap space to
help her put away her sleep sack and cot. Her daddy brings her back to the
table for good-bye hugs from Marie and Charelle, and off they go.

In the morning, it had been the reverse ritual—hugs good-bye to mom-
mies and daddies and warm greetings to the caregivers. Seldom, but occa-
sionally, there were a few tears. Most of these children had been coming to
Marie’s for a while, and the bridges from parental home to home away from
home were strong and intact.

Snack is almost finished when another parent arrives. It is clear that she
has experienced a difficult day, and Marie offers her a cup of tea. She sits with
her child on her lap for a while, sipping tea and breathing her child back into
her. en she and her child rinse the child’s dish and put away bedding. It is
nice for the parents to touch into the physical environment that their chil-
dren have been in all day, even if just for a few moments. Helping with their
child’s dishes, checking on the nap space, and checking their child’s drawer for
clothes are all ways of acknowledging the home-away-from-home experi-
ence they want their child to have. In some ways it is the reverse of the home
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visit. e caregiver has gone to see their family home, and now the parent
expresses equal interest in his or her child’s home away from home.

Charelle finishes putting away snack and checks the fridge and cupboards
for staples to see if there is anything still needed for tomorrow’s snacks and
lunch. A menu is posted from which she can check. Marie unloads the dish-
washer with Samuel and one other child. e baby is lying on a sheepskin on
the floor in a protected corner of the room, cooing and exploring his toes. e
lunch dishes are put away, and snack dishes are loaded into the dishwasher.



e baby’s mother arrives, and the reunion is heartwarming. It is as if a
vibrational field starts resonating in the room. e baby’s greeting extends
from the tip of his head to the bottom of his feet as he lifts his little belly
and grins joyfully at his mommy, and she can hardly wait to have him back
in her arms. She quickly puts new packets of breast milk in the refrigerator
and then scoops him up, smothering him in kisses, and goes to sit on the
couch. “Hello, my sweet baby boy,” she coos to him while preparing to nurse.
“I love you a bushel and a peck, a bushel and a peck and a hug around the neck.”
She sings him a song she learned from Marie at a parent-infant class Marie of-
fers a few times a year. e two are left to linger as long as they want.

By 3:45, Charelle is outside with most of the children who have not been
picked up, and Marie is inside sweeping and vacuuming and tidying. Two of
the children wanted to stay in with her and are also sweeping. Caring for their
home away from home had become part of the daily/weekly experience of
these children. Rather than being given clever “curricular” materials from
which to learn abstract concepts, they were learning the fundamentals of daily
living, which also happened to provide them with many preacademic skills.

Charelle brings out the jump rope and ties one end to a tree. She is in-
troducing Samuel to the joy of rope jumping. He has conquered the snake and
has managed to jump over a relatively elevated still rope. Now she is starting
to sway it for him to learn how to jump while the rope is moving. e two girls
who were sweeping have come outside now and want to participate. Charelle
does the simple snake for them, and they are satisfied.

After jumping rope, they play a few games of Mother May I. e younger
children soon lose interest, but Samuel and the other older child love it. ey
are just learning how to really listen to instructions and follow through, while
the younger ones are still primarily learning by imitation. e girls who had
been sweeping with Marie were not taught to sweep by direct instruction.
ey simply imitate what they see every day. Samuel, on the other hand, is
slowly crossing the bridge from early childhood to middle childhood, and his
capacities and style of learning are subtly changing. His parents are giving
him the opportunity to make these changes gently, rather than rushing him
into an instructive environment full of expectations that are not necessarily
in his best interest in the long run.
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Marie hangs up her cleaning apron and goes outside. Charelle goes in-
side for one last look around, and changes out the diaper pail and garbage
bins before she leaves. After she puts the garbage outside, she and Marie say
good-bye, and two of the children give her a kiss before she walks out the
gate. Samuel’s father and another parent arrive within minutes of each other.
ey have a warm exchange and go inside to sign out their children and to
check their extra clothing. One of the children goes in with her mother, and
they sit for a few minutes having a reunion snuggle. Samuel stays outside
playing; and when his father comes back out, Samuel invites him over to see
his latest jump rope move.

Marie has really fostered the idea of the reunion moment when the par-
ents pick up their children, rather than just swooping them up and going
straight to the car. ose minutes of reconnection are important, and she rec-
ommends that they also have a few moments when they first arrive home—
perhaps a snuggle on the couch before going into the kitchen to prepare din-



ner. Also, she recommends that parents make it possible for their child to par-
ticipate with them in home activities, even if it is standing at the sink and
washing something in a basin of warm water. e activity isn’t as important
as being near the parent for a while, perhaps even playing outside together!

e end of day is very near, and only one child is left. Marie sits in a lawn
chair hemming one of her blouses. Before the last child leaves, her daughter
arrives home and gives her mother a peck on the cheek. e little one runs
over to her. “Uppie,” the child pleads. Marie’s daughter, who has grown up
around little ones, lifts her up and gently swings her around before going in-
side to call one of her friends to tell her about the rehearsal. On the after-
noons when she gets home earlier, she often sits outside for a while enjoying
the children and vice versa. Young children love teens and preteens, and it is
wonderful when there are youth who regularly participate in the lives of the
children.

Marie’s husband arrives just before the last parent shows up. As he gives
Marie a kiss, another request for uppies comes from the little one, who this
time receives a bear hug instead of a swing around. He pulls up another lawn
chair to sit and drink in the atmosphere so different from his work environ-
ment. His lap is immediately filled with the child until her parent arrives.
She jumps down to greet her mother and goes inside for her snuggle time and
checkout. Soon they come out to say their good-byes; and as they walk
through the gate, Marie takes a nice, deep belly breath. She is tired, but not
exhausted, and she is grateful for her life. And that, perhaps, is the greatest
gift that she gives these children every day—a life full of “Yes!”

Notes of Interest

What happens when older children do not nap?

All the children rest for a minimum of a half hour after the story is
told. is is required by most child care licensing agencies, and the chil-
dren need a rest in the middle of the day. At Marie’s, an older child is
allowed to play a quiet activity or look at a picture book if she or he does
not sleep. After a while, the child may help with snack preparation or
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other quiet household activities. It can also be a time for the caregiver
to read a few pages in a chapter book for the older children.

These caregivers seem exceptionally content in their work. Is this

typical?

In a story such as this, you are not informed of any of the caregivers’
back stories, those biographical stories that give insight into the trials
and tribulations in a person’s life. We all have them. However, of all
the qualities that the LifeWays training tries to instill in its caregivers,
two of the most important are resilience and joy in living. Some people
might replace the word joy with contentment, that basic capacity to take
whatever life brings, assimilate it, and move forward. It is also worth
noting the different life gestures of Marie, Stefan, and Charelle. While
all three are very active, Marie’s basic gesture is from the heart (feeling
the needs of the children and the parents); Stefan’s gesture is in his
hands, his will (sensing the physical needs of the children); and
Charelle’s gesture is in her head (pondering why things are done the way
they are and then doing what she believes is right). ey are a wonder-
ful balance for one another and for the children. While there are times
when they have disagreements, they have processes in place for work-
ing through them and commitment to being honest and straightforward
with one another.

What does Marie do to help a child transition from home to child care?

One way Marie found to ease this transition was for the parents to
visit her home with their child several times before leaving the child.
at way the child could begin adjusting to the new environment and
begin a gentle bonding with the caregivers before being left. Marie
found that a short good-bye was almost always best (“I love you, and I
know you are in the best place possible. I’ll see you after nap.”). So she
liked to provide plenty of opportunities for the families to visit before
that time.

ere was a recent British study about levels of the stress hormone
cortisol found in the saliva of children in institutional child care. e
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study found that when children first entered institutional child care,
their cortisol levels skyrocketed. Over time, the children showed out-
ward signs of adjusting, no longer crying and seemingly able to leave
their parents with more ease. Yet when the cortisol levels were tested,
they were found to be still elevated—not as high, but still elevated. Part
of the study’s final conclusion was that in order for these stress levels to
decline in children in child care, the care needed to be more homelike,
with consistent caregivers and smaller groups of children. is is exactly
what is done at Marie’s and other LifeWays care settings: consistent
caregivers, smaller groups, and homelike environments. It is like an
oasis of care where the children become like siblings to one another in
the warm embrace of their “adopted” aunties and uncles. e parents
can leave, hopefully feeling as comfortable as they would if they were
leaving their child with someone in their family.

LifeWays programs are dedicated to serving organic, whole foods as

much as possible. How do they work with families who have a very

different approach to eating?

e only environment a caregiver can control is the environment that
he or she creates for the children. e parents are responsible for what
happens in their home environment. Marie occasionally offered a cook-
ing class for interested parents, teaching a few really simple yet nutri-
tious meals to prepare. She also encouraged them toward the “All the
Way Home” concept, which meant that, even if they purchased fast
food, they would take it home, put it in serving dishes, set the table
with real tableware, and eat family style, just as if they had prepared the
food themselves.

It seems unrealistic that the parents participate at the level repre-

sented in this story—especially at the end of the day when they are

tired and eager to get home.

It is true that on some days one or another parent is in a rush and does
not follow through with the established routine. However, through
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ongoing dialogue with the parents, a well-developed enrollment inter-
view process that introduces the parents to various concepts, and
friendly reminders along the way, the parents come to understand the
value of creating these bridges for their children between their home
and their home away from home. It is not about “doing the caregivers’
work for them” by putting away bedding and so forth. Rather, it is about
helping their children see that they are engaged and interested in the
place where they are living when away from their parents.

Why would Samuel’s parents choose to have him stay in the Life-

Ways environment rather than send him on to preschool or kinder-

garten?

Letting Samuel stay in the home away from home he had known since
he was a toddler had not been an easy decision for his parents, even
though they loved and completely trusted Marie and the other care-
givers. ey had experienced pressure from family and friends to move
him into a “real” school. “What, after all, is Samuel learning?” they were
asked. ey answered that he actually knew how to listen, how to do his
share of tidying, could set the table counting out the right number of
plates and glasses, had a wealth of poetry and games that he could re-
cite and teach to others, knew all of his colors, ate relatively well, and,
perhaps most importantly, had a twinkle in his eye! Still, they felt the
pressure and wondered: Was it enough that they saw him in this joyful
state each day when they picked him up; that they could see him grow-
ing strong in body and spirit; that he was very capable, even kind, with
the younger children most of the time; that the caregivers were very
cognizant of his needs and were providing him ever greater challenges?

In the end, they decided to visit some other places when Samuel
was four. It wasn’t that they saw anything that made them want to run
screaming out of the building. What Samuel’s parents realized these
other settings missed was the simplicity of daily living and the practi-
cal life activities, as well as the more artistic approach to learning. ey
realized that Samuel would be in early childhood for only a very short
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time and, in fact, that time was growing shorter every day. en they
spoke with the parents of a teenage boy who had been at Marie’s years
earlier. ey had made a similar decision to keep their son with Marie
instead of fast-tracking him. At seventeen, he was president of his class
at school, enjoyed a number of sports, was doing fine academically,
and enjoyed camping, writing, and staging funny videos with his
friends and was generally content. So on those occasions when Samuel
complained that he wanted to leave the “baby school,” his parents lis-
tened patiently and assured him that his time was coming soon to move
on. “All in good time, all in good time.”

How does a LifeWays center or home write up its curriculum for

licensing?

Licensing requirements vary from state to state and may have differ-
ent formats for how they should be written. A LifeWays consultant
can help with this. It is not difficult to describe the emergent skills that
are being developed. For example, foundations for arithmetic are found
in things such as measuring ingredients for cooking, counting napkins
and tableware to be set on the table, and sorting the laundry, which also
teaches color identification. In LifeWays, however, the children learn
these things by imitation, not direct instruction. is is what Dr. Rudolf
Steiner recognized about the learning of young children—that they
learn from life itself. He did not offer advice on curriculum to educa-
tors of children under seven. Instead, he insisted that we dedicate our-
selves to living with meaning, purpose, and integrity, and that the chil-
dren learn through imitation and freedom of exploration. Our work is
to lay the foundation for the child to learn joy in life and purpose in liv-
ing. I know of no educational goals that are more profound or beautiful:

Receive the child in reverence.
Educate the child in love.

Send the child forth in freedom.
—Dr. Rudolf Steiner
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We hope you enjoyed your day at Marie’s LifeWays home. On the follow-
ing pages you can read the ten LifeWays principles and the basic LifeWays
practices for care of young children.

Please take the time to give yourself this little quiz: Look at each
listed principle and each basic practice and see where you find it rep-
resented in the story. I hope this will help bring these principles and prac-
tices to life for you. Here are the ones you will not find in the story:

• Festivals: In this story it is a typical day at Marie’s. It is not a birthday,
nor is it a seasonal festival day. However, you can read about cele-
brating festivals in Chapter 7.

• Foreign language: ere was not a native speaker of another language
who came to Marie’s on that day.

• Preschool/kindergarten: Marie does not have a separate preschool/
kindergarten program associated with her home care. In the story
you just read, there were special activities offered to benefit Samuel:
the more rigorous nature walk, the more sophisticated gesture games
and games played at the end of the day, and the opportunity to learn
through helping with more challenging tasks. ere are also times,
particularly during seasonal festivals, when the older children create
more involved projects over several weeks and have more challenging
circle games and crafts. e life-based learning provided in LifeWays
child care provides what young children need. However, in our cur-
rent culture, many families feel compelled to have a kindergarten or
school-type experience for their children, and this is why some of our
centers provide such programs. e LifeWays Child Development
Center of Milwaukee has a KinderHouse preschool program and a
KinderForest program, each two days a week for two-and-a-half
hours in the morning. ese are programs that older children in the
child care suites can attend. Community children who do not attend
child care can also enroll in them to have a taste of a play-based
kindergarten.

Enjoy your quiz!
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LifeWays Principles of Caring for
Children at Home and in Child Care

1. Young children thrive in the presence of parents and other devoted care-
givers who enjoy life and caring for children. ey learn primarily
through imitation/empathy and, therefore, need to be cared for by peo-
ple with integrity and warmth who are worthy of being imitated. is
is the foundation for learning and healthy development.

2. Having consistent caregivers, especially from birth to three years old
and, preferably, up to primary school age, is essential for establishing a
sense of trust and well-being.

3. Children need relationship with people of all ages. Infants and toddlers
thrive in family-style blended-age care, while older children see nurtur-
ing modeled by the adults and experience their own place in the con-
tinuum of growing up. Children of all ages can both give and receive spe-
cial blessing when in the company of elders and youth who enjoy
children.

4. Each person is uniquely valuable, gifted with purpose and worthy of
respect throughout all phases of his or her life’s journey.

5. Human relationship and activity are the essential tools for teaching
the young child all foundational skills for life. Infants and toddlers de-
velop most healthily when allowed to have freedom of movement in a
safe environment. For three- to six-year-olds, creative play, not technol-
ogy or early academics, forms the best foundation for school work and
for lifelong learning.

6. In infancy and early childhood, daily life experience is the “curriculum.”
e child’s relationships to the caregivers and to the environment are
the two most important aspects through which the child can experience
healthy life rhythms/routines. ese include the “nurturing arts” of rest
and play, regular meal times, exploring nature, practical/domestic ac-
tivities, social creativity, music, and simple artistic activities.
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7. Young children thrive in a home or homelike environment that offers
beauty, comfort and security, and connection to the living world of na-
ture. Healthy sense development is fostered when most of their clothing
and playthings are of nonsynthetic materials and their toys allow for
open-ended, imaginative play.

8. Childhood is a valid and authentic time unto itself and not just a prepa-
ration for schooling. Skipping or hurrying developmental phases can
undermine a child’s healthy and balanced development.

9. Parents of young children need and deserve support on their parenting
path—from professionals, family, and one another. ey thrive in a
setting where they are loved, respected, and helped to feel love and un-
derstanding for their children.

10. Caregivers also have an intrinsic purpose and need to be recognized and
appropriately compensated for the value of their work. ey need an en-
vironment where they can create an atmosphere of “home,” build true
relationship to the children, and feel autonomous and appreciated.

© 2006 LifeWays North America, Inc.

Basic Practices
in the Care of Young Children

• LifeWays practices are based upon the fundamental need for relation-
ship-based care (bonding and continuity), neurological research, and
recognition of living arts (domestic, nurturing, creative and social arts)
as central to the advancement of children’s social, emotional, and intel-
lectual skills. ese practices can be applied in parenting, in family child
care homes, child care centers, preschools, and extended care programs.
e physical setting is homelike rather than institutional or schoollike.

• In child care, “suites” consist of small groups of mixed-age children who
stay together with the same caregivers over a several-year period, cre-
ating a more homelike atmosphere and better teacher-child ratios.
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• Adult and child activities include practical life skills such as building, gar-
dening, cleaning, cooking, washing, repairing and sewing, among others.

• Movement/play curriculum emphasizes child-initiated activities that
promote healthy musculoskeletal development, providing opportunities
for unstructured, spontaneous movement in a safe environment. Tradi-
tional games and finger plays provide opportunities for the children to
imitate healthy movement, develop proprioception, and increase both
small and large motor skills.

• e children go outside in all but the most inclement weather. is helps
them become more robust and strengthens their bond with the envi-
ronment in which they live. A protected area is provided for crawlers
and infants.

• Child guidance is based on the LOVE approach to discipline: listening,
laughter, order, objectivity, versatility, vulnerability, energy, and en-
thusiasm.

• Natural organic foods are provided (whenever this is possible), and the
children can participate in the food preparation.

• Foundation for lifelong literacy is fostered through storytelling and
puppetry; through individual lap time with a book; through poetry,
verse, and music on a daily basis; through drama; and through the daily
interactions of play and movement in a healthy, secure environment.

• Emphasis is on loving human interaction with warm speech, live
singing, verses, and stories rather than technology. LifeWays centers
and child care homes are television- and video-free environments except
for use in administration and adult education.

• Festivals and celebrations honoring traditional seasonal festivals, cul-
tural backgrounds of the families, and children’s birthdays are offered.

• When possible, ongoing relationships are established with senior adults
and youth who visit on a regular basis.

• Community friends who speak a native language other than English
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may be invited to play simple games or sing simple songs with the chil-
dren on a routine basis.

• Preschool/kindergarten programs provide a developmentally appropri-
ate, play-based approach found in Waldorf preschools and kinder-
gartens throughout the world.

• Extended-day programs recognize the need for children to experience
the nurture of a homelike setting with opportunities for relaxation, rest,
and robust play.

Specific to Infants
(in addition to the applicable points above)

• Infants are provided safe environments in which to explore and move
freely—no walkers, bouncers, infant gyms, or other mechanical de-
vices are necessary.

• e infants are carefully wrapped for sleeping to provide a healthy sense
of security and warmth, and caps are encouraged to protect their sensi-
tive heads and ears.

• Infants receive daily outside time, carefully clothed according to the el-
ements. Fresh air also supports deep, restful sleep.

• Rocking and cuddling are encouraged to develop a healthy sense of
touch and movement and to promote security, bonding, and comfort.

• Physical care (diapering, clothing, feeding) provides focused time for
connecting with the caregiver and may include a special song for the
baby or a simple nursery rhyme and a gentle touching game. e baby
will be encouraged to participate in clothing himself—for example,
pulling on his own socks when capable.

• Clear, articulate, melodic speech is expected of the caregivers who are
encouraged to communicate with the infants regularly throughout the
day.

© 2006 LifeWays North America, Inc.
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A Word About Mixed Ages

Remember the first time you were offered a food that you found totally of-
fensive and could never imagine tasting? en one day you gave in, tasted it,
and found that you really liked it! Or maybe it was only okay, but over time
you grew to love it. For me, it was pizza. I just couldn’t imagine how some-
thing with all those different things on it mixed together could be yummy. For
years, according to my mother, I wanted the items on my plate to avoid touch-
ing each other if at all possible. Carrots should never mix with peas! en
my cousin and I started making our own pizzas on our sleepovers. is gave
me a sense of control about what was on there, and it was always the same—
tomato sauce, ground beef, and cheese. At least it was a start. It was not until
college that I gave in and tried a restaurant-style pizza, and guess what—it was
delicious!

Isn’t it true that variety is the spice of life—and no truer than when it
comes to being around people! In early childhood, mixing the ages is not just
about variety, however; it is about giving children the opportunity to “grow
up” family-style, looking forward to acquiring the skills and abilities of those
who are a bit older and looking back to the necessary care and nurture of
those a bit younger, recalling in their own body-memory that they received
that same tender, loving care.

If the idea of caring for mixed ages overwhelms you or makes you cringe,
maybe it’s not for you. However, if you have never tried it, maybe now is the
time. Remember that food you love now but used to wrinkle your nose at?!

Here are a couple of short stories from two different child care homes
about mixed-age child care.

What Ursula Wald Ramos of Tucson, Arizona, Experienced Several years
ago, Ursula cared for a three-year-old girl who had recently been ex-
pressing occasional aggressive behavior. She had taken to beating up
the dolls and saying she was going to smash them. Occasionally, she
was striking out at the other children, seemingly unprovoked. ings
were changing in her family, which could have played a role in her
behavior. When Ursula added an infant to her child care group, she
noticed that all of the children changed in their behavior. ey all
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loved the baby, and she specifically noted a change in the little three-
year-old girl. After the real baby joined their group, the three-year-old
went immediately to the baby dolls whenever she arrived, gathered
them all up, and began to wrap them and care for them just as she
saw Ursula doing for the real baby.

From the Journal of Mary O’Connell in Wauwatosa, Wisconsin [Mary had
a home program before she opened the Wisconsin LifeWays centers.]
It’s Wednesday, and in my home day care, that means it’s the day with
the “twos”—not by design, mind you, but the way the schedule just
happened to work out, I have all two-year-olds this day. Monroe, two
and a half, spends his day as the child development textbooks will tell
you. He enjoys being with the other toddlers, but he engages mostly
in “parallel play,” looking to the caregiver for ideas and inspiration.
He has trouble sharing toys, and there is a bit of intervention re-
quired by the caregiver to make sure everyone is taking turns. His
speech is emerging, but he doesn’t talk very much with the other
twos—mostly just three- or four-word sentences to the adult. Circle
time consists of the caregiver singing and Monroe and the other chil-
dren mostly watching, imitating a few gestures and contributing a
word here or there.

It’s Friday, and Monroe is here again, but this day with a mixed
group of ages, from infant to five years old. Monroe enters the house
with a grin from ear to ear and approaches James, age three. “Hi,
James! Want to play cars? Mary get out the cars? I be fire truck, you be
dump truck, okay James?” Monroe’s day continues with the exuberant
chattering, true imaginative play (inspired by the older playmates), ea-
gerly sharing toys with the baby, and fully engaging in circle time.
His whole demeanor has changed! He is confident, interactive, playful,
and so proud of himself.

I often think of this contrast between the two-year-old room
and mixed-age family-style care and feel so sorry for the children who
never get to experience this natural blending of ages, which allows
them to learn from the older children and care for the younger ones.
If only every caregiver could experience the joy of watching children
grow in a multi-age environment!
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So, is it always that sweet?
(or “True Confessions from Mixed-Age Child Care”)
ere must be someone out there reading this who wants to ask, “Is it al-
ways as blissful as the day you described at Marie’s LifeWays home?”

First, I encourage you to reread the story. Hopefully, you will see that
not everything went easily. Samuel had some challenging moments. One
child fell and hurt herself in the woods. Charelle needed to adjust her story-
telling to accommodate holding the baby. Another child became agitated
and needed a little extra attention. ere was inappropriate behavior at the
lunch table. One of the toddlers got fussy outside. Some of the parents
needed extra care.

And the answer to your question would be “No! Even with all of those
little blips, there can be days that are even more challenging.” We all already
know as caregivers, parents, teachers, parent educators, nannies, preschool
teachers, or anyone involved with young children that days are unpredictable,
and that some days are harder, some days easier. Kind of sounds like life!

One thing I hear from people who have switched to mixed ages is that it
has made many things much easier and some things more challenging. e
stories above give a glimpse into the “much easier” viewpoint. e younger
children tend to be more satisfied and joyful when they can be around older
children, and the older children tend to be softened and helped to retain their
childlike innocence a bit longer when they can be around the younger ones. At
the same time, they tend to take on more responsibility and may be quite will-
ing to do something to help with the younger children that they had resisted
helping with before.

One challenge that concerns some licensing specialists is whether hav-
ing children in mixed-age care will meet each child’s developmental needs.
Some of these concerns are based on a limited view of what comprises devel-
opmental needs. However, other concerns are legitimate and must be taken
into account. For example, concern for the safety of the infant must be taken
into account. Depending upon the age and developmental stage of an infant
in the care setting, the baby is either in the arms of the caregiver, sleeping in
his private sleep space, or in a protected environment within the larger care
environment where he can freely move and explore. In a very short time, the

64 Home Away from Home: LifeWays Care of Children and Families



older children adjust to having the baby around and are typically very care-
ful when near the baby. One could say that the older children are tendered by
the presence of an infant.

If we imagine a day with CooCooWahWah (the infant), OopsyDaisy (the
toddler), MeMineNo (the two-year-old), WhyWhy (the not-quite-three-year-
old), LookAtMe (the four-year-old), and You’reNotMyBoss (the five-and-a-
half-year-old), it is not difficult to understand why some people might be con-
cerned about putting all of them together. What happens when CooCooWahWah
wants her bottle at the same time that OopsyDaisy wants a pony ride on your
leg and MeMineNo and WhyWhy have started fighting over a doll while
LookAtMe is begging you to notice her latest accomplishment and You’reNot-
MyBoss refuses to do anything you tell him to do?

Hmmm? Clearly the answer must be that you feed CooCooWahWah while
LookAtMe gets a chance to learn to wait instead of being immediately grati-
fied; and You’reNotMyBoss gets to rise to the occasion, sensing himself to be
a big boy who can settle the doll argument with MeMineNo and WhyWhy by
going over and playing Ring Around the Rosie with them, which OopsyDaisy
readily joins!

is may sound impossible to you, but it is not. Children will often rise
to the occasion when they know that an infant’s needs must be met. Con-
versely, it is essential that we be supportive of the growing needs of the other
children. Sometime in the course of the day, OopsyDaisy needs his pony ride
and some lap time, as does MeMineNo, who also needs some time to do some
climbing and other exploring activities. WhyWhy needs to know that you have
heard her but are not going to burden her by actually answering her every
query with some abstract concept that is not really what she is looking for.
Rather, you will give her time to come up with some of her own answers and
will answer her other questions with the magical “Hmm, I wonder?”
LookAtMe (like all of them) needs to see you fully engaged in meaningful
physical activities such as cleaning, tidying, repairing, crafting, cooking, gar-
dening, or general tending so that she has strong sensory impressions to im-
itate in her creative playtime and a chance not to be so needy. And You’reNot-
MyBoss needs your unconditional love and clear sense of the loving wall
boundary that holds him in your expectation of his growing ability to do what
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is appropriate. He also needs to know that when he has created something
with great care and interest, you are not going to allow the littlest ones to
destroy it. Toddlers love knocking things down, and there are times when
that is totally appropriate. But when you provide mixed-age care, there are
times when the older children need time and protected space to penetrate
their real work!

Ultimately we each need to decide for ourselves about the type of care
we want to offer. As for me, I like the whole pizza! I am not convinced that it
is in the best interest of children or caregivers to be with only one age of
children in early childhood—where every person in the room (other than
the adults) is a CooCooWahWah, an OopsyDaisy, a MeMineNo, a LookAtMe, or a
You’reNotMyBoss. What do you think?
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The Many Faces
of LifeWays

BY MARY O’CONNELL AND FRIENDS

e greatest challenge of the day is how to bring about a
revolution of the heart, a revolution which has to start with
each one of us.

—Dorothy Day

MY HEART ACHED as I heard the anguish in Donna’s voice on the other end of
the phone line.

I’ve made a huge mistake! When I toured LifeWays last year, I felt so
comfortable there that I wanted to enroll my as-yet-unborn baby
right away. e loving caregivers and the relaxed demeanor of the
children made me want to stay forever. But then I visited XYZ Acad-
emy, and they impressed me with their curriculum and their state-of-
the art learning tools. I worried that if I didn’t provide my baby with
this early learning opportunity, she’d be behind the other kids when
she went to school someday. So I signed her up there even though my
“gut” wanted her to be at LifeWays.

Each day, I visit my daughter’s room at day care on my lunch hour
to nurse her. e teachers are nice enough, but I’ve quickly come to
realize that they never get around to the “curriculum” the program
promises. ey are so busy tending to whichever baby is crying the
loudest while the others are camped out in swings and bouncy seats.



e teachers don’t really know my baby or the others because they are
constantly being rotated through the other classrooms as group sizes
change. And the turnover is so high there, my daughter has gone
through quite a few caregivers already. I leave there every day want-
ing to cry because I realize now that no amount of fancy curricula or
technology can replace a loving, consistent caregiver for my daughter.

Donna regretted ignoring her instincts and bought into a sales pitch
that resulted in poor-quality care for her daughter. She’s not alone. Let’s face
it: When it comes to modern child care, we’ve all been sold a bill of goods.

For centuries, the young child learned all he needed to learn within the
context of relationship. In the safe haven that existed at the skirt tail of
Mama or the knee of Papa, the child’s world was defined, his personality
formed, his brain engaged, and his curiosity piqued. For most young children,
the elements that existed in a healthy family were all that was necessary to
prepare the child for future learning and life. With the dawn of child care cen-
ters, this model of relationship-based care slowly came to be replaced with in-
stitutionalized care.

A primary goal of child care became economic gain, and relationships
began to suffer. As Donna experienced personally, the profit-maximizing
model of modern child care has led to large group sizes of same-aged children,
caregivers paid barely more than fry cooks at McDonald’s, and staff mem-
bers who move constantly from group to group to achieve the minimum legal
teacher/child ratios. All of these conditions make real relationships between
children, their caregivers, and parents difficult, if not impossible, to achieve.

Of course, not every child care program exists to make a fast buck. ere
are high-quality centers that seek to improve the quality of care by hiring
well-educated caregivers and having lower child/adult ratios. ey often im-
plement strict standards in terms of safety and academic instruction. But
does this more academic model of child care meet the needs of the child?
Often, it does not. Many times caregivers in these academic programs have so
much paperwork to keep track of—children’s portfolios, lesson plans, aca-
demic skills testing, safety checklists—they have very little quality time to
spend building a relationship with the children in their care. One LifeWays
caregiver who until recently worked for years in the infant room of an elite ac-
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ademic child care center shared her frustration with all of the paperwork that
took her away from the children. She said that between all of the safety and
academic standards that she constantly had to document, she felt that she
rarely had time to just cuddle an infant.

Is it possible to provide healthier child care? YES! LifeWays is a model of
relationship-based care, where the relationships between child, caregiver, and
parent are highly valued. Studies show that even though the world has
changed greatly, the young child still learns best within the context of rela-
tionship. Consistent caring adults are a necessity for the young child to de-
velop. ese studies only confirm what parents such as Donna feel in their
hearts. Yet she, like many parents, still worried from an intellectual stand-
point whether her child would be prepared for school if not enrolled in the in-
stitutionalized care that’s come to define early childhood education. After
twelve years in both a LifeWays home and center setting, I can say whole-
heartedly and honestly that children cared for within the context of healthy,
long-term relationships are well prepared for school and life.

One LifeWays parent from Milwaukee, Wisconsin, agrees:

anks for inviting me to write to you about our family’s experience
having Antonia complete the LifeWays cycle from infancy to young
childhood.

Firstly, I am grateful for the consistent, loving homelike envi-
ronment LifeWays gave to Antonia. LifeWays caregivers were Anto-
nia’s second-mothers. She often called me “Miss Jaimmie” and her
teacher “Mama.” is made me know how well loved she was, and
that she perceived LifeWays as a safe and happy home.

As Antonia grew from the suite baby to a big girl helper, I saw
her complete her first journey through stages of maturity. She gen-
tly and gradually gave up her babyish ways, replacing old behaviors
with new ones. ere were no startling jolts so often imposed on chil-
dren going from one year of schooling to the next.

At LifeWays, Antonia learned to get along with other children in
a confident, positive, and constructive way. She had gone from one
who received the lion’s share of attention as an infant to one who
gave her attention to caring for little ones around her. One who
shared her toys, who cleaned up willingly, who worked out conflict,
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and who gladly obeyed the rules and routines of LifeWays.
And, when the time was right, she was ready to give up the com-

forting routines of LifeWays and take on the exciting new challenge
of five-year-old kindergarten. When Antonia entered public school
kindergarten, her behavior stood out from her peers. Her teacher
often remarked that Antonia was a joy to have in the classroom.

I credit the media-free environment, storytelling, and structured
routines of LifeWays for giving Antonia such a good foundation for
kindergarten. When she got to school, Antonia knew that listening to
grown-ups was a good thing for her to do. She was good at paying at-
tention to the natural human pace of the teacher rather than being
accustomed to the faster pace of electronic media.

Antonia’s academic progress has remained very good. She re-
cently received her first formal assessment as a first grader. Her high-
est mark was in “working cooperatively in groups.” LifeWays taught
her to value her peers and teachers, and to have confidence in dealing
with others. I feel these lessons will be with her for a lifetime.

Relationship-based care is happening every day in LifeWays programs
across the country, helping hundreds of children grow in confidence and good
health as Antonia did. It is my sincere hope that this book helps you begin to
visualize this kind of child care for the children in your life.

Over the years, many wise and creative souls have taken up this work in
their own homes, centers, and schools, each in her own way. For as many
more of you who feel called to this work, there will be even more interpreta-
tions of it in the future. A LifeWays program can take on many shapes and
forms, as long as the guiding principles and practices introduced in Chapter 1
are honored. In this chapter, we’ll introduce you to the work of several of
our colleagues who have taken up this work called LifeWays. It is our wish
that their stories will inspire you and broaden your perspective of what is pos-
sible.
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LifeWays of Wisconsin

Two LifeWays Centers in Southeastern Wisconsin
Offer Mixed-Age Child Care, Preschool,

and a Parent/Child Playgroup
(contributed by Mary O’Connell, Director and LifeWays Training Graduate)

When I was a young, stay-at-home mom with two little boys and one child
on the way, I had my first thoughts of being a child care provider. I really loved
being at home with children and felt that we had such a nice rhythm estab-
lished, it would be a blessing to be able to share that with an additional child
as well as supplement the family income. Finally, when our third child, a
daughter, was one year old, it felt like the right time to open our hearts and
home to a child. It seemed all I needed to do was to put that thought out
into the universe and suddenly a family appeared at our door with their baby
boy who needed full-time care.

It was with the introduction of little Jake into our household that I found
myself needing to more clearly define what I was doing and what I really be-
lieved in terms of the art of raising young children. Somehow, my gut in-
stincts were good enough for our own children, but to take on the care of
other people’s little ones required some serious thought! rough reading and
independent study, I found my way to Waldorf Education and Rudolf
Steiner’s picture of the young child. is really resonated with how I was al-
ready caring for children, and I became hungry for more. I attended a few
workshops in my area and ultimately ended up at the Magical Years Confer-
ence in Ann Arbor, Michigan. ere, a delightful woman named Cynthia
Aldinger offered a workshop about a new concept of child care she was de-
veloping called “LifeWays.” I learned she was beginning a training program
and a pilot center in Wisconsin, only a half an hour from my home! It was fate
. . .and I knew I needed to get involved.

I was lucky indeed to be a part of the very first LifeWays course, and I
drank it all in like a sponge. ose were busy, fruitful years, as I applied what
I was learning in the training to my work with young children. More families
in the Milwaukee area began approaching me to care for their children, and I
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quickly had as many children as I felt I could care for, plus a growing waiting
list. I knew this was a concept whose time had come. I began to spend a day
each week at the pilot LifeWays center, leading a parent/child playgroup and
learning how the center operated from the wise women there. en, when my
youngest child headed off to first grade, I was ready.

My colleagues and I opened the doors of LifeWays Early Childhood Cen-
ter in September 2002 in the Quaker Meeting House in the diverse Riverwest
neighborhood of Milwaukee. In some ways, sharing our space with the church
community was a bit of a challenge, but in many ways it was a blessing. e
church helped support us financially in our early years by offering us reduced
rent until we got on our feet. e building is at the edge of a large forested na-
ture preserve, something unheard of in the heart of a big city, which precipi-
tated the birth of our KinderForest, the area’s only entirely outdoor preschool
program (yes, even in the Wisconsin winter!). e Riverwest neighborhood
is a dynamic and colorful place, full of families who value the nurturing,
homelike care we provide for children. e LifeWays center has blossomed
into a community that cherishes children, supports each family, and values
each staff member.

Word of LifeWays quickly spread, and we began to have a waiting list of
children. It became obvious that we needed at least one more LifeWays pro-
gram in Milwaukee. Two home programs soon emerged: one run by a former
LifeWays staff member (you can read Ginger’s story later in this chapter), and
the other an affiliate program run by a former LifeWays parent. ese pro-
grams quickly grew and thrived as well.

en in 2006, LifeWays of Wisconsin opened LifeWays Child Develop-
ment Center in the suburban Lake Country area. e enrollment grew much
more slowly there than did our first center in Milwaukee, for a variety of rea-
sons. News of our new center traveled much less quickly than it had in the
densely populated city. A program that is all about community can be a bit
of a tough sell in a suburban area where many residents have moved to cre-
ate some distance between themselves and their neighbors. And the parents
in an affluent neighborhood, we found, had a much more difficult time put-
ting their trust in a program that didn’t promise early academic gains. We
became very accomplished at finding educational studies to support natural
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foods, unstructured play, and consistent caregivers! Slowly, the program
began to grow, and as with the center in Riverwest, has become a commu-
nity that uniquely reflects the larger community in which it lives. While the
urban LifeWays children have the forest as their home, the suburban Life-
Ways children spend their days in the garden, growing their own food and
tapping maple trees for syrup. We have also reached out to the public grade
school across the street, and each day we walk over after school to pick up
the little group of kindergarten-through-first-graders who finish their day
with us. ey bring a great deal of pent-up energy with them after a day in
school, so they delight in the chance to have a delicious snack before head-
ing outside to play, relishing their role as “the big kids.”

Each LifeWays center has become a unique and amazing community of
support for children, families, and caregivers.

Marcy Andrews’ Home Program

From Midwife to Mother to Child Care Provider
(contributed by Marcy Andrews, Caregiver and LifeWays Training Graduate)

In the middle of lunch I am struck by how utterly delightful my two-year-old
son, Antonio, is. I wink at him secretly across the table. “Why are you taking
a picture of me with your eyes?” he asks with an impish grin on his face. ese
moments are so fleeting that I am constantly trying to take pictures with my
eyes. Knowing how precious and temporary they are is exactly what brought
me to this work.

When I adopted my first son, Rafael, three and a half years ago as a sin-
gle mother, it was a challenge to let go of what, to that point, had been my
lifeline and passion: midwifery. My calling to be a midwife had come to me
as a flash of clarity and vision. For nearly ten years I had lived and breathed
pregnancy and birth. It had fed my mind and heart and soul in a way I
thought nothing else could. Just as it had called me, it was now asking me to
let go. e new message was my little boy looking up to the angels and say-
ing “Ga, Ba, Da,” and I could not yet understand the message. For years, I
had had long talks with one of my dearest friends, who is a Waldorf kinder-

The Many Faces of LifeWays 73



garten teacher, and I had watched her raise two exceptional girls. eoreti-
cally, I knew the importance of consistency and rhythm in a young child’s life,
but Rafa was an easygoing baby who willingly rode on chicken buses across
Guatemala with me, lived in an extra room in a maternity clinic in a rural
Mayan village, and went to births in the middle of the night riding in a back-
pack without complaining.

en I adopted Antonio, and he called out the message loud and clear!
When I first held Antonio at five months, he had already suffered severe ill-
ness, had been shifted from foster family to foster family, and seemed unac-
customed to being held. He had an inconsolable, bloodcurdling scream and
refused to sleep for more than an hour at a time. Rafael was twenty months
and toddled around with his fingers in his ears. I was completely consumed
with being a mother and overcome with an enigmatic and unconditional love
unlike anything I had ever experienced. I was delirious with exhaustion and
suddenly rhythm and routine were stabilizing, grounding, and completely es-
sential.

Compared with the exhilarating life of a midwife, each day seemed some-
what the same. Time was moving like water flowing, steadily in a mountain
stream. ere were times when the rhythm seemed maddeningly repetitive
and mundane. But then there were times when I was blessed with the con-
sciousness that each moment the stream was carrying new water that had
been collected from a million different sources. Not only that, but it was feed-
ing life downstream with unlimited potential and creativity! e monotony
was carrying with it a vastness beyond my wildest imaginings. I was being
called into a meditative trance that was calling me into the present like never
before. In that state, I could recognize the nuances of every cry. I could un-
derstand the jokes that my boys told each other in single syllables and could
laugh with them. I could follow my exploring toddler up the stairs thirteen
times without getting impatient or bored. I could lie on the ground with them
and feel the beating of their hearts in rhythm with my own. Here we were
building the foundation for the rest of our lives, and all this was happening
while we patiently, steadily watched the days roll by like water feeding life.

I had had ideals about staying at home with my children when they were
young for as long as I had dreamed about having children. Providing child care
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in my home would allow me the opportunity to do that, but I deeply ques-
tioned my ability to have the patience, the discipline, the inner strength, or
the creativity. My LifeWays training fed my soul and expanded my thinking
enough to see how each moment and each day with the children could be ap-
proached as a spiritual practice, taken one step at a time. I did not have to be
perfect. In fact, the children would learn most from me when they saw me
striving.

For the past year, my life has been spent almost entirely in the quiet New
Mexico canyon I call home, with my phone quiet, my car parked in the drive-
way for days on end, and my work coming to me down our long bumpy dirt
road in the form of children eager to learn and play. I still have my moments
where I question it all. But in my lucid moments, I know I am on the right
path. It is not a calling that has come in a flash of vision, but rather one that
has crept into my bones through day after day of consistent rhythm—a
rhythm that has cultivated my patience, nurtured my creativity, expanded my
discipline, and gifted me love greater than I ever could have imagined.

LifeWays Child Care Society

A Mixed-Age LifeWays Center in Vancouver, British Columbia
(contributed by Margo Running, Director and LifeWays Training Graduate)

Caring for a young child is an experience that some of us take part in as we
grow up. We are all personally cared for, which greatly affects how we are in
the world. We observe how others are cared for, and we learn from this as
well. Some of us grow up as a single child and only see a baby cared for when
we are out in public as a baby is pushed by in a stroller. As families become
smaller and social groupings are increasingly limited to same-age children,
many children do not experience being with younger children until they have
a child of their own. Now how can this child be cared for? What tools and
memories can be activated to meet a baby’s needs? I was fortunate to have a
little sister added to our family when I was five years old. By the time I was
twelve, there were many young children on my street, and my mother en-
couraged me to begin babysitting, which kept me busy most weekends. I went
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to camp every summer, and this was so enjoyable that I took counselor train-
ing when I was a teen that led to my first camp counselor job.

Some years passed while I spent time exploring alternative healing, inner
growth, and spiritual paths. After the birth of my first child, I rediscovered
my interest in children and enrolled in early childhood education courses.
e courses seemed to leave out basic subjects, such as how we “meet” the
child, and felt too structured, so I didn’t continue them. For my second child I
needed child care and found a Waldorf mixed-age preschool in my town. e
environment was so inviting that I enrolled my daughter and volunteered
two days a week to learn more. I began taking courses at Rudolf Steiner College
in Fair Oaks, California, with the goal of becoming a better parent, and this led
me to their teacher-training program. By the time I graduated, I had joined
other parents, and we opened a Waldorf-inspired charter grade school in Ari-
zona. e school needed a kindergarten teacher, so I left my job as a massage
therapist to take a lower salary as the teacher. It felt right in my heart.

Before long, I realized I was drawn to working with younger children.
Looking around my community, I found a duplex home, purchased it, and
opened a child care program for ten children. I developed the program based
on my studies at Rudolf Steiner College and my experience with young chil-
dren. After a year in business, learning from scratch how to do bookkeeping,
payroll, advertising, and so forth, I heard about the LifeWays training. My ex-
perience at Rudolf Steiner College had been so good; I was excited to deepen
my understanding of the young child with another training.

e LifeWays training coursework was so rich and inspiring; it was simi-
lar to my earlier training, except the focus was much more on the first three
years of life and on working with mixed ages. Both trainings spoke of the
inner work of the adult, but LifeWays added to that the practical and nurtur-
ing elements of working with the young child. Most Waldorf early childhood
trainings focus on the social and creative aspects, how to observe the child,
and what to bring the children in daily activities. I feel the gift the LifeWays
training brings to the Waldorf early childhood community is the attention
given to the homelike activities that are so important for rhythmical and de-
velopmental growth of the child, as well as the nurturing arts that are vital
to a child’s sense of well-being. Adding to my appreciation of the Wisconsin
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training was that I had never before been to the Midwest, so I had never seen
a red barn or a firefly!

So much of what was offered in the LifeWays course I was already doing
in my home child care business. is affirmed to me that this is what it looks
like if one takes an anthroposophical understanding of the young child. e
areas in which I needed a lot of help were in the business realm: developing a
business plan, attracting families, and upgrading the environment beyond
just a home where children play.

As my daughter neared high-school age, I wished for her to continue with
the Waldorf curriculum. So I put out my resume all over North America to Wal-
dorf schools that had an early childhood department (for me) and a high
school (for her). e Vancouver Waldorf School in British Columbia, Canada,
gave me the best job offer, as they were just building a new early childhood cen-
ter that had space for the first child care center in the world within a Waldorf
school. I arrived there in 2004 to help them set up the program. We had twelve
children under three years and four staff members. Licensing regulations were
similar to those in the States, so it wasn’t difficult to begin. e big difference
within the school community was that we operated all day, all year, while the
preschool and kindergartens in the same building had morning programs with
a separate aftercare ending at 3:00pm, and were closed for summer and many
school breaks. So once a child turned three and left the child care program,
working parents had to figure out how to find care for their child around the
somewhat restrictive school schedule or take time off from work.

After two years, our child care program left the school and created a sep-
arate nonprofit society and moved to a new location, ten minutes from the
school. We are in our third year of business with balanced financial books
every year. We have two programs of eight children each, babies to three years,
and ages two and a half to school age, per licensing requirements. Just this
year, licensing has changed the rules to allow a mixed-age program, babies to
school age in the same room: the original LifeWays model.

What are some things we have learned? Care of the young child asks us to
care for ourselves. Young babies take in everything we are as we care for them.
ey digest this along with the food they are eating, and it all adds to the being
into which they will grow. A child moves in response to inner urges as well as
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outer stimulation. A calm caregiver “feeds” a child in a certain way, as does a
nervous caregiver, each nourishing the child with a very different energy.
e imprinting goes deep into the being of the child. Caregiving is a respon-
sibility that cannot be taken lightly. A child imitates who we are in mood, ges-
ture, and tone. is all gives us more reason to pay attention to what we are
putting out to another. What does our voice sound like? Did I place the cup on
the table with a purposeful gesture, or did I just plunk it down? How am I pro-
cessing something stressful that happened yesterday? Am I mad at the world,
or can I calmly see my role, act on what is needed, and let the rest unfold? Car-
ing for the young child can be the most intensive task toward developing self-
awareness, as the child will reflect back to us all that we are. It can be deep
spiritual and soul work, if we choose to accept this responsibility to self and
others.

Can we truly take responsibility for our effect on the world? Can we choose
to make a difference? Care of the child is caring for the future. e child will
take what we give and bring it into the future, going beyond where we have
been. Can we make the future a better place by asking for self-awareness and
accepting the possibility for change within our habits and responses? is is
why I love this work. It is a dance between totally selfish reasons—I get the
opportunity to become more aware of myself—and totally altruistic rea-
sons—I have the opportunity to serve the world with kindness, attentive-
ness, and openness to others.

LifeWays House

A LifeWays Representative Home Program in Milwaukee
Offers Nurturing Care for Children from Infancy

to Five Years
(contributed by Ginger Georger, Caregiver and LifeWays Training Graduate)

In 2002, I was working in a child care center associated with a local grade
school and sending my boys to a Waldorf school, and I was very disheart-
ened by what I was seeing in my work life compared to the richness of expe-
riences my boys were getting at school. I was longing to work somewhere that
allowed children to be children. When I opened my latest issue of Tamarack
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Talk, the Waldorf community news from my sons’ school, there was my an-
swer. A new child care center was being formed—one that worked out of
Steiner’s principles—called LifeWays. And they were looking for a caregiver!
I called Mary O’Connell and interviewed for a primary caregiver position for
this center that didn’t yet exist. All summer, I waited to see if the enrollment
would be sufficient for LifeWays to hire me, and by September I began with a
full suite of children. I started the LifeWays training the following summer.
Since that time, my boys have grown (one is off to college and the other is in
high school), and I have moved on to run a little LifeWays program in my
home with eight children.

I simply loved working with the women at LifeWays Early Childhood Cen-
ter. Now that I am going it alone, I miss the nap time colleague meetings and
the festivals we would prepare together, and the support we offered one an-
other. When there were challenges, I would have someone to talk to almost
instantly. For example, if a parent spoke to me in a harsh way or a particular
child was running me ragged, I had help in the form of my colleagues. Now
that I’m working alone, I’ve had to figure out ways to cope, maybe a monthly
meeting with a colleague in the same field or a nap time phone call to a friend.
Sometimes it’s a cup of tea and chocolate at nap.

It’s hard to run the whole show: invoices, attendance, phone calls, ad-
vertising, taxes, receipts, programming, care of the children, cooking, clean-
ing, house repairs, animal care, mending, festivals, potlucks, yard work, gar-
dening, field trips, daily walks. Boy, I’m sure I’m missing things, but I think
you get the point. Sometimes I am overwhelmed at the whole picture; but
when I let go of time, I find it all gets done in the perfect time. Yes, it would be
easier with an assistant, but I guess I do well under pressure and work well
by myself.

e upside to being at home is, it’s home. e children are in a home, not
a center that tries to function like a home. ere’s a kitchen where lots of
cooking takes place, real housework to be done, things to be repaired, and
laundry to be folded and put away. Children learn to wait while I put lunch
on the table or a baby needs a diaper change, and there’s certainly nothing
wrong with waiting. I might even hear them join in as I am singing to the baby
while changing the diaper.
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I love being home. I love baking and making organic food for the children.
I love being outside in the gardens here at home. We have bunnies in a hutch;
the children love feeding them and chasing them out in the yard. en there’s
Zeus, our dog, whom the children simply love. is past summer the chil-
dren helped to build a simple climbing frame with one of the dads, and we
were able to modify it on the spot according to how the children were using it.
I learn something every day. One thing I’ve learned is to let go of time. I’ve
learned patience . . . humor. When all is crazy, we take a walk. Or sometimes
we start a project to help ground everyone, even the littlest child.

One day last spring, I had a housefull plus one extra—nine all together—
and it was chaotic. e children were all at one another and I was feeling over-
whelmed when I suddenly got a brilliant idea to wash windows. Yep, nine chil-
dren and one frazzled caregiver washing windows. No, not with Windex, but
actually taking the storm windows off and washing the windows properly—
a good spring cleaning! Something happened. I was busy singing and washing
windows, and every child from age one to five began to play a deep, soulful
play. e fighting and disconnected play that had existed before the window
washing was replaced with hearty, loving play, the kind that comes out when
adults are doing what adults are supposed to do . . .work.

Did I know the play would change? Maybe on some level that was what I
desperately hoped for when I began the project; but it still surprised me, and
it reminded me that I am an adult whose job it is to do useful and productive
work around the children. My work enhances the children’s resources and
provides them with activity for proper imitation during their playtime. ank
heavens for the lessons, be they large or small!

Spindlewood

A Waldorf School Off-Site Kindergarten in Maine
Embraces LifeWays

(contributed by Susan Silverio, Director and LifeWays Training Graduate)

No one was more surprised than I to find myself waking up early one morn-
ing in 2004 and saying “Yes!” to LifeWays. I had cultivated the Waldorf
kindergarten here on the grounds of our home, where Ashwood Waldorf
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School first took root in 1986. As the school grew up and expanded onto a
more central campus, this kindergarten continued as an off-site mixed-age
kindergarten, becoming a “branch” of Ashwood. With the help of many par-
ents, the tiny cabin was enlarged three times; and when it was complete, we
named it Spindlewood. I held on to the ideal of the Waldorf kindergarten,
reclaiming the traditional “children’s garden” from the conventional modern
academic model of pre-first grade.

Meanwhile, on the main campus of Ashwood Waldorf School, the mixed-
age kindergarten had proliferated into a patchwork of programs for early
childhood, specialized by age, with an aftercare program attached with addi-
tional staff. Although as a Waldorf school we still feel passionate about the
same teacher carrying a class through grades one through eight, our youngest
children went from teacher to teacher and classroom to classroom. e school
was noticing that a nursery program with a small number of children, and a
separate afternoon staff for them, was not financially feasible. For my part, I
began to question how we could provide young children with more continuity
of caregivers with whom they could bond and a more familiar environment
where they could gain the sense of mastery and security that could free their
imagination. I was also hearing a call from parents who were still attempting
to keep their children central to their lives but needed a larger portion of time
to focus on their work during the daylight hours.

e time was ripe for Ashwood to consult with Cynthia Aldinger, director
of LifeWays North America. In the course of our conversations, while still
working as part of a Waldorf school, I found myself experiencing a shift in
focus to relationship-based care and an increased appreciation of ordinary life.
is life included the living arts of nurturing, domestic and social arts, with
the creative arts revolving around the seasonal festivals. e shift was a re-
visioning of the morning program to an 8:30am–3:00pm day that allows time
for the nurturing physical care of the children and includes children in the
daily work and play of life. Rather than the fairly intense three-and-a-half
hour program of structured activities often found in a kindergarten (framed
with hours of adult-only preparation, cleanup, parent contacts, and seem-
ingly endless faculty meetings), the door was now opened to living with and
around children, weaving in stories, games, and verses throughout the day.
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With this shift, there seemed to be time to breathe. I was reminded that
my colleagues in remedial training have for some time recognized the need
for remedial work for today‘s children. Although I had participated in a num-
ber of courses and seminars, there had never seemed time in the course of a
kindergarten morning for some of the individual care and attention needed
by children. LifeWays’ inclusion of the nurturing arts introduces natural ac-
tivities of hair brushing, lavender face cloths, and warm lavender footbaths
that allow the possibility of close observation of the child. is bodily care
also meets two of the lower senses identified by Rudolf Steiner as the sense of
life and the sense of touch. e afternoons also allow a “siesta time,” when the
assistant teacher sets up mats framed with colored cloths, so that each child
has a little house somewhat like the ones that they build for themselves dur-
ing imaginative playtime. Although this custom flies in the face of our hectic
“on to the next activity” culture and has been met with resistance by some
children, over time, the afternoons have become a chance for a true “out-
breath” from the morning, a time to exhale and be restored. Often children
can be heard crooning the day’s songs before falling into a sound sleep. e
ones who don’t sleep can rest quietly as they wait for others to sleep. A very
active seven-year-old boy finds quiet, rhythmic satisfaction by finger knitting
during this time. e rosy cheeks of the sleepyheads as they arise testify to
their sense of life and well-being.

Even a welcome change can mean the loss of the familiar, and so it was with
my LifeWays transition. Like a caterpillar in a newly formed chrysalis, I found
my regular morning dissolving into a bit of chaos until new rhythms and forms
could emerge and hold a wider range of daily life. I felt challenged as I stepped
out from my teacher role and closer to the parental realm. I even missed the
familiar excitement of the often painfully interminable faculty meetings.

But what has been gained? e slightly more relaxed rhythms have al-
lowed the assistant teacher to emerge as a person in her own right, and she
has discovered a deep well within herself of stories and vignettes that amuse
and delight the children, and sometimes meet them in a curative moment. We
rejoice to see the children who were quiet and withdrawn last year now be-
coming more playful.

I sense a new feeling of quality with the parents. If perhaps I have been a
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warm teacher, I now stand as a caring person in the lives of their children.
Parents seem a bit more relaxed as well, and I now notice them holding, nur-
turing, and playing with their children when they greet them. Because there
are now two pick-up times (after lunch or after siesta), there is no longer one
grand dismissal time. When parents arrive to pick up their children, there is
now a bit more flow, like a tidal pool effect. At the end of the morning, one
child might invite a parent in to see his puppet play. At the end of the after-
noon, someone might arrive a few minutes early and offer to help us tidy up.
I have at times felt defensive of our kindergarten mood but now want to cul-
tivate an atmosphere of hospitality. Life abounds in these moments, and I
find that parents are grateful and respectful.

What else is gained? In spite of my own resistance to being still for a while
during siesta, I am learning to have a full twenty-minute out-breath myself
after the back rubs and lullabies, a moment of meditation that provides rest
for my soul, even while staying in tune with the children. During the quiet
time that follows, I can weave in a few other duties that I would have done in
the afternoon anyway: folding a basket of laundry, having a conversation with
a parent, or setting up for the next day. Also gained are several children who
could not have been accommodated in a more formal kindergarten morning.
Some are young; others require a bit more adult interaction to find their way
through the day. e other children, some of whom have no siblings at home,
gain the opportunity to observe a younger child being cared for. e simple
acts of assisting a child with dressing and undressing for outdoor play nour-
ish the sense of touch and can be a nurturing activity if not rushed, and per-
haps accompanied by a song. A child who has difficulty entering into social
play in the morning becomes quiet and observant as I brush his hair before he
enters the room. is nurturing touch seems to bring him into his own body
and allows a smoother transition into the group.

In 2006, we began our twentieth year as a Waldorf kindergarten. Spindle-
wood had grown to a strong and nourishing community. e time had come
to create an educational organization distinct from Ashwood, the Waldorf
school I had parented. My work is still with the mixed-age three-day kinder-
garten, and I am also directing the LifeWays training here in the Northeast.
A new chapter has begun.
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The Orchard

e Story of a LifeWays Program in Madison, Wisconsin
(contributed by Jacqueline Beecher, Founder and Waldorf Educator)

My daughter Leah and I wanted to meet the child care needs of families with
young children. We understood that the care of young children is a legiti-
mate and honorable need of parents, whether it be for work or respite. We are
both teachers by profession. At the time we began the program, Leah had
taken a break from her career as a public school reading specialist because she
preferred to stay home with her two young children. And I was an experi-
enced Waldorf teacher who had recently relocated to live closer to my grand-
children while they were little. We were both newcomers to Madison, a nice,
livable, family-oriented city with no Waldorf school at the time.

Leah and I took a weekend seminar with Cynthia Aldinger at the Mil-
waukee LifeWays center and made our decision to go for it. We were especially
inspired by the importance of having outdoor space readily available for
young children, as well as opportunities for work and play. We looked for a
house that had several living quarters on a large lot within the city of Madi-
son. We were lucky to find a house on more than an acre of land! It was heav-
ily treed and fenced all around—an island and safe haven in the city. ere
was a “mother-in-law” apartment on the ground level of the bi-level house
complete with a kitchenette and bathroom. A large open studio and a laundry
room completed the ground level, so it had enough space—the right kind of
space—and we only had to paint and get furniture. e ground level would be
perfect for the child care program while my husband and I could make our
home in the upper level.

e house had been neglected, so we had many months of major im-
provements to the outside of the house before we could seek licensing. We
were able to sell our former house and keep enough of the equity to make
the improvements. We are happy that the house has three fireplaces, be-
cause wood carrying and wood splitting have been an important aspect of the
work that children are able to participate in. We have chickens (four are per-
mitted in the city), a large garden, fruit trees, and berry bushes; and we keep
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a path open through the little woods. All of these have become important as
outdoor work opportunities for the children, as well. My husband put down
a cement path for trikes, and he designed and built a large sandbox as well
as a water pump the children can use.

Leah and I developed a nurturing space inside. I borrowed money to
equip the space with furniture, suitable play things, and so on. We met to plan
a rhythmic program, then we created a policy book, applied for licensing,
and began to advertise using simple flyers that we posted around. We also
used craigslist.com to advertise.

We began in the fall by offering a full-day program (7:30 am–4:30 pm)
with an option for half days. Our morning program has a different activity
each day: baking bread, making soup, painting, handwork, and cleaning. We
charge an annual fee paid over 10 months. Our summer programming is not
child care per se, but rather we offer week-long art camps for children aged
either four to six or six to nine years.

When we began, we wanted to be flexible, so we accepted as few as two
mornings as a minimum enrollment. We began that first year with three
children who came two mornings per week. We just went with it, even though
we had two adult caregivers for three children. We actually came to appreciate
how those first few months of only a few children helped us to work through
the kinks in our space and in our program. We began to pick up more children
in the late fall of our first year. One family found us because I was a member
of the Waldorf Early Childhood Association (WECAN) and was listed on their
site. Another family found Cynthia Aldinger’s contact information, and she
sent them to us. Since that first year, all of our enrollments have come via
word of mouth. By June of that first school year, we had five children and
were running four mornings per week.

Our enrollment has continued to build over the years since 2003, first to
five mornings and then to include afternoons. We are now completely filled,
licensed for eight children as a family child care, and have four to seven chil-
dren staying every afternoon. Leah has since moved to Colorado, but several
excellent caregivers have come to be involved in the program, including my
other daughter, Jessica.

Since e Orchard opened, the Madison School, which has applied for De-



veloping Status with the Association for Waldorf Schools of North America
(AWSNA), has also opened. We work together, often sharing festivals (Hal-
loween and the Advent Spiral, to name two). e three of us who work at
e Orchard also work at the school in various capacities. e Madison School
and e Orchard are trying to consciously support each other and not be in
competition, and both entities are growing in spite of some duplication of
programming. e Orchard serves children ages nine months to nine years,
and the Madison School has a two-day Wonder Garden for two-and-a-half-
to three-and-a-half-year-olds, as well as the traditional Waldorf kindergartens
for three-and-a-half- to six-year-olds.

Rainbow Bridge LifeWays Program

A Mixed-Age Large Child Care Home in Boulder, Colorado
(contributed by Faith Baldwin, Director, Caregiver,

and LifeWays Training Graduate)

I did the LifeWays training in 2005 while working at Boulder Waldorf Kinder-
garten as an assistant in the toddler classroom, then as the lead teacher for
two years after I completed my training. I loved my time there, but I was frus-
trated not having a real mixed-age program, as licensing regulations for child
care centers in Colorado prohibit mixed-age programs for toddlers. Also, I
wanted to be able to make a real livable wage instead of just scrape by. When
my mother expressed interest in helping me start my own LifeWays program,
I jumped at the chance. We opened Rainbow Bridge in August 2008 after
first taking some practical steps.

e first step was to figure out what our program would look like and
where it would be. After looking at licensing options, we decided that a Large
Home Daycare license would be the best option for us, allowing us to have
up to twelve children per day, ages one to five. We started looking for a house
to rent that I (as the licensee) could live in and encountered one of our first
challenges—most prospective landlords were not open to renting to a home
child care. Eventually we found a house that met all of our requirements, with
a fully fenced backyard and both a living room and a family room.
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I moved into the house two-and-a-half months before our program
opened, using this time to prepare the space both indoors and out, get
licensed, and work on enrollment. We made brochures and did mailings,
flyered the neighborhood, introduced ourselves to all of the area Waldorf
schools, and advertised in local parenting publications.

We opened our doors in mid-August with eight to nine children per day
enrolled. However, we didn’t have everyone start at once. We started out with
four or five children per day and added children gradually over the first month
until everyone was there. is ensured that all children got as much “hip
time” or “lap time” as they needed, and we had a wonderfully tear-free be-
ginning. Also, this gave us time to work out the kinks of a new space and
working together as a team.

Today my program is halfway through its second year, and it is thriving.
I have visions of moving it to a center eventually and having room for classes
and workshops for parents as well. I love working with the LifeWays model,
and would love to see LifeWays programs available for families in every town
in America.
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Other Facets
of LifeWays

BY CYNTHIA ALDINGER AND MARY O’CONNELL

Strengthen a parent . . .and you strengthen a child.
—Fred Rogers

Play is the highest phase of child development—of human
development at this state. . . . It gives therefore joy, freedom,
contentment, inner and outer rest, peace with the world. It
holds the sources of all that is good.

—Friedrich Froebel

What Is a LifeWays Parent-Child Playgroup?
BY CYNTHIA ALDINGER

From the time the LifeWays project started, it was our intention to be there
for all parents, not only for those who needed child care support. Some par-
ents who wanted to be home with their children still wanted community with
other parents, but often there were not many families at home in their neigh-
borhoods. Other parents wanted a place where their children could play with
other children in a protected environment. So we started a parent-child pro-
gram one morning a week for two-and-a-half hours in ten-week sessions.

Our goal was not so much to entertain as it was to “be” with these fami-
lies in the framework of the living arts. We knew that we wanted to be both
inspiring and practical and to support families by encouraging them to find
the profound in simplicity.



90 Home Away from Home: LifeWays Care of Children and Families

So, while we offered handouts and one or two evening meetings without
the children to discuss parenting questions and other pertinent topics, we
primarily wanted the parents to have a relaxed, good time and perhaps pick
up a few new skills.

Over the years, I have experienced different parent-child program styles
and have experimented with my own. I have included a schedule I particularly
enjoyed with a parent-child program I did in my own home many years ago. I
drew my inspiration from Mary O’Connell’s laid-back style in her parent-child
programs at the Wisconsin LifeWays centers.

Always a lover of mixed ages, my parent-child program was open to par-
ents with children from infants to five- or six-year-olds. Occasionally even a
slightly older child would come along. We came to be more like an extended



family getting together than a formal program. However, we always had the
same rhythm and basic routines so that children (and the parents) could relax
in knowing what was coming next.

As you can read on our parent-child handout, limiting the age is recom-
mended in the parent-infant program. is program focuses on helping par-
ents learn how to observe the developmental stages of their babies and per-
haps learn some lovely, nurturing activities, some lullabies, and some simple
interactive baby games. If you are interested in locating a parent-infant pro-
gram near you, try contacting the Waldorf Early Childhood Association of
North America (www.waldorfearlychildhood.org).

e document on the following pages describes suggested practices for
parent-child groups.

Cynthia’s Mixed-Age Parent-Child Playgroup
When our pilot LifeWays center was only one-and-a-half years old, my hus-
band’s work moved us out of Wisconsin back to my childhood home, Norman,
Oklahoma. I thought my heart was literally going to break having to leave this
new project so early in its development. Yet you can imagine my delight when
a group of young parents in Norman asked me to offer a parent-child play-
group for them. It felt a little like climbing back into the saddle again.

We began with a gathering of the parents on January 6, ree Kings Day.
We shared a special festival cake with treasures inside and talked about their
wishes for the program we would offer.

It was a wonderful learning curve for me to offer this program in my
home. Like Ginger’s discovery of how nice it was to offer child care in her ac-
tual home, I, too, discovered the delight of not needing to set up a homelike
environment for these families because we were already in a home. ere
was no need for play equipment for the children. We turned a couple of our
easy chairs backward and placed a big piece of silk over them to create a little
playhouse with a sheepskin rug and a few dolls inside. We used a small coffee
table for the children to set up their tea parties and other imaginative play. I
had a few dress-up clothes and plenty of silk scarves for them to play with. We
always had a few sheets of paper and crayons should a child want to draw or
color and a tiny area with a few infant toys for the youngest participants.
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Suggested Practices
in Parent-Child Programs

We do not expect all of these components to be in every parent-child program
but offer you a variety of ideas from which to draw.

• e parent-child program provides a beautiful, nurturing, and homelike en-
vironment where families come together to explore the wonders of child-
hood. is supportive learning community promotes open dialogue and dis-
cussion about parenting choices.

• e program curriculum is based upon and inspired by the developmental pic-
ture of the young child as described by Rudolf Steiner, the founder of Waldorf
education, and other developmental theorists that resonate with that devel-
opmental picture. Parallels are also drawn to current research on early child-
hood development.

• e parent-child program helps parents understand the great significance of
their child’s development as he moves through the major phases of play in the
first years of life: play arising from the body, or sensory-motor play; play
arising from imagination and imitation; and intentional pretending.

• e program provides parents with a circle of support in a nonjudgmental,
welcoming community in a time when parenting often does not come easily
or naturally.

• Parents and children together are nurtured through the daily and seasonal
rhythms woven into the class content prepared and guided by the parent-
child teacher.

• Rich resources are given to the children to support their play within the con-
text of the parent-child activities.

• Simple games provide songs, rhymes, and movement for parents and children
alike to enjoy.

• e children play with simple, natural materials and toys that protect and en-
courage their imaginative capacities and enrich their sensory experience.

• Within the activities of play provided in the program, children integrate the
world and practice their life skills such as movement and balance, sensory
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integration, speech and language capacity, social and emotional interactions,
and imaginative and cognitive development.

• Story time brings the magic of speech and language through simple puppet
plays telling the delightful stories of the nursery rhymes and nursery tales.

• e domestic arts such as baking and snack preparation, craft activities, gar-
dening, and caring for the environment also provide the children with ex-
amples to imitate from the adults around them.

• Nurturing care such as hand and face washing and hair brushing or a gentle
hand massage or foot rub may also be experienced.

• Parents learn through direct observation of the children, particularly in the
parent-infant programs, and through discussion time with the teacher and
reading materials centered on child development and issues pertaining to
parenting and family life.

• Parents may also engage in a comparative study of ideas about child devel-
opment and family styles throughout history and in different cultures by
looking at families and children through the visual and literary arts.

• Parents explore together their educational values and questions pertaining to
family life.

• Parents become resources for one another and develop a sense of commu-
nity and “neighborhood.”

• Seasonal festivals are celebrated, establishing a connection to the greater cos-
mic rhythms that sustain us. is rhythmic experience helps parents as they
seek to find their own balance with their children in home life.

• Parent-infant classes and parent-toddler classes have a particular focus on
child observation and may not include all of the components listed above, such
as story time. Rather, the emphasis is on the direct relationship between par-
ent and child and understanding development in the first year or two of life.
Special emphasis is placed on observing the child’s movement and allowing for
plenty of floor time. is work is particularly inspired by the studies of Hun-
garian pediatrician Emmi Pikler and others who understand the need to give
the young child freedom to move as a foundation for healthy development.

Content for this document was created by Christine Culbert and
Peggy Alessandri, early childhood educators and friends of LifeWays.
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General Schedule of Cynthia’s Mixed-Age
Parent-Child Playgroup (2½ hours)

9:00am Arrival

• Coats in closet, shoes in entryway.

• Activities for the day written beautifully on blackboard in entry way.

• Family bread making: Families take turns at the table making their
bread. Everyone made the same bread style (rolls, pizza, pretzels, or
cinnamon rolls) for that particular day. e bread dough was wait-
ing in a big bowl on the table when they arrived. When not bread
making, they moved to any one of the following activities:

° Veggies and fruits cut up—bowls, cutting boards, knives set out
on tables

° Butter to be unwrapped, cut in pieces, and put on butter plates

° Ironing board and placemats to be ironed

° Napkins to sort and fold

° Some children went off to play right after bread making with
their parents.

• Inevitably, some parents would venture off with their children until
they felt the children were comfortably placed and ready to “sepa-
rate.” e rooms were set up so that there was easy flow between
them.

9:30am Cleanup from food preparations, and ironing and folding. One
person in charge of keeping awareness of baking bread.

9:40am Crafting. Sometimes it is nice to do one craft for the entire eight-
to-ten week session. We worked on one thing for a few weeks and then
changed projects. Typically during craft time, the parents and I would
have simple conversation around parenting questions or something
they had read. I found that more in-depth conversations were better
saved for a parent evening without the children.

10:05am Cleanup from crafting.
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10:15am Game time. Simple interactive seasonal games and songs—the
same ones every time for the whole ten-week session. e last song led
us to hand washing in bathrooms [Side note: Mary O’Connell often did
something in her playgroup at this time that I truly love. She would
pass out the children’s individual hairbrushes, and the parents would
brush the children’s hair before snack. e parents had individualized
the hairbrushes by painting the handles during one of the crafting
times.]

10:30am Snack

• Families help set up tables, placemats, napkins, bowls, food, can-
dles, etc.

• One parent and child prepared the warm face cloths for after eating.

• After everyone was seated, candles were lit on each table.

• Blessing.

• We ate and communed with one another while being aware of the
children.

• Candles snuffed (snuffer passed from table to table) when first fam-
ily to finish was ready to leave table. is was not rushed and chil-
dren learned to wait.

• Warm face cloths for the children when finished.

• When each family was finished they went together to the kitchen to
wash and load their dishes in the dishwasher or wash and put them
in the drainer.

11:00am Simple puppet play. I set this up while the families were washing
up.

11:10am Outside to the greenway behind our house with creek and trees
to climb.

11:30am Good-bye song. Some families stayed and visited while children
continued to play.
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ere were a few small treasure boxes for younger children to enjoy taking
things out and putting things in. It was all very simple.

In the larger open area of the living room, we set up a few card tables for
food preparation, and we sat on the couch, chairs, and floor when we worked
on our other projects. Our first project was to sew simple playgroup aprons
for the children using kitchen towels. Simply turn down two corners, sew a
seam, and run a cord through that to go over the child’s head and tie behind
the back. We twizzled the cords with nice wool yarn. Each family had their
own handwork basket, so they could put away their work whenever they
wanted. In case a child wanted to participate, we had small embroidery hoops
with burlap fabric and large-eyed, smooth-tipped needles for them to sew
with yarn. Some families worked on the apron for a few sessions, doing fancy
embroidery on the front, and some finished theirs in one session. e chil-
dren used these aprons whenever they attended playgroup. Other projects in-
cluded making wet-felted play balls and sawing fallen tree limbs into bun-
dles of wood to give to the children’s fathers for Father’s Day. We also had a
session where the children and I made Mother’s Day gifts while the parents
transformed a large refrigerator box into a playhouse. e parents cut all the
windows, doors, and skylights into the cardboard, framing them with colored
tape; then the children painted the box.

Each session began with the preparation of the bread we would be eat-
ing for snack that day. As families arrived, they would take turns making
enough rolls for their family. Also set up were tables for cutting up fruit or for
unwrapping and cutting the butter to go on plates for each table at snack
time. We also had the ironing board set up for ironing the placemats and a
table piled with our napkins to be sorted and folded. Two particular little girls
always chose to fold the napkins with their mothers and grinned with ac-
complishment as they carried them to the dining table.

You can read how the rest of the morning unfolded. It was such a joy and
privilege to meet with these young families. We had several fathers in the
group, and one family even brought along the biological dad and the step-
dad. Some grandparents occasionally joined as well. ere is no specific tem-
plate for how to do a parent-child program, but I highly recommend this
family-style approach.
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What Is LifeWays Forest Kindergarten?
BY MARY O’CONNELL

e natural environment surrounding a LifeWays program often inspires a
new idea, a fresh way of inviting children to interact with the natural world.
Just as Marcy’s inspiration to start a CSA with her children led to KinderFarm
(introduced in “Creating Your Community of Care”), so the impulse for Life-
Ways Milwaukee’s children to immerse themselves in the life of the forest
led to KinderForest.

In KinderForest, every tree is a jungle gym; every fallen log a balance beam;
every leaf, flower, snowflake, stick, and shell a gift from nature. KinderFor-
est children get to live in the forest along the river behind the LifeWays cen-
ter two mornings per week. is natural world becomes our “home away from
home” from 9–11:30 am these two mornings, from Labor Day to Memorial
Day.
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Here we discover the river’s and forest’s changes since our last visit. We
take long hikes, climb trees, and look for tracks and treasures in all sorts of
weather. In the winter we slide on ice, make snowmen, and explore the frozen
wonderland Jack Frost and King Winter have created.

Each day we celebrate being in nature with songs, poems, and circle
games. We share a snack together, upon a picnic blanket in spring and fall and
sitting upon logs or icebergs in the winter. We may work on a nature craft or
other project. We enjoy a nature story, fairy tale, or simple puppet play.

If the weather is too inclement, we come inside early and continue to
share a Forest Kindergarten experience together until it’s time to say “Bye,
bye, butterfly.”

For families who value fresh air and physical activity, nature exploration
and appreciation of its beauty, and getting their hands and jeans dirty, the
Forest Kindergarten program is just the thing.

What Is LifeWays Preschool?
BY MARY O’CONNELL

Having programs that pull the older children out of the mixed-age suite is not
a necessity. Life is so rich in the suite, it becomes clear that the preschool-to-
kindergarten-age child can have all the experiences she needs right within the
“suite family.” Parents, however, are often looking for an enrichment experi-
ence for their child who will be heading to school soon. It’s also lovely for the
oldest children from each suite to get together to use their budding imagina-
tions and emerging motor skills, while the infants, toddlers, and twos can
enjoy a quieter morning with their primary caregiver.

For this reason, many mixed-age LifeWays programs offer a time of pre-
school enrichment. At the LifeWays centers in the Milwaukee area, we met
this need by offering KinderHouse, a traditional Waldorf mixed-age preschool
program based upon the importance of movement, play, and fantasy for the
young child.

e KinderHouse children play circle games and explore language
through songs and poems. ey dress up to become kings and queens, moth-
ers and fathers, or other characters inspired by the stories brought to them by
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their teacher. ey paint, color, enjoy puppet plays, grind grain, bake bread,
make soup, model beeswax, and play outdoors in nature all while learning to
play together. Time spent exploring the world in this active and creative way
gives children the experiences they need to build a healthy foundation for
future academic learning. KinderHouse meets for two mornings per week,
from 9am–11:30am from Labor Day to Memorial Day.

What Is LifeWays Parenting?
BY CYNTHIA ALDINGER

is is a very short section, not because parenting is less important than
professional caregiving! It is short because we believe in supporting parents’
trust in themselves over and above advice we can offer. While there are count-
less parenting books on the market, we encourage you to dedicate yourself
to understanding the script that is your own child.

ere is no template for parenting. LifeWays Principles and Practices are
intended to be applicable to both child care and parenting, and we encour-



age you to work as consciously as possible with the living arts in a form that
is unique to your individual family.

Perhaps as you read Marie’s story you can imagine most of those activi-
ties in your own family home with your own children. Maybe you want to read
it again with that in mind!

e most important thing is this—whatever you do, do it with as much
interest and joy as you can muster. Could you wish for anything more won-
derful for your children to imitate and develop in their lives than interest and
joy? at is why we ended Marie’s story with a big Yes!

As we are trying to make it possible for more children to have the daily
life experiences of healthy home life, you can see from our mission state-
ment below that parents are our main inspiration! ank you!

Mission Statement: LifeWays North America, Inc. is devoted to healthy
child care practices, parent-child programs, and training programs for
caregivers, nannies, parents, home-based preschool teachers, after-
school care providers, and parent educators. ese activities are in-
spired by the educational works of Rudolf Steiner and are supported
by contemporary early childhood research as well as common sense
and wisdom of many generations of parents.
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Home Away from Home—
Rhythms, Routines, and

the Living Arts
BY CYNTHIA ALDINGER

Wash on Monday
Iron on Tuesday
Mend on Wednesday
Churn on ursday
Clean on Friday
Bake on Saturday
Rest on Sunday

—Old Nursery Rhyme

Rhythms and Routines

ose were the days, my friend. Or were they? is little nursery rhyme her-
alds a time long past when what happened inside the household happened
through the labor of human hands with minimal mechanical support. Most
often it was the homemakers—the mothers, daughters, and grandmothers—
who were in charge of these activities while the fathers, sons, and grandfa-
thers were out in the fields engaged in equally important work.

Daily and weekly routines were adhered to relatively strictly. Making the
food and tending to material things required planning and gathering of the
necessary tools or ingredients. ere were no 24-hour convenience stores or



even preplucked chickens! e daily routines supported the weekly rhythms,
which gradually shifted according to seasonal restrictions or needs. Like a
piece of classical music, the household worked best when everything was well
orchestrated. Each person had a contribution to make, and as soon as chil-
dren were capable, they participated. By evening time, a family meal, per-
haps followed by a little music or reading and a good night’s rest, were the
natural finale to a full-on day of work and play.

According to Laura Ingalls Wilder’s testaments to these bygone days, when
children were not in school, they were helping with daily chores. When time
allowed, they played with siblings or friends. Sometimes they played games to
test their physical dexterity, but their “make-believe” play centered around ac-
tivities of everyday life. My mother, who grew up decades after the Little
House on the Prairie days, still recalls playing “house” by drawing a frame in
the dirt with a stick. Lines were drawn to indicate the different rooms, and it
was clearly understood what activities took place in each of those “rooms.”

As an historical context, it is helpful and interesting to note from whence
we have come in regards to homemaking and the roles children played. How-
ever, rather than sometimes feeling nostalgia for what we perceive to have
been simpler times, let us consider, instead, how daily life activities, particu-
larly those associated with homemaking, prepare our children for modern,
contemporary living and create a solid foundation for lifelong learning. Be-
fore getting specific, let’s look more generally at how having rhythms and rou-
tines can create a framework for healthy brain development.

We know that a child’s brain is not a blank slate when he or she is born—
for example, repetitive sounds in the womb already establish recognition in
the baby after birth. e baby will turn its head when it hears a voice that it
regularly heard before birth. Synaptic connections in the brain already exist
for recognizing those sounds. Repetition is the major tool for teaching a child
anything. Exposure to an experience may create a synaptic connection, but
it is repetition that myelinates the pathways to that connection. Myelin is a
dielectric (electrically insulating) material that forms a layer, the myelin
sheath, around the axon of a neuron. Without myelination, a synaptic con-
nection will eventually diffuse and disappear altogether due to weakness
created by a lack of continued exposure to the experience. If I only play a
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game one time or only fold the laundry infrequently in the presence of a
young child, the capacity to remember that is limited. Frequent exposure is
what imprints the brain and creates learning.

When this understanding of brain development burst onto the scene of
child development, some people became excited and took it to mean that we
should expose young children to a multitude of educational materials so their
brains would be filled with the knowledge of abstract concepts connected to
reading and math skills. Learning toys and videos for infants and toddlers
were convincingly advertised as helpful tools for fast-tracking children, and
numerous curricula were developed to teach very young children skills that
had once been reserved for elementary school.

What was seemingly overlooked in this frenzy of edutainment was the
fundamental understanding of how young children thrive. Young children, we
all know, are primarily sensory beings—they want to take in the world
through bodily experience, not through abstract concepts. Babies want to
taste and touch every object, not just see it with their eyes. eir innate drive
is to enter fully into whatever surrounds them and to have as many of their
senses involved as possible.

Imagine the difference in being shown a one-dimensional card with a big
red square on it to learn the concept “red” as compared to sitting near an
adult who is sorting napkins or towels by color or putting a bunch of red ap-
ples into a bowl or slicing strawberries into a salad. ese are all activities in
which the child can participate, either actively or just by being in the presence
of what is happening.

Consider the experience of putting ingredients into a bowl—adding two
cups of this, a teaspoon of that, two-and-a-half tablespoons of something
else, cracking and adding three eggs, mixing it all together, pouring it into a
baking dish, putting it into the oven, waiting for a certain amount of time to
pass on the timer, taking it out of the warm oven, waiting for it to cool be-
fore slicing it into eight pieces, and finally eating it. ere is the chance to feel,
smell, and taste the ingredients; hear the mixing sounds; experience the
warmth of the oven; play in the water while cleaning up; sweep up whatever
fell on the floor; smell the scent of what is baking; and at last taste the final
product. Compare that to sorting a bunch of beans into piles with various
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place values and never even getting to cook and eat them. Either way, the
child may learn some foundational math concepts, but which one most ap-
peals to the natural learning style of young children?

What is happening when a child accomplishes the skill of squeezing out
just the right amount of toothpaste on the toothbrush or pouring a cup of
milk without spilling it over the top or going to the grocery store and help-
ing to put groceries into the cart with self-control, learning he cannot have
every single thing he desires?

ese multisensory experiences stand head and shoulders above activi-
ties geared purely to teach abstract concepts. Just as important as involving
several senses is meeting the child’s need to experience activities repeatedly
and routinely. In this way not only are the brain connections myelinated, we
also meet in a healthy way the developmental needs of the child to touch,
taste, smell, see, listen, move, experience connection, and feel a bond to an at-
tentive adult doing meaningful activities.

According to an article on brain development by Rosenberg and Reibstein
in a special edition of Newsweek, Spring/Summer 1997:
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Short of being raised in isolation, a baby will encounter enough stim-
ulation in most households to do the trick. . .anything from banging
pots and pans together to speaking to a sibling. e key phrase here
is “properly stimulated,” which is not the same as expensively stimu-
lated or the worse fate, overstimulated.

So, how can we relate this to the times in which we are living? With mod-
ern technology, we are not required to do the household labor we had to do in
the past. We don’t have to cook, so why would the baby even be playing with
pots and pans?

Let’s press Pause for a moment. We can head down the “modern life is not
good for children” route, or we can take the higher road of gratitude for what
we have while considering what from earlier times is still valid for everyday
life. LifeWays promotes an approach to life that embraces modern living while
at the same time recognizing the gifts that simplicity, regularity, predictabil-
ity, and hands-on experiences provide young children and families.

With technology creating opportunities for adults to spend less time
doing household chores and more time pursuing personal interests or longer
work schedules, where does that leave young children, who learn primarily by
imitation and sensory experience? Common play themes observed in early
childhood programs include children pretending to be talking on cell phones
or sitting at computers, along with imitating television or movie characters.
Imitation of life activities such as cooking, baking, cleaning, repairing, build-
ing and making things, gardening, doing laundry, car repair, caring for ani-
mals, and such are diminishing.

We could decide that is okay. However, we could also ask ourselves if we
want our children to grow up without a deep sense of sustainable living. It is
one type of skill to know how to open a package and put the food in the mi-
crowave, and it is another capacity to know how to crack an egg into a pan or
make a sandwich or chop vegetables. It is one type of skill to remember to put
your dirty laundry into the laundry basket so that someone will take care of it
and have it show up clean again one day. It is another capacity to learn how to
sort clothes, load a washing machine and dryer, sort and fold again, and put
away clean laundry. It is one type of skill to know where to throw away broken
things. It is another to experience how some things can be repaired.
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ere is such value for children to follow any process from beginning to
end. For example, if it is possible for them to gather ears of corn from a nearby
field, shuck and dry it, put the kernels in a grain mill, work so hard to grind it,
make it into corn bread, and savor the results, their relationship to that corn
bread is entirely different from eating it ready-made from a package.

It also seems wise for our children to know how to navigate the world in
which they live and to be prepared for living in a world in which electricity
and other technology sometimes fail. ere are also qualitative differences
in the physical gestures a child experiences when something has been lovingly
tended or created by a caring adult and the gesture of pushing buttons and
flipping switches to make life work.
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Consider the exponential increase in childhood asthma and diabetes,
social-emotional challenges, allergies, obesity, decreased attention span, and
behavioral issues that are showing up in children under the age of six now. It
is essential not to simplistically state that these phenomena are singularly re-
lated to the change in lifestyle over the past several decades. We want to be re-
spectful of the individual child and family dealing with such concerns, and we
acknowledge that many factors can be at play in a particular situation. How-
ever, we do not want to stick our heads in the sand and think that we can con-
tinue blithely on without taking note of the fundamental needs of our young
children.

I am not proposing that all fun ends as soon as you have children and only
starts up again after they get through early childhood! is is why I encourage
families and caregivers to create support communities. As adults, it is our pre-
rogative to love the unpredictable, enjoy late-night celebrating or eating junk
food, watch movies or television or play video and computer games—or to
prefer to read all day or spend endless hours talking on the phone or com-
puter with friends. ese are all choices that we as adults are free to make.

We need to understand, however, that these are things that are not suit-
able for young children. Because children are relatively malleable, they will
make adjustments to accommodate whatever lifestyle surrounds them. But at
what price when we consider the increase in illnesses mentioned above? Chil-
dren tend to flourish in environments that are predictable with regular
rhythms for eating and sleeping, playing inside and outside, and with rou-
tines that support their bodily habits such as bathing, toothbrushing, prepar-
ing for bed, and so forth. Actually, we adults also tend to be healthier when
our lives have strong rhythms, particularly around food and sleep.

Occasional changes in routine, of course, are to be expected. Children
thrive in the presence of adults who are happily enjoying themselves and
one another at special celebratory events. When one of my favorite young
caregivers got married, all the children in her care came to the wedding and
danced the night away with their parents. Our sons could count on two re-
ally late nights a year when they were young—New Year’s Eve and St. John’s
Tide (June 25). And who hasn’t indulged in some tummy-upsetting food at
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one or another family gathering? e important thing is for the adults to
understand that the fussy behavior their children may demonstrate the next
day is probably not because they are purposefully misbehaving, but because
they are off-balance from the extra stimulation and change in rhythms and
routines. Knowing this can help the adults make wise decisions about get-
ting back into routine as soon as possible for the sake of their children. I
have often contended that life is richer when chaos is occasional rather than
a lifestyle.

Does this understanding of how children learn through imitation and
movement mean that we must always be in movement around our children?
Will they come to harm if we check our e-mail twice a day for a few minutes or
read a chapter in our favorite book (good luck on that!) or pay our bills or
any other activity that appears to be more sedentary? Don’t we also want
them to see us relaxing, being still sometimes or demonstrating the appro-
priate use of technology? It seems reasonable, particularly if we can demon-
strate the ability to use technology in a brief, timely way rather than spend
endless hours in front of a screen.

If any type of activity is out of balance in our lives (too much chaos or
too much inactivity), it can also throw our children out of balance. ey thrive
on seeing us doing meaningful, creative things. Why do you think many chil-
dren love watching people engaged in manual labor? ey love seeing physi-
cal activity, and they can actually see how the material world changes. I have
often spoken about my favorite teacher when I was a young girl in elementary
school. I describe his teaching tools as things such as brooms, mops, ladders,
hammers, and screwdrivers. Have you figured it out? He was our school cus-
todian. His name was Orville Todd, or Mr. Todd to me. In our child care
homes and centers, if any repairs need to be done, we try to do them when the
children are present rather than after they have gone home. And if a repair
person comes, he or she is warmly embraced by the children.

Even though this book is not a book on child development, it is worth
noting once again that young children learn primarily through imitation.
ey imitate everything, and the sensory impressions that we provide for
them—including our inner attitudes—determine what they are going to im-
itate. It is worth noting that sometimes it is our concentration that they im-



itate. For example, I have observed some of the deepest play in children when
they were around an adult who was fully engaged in her work, perhaps knit-
ting or folding laundry or paying bills. Her deep concentration supported
the children’s deep concentration in their play. ey were not necessarily im-
itating her activity at the time, but her concentration created a nonchaotic
mood through which they could fully enter into their own play theme, such as
pretend grocery shopping, taking care of a baby, or building a bridge.

Children have innate drives toward certain developmental steps. But
without human beings to imitate, they only develop so far. Did you ever hear



reports of the famous wolf children who were found after having been raised
by a family of wolves? e children could not speak or stand upright. ey
needed human models to be able to do that. Like Barbra Streisand sings, “Peo-
ple who need people are the luckiest people in the world!” at’s all of us!

So where were we? Oh yes, we had just Paused to consider the importance of
embracing the times in which we live while learning how to create anew the
simplicity in which the young child thrives. So, how did we get so far away
from valuing the tasks of making a home in the first place?

Let’s leave behind the Little House on the Prairie days we started with and
Fast Forward from the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries to the
1950s. In LifeWays training classes we share a document reportedly taken
from a 1950s home economics textbook on how to be a good housewife. Our
twenty-first century students squirm at the suggestions for a woman to stifle
herself in complete service to the comfort and delight of the man of the
house. e post-1960s woman can hardly believe what she is reading. Our
male students sometimes find it amusing but are equally surprised and non-
supportive of the proposed servitude of the wife and mother. When we take
a closer look at some of the things proposed in that document—have a nice
meal ready, tidy the house—we realize that these are things that benefit the
whole family. As an exercise, we reinvented the document by inserting the
word “family” wherever it said “husband” and found that many of the sug-
gested activities were worthwhile and valid for creating a healthy home life.
at is not to say that it is invalid to care for one’s spouse. ere is more of
an expectation today, however, of shared responsibility in creating and main-
taining a home.

e children are best served when they also share in these household re-
sponsibilities. A favorite book of mine is e Ordinary is Extraordinary, by Amy
Laura Dombro and Leah Wallach, first published in 1988. Here is an excerpt:
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ese everyday activities are not just necessities that keep you from
serious child rearing; they are the best opportunities for learning you
can give your child and the most important time you can spend with
her, because her chief task in her first three years is precisely to gain
command of the day-to-day life you take for granted. Ordinary time
is “quality time” too. . . .

To a small child, our chores are intriguing performances: fresh,
complex, and absorbing. For children, the mundane is new, unclassi-
fied territory, and it’s magical. ey set about exploring every day by
collecting, organizing, and reorganizing information about their bod-
ies and their environment, about people and how people behave and
communicate with one another. To learn, they need practice. Rou-
tines give them the opportunity to observe the same sights, sounds,
smells, and behaviors until they make sense of them: to make the
same movements until they can coordinate confidently; to hear and
use the same words until they can take possession of them.

Let’s Fast Forward again.
Here we are in the twenty-first century. Both women and men in the

Western world are active in all professions and walks of life. Parents and
grandparents are often working outside of the home. In many homes, the
practical life activities that “make it all work” happen when the children are
not there or after they have gone to bed. Some families have hired services
to take care of the cleaning and care of the house while no one is home, and
many parents who work all day wait until they have kissed their children good
night before tackling the laundry or the dishes. Meals are often picked up on
the way home or eaten out. ere are whole communities of children who
think that food comes from the grocery store or restaurant. ey are com-
pletely unfamiliar with gardens or farmer’s markets.

In families where one or both parents stay at home or work from home, it
may be that the children are more familiar with practical everyday-life activi-
ties, but not necessarily. We live in an age where child “enrichment” is ram-
pant. Children are enrolled in multiple programs that take them out of the
home starting at younger and younger ages, and schools and early childhood
centers offer all-day “school” programs for the barely-out-of-diapers set.
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Many infants and toddlers are also in all-day programs.
e majority of programs offered to young children are in institutional

settings that have very little resemblance to a home. Track lighting, institu-
tional furniture, washable surfaces, and plastic equipment and toys dominate
the environment. Activities are typically constructed around learning out-
comes and expectations for each stage of development. Preacademic learn-
ing that once took place at home through practical life activities is now of-
fered through the use of curricula that are somewhat abstract and contrived.

Typically, all-day programs for children are set up so that only same-age
children are together. Two-year-olds spend their days surrounded by other
two-year-olds, infants with other infants, toddlers with toddlers. e expe-
rience of the natural unfolding of life is not visible to them. In a family home
with several children, with the exception of those homes comprised of
quadruplets or quintuplets, the children grow up experiencing older and
younger siblings or cousins in their various stages of ability. e two-year-
old aspires to the capacities of the four-year-old. e five-year-old experiences
how her infant brother requires complete care and tending and is witness to
how a human being grows from being a helpless horizontal baby to a walking,
talking, socializing person.

When we brought our second son home from the hospital, his two-year-
old brother was expecting us to bring home a playmate. “Can he get down?”
was his first question. In his own dawning consciousness, he experienced that
his brother had to spend a long time sleeping, eating, and growing before
there would be any rolling on the floor together. He witnessed the gentle han-
dling, the bathing, the feeding, the stages of movement. At the same time
he was going through his own stages of development, which now included
awakened capacities for nurturing. When, as a four-year-old, his two-year-old
brother could “play” with him, there were deeper layers to the relationship.
While feeling frustrated with the interference/destruction his brother brought
to some of his play themes, there was also a sense of protection toward him.
For the little one, there was the joy of having a slightly older model of human
development in his daily life, providing capacities to aspire toward.

Please do not get the impression that all was easy, copasetic, calm, and
endearing! Some things were done very well; others, half-baked. We lived in
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a real household with real life stuff, with the wide range of emotions that
exists when several people live together. It is called the school of life!

Now comes the question: How does the “school of life” happen when chil-
dren are in early childhood settings or programs that do not include the prac-
tical life activities and the mixing of ages normally found in home life? is
question is fundamental to the principles and practices we have developed for
LifeWays over the years and which you were able to read about in Chapter 1.

In the LifeWays training courses and seminars, we go into more detail
than we can cover in this book, but the foundation from which we teach is
called the Living Arts. ese refer to the arts of domestic activity, nurturing
care, creative arts and crafting, and social ability. And we work individually to
discover our own best form and content for a daily/weekly/seasonal life
schedule that supports the health of the children in our care and supports our
own continuously unfolding self as well. You can see a chart of these living
arts at the end of this chapter. It was developed over a few years by work-
shop participants and students who were asked to list everything they could
think of in each category. Clearly it is not a definitive list, and each student
works to personalize it in the training courses.

Developing routines and rhythms that are practical and also enlivening is
a worthy goal and like nectar for our growing children and for us. As the Life-
Ways training students, both professionals and parents, create their sched-
ules, they include everything they can think of that needs to happen and that
they want to happen. We encourage them to think of their life as a whole
rather than compartmentalized. For example, a caregiver is not only sup-
posed to list the things she or he does during the hours at work, but to cre-
ate a chart for the whole day, the whole week, and so forth, from waking in
the morning to going to bed at night.

After having heard too many caregivers and teachers over the years say
“My work is interfering with my life,” I realized how easy it is for people to
start to feel unbalanced and resentful when there is not a flow. Particularly
for individuals working with young children, it is important for them to want
to be there. We discovered little things along the way. It is important for the
children to experience us engaged in meaningful activity. Once we have
tended the immediate physical environment we are in with the children, there

Home Away from Home—Rhythms, Routines, and the Living Arts 113



is no reason why we cannot do things that also serve our personal home lives.
For example, one caregiver discovered she could do some personal mending
while the children in her care were playing. Another bakes her family’s birth-
day cakes with her child care children. Some occasionally get a jump-start on
their family dinner preparations.

If you are caring for children in your home, then it is even easier to blend
your professional and private lives. No harm comes to children watching their
caregiver sit down for a few minutes to pay bills or write a birthday card to a
friend or soak her own feet for a few minutes! It is all about balance, and one
of the things that has gotten out of balance is the amount of time dedicated
in our culture to entertaining and “busying” young children. We set them up
for disappointment and hard times when they think that life is all about
adults serving them, or when we expect them to do curricular things that
are not developmentally appropriate. Let us love them with equal measures
of tender loving care and benign disinterest.

What?! Am I advocating that we become disinterested in our children?
Read the word before that—benign. It is not a disinterest that in any way
harms them; rather, it frees them to explore the world without a sense that
we are constantly hovering. ink of the scientist on the brink of discovery
who is interrupted by some unthinking person popping into the lab and ask-
ing questions about what she is looking at under the microscope. It totally
breaks her concentration! is is done far too often to the young child who
has an innate need just to “be” and discover. Young children want to drink in
our every move and word, but they do not want to be drowned by an over-
abundance directed toward them.

Benign disinterest is not “not knowing where the children are or what
they are doing.” It is being occupied with other things in such a way that they
do not feel themselves being observed or noticed. Here is a wonderful passage
from e Tender Land in which Kathleen Finneran describes her mother:

As a child, whenever I saw her sitting at the kitchen table with the
bills spread out around her, I knew I could sit right next to her and
never be noticed. Instead of being bothered by her inattention, I felt
calmed by it. Sitting beside her, unacknowledged, I felt as if I were in
some special zone, a quiet, impenetrable place she had created with
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her concentration. . . . And so I sat beside her, happy to be enveloped
in her disregard, the suspension of time that came with it. . . . Did she
know how soothing she could be, how she could shrink the world
down to this for me?

Environments

When we consider establishing rhythms and routines that support the liv-
ing arts and the daily life schedules we desire for ourselves and the children,
these considerations help us to imagine the kind of environment we want to
have in our home or our child care center. We want places where we can en-
gage easily in domestic activities, where it is easy to offer nurturing care,
where we can make good food, where children can play alone or in groups,
where the adults can relax and tend to the things of their lives, where we can
grow a garden and find ready access to an outdoor play space that supports
exploration and wonder.

In other words, we want places that feel like home. e choices of furni-
ture, lighting, equipment, toys, bedding, kitchen and dining setup are all
meant to create a feeling of home, not institution.

Indoor Environments
We sense how nice it is for the children to be in a real home environment.
Even in child care settings that are not actual homes, we encourage the care-
givers to decorate their rooms with art and personal photographs that have
meaning for them yet are also appropriate for the children in their care to see.
Far too often we see children surrounded by environments that are institu-
tional and that also have only child-oriented décor, such as Disney prints or
silly motifs, or walls plastered with the children’s artwork. Although this
might be okay for programs that are only a couple of hours a day, such as a
play school, it seems inappropriate for children who are in the environment
for most of the day. What speaks to them of “home” if they are in institu-
tional, overstimulating environments all day and in their parental home en-
vironment only nights and weekends? Certainly when my mother took care
of other people’s children when I was growing up, she did not change our
home around to look like some sort of amusement center.
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In the LifeWays training, we consider some specific things that support
healthy, homelike environments for children. Mary writes about a few of
them here:

If you are caring for children in your home, you have a real advan-
tage when creating a homelike environment. You’re already there!
Sometimes home child care providers, in order to meet some unspo-
ken standard of professionalism or child development expectations,
will try to create a child care center environment in their home by
bringing in cubby wall systems and setting up rooms filled with learn-
ing materials, toys and furniture all scaled for children. is is not
only unnecessary but also ill-advised. How many homes do you know
of that look like a child care center? Your big advantage in creating a
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homelike care environment for children is that you are already in a
home, so don’t waste that opportunity by institutionalizing your
space.

You may decide that some rooms are off-limits to child care chil-
dren. In my home daycare, the children had free use of the whole
house except my sons’ bedroom. While my sons were away during the
day at school, the door to their room remained closed. Often, when
the boys returned from school, they would invite the younger chil-
dren in to their room to see their hamster, play a game, or see their
cool rock collection; but it was at the boys’ discretion. It’s important
that your own children feel they have some space that is not com-
munity property.

Aside from those restricted spaces, though, try to make sure the
children you are caring for have use of as much of the main living
space as possible, especially the kitchen. We all know that this is
where the “real life” in a home usually happens. It seems that when-
ever my husband and I host a gathering at our home, despite all my
attempts to set up a welcoming environment in the dining room or
living room for the guests, they all end up crammed into our little
kitchen while I’m trying to finish up the dinner preparations! Have
you ever noticed this? I think it’s because we, as humans, want to be
where real life is happening. e same is true for children. ey want
to be with you as you prepare lunch, fold laundry, and sweep the floor.

Keeping a homelike environment with an emphasis on the do-
mestic arts was really natural in my home daycare. When the time
came to open the LifeWays center in Milwaukee, the space we found
was perfect in terms of location and beautiful outdoor setting, but
the inside space made my heart sink. It was very institutional, with
squared-off classrooms attached to a huge common space, restric-
tions by the church on the types of furniture we could bring in, stacks
and stacks of tables and chairs lining the walls for church use. How
in the world would we make this space homelike?

Over the years, we’ve learned a lot by trial and error, and through
plenty of good-natured negotiations with our landlord! ere are
many things that we would do differently with our space if we didn’t
have to take everything down on the weekends or share the space
with the church. But we couldn’t afford a space like this all to our-
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selves, so we make do with what we have. Over the years, I’ve come to
believe that sharing the space has other advantages, though, besides
just the financial ones. By having to move every single item twice a
week (once to set up on Mondays and once to take down on Fridays)
we definitely don’t accumulate too many things. If an item isn’t get-
ting used, it goes into storage or gets donated to charity. I’ve been to
many child care programs that are cluttered with way too many toys,
books, furniture, and other items. I’m grateful for our built-in “purg-
ing system.”

From an environmental perspective, it doesn’t make sense to
me that many buildings are used only Monday through Friday, or
others only on the weekends. From that standpoint, a child care pro-
gram sharing a building with a church is a great collaborative use of
space. e times the church needs their building—on the weekends
and weeknights—is exactly when we don’t need it. Finally, sharing
space has made all of us more creative, more flexible and has opened
the door to collaboration that otherwise wouldn’t have happened
between the church community and the LifeWays community.

So, how have we made an institutional space as homelike as pos-
sible? Here are some things we’ve learned:

• We use natural and lamp lighting. e overhead florescent lighting
found in most commercial buildings is harsh, often accompanied by a
buzzing sound when you turn it on. As adults, we may not even no-
tice the effects of these lights on us, but they have a great effect on
children.

When we moved into the church building, right away we decided
not to use the overhead lights in the suites but to set up lamp light-
ing instead. However, the main gathering room, where the children
ate their lunch and got ready to go outside, was so large, we thought
we had no other option than to use the overhead lighting. We began
to notice that infants who were quite happy in the suite would begin
to fuss as they were carried into the room with the overhead lighting.
Finally, we invested in a series of floor lamps that lined the walls, pro-
viding enough light that we could turn off the overhead lights. Im-
mediately, the demeanor of the children in that space changed, and
the infants were more content. As an aside, I noticed that the
headaches I routinely had been getting after a day at work (my desk is
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in the gathering room) went away! Because so many of us had become
accustomed to the harsh, bright lighting, it took us a while to adjust
ourselves to the natural and lamp lighting. We educated the parents
on the benefits of using natural lighting over commercial lighting,
and very quickly we all adjusted nicely to the new, healthier light
levels.

• We paint the rooms a warm color. Big square rooms can feel really
institutional with stark white walls. So in both of our centers in the
Milwaukee area, we negotiated with the landlords that we could paint
our rooms a warmer color. Ideally, for the very young child, this
would be a soft peach blossom color. A creamy butter yellow will also
work nicely to soften a room and is often preferred by adult land-
lords, who may think that peach blossom is too “pink.”

• We soften the roomswith homelike elements.A big, comfy couch is
always helpful to create a homelike space where children can cuddle
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up with a caregiver to look at a book or rest quietly for a few mo-
ments. Area rugs are another way to soften a “hard” space, and cur-
tains go a long way toward warming up an otherwise squared-off
commercial window. Tablecloths and flowers make institutional-style
folding tables look much more inviting. Long pieces of gossamer silk
or cotton can be suspended from the ceiling and draped over a
wooden play stand to create separate spaces in an otherwise vacu-
ous room. Furniture can also be arranged into smaller groupings to
divide a big room into different spaces. Dressers for the children’s
clothing are much more homelike than child care cubby systems.

• We emphasize natural materials and fibers. One of the things par-
ents notice almost immediately upon entering a LifeWays suite is
that our toys are made of natural materials and offer open-ended
play. Each suite has a small wooden play kitchen area that is often the
most popular play space. Toddlers appreciate having a few wooden
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pretend food items in the kitchen while the four- and five-year old
children can “imagine” their food from pinecones, polished rocks,
shiny chestnuts, and other items from nature. Natural fiber dolls in
baskets or cradles allow children to imitate the adult’s care of the
baby in the suite. A basket of silk squares offers hours of imagina-
tive play, as the silks can become a cape for a prince, a dress for a
queen, a leash for a dog, or a tent when draped over two play stands.
And tucked into each child’s drawer you’ll often find a “sleeping dolly”
to cuddle with at nap time each day that was made especially for him
by his caregiver.

• We use essential oils.Our sense of smell strongly affects how we per-
ceive the space we are in. We often use essential oils diffused into
the air to bring a homier, calmer feel to our child care suites. Laven-
der oil is the clear favorite, as it is calming and has antiseptic qualities.

• We do domestic work.We’ve found that the best way to make a space
more homelike is to bring more home life to it. When I walk into Life-
Ways in the morning and see a small group of children helping their
caregiver fold yesterday’s laundry, while another caregiver is taking
a delicious-smelling pan of baked oatmeal out of the oven for morn-
ing snack, I think I’m home!

Outdoor Environments
Just recently I came across a blog called Free Range Kids and was inspired by
the writing of Lenore Skenazy, who recognizes the importance of children
playing outside without the feeling of constant supervision or adult-guided
play. In licensed child care, of course, we must establish safe outdoor play
environments, and we may find ourselves needing to put on our children’s-
advocate hats. e first center in which I worked was able to license our back-
yard tree as a piece of climbing equipment. We were required to put wood
chips beneath it, but that felt like a small compromise in order to preserve our
children’s right to climb trees.

In establishing backyard environments, consider the possibility of bushes,
trees, or even a small building structure in which the children can sense that
clubhouse feeling of closeness. Later in this chapter you will find a list of
other ideas to inspire creative outdoor environments and experiences.



Fortunately there is a growing body of research upholding the aware-
ness that children tend to thrive in nature. Richard Louv’s book Last Child in
the Woods has reawakened this awareness to the extent that spending time
in nature is now considered therapeutic activity for children with a variety
of challenges. My own experience with children exposed to screen time (tele-
vision, video games, computers) is that nature can help to heal the negative
impact the screen time has on them. It requires a commitment on the part
of the adults, however, to be sure the nature experiences are available to the
children in their care and that there is at least a 2:1 or even a 3:1 ratio of na-
ture time to screen time (e.g., two or three hours of nature time to one hour
of screen time).

If a child gets home from school at 3:30pm and is going to be in bed by
7:30 pm and have an hour devoted to eating and preparing for sleep, that
leaves about three hours in the afternoon. is tells me that it is probably best
to leave any screen time to the weekends when there is more time to offer
the therapeutic nature time to counterbalance it. If a family has Friday night
movie night, for example, and the children are allowed two hours of other
screen time over the weekend, they would want to be sure the children had
at least ten hours of nature time also. at could look like an hour of out-
door playtime each weekday and five hours of outdoor playtime over the
weekend.

I discovered this ratio when I was a kindergarten teacher and had won-
derful conversations with a father of three children for whom I was their
teacher. In a warm and friendly manner, we would banter back and forth re-
garding my desire for his children to have less exposure to television and
movies and his retort to look at his children and see how balanced they were.
How could I argue with him when they were indeed three of the most peace-
ful children in my kindergarten over the years. One thing I noticed was that,
rather than screen time ramping them up and making them hyperactive
(what I usually noticed in children), his children tended to be more lethargic
and tired after they experienced screen time. Still, they were basically very
happy, balanced children. After puzzling over this for months, I realized that
these children spent a large amount of time with their father in nature—
hiking, fishing, and working in the garden. Taking note of this, I starting
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noticing this with other children and was delighted when Louv came out with
his book corroborating the healing effects of nature.

In the meantime, even the American Academy of Pediatrics urges parents
not to expose children under two to screen time, and there is a growing recog-
nition that it is best for all children, especially those under seven, to have lim-
ited exposure. Interesting, isn’t it, that in this section on nature, we ended up
considering screen time! I think that is because we are seeing less and less
children outside—with the exception of organized sports—due to the fact
that they are inside on computers and in front of televisions. Our resolution
in LifeWays homes and centers is not to have any screen time.

Children in our LifeWays settings go outside every day with few excep-
tions. Mary O’Connell tells of one day when their licensing specialist visited
on a snowy day in Milwaukee and was surprised to find all of the children at
the center outside playing. He was very pleased yet admitted that this was the
only center he had visited that day in which the children had gone outside.

Why is nature experience so important? If we revisit our awareness that
young children learn through sensory experience and the ability to move
their bodies, there are few places that provide such a variety of experience as
natural environments. e more they are allowed to do their climbing, slith-
ering, rolling, shouting, running, tunneling, hiding, digging, and exploring in
nature, the more we are free to create really homelike indoor environments
rather than curricular-driven indoor play gyms.

Another valuable outdoor experience is the neighborhood walk, where
the children can get a feel for the life of the neighborhood—Mrs. A’s lovely
garden, Mr. B’s new sidewalk, Ms. C’s dog who always comes out to greet and
meet. I love a photograph I have in which Mary and the children in her home
program were on a neighborhood walk. e photo was taken by a school
crossing guard who had come to know them because of the regularity of their
walks. He had become an extension of their child care family. Being outside,
being in nature, has a way of helping us feel more expansive, not only to
wonders and glories of the natural world, but also to one another.

One further word on the outdoor environments is a word of encourage-
ment to seek places, whenever possible, that are not overly cultivated. Louv
has indicated that the wilder or greener the space, the more therapeutic it is
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for children. From backyard to playground to forest, the level of health-

restoring properties increases proportionally to the level of uncultivated na-

ture. Finding such places is not always possible, particularly if you are in the

city. In that case, it might be worthwhile to consider having an area in the

yard that has tall grasses and wildflowers, for example, or some areas where

the children can feel they are hidden away, even though the caregivers know

at all times where they are.

ere is no truer science curriculum for young children than giving them

the opportunity to experience and explore. It is not about offering theory and

facts to what it is that they observe. Is it about leaving them free in the ex-

perience that nature speaks to them. In this way, when they grow older, their

sense of wonder as a child can metamorphose into a sense of responsibility

and interest in the world around them. Rachel Carson, the mother of the en-

vironmental movement and author of Silent Spring, wrote:

If facts are the seeds that later produce knowledge and wisdom,
then the emotions and the impressions of the senses are the
fertile soil in which the seeds must grow.

Essentials for Indoor Environments

• Open spaces—circular

• Contained places

° secret places, nooks & crannies, pantries, cabinets

° fort possibilities (couch cushions or a sheet over a table, for
example)

• Age-appropriate toys—not too many

• Varied gradations—possibility for toddlers to climb

• Homelike furniture—for example, chests of drawers rather than
cubbies, couch, etc.

• Protected place for nonambulatory infants

• Pull-up and walking space for toddlers



• Sensory variations—variety of natural materials, fabrics, colors,
good smells, tasty food, for example

• Smooth surfaces, rough surfaces

• Light things (pillows), heavy things

• Hard things, soft things

• Body care essentials

• Bathrooms that feel welcoming for toilet training

• Indirect lighting (lamps and natural lighting whenever possible)

• Organized and delineated areas—e.g., this is where folding laun-
dry happens, ironing happens; where food preparation happens,
mealtime happens; where changing clothes happens, brushing
teeth, cooking; where we always feed the baby, etc.

• Fresh air

• Nurturing furniture—rocking chair—furniture that hugs

• Room for large motor activity

• Beautiful place for sleeping

• Safe places for various products—even organic cleaning products

• Cleaning supplies and equipment that welcome child’s participa-
tion if interested

• Artistic coloring, wall hangings, sculptures—not just children’s art

• Items that are meaningful to the adults—bookshelves, telescope,
hobby supplies—but that are protected from children hurting
themselves or hurting the equipment

• Embracing architecture

• Magic/Wonder—special things such as a button box or a beauti-
ful sewing box or healing basket

• Tidy but not pristine atmosphere

Essentials for Outdoor Environments

• Open areas

• Contained areas—for hiding, feeling unwatched—such as
bushes, low trees
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• Secret places/hiding places

• Varied gradations—small hill of dirt, sand, or stones, for example

• Flat area for laying down a blanket for babies to lie on

• Hay or straw bales or something to create a boundary around the
babies on blankets

• Hill for climbing and rolling down

• Tree stumps for moving around and climbing on

• Wood planks for children to use for building teeter-totters or
other creative devices

• Garden—even if it is only a small container garden

• Lilting sound of soft chimes in the wind

• Sand

• Digging tools

• Wild spaces

• reshold places (where there is a dramatic change from one
environment to the next)

• Freedom to explore and move

• Fort-building materials

• Animals

• Willingness to allow children to freely explore once you have
established that there is no life-threatening danger—poisonous
snakes, spiders, or plants

• Sunny places

• Shady places

Considerations for Urban Sites

• In city locations, most of the above can be created on a small
scale.

• A fenced area may be required.

• Also of value in the city are the following:

° sidewalks—especially after a rain, when they have lots of
puddles
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° neighborhoods to explore

° old churches to go inside—usually peaceful and full of
beautiful art

° parks—especially ones that have a treed area for playing,
not just playground equipment

° graveyards—often beautiful nature spaces

° work crews repairing buildings, streets, trimming trees, etc.

Examples of the Living Arts from Daily Life

Domestic Activity

Nurturing Care

Free play
Singing and music
Rocking
Bathing
Hand washing
Footbaths
Face washing
Hair brushing
Toothbrushing
Diapering and toileting

Soothing/holding and
touching

Adult bodily care (e.g.,
massage, manicure)

Patting down for nap
Oiling face after nap
Appropriate rough-

housing
Laughing
Protecting child’s

autonomy

Noninterference/
noninterrupting

Providing homelike
environment

Tending boo-boos
Providing quiet and

silence
Allowing childlike

noise
Storytelling
Reading

Baking
Cooking
Dishes
Sweeping
Dusting
Polishing
Mopping
Windows
Toilets and sinks
Organizing

Tidying
Vacuuming
Setting the table
Paying bills
Shopping
Grocery shopping
Gardening
Yard maintenance
Vehicle maintenance
Washing vehicles

Repairing things
Cleaning
Laundry:

sorting
washing
drying
folding
ironing
putting away

Playfulness in
activities
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Creative Discovery

Social Ability

© 2006 LifeWays North America, Inc.

Play
Games
Circle time

(age-appropriate)
Visiting friends, family,

neighbors
Parties
Birthdays

Festivals
Church
Playground play
Nature play (alone or

together)
Multigenerational

opportunities
Mealtime

Shopping
Caring for others in

need
Singing
Giving gifts
Online and other

communications
Family organizational

meetings

Creative play
Baking
Sewing
Crocheting
Knitting
Crafting
Woodworking

Painting
Modeling
Singing
Recitation
Storytelling
Puppetry
Dramatic play

Games
Decorating/flower

arranging
Aesthetic care of

environment
Seasonal activities
Making gifts

Exercise
Water play
Blessings/prayer time/

gratitude

Adult’s spiritual
practice/meditation

Alone time/together
time

Sick care/preventive
care

Nature experiences
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Finding
Your Colleagues

BY MARY O’CONNELL

At the center of the universe is a loving heart that continues to
beat and that wants the best for every person. Anything we
can do to help foster the intellect and spirit and emotional
growth of our fellow human beings, that is our job. ose of us
who have this particular vision must continue against all odds.
Life is for service.

—Fred Rogers

TO PROVIDE QUALITY CHILD CARE we must often enlist the help of other caring
adults. If opening a child care center is in your plans, you’ll need to think
about finding the other members of your staff. Even those caregivers opening
a family home child care program sometimes choose to hire an assistant to
give them support and a little more freedom, and an adult colleague to com-
bat the loneliness that can sometimes be part of a home daycare provider’s
life.

If you are a family child care provider and you don’t feel you can afford
to hire an assistant, or your state licensing regulations will not allow it, don’t
be afraid to think outside the box. Years ago when I had my home child care
program, I faced this same situation, yet I yearned for an adult colleague in
my work. After being inspired by an article in Mothering magazine about cre-



ating a “tribe” of support for your parenting journey, I approached a friend,
a stay-at-home mother whose parenting style I not only admired, but meshed
well with my own. I hesitantly suggested that one morning per week she
bring her children to my house and we would bake bread together, as well as
share parenting duties such as diapering, singing songs, telling stories, and
more. To my great surprise, she readily accepted. In hindsight, I think she felt
as isolated in her work as I felt in mine. is began what came to be called
Baking Day, and it was a morning that both the children and the adults ea-
gerly anticipated every week for more than a year.

I think a big factor in the success of our Baking Day was my initial care-
fulness about the person whom I invited into our home program. Finding
your colleagues, whether paid or unpaid, requires some serious thought.
Since the LifeWays approach to child care is relationship-based care, the
adults who provide the circle of care for the child must be chosen very care-
fully. We know that the child learns about his world primarily through imi-
tation of the adults who surround him. Obviously, then, the caregiver must
be an adult worthy of the child’s imitation. In a child care center, this also
applies to the director, the cook, the cleaning person, the maintenance per-
son, and even the bookkeeper, if they are part of the general landscape of
adults who interact with the child during his day.

We have found that our best staff members have come to us through
word-of-mouth recommendations by parents at the center, other staff mem-
bers, or community members who know what type of program we run and
what types of individuals we seek. We have, in desperate moments, run ads
on the job website of the local technical college and in the local newspaper,
or posted flyers on the nearby university’s employment bulletin board. In
general, the individuals who responded to the ads were folks who were
schooled and experienced in mainstream child care (large group sizes, single-
age groupings, institutional setting), and for most of them it was just too far
of a stretch to embrace our philosophies and practices. We found one ex-
traordinary caregiver this way, but we really had to kiss a lot of frogs before
we found her!

So, what are the traits we look for in those adults who will be our col-
leagues in the care of the young child? e list that follows is a collaborative
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effort of several LifeWays center directors, who have identified the charac-
teristics present in their best caregivers. While it is not always easy to spot
these qualities in a thirty-minute job interview, we can be on the lookout for
certain traits as candidates talk about their past job experiences, what they’re
looking for in a position, and so on. One way to see if an individual exhibits
the traits you’re looking for is to hire him in a part-time support role, if pos-
sible. Most of our primary caregivers have begun their work at LifeWays as
volunteers, substitute caregivers, part-time assistant caregivers, or cooks.
is provides an opportunity to really get to know them in the environment
in which they’ll be working.

It is always a good idea to have a probation period for each person you
hire. is is generally a six-month to one-year period of time in which you can
decide if the individual is a good fit for your program. Ideally, throughout
the probation period you are meeting regularly with the new employee for
coaching and ongoing performance review. en, at the end of the agreed-
upon probation time, you will be able to assess the long-term future of the
caregiver in your program.

Useful Places to Recruit Colleagues

• Put the word out at local Waldorf or other like-minded schools, per-
haps putting something in their newsletter that goes home to par-
ents and teachers.

• Let current or perspective parents in your program know that you
are looking for a new staff member.

• Ask your current staff members if they have friends or acquain-
tances that might be good additions to the program.

• Contact LifeWays North America to post an employment opportu-
nity for their training students and graduates.

• Post flyers at like-minded businesses and organizations in your
neighborhood, such as the local natural foods store or La Leche
League group.
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Characteristics of a LifeWays Caregiver

Commitment. In e Irreducible Needs of Children, by Stanley Greenspan, M.D.,
and T. Berry Brazelton, M.D., the two child development experts outline the
most basic needs of young children in order for them to grow up healthy and
whole. e first irreducible need of the young child described by Greenspan
and Brazelton is the need for ongoing nurturing relationships. Greenspan
writes:

e lion’s share of the baby’s time needs to be with caregivers who are
going to be an ongoing part of the child’s life and have the child’s
trust. e depth of one’s intimacy and feelings for others depends in
part on the depth of feeling one experiences in ongoing relationships.

erefore, not just any caregiver will do. . . . Child care arrange-
ments where children are spending most of their day with transient
caregivers should not be viewed as optimal or chosen by design.

One of his recommendations for meeting this need in child care is that
the child remain with the same primary caregiver for at least the first three
years of life. e primary caregiver in the LifeWays model is an individual who
understands the vital role he or she plays in the child’s life and is committed
to staying in the position several years. If the primary caregiver will be your-
self, examine honestly if you intend to make a commitment of at least three
years to the care of these children.

Warmth. A basic ingredient in the caregiver-child relationship is warmth. A
good caregiver shows genuine care and concern for the children in his or her
care. When observing how a caregiver interacts with the children, one should
see an ease and familiarity in the relationship. e child seeks the caregiver
for comfort if hurt or sad, and is eager to share discoveries and thoughts. is
warmth should also extend to the child’s parents. e caregiver always sup-
ports the connection between the child and his parents, knowing that this is
the most important relationship for the child. Caregivers who secretly or
openly yearn to be the most important person in a young child’s life often fos-
ter a manipulative relationship with the child that is unhealthy.

A warm relationship is one in which the caregiver shows a genuine love
for the child, which is not the same as coddling. We support and encourage
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the child, but not in a way that holds the child back from developing inde-
pendence, taking necessary risks, or undertaking challenging tasks.

Appreciation. Childhood is an authentic time unto itself, not just a time to
prepare for schooling. A good caregiver appreciates the children in his or her
care as individuals who are worth getting to know. ey are not simply “in-
complete adults” who need to be molded in a certain way and filled up with
knowledge to become productive members of society. e caregiver takes
the time to get to know the child’s likes, dislikes, temperament, fears, sense
of humor, and other aspects of the child’s unique personality.

He or she also helps the child’s parents understand and celebrate the in-
dividuality of their child, while allaying common parental fears that the child
isn’t developing quickly enough compared to the neighbor child down the
street or the development chart in the back of the parenting book. Parents
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today feel so much pressure that their child achieve milestones on or ahead of
schedule, so it is an essential part of the caregiver’s job to share heartwarm-
ing stories that help foster a true appreciation for the child as an individual.

Joyfulness. Young children radiate joy. Often when an adult interacts with a
little one, we see the adult’s face soften immediately. e young child’s joy is
contagious. Amid the day-to-day work of caring for a group of young children,
however, many adults find it difficult to maintain that joy. A caregiver who,
after the third dirty diaper of the morning and countless runny noses, is
able to stop and genuinely appreciate a bouquet of wilted dandelions from a
sweaty, out-of-breath child, is a treasure. Indeed, the best caregivers share the
child’s pleasure in all of his new discoveries throughout the day, and they have
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an inner joy that truly meets the wonder of the child.
Joyfulness was a characteristic I found missing in the caregivers of young

children during a recent walk through a nationally accredited child care cen-
ter. Teachers who were charged with the care of large groups of same-age chil-
dren appeared bored and sometimes sharp-tempered with the children. e
resulting effect on the children was palpable. It was as if one could see, feel,
and touch the level of stress that blanketed the room. Could it be that the
caregivers’ lack of joy in their work was due to the fact that the expectations
of their job and a lack of autonomy dampened the possibility for joy?

Recently, a LifeWays colleague who used to work at a large, well-respected
child care facility shared a story about something that she had observed while
working there. One morning, a caregiver in her room was folding towels while
the children were playing. is was something that was supposed to be done
during nap time, as the director felt it took her full attention away from
watching the children; but for some reason she was doing this task in their
presence. e children became interested in the laundry folding, and soon she
had a group of little ones eagerly folding towels, while other children played
happily nearby. e director entered the room and told the caregiver to put
the laundry away until nap time. How sad that the director failed to recognize
the joyful discovery and healthy interaction that was taking place!

Most people who seek to work with young children begin their career
with a certain level of joyfulness. One wonders how many bored and discon-
tented caregivers would be able to maintain this joy if they were encouraged
to engage in purposeful adult work instead of stand around “watching the
children” or feel bound to a curriculum that does not truly meet the devel-
opmental and playful needs of the young child.

Adaptability. Life with young children is never predictable, and while a good
caregiver creates a strong and healthy schedule for the group to follow, he or
she must be able to “go with the flow.” I think this is one reason LifeWays
caregivers often refer to the rhythm of the day as opposed to a mere schedule.
Rhythm indicates a more dynamic ebb and flow of activity that adapts some-
what to the needs of the group, whereas a strict schedule can feel oppressive
and rigid. e caregiver must pay attention to the needs of the group and
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try to create a daily rhythm that really holds the children and provides secu-
rity and comfort as they begin to know what to expect at each time of the day.
But the caregiver must also be able to make changes as needed. Many con-
gratulate themselves when they finally help their children reach a point where
the daily rhythm is so strong it carries the group along throughout the day,
only to have a new baby enter the mix. Anyone who has cared for an infant
knows how quickly one tiny person can upset the balance of an entire house-
hold! e same is true for a group of children in child care. Illness, several days
of severe weather, or an interrupted nap time can just as easily tip the scales.
Adaptability is crucial.

Adaptability also refers to the capacity of the caregiver to meet the needs
of the individual child while maintaining an awareness of the group as a
whole. Both goals are equally important. e best caregivers develop the
ability to maintain order and encourage a healthy dynamic in the group at
all times while carving out moments for the one-on-one time that is so vital
for each child. is is an old-fashioned skill used by mothers for centuries. It
often presents a challenge for new caregivers and can take some time and
experience to master.

Reverence. Often, people lament that children in our modern culture are
growing up with a lack of respect for people and things. Reverence, the hon-
oring and respecting of the divine in all things, is important to foster in early
childhood. However, like many important traits, this cannot be taught
through words or doctrine but must be living in the adults who are caring
for the child. In her book You Are Your Child’s First Teacher, Rahima Baldwin
Dancy refers to those caring for the young child as “caretakers of the divine.”

e foundation of reverence is gratitude. Does the caregiver show grati-
tude for those people and things around her? is will cultivate a sense of
gratitude in the child. Rudolf Steiner, founder of Waldorf Education, said:

If he sees that everyone who stands in some kind of relationship to
him in the outer world shows gratitude for what he receives from this
world; if, in confronting the outer world and wanting to imitate it,
the child sees the kind of gestures that express gratitude, then a great
deal is done towards establishing in him the right moral attitude.
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e characteristic of reverence does not refer to a certain religion or spir-
itual practice in the adult. Many fine caregivers in LifeWays programs have
come from varied spiritual paths. e common thread observed in the best
caregivers is that they develop a regular spiritual practice that not only feeds
their soul, but also fosters a respect for the spiritual path of the child.

Ability to work with other adults. I’ve heard it said by more than one care-
giver, “It’s not the children that are difficult to work with, it’s the grown-ups!”
Indeed, adult relationships can pose a challenge for many of us in our work.
In child care, we interface with parents, colleagues, landlords, state licensing
inspectors, and other adults on a daily basis. e ability to communicate in a
healthy way with other adults is a skill that all of us continue to work on and
struggle with. A good caregiver is willing to work through struggles in com-
munication and keeps an open mind, putting him or herself in the other per-
son’s shoes.



With coworkers, a caregiver’s flexibility is important. “My way or the
highway” doesn’t work well in most environments, especially in a small child
care center where the adults are in fairly close contact all day long. Staff mem-
bers must be willing to work together to create an environment where con-
cerns can be voiced, ideas can be shared, and mistakes are forgiven. While
we are all at different levels of development in terms of our ability to work
with other adults, a caregiver who has serious problems communicating with
colleagues will act as a type of poison in your program. An environment of
gossip, polarizing into opposing groups, and avoiding one another can quickly
result. It must be made clear that this type of behavior is not acceptable in
an environment where we are modeling healthy relationships for children. If
the staff member is not able to improve his or her adult communication skills
(and ongoing conversations about this problem have been carefully docu-
mented), the end result must be dismissal.

Ongoing self-development and study. As I mentioned earlier, since the young
child learns primarily through imitation, it stands to reason that the care-
giver must always strive to be an adult worthy of imitation. None of us is
perfect, but it is in our own striving to improve ourselves that the children
in our care find the best example of what it means to be an adult. e finest
LifeWays caregivers are those individuals who are not afraid to do the inner
work necessary for their own self-development. is is not an easy thing, as it
often leads to many questions about how we have been raised ourselves and
whether we are satisfied with the behaviors we exhibit, both consciously and
unconsciously. A caregiver must be open to asking herself some hard ques-
tions and striving to be more conscious in her actions.

In addition, a LifeWays caregiver must be open to ongoing study and
deepening understanding of child development, from a variety of perspec-
tives. It seems that almost daily a new study emerges that sheds new light
on the needs and capacities of the young child. An interest in contemporary
research, as well as continuing study of more classical works, including those
of Rudolf Steiner, is evident in a good caregiver. Caregivers may or may not
seek out this study material on their own, so it is important that the direc-
tor or another designated colleague continue to share interesting information
to promote ongoing conversation and self-study.
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Good health. e daily work of caring for young children can be physically
demanding and exhausting. Lifting and carrying children, bending or squat-
ting to help with diapering, toileting, and dressing are just a few of the activ-
ities that a caregiver engages in throughout the day. A caregiver of little chil-
dren is also exposed to more germs than the average person. ose adults
who are in relatively good physical health are much more able to meet the
demands of the job. Often, in the first year or two of working in child care, a
caregiver will tend to catch every illness that the children bring into the
group. Once he or she has had an opportunity to build up a healthy immunity,
the frequency tends to subside. However, the overall health and vitality of the
adult is an important indicator of how the caregiver responds to and recovers
from these illnesses.

Interest in the domestic arts. LifeWays is a model of home, not school, so it
is important that the LifeWays caregiver is open to learning and embracing
the domestic arts. Many caregivers of young children today are experienced
in the art projects, theme-based curriculum, and “activity centers” common
in many child care programs; but very few have real life experience with or
even respect for the home arts. Decades ago, children learned the arts of
cooking, baking, mending, simple woodworking, and gardening in the home.
When they themselves became parents or caregivers of children, these skills
were passed on through the tasks of everyday living. Over time, many of
these activities have disappeared from our home lives, so the adults who are
entering the child care field today don’t often have any life experience in these
areas.

A good LifeWays caregiver may or may not have a background in the do-
mestic arts, but must be open to learning and applying these skills in his or
her work with the children. Caregivers who need to learn about the domes-
tic arts as an adult will often find a wealth of experience in their colleagues
who are already working in a LifeWays environment. e LifeWays training
also teaches many of the skills necessary for a caregiver to learn how to be
“at home” with the children.
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As you read and reflect on the above list of attributes, you may begin to think
that the caregiver you are searching for is some impossible combination of
Mary Poppins and Mother eresa. Never fear! e directors that collabo-
rated on the above characteristics all agreed that it is the individual’s open-
ness to developing these areas that makes him an exceptional caregiver. Of-
tentimes, individuals will not necessarily exhibit every one of these traits, but
will share an enthusiasm and a sincere effort for learning more about how to
truly meet the needs of the children that encourages us to give them the op-
portunity to try.

Characteristics of a LifeWays Director

Many times, people interested in starting a LifeWays program are afraid that
being the director requires a business background or other skills that they
don’t possess. In most cases, depending upon your state’s licensing require-
ments, other individuals can be employed to fill in the gaps such as book-
keeping, administrative functions, marketing, and so on. e primary job of
the director is to have a clear vision of the LifeWays principles and practices
and to effectively share that vision with the rest of the staff. us, the two
crucial characteristics of a LifeWays director are integrity and leadership.

Integrity. As a director of a small child care center, one wears many hats. On
any given day, you might be meeting with prospective parents, resolving a
conflict between two staff members, stepping in as a substitute caregiver, and
unplugging a toilet, all before lunchtime. Amid this daily hustle and bustle,
it can be difficult to remain focused on the vision of what you and your col-
leagues are trying to create. Often we think of integrity as coming into play
when we are faced with a momentous decision. In reality, little situations
present themselves many times each day that call us to reflect on our mis-
sion and respond with integrity.

Questions that seem simple enough, from how we will diaper the infants
to what our policy is for children with fevers, often require much more con-
scious thought than we expect at first glance. Here’s an example of one of
the many decisions that arise daily.
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We have a limit of eight children in our Forest Kindergarten program.
Usually this program is full, with a waiting list of one or two children. Parents
will often urge us to let their child into the program because it’s “just one
more child.” Licensing regulations would allow us to enroll more children
without adding another teacher. e extra child’s tuition would definitely
help the budget. And that child on the waiting list would surely benefit from
the experience. But we have determined that the optimal number of chil-
dren in Forest Kindergarten, for both the children and the teacher to have the
most positive experience, is eight. And so the decision is made not to ex-
pand the program, even for one more child.

Decisions such as this must be made on a daily basis. When faced with a
decision, even one that appears mundane on the surface, it is vital for the
director to stop and ask, “Does this help us fulfill our mission?” “How does
this fit with the principles and practices of LifeWays?” Of course, we must
keep in mind what is reasonable, and we must live within a budget; but at no
point can a LifeWays director sacrifice integrity for expediency, convenience,
or economics.

Leadership. Too often, we see leadership as the ability of an individual to walk
ahead of a group of people, showing them the way and getting them to follow.
But I think that for the most part we travel together in a group, with our
friends and colleagues beside us on our journey. True leadership demands
that we call on the strengths and gifts of all of our colleagues and encourage
them to share those gifts to help the whole group achieve the vision. If we
have chosen the right people to help us care for the children, this task is eas-
ier than you might think.

I’d like to share a recent story from our center as an example. We had a
new caregiver begin with us. She had only been with her own suite of children
for a few weeks before an infant was enrolled. is caregiver had not yet had
a chance to take the LifeWays training, so I decided to give her a “crash
course” in how we care for infants at LifeWays. Among many things that I
shared with her, I explained that we honor the philosophy developed by Dr.
Emmi Pickler, the Hungarian physician who inspired the work of Magda
Gerber. Most notably, the infant needs freedom of movement to develop in
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the healthiest way. erefore, we don’t prop the infant in an infant seat,
bouncer, swing, or other device that restricts her movement or puts her in a
position she couldn’t otherwise achieve on her own (obviously, a car seat
while riding in the car is the exception).

When the baby’s mother brought her in the first day, I noticed that she
left a stroller for the caregiver that uses the car seat to hold the baby. I re-
minded the caregiver that we don’t like to leave infants in car seats for very
long, and she nodded in agreement. I saw her occasionally make use of the car
seat/stroller contraption to take the baby outside with the rest of the group,
but it seemed so brief a period that I didn’t object. en one day as I was
doing some work in the play yard, I saw the baby “camped” in the car seat for
an extended period of time. As I had already clearly explained the expectation
twice, I was getting annoyed and began to conclude that the caregiver either
didn’t care what our philosophy was or blatantly ignored it because she didn’t
agree with it.

I took a moment to take a deep breath, and then I approached her, again
sharing our philosophy on freedom of movement for the infant. But then
something told me to really listen to this caregiver instead of just state the ex-
pectation and walk away, as I realized had been my pattern in the last two
conversations. What I finally “heard” was that the caregiver was frustrated
because the baby preferred the car seat, as it was what she was used to at
home. When put down on her back, the baby became fussy. e caregiver also
shared that we didn’t have another lying-down style stroller available to use
for the baby, and the ground was too wet and muddy to lay her down on a
blanket. What followed was a very constructive conversation in which I was
able to help the caregiver see how the baby could be helped to get used to
lying on her back, and I also promised to purchase the right type of buggy
within two days. Over the next week, I overheard the other caregivers initi-
ating discussions with her about our infant practices, and some pretty great
conversations ensued as they shared how they put our philosophy to work
in a real-life, practical way. e caregiver seemed relieved that she finally had
the tools to practice the type of infant care she hadn’t known how to achieve.
And I learned a valuable lesson about leadership. Walking ahead of the group,
stating the goals, and expecting everyone to follow them is not true leader-
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ship. We must listen to our colleagues, enlist their help, and be open to learn-
ing what they can teach us.

Characteristics of a LifeWays Cook

You may want to offer a healthy hot lunch and snacks in your child care pro-
gram. If you are a family child care provider, you probably don’t have the
luxury of hiring a cook, so the task of preparing food will fall to you. Some
child care centers have the caregivers take turns preparing the meals, but
others choose to hire a cook. ere are certain skills that are helpful in who-
ever is doing the cooking for the children.

Commitment to whole, organic foods. Cooking with whole foods from scratch
is an art. It takes time and effort on the part of a cook to prepare food this
way, but it is well worth the investment. ere are the obvious benefits of bet-
ter nutrition and reduced exposure to additives and chemicals for the chil-
dren. A vast array of scientific evidence now points to the fact that whole
foods, organic if possible, are healthier for children. But we can’t overlook the
effect of home cooking on the overall atmosphere of the center. Visitors to
the center often comment on the delicious smells coming from the kitchen.
Nothing says homelike care more than home-cooked food.

Commitment is key on the part of the person who is cooking. Many fac-
tors can undermine our commitment to whole, organic foods. One obstacle is
the price of organic food. e child care budget is often tight, and organic
food can represent a large portion of it. At our LifeWays centers, food is our
largest expense after payroll. It can be tempting to purchase lower-quality
foods and snacks to save money, but when we consider the ultimate cost of
these foods in terms of the health of the children and the planet, it is too
great a price.

Another factor that can test our commitment to whole foods cooked from
scratch is the time it takes to prepare them. Even organic foods are now of-
fered in more and more convenient forms, and this can be tempting to the
cook who is short on time or the director who is attempting to reduce the
number of payroll hours. But compare the experience of dumping a can of
beans into a pan for warming to that of soaking the whole dried beans the
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night before and slowly simmering the pot throughout the morning while
adding spices to taste. Not only are the beans cooked from scratch more nu-
tritious, but the process of the slow and meaningful food preparation done in
the presence of the children nurtures them in a way that nothing else does.

A third challenge in our attempt to serve natural, whole foods is the fact
that many people are unfamiliar with how to prepare them. If you are hiring
someone to cook for your child care program, be very cautious about hiring
the person who says she doesn’t really know anything about cooking whole
foods from scratch but is willing to try. In general, it is quite challenging to
take up this kind of cooking; and if the commitment doesn’t come from the
inside, it can be difficult to maintain. It is far too easy to slip back into pat-
terns of cooking with convenience foods when we are busy or tired. You want
to search for a cook who is familiar with cooking whole foods from scratch
and is eager to bring her skill and enthusiasm to your program.

If you are cooking for your own home program and are finding it chal-
lenging to stay committed to cooking whole foods from scratch, set some re-
alistic goals for yourself and hold yourself to them. For example, when I was
cooking for my own home program, I started by taking the foods I was al-
ready preparing and figuring out ways to incorporate more whole grains and
fresher ingredients. Slowly, over time, I began to experiment with more time-
consuming and challenging recipes, often taking the time to prepare foods on
the weekends and freeze them for use during hectic days with the children.
My previously mentioned Baking Day with my friend was very helpful in
learning how to do some of this cooking in the presence of the children.

Timeliness and efficiency. While it’s important for any employee to be on
time, it is crucial for the cook to get to work in time to prepare a home-cooked
meal without being rushed. e kitchen is often the central hub of a LifeWays
program, and the mood in the kitchen permeates the whole center. e cook
who joyfully and calmly prepares the food, chats with the children as they
pass through the kitchen during the morning, and takes the time to beauti-
fully set the table sets the mood for every child and caregiver in that space.
Contrast this mood to the one set by the cook who runs in late, prepares
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lunch as quickly as possible while preoccupied with other things, and does lit-
tle more than “throw” the food on the table.

One LifeWays cook shared something she learned about cooking from the
Lakota Indian tribe when she lived with them for a time. e Lakota believe
that the emotions we feel as we are cooking actually enter the food as if they
are an ingredient and are thus consumed by those who eat the meal. In hon-
oring this belief, she made sure that she arrived at work with plenty of time
to slowly prepare the children’s food with intention. She tried to clear her
head of distractions and negative thoughts, and focus on the preparation of
the home-cooked meal.

Of course, when cooking for any large group of people, efficiency is key.
e most calm and joyful cook in the world doesn’t do your program much
good if he or she happily produces a meal forty-five minutes past the time
lunch was to have been served. When serving young children, lunch needs
to be on the table promptly at noon (or whatever has been deemed lunchtime),
and if it is not, the whining and fussing will definitely remind you that the
meal is late.

Cleanliness. At LifeWays, our cook tends to the overall cleanliness and order
of the kitchen, which is no small task considering that a number of adults and
children use the space regularly throughout the day. While the children and
their caregivers participate in some of the food preparation and in washing
dishes after lunch, it is the cook who gives the kitchen its final touches. Our
cook assumes responsibility for the general cleanliness of the common areas
as well. For instance, when all the children come in from outside before lunch,
their boots may occasionally end up in a somewhat disorganized heap inside
the door, despite their caregiver’s best efforts to encourage the children to
line them up tidily. Often the person who has the time to tidy and straighten
all those boots is the cook, who sweeps and washes the floor after lunch as the
children settle in for their naps. It is very satisfying to see the coats, boots,
hats, and mittens all straightened up in a careful manner. It sends a com-
forting message to both the parents and the children about the care we take
of the children’s belongings.
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Characteristics of a LifeWays Preschool Teacher,
Forest Kindergarten Teacher, or Parent-Child Group Leader

Most of the characteristics listed above for LifeWays caregivers also apply to
the preschool teacher or the parent-child group leader. While the child care
suite is based on the model of healthy living with children, the preschool
program and the parent/child program are a bit more definitive in their
scope. We want them to also reflect the qualities of a healthy home, yet they
each have a specific focus as well.

e preschool teacher needs to be well versed in the various songs, games, sto-
ries, and activities that typically are experienced in a Waldorf-style pre-
school/kindergarten program. Of course, the primary caregivers need many
of these tools as well, but they may be used slightly differently in the mixed-
age child care suite. A caregiver pulls a little verse, rhyme, or song out of his
pocket at any given moment as is needed. While the caregiver might also have
a time of day that he does some of these things with the whole group, it is
usually short and sweet due to the mixed ages. Since the preschool teacher
does not have infants and toddlers along, he can slightly expand the experi-
ence for the older ones. e circle games may be a little more varied and in-
volved, the artistic/craft activities might require more dexterity, and the
stories might be a bit longer.

In LifeWays settings that do not have a separate preschool program, care-
givers often wonder how to offer these more elaborate experiences for their
preschool-age children when there is one adult caring for a group of children
ages three months to six years. Some caregivers offer these experiences to the
whole group, knowing that the little ones will participate as they are able or
will play on their own while the older ones participate. In my home program,
I often offered the preschoolers some of these experiences during the baby’s
morning nap.

e Forest Kindergarten teacher needs to be comfortable outside in nature
and should love the outdoors with a bit of an adventurous spirit. Yet he or she
also must understand and honor common sense safety measures and be sure
to have a backpack filled with the necessary accoutrements for tending to
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boo-boos, thirst, and hunger. While being safety conscious, the Forest
Kindergarten teacher needs to have a well-developed sense of trust that al-
lows the children a chance to explore healthily without a sense of the teacher
hovering over them. It is also important for the teacher to resist the urge to
“teach” the children about the things they are experiencing as much as share
in their joyful wonder of nature.

e parent-child playgroup leader naturally needs to be someone who loves
adults as well as children and who has a high regard and respect for parents.
In a similar fashion to how early childhood caregivers “teach” by being worthy
of imitation, it is similar with the parent-child teacher. Of course, it is fine for
the teacher to explain to adults how to do a handiwork project or something
of that nature. When it comes to tending to and caring for the children, how-
ever, it is most effective to lead by example. A parent-child teacher may some-
times observe interactions between parents and their children that he or
she feels could be improved with helpful advice. An important quality in the
teacher is to refrain from judgment and try to accept all parents wherever
they are on their parenting journey. Once a level of trust is reached, the par-
ent will often ask the teacher for words of wisdom, and it is at this “teach-
able moment” that the advice will be best received.

e parent-child playgroup leader also needs to have pockets full of ap-
propriate songs, games, and activities to share with the families. If he or she
is a parent-infant group leader, he or she needs to be steeped in the under-
standing of infant development and have the grandmotherly quality of qui-
etly guiding the parents in observation and exploration of the developmental
stages of their little one. Having ready access to interesting articles to hand
out to parents is also a good tool for a parent-child teacher.

From caregiver, cook, and director to preschool teacher and playgroup
leader, we strive to develop a community of care, a new neighborhood in
which children feel secure and loved.
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Protection:
The Safety and Health

of Children in Relationship-
based Care

BY MARY O’CONNELL

Children must have opportunities to experiment, to find
solutions, to take risks, and even to fail at attempted tasks.

—Barry Brazelton and Stanley Greenspan,
e Irreducible Needs of Children

Safety

As I write this, the newspapers in Milwaukee are consumed with the tragic
story of a young child who died after being left unattended for an entire hot
summer day in a child care van. It seems every couple of months there is some
story like this that scares parents, caregivers, and lawmakers alike. is morn-
ing’s paper showcased editorials from folks who were, rightfully, horrified at
the senseless death of a child. ey called for reform.. .more rules, more sys-
tems to ensure the safety of our children in child care.

e fact is, there are already many rules in place to prevent such accidents
in licensed child care. e Wisconsin licensing procedures for group child care
are pages and pages long, and of the thousands of rules and regulations, most
are regarding safety. I remember when, as a new director, I was looking



through the regulations with our licensing specialist and exclaimed about
how many rules there were, and expressed concern that I would never get to
know all of them well enough to make sure our center was in compliance.
She looked over her reading glasses at me and said gravely, “Just remember,
for every rule that’s in this book, something happened to a child.” Indeed,
every accident that occurs somewhere in the state seems to prompt the im-
plementation of another new rule. As a matter of fact, the latest incident of
a child being left all day in a child care van prompted a new set of rules that all
child care centers in Wisconsin are required to follow, whether or not the cen-
ter provides transportation. And yet accidents continue to happen in child
care. It seems no matter how hard we try to develop fail-proof systems,
calamities such as this one still continue to happen in child care.

Stories such as this one shake me to my inner core and are a potent re-
minder that caring for other people’s children is serious business. How do
we reassure parents that their child is safe when they drop him or her off at
LifeWays in the morning? Can we promise them that nothing bad will ever
happen to their son or daughter while in our care? No, we really can’t. But
we also can’t give in to the gripping fear that tends to accompany a “what if”
mentality.

e Safety of Relationship-based Care
It was exactly this dilemma that I faced two years ago when I sat down to write
a letter to our center’s parents to reassure them in the wake of another child’s
death in a Milwaukee-area child care center not related to LifeWays. What
could I say to these parents that would honor the trepidation they must feel
about handing over their precious child to another adult each day, yet assure
them that their little one is safe in our care? As I pondered what to write, I
gazed out the window at the children and their caregivers playing outside. I
watched as one caregiver had her group of children outside in the clearing,
an area of the nature preserve that allows the children to run, climb on fallen
tree trunks, and build forts with branches. ere is no fence in this area; when
a caregiver takes the children out to the clearing, extra vigilance is required.
I watched as the children enjoyed varying degrees of freedom in their play.
Since this caregiver had the same group of children in her care every day,
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and had gotten to know them over a period of years, she knew which children
could venture a little farther away and which ones had to be kept within arm’s
length. One toddler stayed close, playing near her caregiver, practicing her
new walking skills on the challenging, uneven terrain. I noticed that some-
times she would begin to toddle too far away, and as though there were an
invisible string between them, the caregiver would sense this even while she
was helping another child with something and gently call the little one back.
It was remarkable to watch this group of children freely explore and yet re-
spect and understand the boundaries set by their caregiver. I then realized
the truth about safety: e relationship between caregiver and child, devel-
oped over a period of months and years together, is what really kept the chil-
dren safe. Of course we follow the licensing rules and have systems in place
such as head counts and attendance logs, but what really provides a safety net
for each child in our care is the fact that LifeWays provides relationship-based
care.

As I drive through the city, I see signs for child care centers posted on
vans and billboards promising a whole host of conveniences for the working
parent. Twenty-four-hour child care, barber services, swimming lessons,
and child pick-up and drop-off are among the list of promised services to en-
tice parents to enroll their child. e reality is, the more conveniences we
offer, the more adults we have taking part in the care of the child; therefore
the weaker the relationship between adult and child, and the less control we
have over the child’s safety. For example, we have had a number of children
enrolled over the years who have food allergies, some of them severe. e
few times that we’ve had an incident of a child being served food to which
he or she was allergic have always taken place when the child’s regular care-
giver is out for the day and there is a substitute. It is not that the substitute is
careless or uninformed; it is that the child’s food allergy is not living as
strongly in that caregiver’s consciousness as it is in the primary caregiver.
is serves as a clear reminder that we need to keep the circle of adults who
care for the child as small as reasonably possible to build and protect the re-
lationships that keep the child safe and secure. When we are tempted to add
services to increase enrollment, we must be careful not to put the conven-
ience of the consumer ahead of the needs of the child.
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Different Perspectives
Even in the context of relationship-based care, conflicts still arise around
safety issues. Safety can be a “hot button” issue for those providing child care.
Licensing specialists, caregivers, and parents all have different expectations,
life experiences, and points of reference that shape the way they think about
safety issues in a child care setting. It can be challenging to navigate through
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all of these differences and determine the best practices for the children.
If you’ve had a chance to sit down and look through the licensing regula-

tions for family or group child care in your state, you’ve probably noticed that
safety is the priority. When a state licensing representative visits your pro-
gram, she is hoping to find the safest environment possible for the children.
e same is true for the fire inspector and other government representatives
who may regularly inspect child care centers and home programs. eirs is a
world of what ifs, and the overriding theme of this world tends to be “mini-
mize the risks by implementing and enforcing rules.” It’s important work and
a very tough job, and you can imagine that if you focused all of your energy
day in and day out on the enforcement of safety rules, you would probably
prefer that children be wrapped in bubble wrap and not be allowed to take any
risks at all! It’s important for the child care provider to try to understand
the perspective of the individuals who represent these regulatory agencies
and to realize that we all have the same goal: quality child care.

As caregivers and nurturers, however, our focus is a bit different from
that of the regulatory representatives. We know that for children to develop
healthy and whole, they need to take reasonable risks. Children must be able
to run, jump, and climb to develop body awareness, confidence, balance, and
agility. ey must be given the freedom outdoors in nature to try things that
might be a stretch for them, that might cause them to trip, stumble, or be-
come frustrated. Adventurous play that challenges and excites children helps
instill critical life skills.

Increasingly, however, ours is becoming a society of generalized fear. e
legal landscape of publicized litigation and our general fear level since 9/11
have created a culture in which we as adults have lost perspective on what is
healthy, reasonable risk-taking for a child. Compared to children raised a gen-
eration or two ago, the children of today play outside less and have fewer op-
portunities for playtime that is not under the constant watchful eye of the
parent, teacher, or coach. Parents are afraid to let their children enjoy the
unsupervised outdoor play of their own childhood for fear a stranger will
abduct them. When examined objectively, these fears are misplaced. About
115 children are kidnapped by strangers each year, according to federal sta-
tistics. Two hundred and fifty thousand children are injured each year in



auto accidents. In fact, the chances of a child being abducted by a stranger
have decreased considerably over the past generation.

is generalized fear has paralyzed our ability to give children the free-
dom to take chances, make mistakes, and assume reasonable risks. Fear has
become so pervasive that it has almost gone unrecognized. But experts in
child development are beginning to take note of its effects. In the United
States, the Alliance for Childhood has done much work recently to encour-
age parents to let their children play outdoors again. ere is a growing dis-
cussion in the United Kingdom about the dangers of the phenomenon called
“cotton wool parenting,” and in the U.S. a new term has been coined: the
“helicopter” parent—one who hovers constantly over his or her child. Play
England, an agency that recently studied more than one thousand children
and their parents, found that while 70 percent of parents said their own
greatest childhood adventures were among rivers, trees, and woods, only 29
percent of today’s children said their favorite play experiences were outdoors.
Half of children ages seven to twelve have been forbidden to climb trees; 17
percent were not even allowed to play tag. Adrian Voce, director of Play Eng-
land, said, “Constantly wrapping children in cotton wool can leave them ill-
equipped to deal with stressful or challenging situations they might en-
counter later in life. It’s not the end of the world if a child has an accident.”

New South Wales Commissioner for Children and Young People Gillian
Clavert shares that today’s parents are so fanatical about keeping their chil-
dren safe, the medical field is seeing a steep rise in anxiety disorders among
the very young, along with an accompanying reduction in motor skills from
fewer opportunities to play. “Over the past ten years, we have seen a real re-
duction in the range at which children can leave their family home and move
freely. Research in state schools shows that children increasingly express
fear of global threats such as war and terrorism, and have a general insecurity
about their own future and their community’s. ese concerns mean they live
life in a restrictive, guarded way, either as a result of restrictions imposed by
others or themselves,” says Clavert. Fearful children are likely to grow into
fearful adults.

So, how do we as caregivers allow children to take the reasonable risks
we know they need for their own healthy growth and development in this
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climate of fear? First, we must try to understand the perspective of the other
adults in relationship to the child. I’ve already talked about the need to “get
into the shoes” of the licensing representative. We also have to understand
that, for many parents, being good parents is synonymous with keeping their
child as safe as possible. is is the message they have gotten from other
parents, the media, and their pediatrician. When we understand where they
are coming from, it becomes evident that first and foremost we must assure
the parents that we take the care and safety of their child seriously. I’m not
talking about a well-rehearsed sentence during the parent tour or a tagline
at the bottom of the contract we’ve asked them to sign, but a real heart con-
nection between caregiver and parent on behalf of the child. From this place
of trust, we can begin a meaningful conversation with the parent about the
child’s need for play, reasonable risk, and adventure.

Next, we can share with the parent all of the safety measures we have in
place to make sure that our trip into the woods or down to the river is well
thought out. ese measures include a cell phone and first aid kit for the care-
giver, safety expectations for the children, and ready access to emergency
phone numbers. Usually when parents feel we are taking the safety of their
child seriously, they are thrilled and grateful for the opportunity for their child
to connect with nature, gain independence, and increase self-confidence.
When the occasional mishap does occur that results in a visible bruise or
scratch, it is always best to call the child’s parent during the day and tell him
or her about it. It is much easier for parents upon pick-up if they have been
given a little “heads-up” about an injury before seeing it.

Helpful Safety Tips

During a recent conversation in the LifeWays training, caregivers shared
some things they do to ensure a safe environment in which children are free
to explore:

Try not to put children in positions or situations that they can’t get into
and out of on their own. At LifeWays in Milwaukee we have a large boulder
in the forest. Children are usually three years old before they are tall enough
and strong enough to pull themselves up onto that boulder. Little ones try

Protection: The Safety and Health of Children in Relationship-based Care 155



and try again until they are completely frustrated because they want to join
the big kids on that rock. ey will beg any well-meaning adult in the vicin-
ity to pick them up and put them onto the boulder. e LifeWays caregivers
will offer words of encouragement and support, but we will not lift children
onto the boulder; they must get onto the rock on their own. is may seem
cruel to the outside observer. Why not just put them on the rock and make
them happy? First of all, we’ve rarely, if ever, had a child tumble off the rock
who climbed it on his own. Generally speaking, if he has the skills to get up,
he can usually figure out a way to safely get down. A child who was simply
placed there by an adult may not have the balance and agility to safely climb
off and is more likely to fall. e same is true for tree climbing or other such
skills. Secondly, this has turned into a true right of passage at our center, as
little ones eagerly await the day they too will be big enough to climb the rock.
Once they have done it, they sit upon that boulder beaming with confidence
and self-satisfaction. Why would we rob a child of that experience?

Resist the urge to “rescue.” ere are certainly times when children need us
to come to their rescue, when they are in imminent danger and we must act
quickly. But often, adults come to children’s aid too quickly or unnecessarily,
and we can interfere with the child’s learning process. ere is value in al-
lowing a child to experience frustration or to figure out how to get out of a
tricky situation. When the child yells for help, the wise caregiver takes a mo-
ment to assess the situation. Often the child just needs the caregiver to be
near and offer encouragement as the child herself works through the prob-
lem. If a child has climbed a tree and is afraid to come down, the adult can
offer suggestions, if needed, as to where the child can put her foot, her hand,
and so forth until she is safely down. When the adult simply reaches up and
plucks the child from the tree, the child views the adult as someone who has
magical powers to fix situations that she herself does not have. is does lit-
tle to empower the child that she has the ability to solve her own problems.

Set boundaries and expectations for the children. When taking children
out into an unfenced area, such as on a neighborhood walk or a hike in the
forest, caregivers have shared a variety of ways in which they enlist the chil-
dren’s help in safeguarding themselves. Some tell the children that they must

156 Home Away from Home: LifeWays Care of Children and Families



stay where they can see their caregiver. Others will set boundaries that the
children cannot stray beyond (for example, the big pine tree, the driveway).
One important expectation of the children is that they respond to the care-
giver when their names are called, and that they come when asked to. e
children will need some reminders of the expectations, and sometimes there
must be consequences for not meeting those expectations. But in general,
children have an amazing capacity for helping to keep themselves safe when
we show them we are confident they can do so. Of course, we do this in the
same matter-of-fact way that we introduce any expectations for a child, with-
out the overlay of our adult fears or concerns. It would not be appropriate to
say “You must stay where I can see you or a stranger might come and take you
away!” A simple “Harry, can you still see me?” will suffice.

Health

As with safety, health issues often present a challenge for caregivers who may
bring a different perspective than other adults involved in the care of the
young child. LifeWays recommends a holistic view of the care of the growing
child, and this can often conflict with some current societal norms. We’ll ex-
amine a few of these norms here, and explore how they can actually inhibit
the healthy growth of the children.

Germ Warfare
We live in a society where the eradication of germs is highly valued. If you
take a trip to a large supermarket or discount store, it is difficult to find any
hand soap or cleaning product that is not touted as “antibacterial.” Bottles
of clear hand sanitizer are everywhere, on people’s desks and in every
mother’s handbag. Parents can now buy children’s dinnerware and pajamas
that are embedded with antimicrobial agents. e marketing campaigns for
air fresheners, mouthwash, laundry detergent, and dishwasher soap all aim to
convince us that the key to our family’s good health is our ability to kill germs.

is germ warfare is not only unnecessary, but can also be harmful. ere
is a great deal of evidence that the use of antibacterial soap causes more harm
than good. e Alliance for Prudent Use of Antibiotics (APUA) states that
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soap and hot water are sufficient for most cleaning and hand-washing pur-
poses, and recommends strong antibacterial cleaners only for hospitals and
nursing homes, where patients are seriously ill or have low immunity. Why?

e antibiotics in these soaps kill more than disease-causing bacteria;
they kill any other susceptible bacteria. Once the ecosystem is cleared of sus-
ceptible bacteria, resistant bacteria can multiply, resulting in drug-resistant
“superbugs.”

The Healing Basket

e healing basket contains the items found in a simple first aid kit, with
the addition of some items to help soothe an injured child. It can be kept in
a place where the oldest children can reach it, if needed, so you can send one
of them to retrieve it when needed. e children love to be able to help when
one of their young friends is hurt; it helps nurture feelings of competence and
empathy. Some items to include in your healing basket:

• red (or other dark) washcloths used to wipe bloody scrapes, cut
lips, etc. (White washcloths show blood easily, and this can
frighten some children.)

• a pair of tweezers

• a thermometer

• salve containing calendula for scrapes

• gel containing arnica for bumps and bruises (don’t use on open
skin)

• aloe vera gel for burns (if you don’t have an accessible aloe plant)

• Rescue Remedy (an herbal tincture to calm an overwrought child)

• Band-Aids

• small package of tissues for wiping tears and runny noses
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Some families we know at one of our LifeWays sites have struggled with a
bacterial infection. It is purportedly one of those pesky drug-resistant su-
pergerms we are warned can spread like wildfire and are impossible to get
rid of. I did some research after it was confirmed that several of the children
had this bacterial infection over a period of a few months, consulting both
traditional medical sources and more holistic ones. My primary concern was
whether our normal hand-washing procedures of soap and hot water were

• lavender essential oil, for mixing with warm water for a calming
face or hand washing, or for mixing with distilled water in a fine-
spray bottle and misting the air

• magic dust

is last item is something Cynthia always had in her healing basket.
She shares: “It looked liked a combination of very fine gold and silver glitter
and was not used for physical ailments, but for behavior ailments! For exam-
ple, one day all of the children were grouchy with one another, and there had
been yelling and even some hitting. I quietly brought out the magic dust and
very slowly walked around sprinkling an ever-so-slight amount over the top
of each child, and finally a little over myself. en I sat down on the floor
silently. As the children gathered around, I slowly looked up, nodded my head,
and smiled at each one. e mood was completely transformed, and healthy
child play ensued. Note: is is most effective for children over three, but in
a mixed-age group it is fine if the toddlers and twos get a little sprinkling if
they want it. Also, when the children start to query about the dust, I say
very little—perhaps something like ‘It came from a land far, far away and is
filled with good wishes and kind thoughts.’”

ese items, along with an accessible ice pack and clean warm water and
soap, should take care of most run-of-the-mill childhood accidents. Please
be aware that in licensed child care, you may not be able to apply any gels or
lotions to a child unless you have signed parental consent, so check your reg-
ulations before applying.



sufficient to make sure this infection didn’t spread. e results were clear,
from both perspectives, that using antibacterial soap would only make the
problem worse. Interestingly, the holistic sources also cautioned against a
“panic mentality” surrounding the infections. Evidence suggests that bacte-
ria can spread even more rapidly when there is fear surrounding their spread,
as fear can significantly alter the body’s ability to maintain good health. e
staff took this advice to heart and adopted a much more relaxed attitude
about the bacterial infection, encouraging parents to do the same. We are
very careful with hand washing, but otherwise we have maintained the atti-
tude that healthy children with strong immune systems, bolstered by or-
ganic foods and plenty of fresh air, have bodies that can heal themselves
amazingly well. And you know what? ey have. at bacterial infection
seems to have left the building!

What about the child care cleaning agent of choice: chlorine bleach?
Often when you enter a child care center, the smell of bleach can be over-
whelming, as it is often used to wash toys, wipe down diaper-changing sur-
faces, clean off eating surfaces, rinse dishes, and more. Although chlorine
bleach does not contain antibiotics, it is a toxic substance that can be harsh to
children’s lungs and skin. It can be difficult in licensed child care to avoid the
use of chlorine bleach altogether. For example, the Wisconsin child care li-
censing rules require that the caregiver spray the diaper-changing surface
with a chlorine bleach solution after each use. Often, several children are
changed in succession, so children’s bare, sensitive skin is being laid down
on a surface that has just been sprayed with a fresh coat of toxic bleach. Not
a pleasant thought, is it? ere are several options of botanic disinfectant
sprays that are clinically proven to be equally effective as bleach, but we were
unable to get any of these approved for use in our centers as an alternative
to chlorine bleach. After filling out countless forms and making many phone
calls, I was ultimately told by our DCFS licensing agent that the agency did
not feel they had the authority to grant us an exception to using chlorine
bleach (which is odd, since their agency authored the licensing regulations.)
Someday, we’ll gather our forces and lobby our lawmakers to reconsider the
wisdom of using bleach in our child care homes and centers when less toxic,
equally effective cleaners are becoming widely available.
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At LifeWays, we are careful to use bleach only when absolutely required to
do so by the licensing regulations. All other usual cleaning activities, such as
wiping dining tables, cleaning shelves, and washing floors and toys are ac-
complished with earth- and child-friendly cleaners. If we want to disinfect the
infant toys, which are often in the babies’ mouths, we just run them through
the dishwasher cycle. Our overall use of chlorine bleach is minimal.

I fear that all of this talk about disinfectants is only distracting us from
the most important point: Germs are really okay. A recent Italian study found
that exposure to bacteria is essential for the development of an infant’s im-
mune system. e study showed that a baby must be exposed to germs during
his first year in order to develop the antibodies needed to fight infection and
live a healthy life. Perhaps this partly explains why, over the past fifty years as
our germophobia has increased, people in developed countries have begun
showing up in doctors’ offices with allergies and autoimmune disorders in
greater and greater numbers. Conditions such as juvenile diabetes, Crohn’s
disease, and multiple sclerosis have doubled and even tripled over the same
time period. Almost half of people living in industrialized countries now
suffer from allergies.

Amazingly, it turns out that people who have grown up on farms are
much less likely to have these problems. Now, it’s hard to pinpoint exactly
why that is. It is likely that folks who live on farms are eating more fresh
produce from the garden. ey are also exposed to less air pollution. But sci-
entists have also hypothesized that these people have immune systems that
are better primed from the germs to which they have been exposed in their
agricultural lifestyle, including bacteria from drinking raw cow’s milk.

Illness
Won’t children who are exposed to germs get sick? Of course. But it never
ceases to amaze me, as I watch the children at LifeWays wrestle with each
other, kiss and hug the babies, and huddle together under a blanket fort,
that the licensing requirements are so strict about disinfecting surfaces and
the amount of space required between sleeping cots. e children and care-
givers share their germs pretty freely just in the course of their life together.
And they do, in fact, get sick sometimes.
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Michaela Glöckler, M.D., and Wolfgang Goebel, M.D., in A Guide to Child
Health, share their insights and experiences from twenty years of practice in
the children’s section of the Herdecke Hospital in Germany, which is run
along anthroposophical lines. Glöckler and Goebel give us a picture of the
healthy human body:

e healthy human being—standing upright, moving freely, with all
the body’s possibilities available—is a sovereign being and reveals the
comprehensive developmental options and abilities of the human
body. Illness, however, always imposes limitations on this perfec-
tion . . . each illness can be said to reflect a task that the body must
perform as it struggles to approach the health of the divine image
through its own efforts.

In other words, illness has a purpose in childhood. In purely physical
terms, the body’s immune system is strengthened as it comes through an ill-
ness, as is often evidenced after a child has a long bout with a virus or child-
hood disease. Often the child’s parent will comment that after the illness,
the child appears more robust and healthy than before the illness, many times
reaching a new developmental milestone that was previously just out of
reach. Beyond the purely physical level, Glöckler and Goebel’s insights reveal
that illness helps the child on an emotional and spiritual level as well.

When the illness begins to pass, this means a victory for the child, a
strengthening. e child has wrestled with the illness in the same way
that it might have wrestled with a problem whilst learning something
at school.

Given this perspective, we can see that as the adult treats the child’s ill-
ness, our goal is to do what we can to help the child reap the benefits of the ill-
ness. If the purpose of the illness is to lead the child toward health in body, soul,
and spirit, then our task is to support this process.

Supporting a child through illness is not something we do very well in our
present-day culture. We are quite good at suppressing symptoms such as fever
with Tylenol, drying up runny noses with Robitussin, and trying to speed up
healing with antibiotics. Fever is a symptom with which we’ve become in-
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creasingly uncomfortable. As soon as a parent discovers that a child has a
fever, the pediatrician often tells the parent to use a fever suppressant to
make the child more comfortable. My own experience with this is that within
twenty minutes of taking the Tylenol, my previously lethargic child who was
content to rest in bed was up running around, which seemed to be exactly
what she didn’t need to help her recover.

Glöckler and Goebel tell us that fever is a highly effective reaction of the
body to combat illness and lay the foundation for sound health. Fever stimu-
lates the activity of the immune system preventing the proliferation of
viruses or bacteria. Research also indicates that fevers in early childhood
prevent allergies. Predisposition to diseases such as eczema or asthma in in-
fancy has been known to lessen after serious feverish illnesses. Beyond these
benefits, fever also affects the child on a soul-spiritual level, deeply affecting
the body’s warmth organization and resulting in a healthier individual on
many levels.

For these reasons, we encourage parents at LifeWays to allow their child
time to progress through illnesses naturally. We ask that children be allowed
to work through an illness at home, in their own beds, not merely as a means
to avoid spreading their germs to the other children, but also to allow the chil-
dren to return completely to good health. We ask parents not to bring a child
back to the center until he has been fever-free for at least 24 hours without
fever-suppressing medication. is indicates that he has passed through the
acute phase of his illness. It can be challenging for working parents to take the
necessary time off to allow their child time to convalesce. Once when my son
was young, he had a virus that caused his fever to spike every afternoon and
early evening for a full ten days. I was lucky enough to be a stay-at-home
mother at the time, and I was able to support him through the entire illness,
but there are many parents who don’t have this luxury. As child care
providers, we must encourage parents to build support networks for these
times, relying on help from grandparents and friends, as well as flexibility
from their employer. We can sympathize with the parent’s need to get back to
work while remaining firm in our insistence that sick children should be kept
at home until they are well enough to return to child care.
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Immunizations
Almost every country in the world recommends or requires vaccination of
all children against certain childhood illnesses. In some countries, parents
have no choice about whether or not their children will be immunized. We
recently had a family enroll their daughter after having lived in several dif-
ferent European countries. Her mother was shocked to find out that parents
in Wisconsin could sign a personal conviction waiver for any of the required
immunizations, and thus not immunize their child. is parent felt that im-
munization should be considered a public health issue and all parents should
be required to vaccinate their children. She felt that America’s protection of
the personal rights of the individual extend too far in the case of vaccinations.

is parent raised a valid point. Are parents who choose not to immu-
nize their children simply relying on the fact that most other parents do? If
so, they are weighing a chance of an adverse reaction to a vaccine against a
very slim chance that their child will ever get that disease, just by virtue of the
fact that most other parents assume a risk they are not personally willing to
assume for their child. Is that fair?

But there are some other factors to be considered with immunizations.
Many parents wonder about the ever-increasing number of combined vac-
cines, and whether these place excessive demands on the child’s immune
system. It’s also difficult to either prove or disprove whether vaccinations
change the immune system in ways that favor the development of allergies or
autoimmune disorders. e most recent big debate has been over whether the
preservative in immunizations plays a role in the extreme increase in autism
in this country. Finally, the effectiveness of the vaccines is in question. Some
people who have received an immunization for an illness end up contracting
the illness later in life because the immunity did not last.

It’s obvious that the issue of immunizations raises not only public health
questions but also personal questions for parents. Wherever laws permit par-
ents to choose which immunizations their children should receive, parents
should be informed to decide whether and when their children should be
vaccinated. A Guide to Child Health, as well as other sources, offers an in-depth
look at each immunization, its side effects, its long-term immunity, and the
effects of actually contracting the disease itself. One option many parents are

164 Home Away from Home: LifeWays Care of Children and Families



choosing is to wait until the child has reached certain developmental mile-
stones (such as beginning to walk or speak) before giving the child certain im-
munizations. Another strong recommendation for parents who choose to im-
munize is to find a doctor who is willing to “unbundle” the serums, so the
child is not receiving a cocktail of drugs, but can deal with one at a time. As
child care providers, we must encourage parents to be as well informed as
possible before making their immunization decisions. We also must make
parents aware that if they choose not to immunize their child against whoop-
ing cough, for example, the public health department will require them to
remove their child from child care if an outbreak does occur. In addition, we
hope that parents understand that they must be able to provide their child
with the necessary rest, treatment, and convalescence if the illness does
occur. is can mean weeks at home for the child, and parents should strongly
consider whether they are able to provide this level of care.

Lifestyle Choices
Do all of these choices really impact a child’s overall health? A recent study
of 6,600 children in Europe compared those children with relatively natural
lifestyles (healthy diet, fewer vaccinations, limited use of antibiotics and
fever-reducing medicines) to those with a more conventional lifestyle. e
children with natural lifestyles had far fewer allergies and a much lower inci-
dence of asthma. e choices that we, as parents and child care providers,
make for our children have a big impact on their lifelong health. is is an
area in which child care providers need to be informed as well as tolerant of
individual parents’ choices.

In our modern society, many conflicting views exist regarding the pro-
tection of children. We hope this chapter has given you food for thought as
you seek to safeguard the safety and health of children, as well as a basis for
understanding some of the choices and perspectives of parents and other
adults.
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7

Creating Your
Community of Care

BY MARY O’CONNELL

I am a part of all that I have met.
—Alfred Lord Tennyson

WHILE MUCH OF THIS BOOK explains the how-to’s of starting and running a
LifeWays program, those of us who have done this work for a while know that
the real magic of LifeWays happens once you start to build your community.
It never ceases to amaze me when I visit different LifeWays home programs
or centers how different each one is! Each program uniquely reflects the staff,
parents, and children who belong to it; the way they come together to cele-
brate festivals; and the larger community in which it resides.

To give you a true picture of what a LifeWays community looks like, it
would not be fair to give you just my impression, or just Cynthia’s. To honor
all of the wonderful LifeWays programs that have begun to spring up across
the country, we wanted to share with you what some of the caregivers have to
say about their own communities. So we asked them a series of questions,
and would like to share some of the responses here.

Is LifeWays for Every Child?

Most of the LifeWays caregivers we asked gave a resounding “Yes!” to this
question. As Margo Running, director of the LifeWays Childcare Society in



Vancouver, British Columbia, states, “A healthy home life is vital for every
child’s growth. e LifeWays model of conscious, caring adults who love the
home tasks of cooking, gardening, cleaning, sewing, and supporting play are
the best models for a child to imitate as he learns to move and grow in the
world.”

Most of the caregivers shared that the developmental appropriateness
of the LifeWays principles made it possible for them to accommodate children
they otherwise wouldn’t be able to in a more structured program. Susan Sil-
verio, of Spindlewood, a mixed-age kindergarten in Maine, said, “Working
with the LifeWays principles and practices has created a nourishing commu-
nity that has allowed us to enroll younger children (age three in the kinder-
garten of sixteen children) than we were able to enroll before.”

However, most did say that the extraordinary needs of some children
can be so great that a caregiver may need to make the decision not to care
for that child. is largely depends upon the situation. For example, at e
Orchard in Madison, Wisconsin, many of the children who are enrolled there
have food allergies. e Orchard staff has worked hard to learn how to ac-
commodate those allergies, most notably allergies to cow’s milk, soy, wheat,
and corn. Jackie Beecher, founder of e Orchard, shares, “e staff has come
to see the extra food preparation and the opportunities for pedagogical work
around food to be too important to miss.” However, Ginger Georger, a home
child care provider in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, who works alone, says, “A child
who has allergies could be accommodated in a larger program with more staff,
but when I tried it in my home it didn’t work. My program is run alongside
my home life in my house, with animals and two young adults residing there.
I wasn’t able to make it safe enough for someone who might be severely al-
lergic to nuts or dairy or animals, because I’m not able to separate the areas
used for family and child care. . . .ey are the same.”

Over the more than six years that LifeWays of Wisconsin has been oper-
ating its centers in the Milwaukee area, we have only twice had children en-
rolled whom we later decided we could no longer care for. Both of these times,
it had to do with the child’s specific behavioral challenges combined with our
inability to work well with the child’s parents. We have had many other chil-
dren over the years who have had behavioral issues, but we were able to form
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a close partnership with the children’s parents to work through the challenges
in a healthy way for all involved. is issue of parent communication was
echoed by other caregivers. Jess Henry, director and lead teacher at e Or-
chard, said, “At best, the teachers working closely with an extraordinary-
needs child’s parents can work through situations in a way that actually ben-
efits the other children who witness the process and the commitment. ere
have been a few times at e Orchard where I think the extraordinary-needs
child took more resources or attention than was fair to the teachers and/or
the other children. In these cases, we referred the child’s parents to profes-
sionals better equipped to deal with certain behavioral and language issues.
Knowing when to “call it” seems important to the overall quality of the pro-
gram. Communication with the child’s parents is pivotal.”

Many caregivers, reflecting back, shared that determining whether or not
they could meet the needs of a specific child in their program was a difficult
and heart-wrenching decision. Susan Silverio describes it as an exercise in
tempering one’s own enthusiasm enough to admit your limitations. Margo
Running shared that in her first child care program years ago, she asked a
child’s parents to take him out of her program due to behavioral challenges
that made her fearful for the other children’s safety. She shares, “I was young
in my understanding of him, and I do wonder now what I would have done if
I were faced with that decision today.”

Most caregivers that do this work over a period of years begin to find
ways in which to call upon the spiritual world for help with these children
with special needs. Jess Henry shares, “Something extraordinary that we
have encountered at e Orchard is that when we as teachers ‘hold’ a child
in our thoughts and commune with that child’s higher being (angel) through
the use of adult conference, thoughts, and journaling, situations often mys-
teriously begin to resolve.”

Is LifeWays for Every Parent?

LifeWays caregivers feel that for parents who understand and value the Life-
Ways principles, there is an almost immediate resonance. Jess Henry of e
Orchard shares, “Almost all of our parents value our homey approach and
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gentle guidance. ey see and appreciate the comfort level of their children
who cry when they have to leave school and ask on Saturdays and Sundays if
it is a school day yet. e children are completely comfortable at our program,
as are the parents who like to hang around upon pick-up time.” We have cer-
tainly experienced this at LifeWays Milwaukee, where we have had to set
boundaries around the amount of time parents can actually linger at closing
time, when caregivers are eager to close up the center and get home to their
families!

Other parents don’t seem to value or understand the approach. Susan Sil-
verio describes, “ere are parents who immediately resonate with LifeWays.
ere are others for whom it seems to be invisible. Perhaps they are looking
for the ‘program’ that can occupy their overactive child. LifeWays seems to
be like tuning into the FM station and finding classical music. While it
soothes one person’s soul, another may seek more ‘stimulation.’”

Jess Henry said, “I believe LifeWays could be for every parent; however,
we have had a couple of parents who didn’t ‘get it.’ It seems to have to do with
how their child is interacting with others and with expectations. At e Or-
chard, we tend to be more hands-off, allowing the children to resolve social
situations and conflict naturally under our seemingly unnoticing eyes. In
truth, we watch and listen carefully and adjust our activities, attentions, and
groupings of children so as to assist them in their resolution. Parents have oc-
casionally felt that the social issues should be more forced. In particular, we
had a two-year-old who wasn’t making best friends as her mother thought
she should. We observed that this child was in much more of a parallel play
level of development than the mother observed, and we were not worried
that the child wasn’t making friends. e mother did eventually remove the
child from our center to keep her at home.”

Margo Running believes that the key to helping parents become com-
mitted to the LifeWays concept is education. “Some families have surprised
me, as they have stayed with us for three to four years. ey fully intend to
send their children to public school kindergarten where academic learning
comes quickly, yet they are happy with their children being excited to join us
each day and being happy and rested when they go home. Parents give us so
much trust; there is so much information out there that says a child must be
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learning and doing and producing. We give talks and distribute handouts
about how the children are learning and doing, and that their producing is
through movement and speech at this age.”

Economics can often play a factor in whether parents feel they can put
their child in a LifeWays program. Ginger Georger said, “If a parent calls and
the first question they ask is ‘How much is it?’ the caller will usually not be in-
terested in my program. Some parents just can’t or don’t want to spend
money on early childhood programs. But when parents do see the benefits
of LifeWays, they love it and tell other folks about it.”

At our centers in the Milwaukee area, because of our small, mixed-age
groupings, the tuition amount doesn’t drop as drastically as children age as
it does in programs where children are in much larger groups when they are
three, four, or five years old. If parents haven’t become fully committed to the
LifeWays principles by the time their child is four years old, we are more likely
to lose them to another program or to the public school’s pre-K program.

Often what helps the parents feel a commitment to LifeWays is the com-
munity of care supporting their families. If they have been a part of the Life-
Ways community for several years, have attended family festivals and parent
evenings, and have become close to their child’s caregiver, they often choose
to commit, regardless of cost, to keep their child in that community until he
is ready for full-time school. Oftentimes, when a family chooses a different
program when their child is three or four years old, it is because we were un-
able to get those parents engaged in our community.

What Are Some of the Blessings of Creating a Community

in Your Program for Children?

Years ago, community was created in our neighborhoods and in our extended
families. Parents were supported in the task of raising their young ones by
grandparents, aunts, uncles, and the other parents in the neighborhood. “It
takes a village to raise a child” wasn’t a political slogan. . . it was a way of life.
Today, many parents are largely on their own when it comes to raising their
children. Families are spread far and wide geographically, and no one is at
home in many neighborhoods. Sometimes both parents need to work to pay
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the bills, and even stay-at-home parents raising children in these isolating cir-
cumstances can feel as though they need support. LifeWays caregivers rec-
ognize the important role they play in families’ lives and strive to help build a
community of support for parents and children.

Margo Running shares, “Sometimes parents who are enrolling their child
feel a bit guilty for needing child care. I tell these parents that only in the
last generation or two have one or two parents been solely responsible for
raising a child. Not long ago, there were relatives nearby or at least friendly
neighborhoods where the children ran in and out of one another’s homes. Be-
fore this, there were villages or tribes where everyone knew everyone and all
helped to raise the children together. In these modern times, we have become
so independent; we have separated ourselves from the support that was once
taken for granted. What does a child need? Home life is important, but often
we don’t know our neighbors and must drive children to a scheduled activity
in order to find a friend. How do we find community again? Child care is the
beginning of reinventing of community.

“e child care environment is a community. Needs are met, words and
emotions are listened to and find response. Parents may spend little time
here, but get a sense in the morning and in the evening of being met in a
caring manner with hellos and good-byes as well as ‘How was your day?’ ey
entrust their children to our community. Our work is to help bridge a con-
nection between the child care community and their home life. e hope for
the future is community—people being connected and appreciating and sup-
porting each other.”

Jess Henry shares, “Creating a community means working with parents
to meet the needs of the children we all love and hold dear. It is wonderful to
be able to tell the parents of the amazing and funny things their children do
and say during the day. We both—parents and caregivers—love the children
so. Seeing relationships develop between families is very rewarding.” Ginger
Georger shares that in her home program, parents have become a support
network for one another. When Ginger needs to close her program due to ill-
ness or vacation, the parents call upon one another to care for the children.
“And sometimes at the end of the day, I have an appointment after work,
and the parents are all chatting in my living room as they pick up their chil-
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dren. is is a wonderful thing; I love my parents, but when I’ve got to go, I
simply excuse myself and leave them chatting!”

Watching friendships being formed between families is one of my fa-
vorite parts of my work at the LifeWays centers in Milwaukee. Recently we
had two families move here from different parts of the world, both arriving in
town with recommendations for LifeWays for their children, both knowing
no one. It has been wonderful to watch these parents connect with one an-
other, and watching their children form deep friendships at LifeWays. We
have helped them find their community in this big city, and that makes me
feel really good at the end of the day. As Susan Silverio puts it, “e quality
of care that creates relationship also nourishes the caregiver.” Indeed.

Community created in a LifeWays program reaps benefits for the larger
community as well. When LifeWays children and their families go out into the
world and share the blessings they’ve received from relationship-based care,
the results are significant. What follows are the reflections of Nancy Price, a
longtime teacher at Tamarack Waldorf School in Milwaukee, Wisconsin:

In a large class of 29 first-grade students, I could see immediately that
I had a solid group of children, leaders, who were interested in learn-
ing and who excelled in every subject. In my previous class, I had an
occasional scattering of such children, but in this new class many stu-
dents seemed to be not only eager to engage but also balanced and
flexible, despite their various temperaments and personalities. ey
were cooperative, kind and forgiving, and helpful to others. Because
of their ability to receive, digest, and transform the information I pre-
sented, we were able to cover an unusually broad range of skills dur-
ing class time. e entire situation was quite extraordinary.

Upon further inquiry, it came to my attention that most of the
children in this core group had attended the LifeWays Early Child-
hood Center before entering kindergarten. But it was not only the
children who were well educated prior to their arrival in first grade. I
also found the parents of these students to be well versed in the phi-
losophy behind our education, forming a trusting and supportive
circle around the class and its teacher! I credit both our own school’s
kindergarten as well as the LifeWays program with helping parents to
understand, early on, the importance of a healthy and whole foods

Creating Your Community of Care 173



diet, low media exposure, creative play, and the healing qualities of
time spent outdoors surrounded by nature. e LifeWays children
and their families are indeed on an early road to a life of academic,
emotional, physical, and social success.

Does Community Just Happen or Do You Work to Create It?

LifeWays caregivers all responded that community is something they con-
tinually strive to create. Susan Silverio shares, “A sense of community must
first be a value and an intention on the part of the teachers/caregivers and ad-
ministrator. en a sense of community can be consciously cultivated in all
aspects of life of the school/center. At Spindlewood, our board of trustees
begins its meetings with a potluck supper. All look forward to this nourishing
social time together. e family festivals are another important time for fam-
ilies to gather and to be enriched. Parent evenings are carefully planned to
present a threefold experience on a topic by the teacher—an artistic activity
and a time for sharing conversation and good food. Families can participate
in cooperative orders placed through the school to obtain warm woolen gar-
ments and quality craft supplies at economical prices. As a support for all of
this, the lead teacher takes an active interest in the parents, getting to know
them in an interview prior to enrollment and making a home visit to each
child before he or she arrives for the first day of school.”

Jess Henry shares that at e Orchard they work continuously to build
the sense and feeling of community. It begins with introducing parents to one
another, especially new families. en, new families are welcomed in the
newsletter, and continuing families are encouraged to help them feel wel-
come. Caregivers warmly greet parents when they arrive and spend as much
time as possible talking with them about their child’s day. e caregivers in-
vite Orchard families to join their own families on weekend outings to a
pumpkin patch in the fall, and so on.

Ginger Georger says, “I do my best to connect people and have people
together so they can build community. It takes time away from my own fam-
ily time, but my family expects this from me. . . . It’s just who I am. I was out-
side working one morning with the children, and we happened to encounter
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a woman named Ms. Sue, who also cares for children in her home. We both
had seven children that day. My children were excitedly talking about the
Friday night pizza party at Ms. Ginger’s when Ms. Sue looked at me and said,
‘I would never do that, have the parents over! When the children go home at
the end of the day, I’m done!’ I was left speechless. I am connected to my fam-
ilies, and I like it that way. is same caregiver mentioned a few months later
that she had a huge misunderstanding with one of her child care families that
resulted in the family calling Wisconsin state licensing to complain. I believe
that forming a community around the care of the children is important. Trust
and communication are keys to promoting healthy, happy family life at Life-
Ways House and out in the broader community.”

Marcy Andrews, LifeWays child care provider from New Mexico, shares
this story of how a unique community is forming there:

One of the greatest teachers in my life was the midwife Elizabeth who
helped me to deliver my son and later guided me on my path as a mid-
wife. In a country where 1–2 percent of women give birth outside
the hospital, she had somehow brought together a community where
30 percent were making that choice. Her midwifery practice was run
out of a cozy little birth cottage where on any given day there were
women of every race, ethnicity, education, and economic status shar-
ing their experiences, learning from one another, getting a bit of
respite from the world in this safe and sacred oasis. Elizabeth’s ac-
complishments were astounding to me, yet she humbly would say
that she had simply listened to and responded to a need that the com-
munity had expressed to her. She happened to have the passion to
do that.

As I am writing this, I am in the process of watching a small com-
munity farm develop around me in much the same way that Eliza-
beth must have watched her birthing community grow around her.

I happened upon the passion when my neighbors and I were in-
vited to harvest potatoes at a friend’s farm in the mountains of New
Mexico. We had already caught some sort of bug that was sending us
out into the wilderness to collect berries, plums, apples, medicinal
herbs, anything we could get our hands on. For several weeks we had
found ourselves up late at night cleaning, processing, and preserv-
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ing with an obsession that seemed to be meeting some primal in-
stinct to feed our families. Meanwhile, our children’s play had turned
to harvesting, canning, and selling produce at the farmer’s market.
After our experience at the farm, trailing behind two donkeys search-
ing in the dirt for precious nuggets of golden spuds, my son was wak-
ing up in the night asking “Where are the potatoes?” and crying to
go back to the farm. I found myself in a dreamy state comparable to
when you first fall in love, consumed with thoughts of growing our
own food. I wasn’t sure what had come over us. It was an inexplica-
ble change coming from deep within that seemed to make little sense
in the practical reality of our busy lives.

I am beginning to realize in that mysterious time, my ears were
being opened to a community need that was being expressed through
something much greater than myself. I am realizing this by watching
how the community has responded to the mere uttering of the word
that we made up for our project. Kinderfarm: a place where children
can come to experience something real, something in the creative
process, something palatable. e door was opened in those late
nights of canning, dreaming, and wondering; and now the community
has come flooding in, much faster than any one of us could have con-
sciously worked to create. My playgroup is merging with the home-
schooling community, thus widening the circle of children around us
and creating something much more true to the feeling of family.

Our chickens laid their first eggs last week, and the children in
my playgroup eagerly head out to the coop each day to search for the
day’s treasures. Our 1,200 onion seedlings that the children helped
plant began sprouting today, and the children literally watched them
burst out of the soil. Money has been deposited in the bank in the
form of checks from CSA members willingly and knowingly taking a
risk with us, enough to have our two-acre field plowed, buy our seeds,
and set up an irrigation system.

When I really think about it, I would say this kind of community
comes about consciously, but certainly it is a collective conscious-
ness that calls it together. Because it comes from a place so much
greater than any one of us, it takes on a life of its own and appears,
then, to come about by pure grace. I imagine perhaps that the gruel-
ing work might come in sustaining it.
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Are There Any Challenges to Creating
and Sustaining Community?

When we opened our doors in the urban Riverwest neighborhood in Mil-
waukee, community just happened. It actually came barging in through our
front doors! People in this neighborhood really value community and work
consciously to build it at the park, in the little corner grocery stores and at the
coffee shops. A child care center such as LifeWays that honors families’ need
for community was a welcome addition to the neighborhood. Parents are
grateful for our parent/child playgroup, family gatherings, and open-door
policy. Often in the morning, I’ll find two parents chatting in the kitchen as
they help themselves to a cup of organic, fair-trade coffee before work (at $1
a cup, it’s a deal for them and a fund-raiser for us!).

But community doesn’t always create itself so effortlessly. In our mod-
ern culture, sometimes parents are uncomfortable with this level of closeness
and will back away. Some parents avoid family festivals or parent evenings be-
cause they won’t know anyone there. ey avert their gaze as they encounter
other parents picking up children at the end of the day and utter a hurried
and uncomfortable “Hello.” We have definitely noticed this more in the sub-
urbs, where people don’t have as much opportunity to build community with
their neighbors. It is sometimes a real challenge to find ways to engage these
parents in our LifeWays community; but we know it’s great for the children
and their parents, so we keep trying! A new strategy for us is the creation of
a LifeWays “blog” on the Internet. We’re hoping this may be a way of creat-
ing community that will be a less threatening and more familiar way for mod-
ern parents to begin conversations that will eventually extend into more face-
to-face involvement. As Margo Running shares, “Community happens when
we look outside of ourselves and notice another. Some people have the knack
of being present for another, and others have to work at it. is is where com-
munity becomes real: a place of support and nurturing, an extension of home,
where we live and grow.”

Several LifeWays caregivers, particularly ones who do their own billing
and bookkeeping, shared that while community is a great thing, it can pose a
challenge administratively. Jess Henry said, “A challenge I’ve encountered is
keeping business matters (payments, tardy pick-ups, etc.) separate when you
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get close to the families and have a tight community. ere is occasionally an
easy loss of business professionalism.” Ginger Georger shares that she has
found this challenging, too. “It can be hard to set boundaries in this community
fold around money and policies. It is best to have your policy in place and make
sure all the parents have a copy. When the time comes, stick to the policy!”

How Does Your Community Come Together
to Celebrate Festivals?

Festivals are seasonal celebrations that bring the community together.
rough the festivals, LifeWays centers and home programs strengthen rela-
tionships among the children, staff members, parents, and sometimes the
broader community. Seasonal celebrations that lift us out of our ordinary
day-to-day life and connect us with the rhythms of nature have been cele-
brated in homes of all cultures since ancient times. e planning and cele-
bration of seasonal festivals nurture the sense of reverence that benefits the
inner life of the soul. e gifts of the seasonal festival extend far beyond the
actual celebration; there is joy in the anticipation, the preparation, the cele-
bration itself, and the memories from year to year. An example of this that
most people can relate to is the Christian festival of Christmas (before con-
sumerism took hold of it!). Traditionally, the celebration of Christmas for
families was much more than a one-day event. e Latin origin of the word
advent, which is the time preceding the actual festival day of Christmas,
means “coming,” referring to the coming of Christ but also giving us a glimpse
into this joy of anticipation. Preparations were made in the home—not the
modern tradition of fast and furious shopping for gifts, but readying the
home for the arrival of friends and family from afar. e celebration of Christ-
mas itself included special foods to be eaten and family traditions to be
shared, and the memories of this special day lived on in the hearts of all who
experienced it.

In planning seasonal festivals, we try to honor the qualities of the sea-
son being celebrated. Festivals need not be elaborate to build community.
Margo Running in Vancouver says, “We have family potlucks twice a year in
spring and fall where we read a verse and speak a few words in honor of the
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season.” ey also do small craft activities throughout the year with the chil-
dren to celebrate seasonal changes, such as making an Advent wreath, felted
eggs with little chicks inside, and lavender heart sachets.

Ginger Georger says, “I love getting parents together in my home pro-
gram. My families have responded positively to potlucks and grill-outs. e
children help me prepare the dinner, the house, and the yard for the party.
e seasonal festivals are usually celebrated with stories and puppetry with
just the children during our ‘school day.’”

In my home program, I began to honor the seasons simply by decorating
the mantel above our fireplace and sharing seasonal stories and songs with
the children. e summer festival of Midsummer Day (around the time of the
summer solstice) resonated with me, and it was the only larger festival cele-
bration I held. Our family invited other families with young children to a
lake and shared special foods, and I told a fairy story for the children. e chil-
dren put out treats for the fairies, and the fairies responded by leaving the
children surprises in return! We finished the celebration with a huge bon-
fire. Our Midsummer Day festival was a special event that our family looked
forward to each year. To offer multiple festival celebrations each year would
have overwhelmed me as a home child care provider. A festival should leave
all those who participate refreshed and renewed, not burned out. Plan your
seasonal celebrations simply and allow them to grow slowly and organically
with your program.

If you would like some ideas for other festival celebrations, please read
on. We’ll explore how seasonal characteristics are honored in the traditional
Waldorf school festival celebrations, and then how these festivals have been
brought to life in an often simpler, more homelike manner in LifeWays pro-
grams. Susan Silverio shares, “In earlier years [while working as part of a Wal-
dorf school], I held a festival study group and chaired the festival commit-
tee. Now, I aim to meet the essence of the festival in as simple a way as
possible.” Amen to that!

Autumn
In the fall (in the northern hemisphere), we focus on the qualities of courage,
strength, and perseverance as we look ahead to the coming winter months.
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Traditionally in Waldorf schools worldwide, the autumn festival is Michael-
mas, the feast of Saint Michael, the archangel. It is celebrated with stories of
knights and dragons, games of courage and skill, and sometimes community
work in the school and surrounding grounds.

At our LifeWays centers in the Milwaukee area, we’ve found that the char-
acteristic of courage resonates much more strongly with the older preschool
children than with the very young ones, and we celebrate Michaelmas dur-
ing our “school day” in preschool. During late September and early October,
the preschool teacher tells the story of St. George and the dragon, and the
children make a special dragon-shaped loaf of bread for the celebration. e
dress-up basket includes the addition of shining armor for a knight, capes and
crowns for princes and princesses, and a dragon hood. Also during this time
there is the great work of harvesting the garden by all the children at Life-
Ways, as we reap the benefits of our long season of planting, weeding, and
watering. e children help the cook bring in the last bushels of tomatoes and
other vegetables and are surrounded by the aroma of sauces bubbling on the
stove day after day as she freezes our harvest for the coming winter months
(alas, licensing rules don’t allow canning).

At Susan Silverio’s Spindlewood kindergarten in Maine, the children also
hear stories about the brave knight and princess who overpower the dragon
with the sword of light. en, as a deed of courage during the Michaelmas sea-
son, the children make a hike one sunny October morning. ey travel
through the woods to a home where a local family invites them to gather the
shiny horse chestnuts that are falling from the tree in front of their house.
Each child brings back a bag of chestnuts that can be taken home and dried
and stored in a basket for winter’s play. ese chestnuts are not edible, but
provide hours of great fun being stirred into stews in the play kitchen, rolled
across the floor, or packed into pouches as treasure. As a family festival, the
Spindlewood parents, friends, and grandparents are invited to join the chil-
dren one morning for their circle time, a harvest activity such as grain thresh-
ing or apple picking and cider pressing, a shared meal and a play.

e Orchard in Madison, Wisconsin, has found that since their program
is small, it makes sense for them to celebrate festivals with the nearby Waldorf
school. eir fall festival is a Halloween journey hosted by e Orchard. Vol-
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unteers work long hours to set up paper bag luminaries along a short forest
path that leads to different characters. ese characters are nonthreatening,
storybook people (the Baker, an apple fairy, Mother Earth, King Winter, a
gnome, Red Riding Hood, etc.), who offer children a goody. e gnome gives a
gold painted rock; the apple fairy, of course, gives an apple; Red Riding Hood,
a cup of hot cider; and so forth. e children do not dress up themselves. ere
is a time for families to gather at the end, enjoying muffins and cider.

Spindlewood celebrates All Hallows’ Eve and All Saints’ Day (October 31
and November 1, respectively). After Halloween, the children are invited to
bring photos of grandparents or other family members who have departed.
e pictures are arranged in a place of honor, and the children hear a story
about the value of keeping those we love present in our thoughts and hearts.

As autumn moves forward toward winter and the days begin to shorten,
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we near Martinmas, or the feast of Saint Martin, celebrated in many Wal-
dorf schools as a festival of lanterns. e emphasis of Martinmas is on the de-
velopment of inner light through sharing and self-sacrifice, as Martin of
Tours did when he shared his cloak with a beggar.

At LifeWays centers in Milwaukee, the children prepare for the lantern
walk by creating their own lanterns. Each caregiver designs the lantern the
children in her suite will use, and each one is lovely and unique. A small votive
candle is attached to the inside of the lantern, so the child can safely carry it
without risk of fire. e children’s families are invited to join us on an evening
early in November for the lantern walk, just as the center has closed for the
day. is is a quiet festival (as quiet as you can be with up to seventy peo-
ple!), so we dim the lights and illuminate the room with candle and lamplight.
After the children have heard the story of Saint Martin, we begin singing
our lantern songs that the children have been learning for weeks as the care-
givers light the children’s lanterns, and they go outside with their parents and
follow the path through the forest. I have had the privilege to “bring up the
rear” on occasion, and it is breathtaking to hear the singing and see all the
little lanterns bobbing up and down along the forest path as the children walk
along with their families. Upon our return to the building, we share a simple
supper of soup and bread with apple cider. e Lantern Walk can be made
even simpler by not including supper, as it is done at e Orchard and
Spindlewood. e Orchard celebrates their lantern festival at a local park, a
nice option if your grounds don’t include a walking path.

At LifeWays, it is important to us that we honor the diverse backgrounds
of the families that make up our center. One year, we had several families of
Indian origin in our center, and with the help of the parents, our autumn sea-
son in the preschool included a celebration of Divali. Divali is the Hindu fes-
tival of light and colors, which is also celebrated around this same time with
traditional Indian foods, songs, and stories.

Winter
As the sun reaches its lowest point in the sky, many cultures celebrate a fes-
tival of light with quiet hope and anticipation, including Hanukkah, Christ-
mas, the winter solstice, and Kwanzaa, to name a few.
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Some larger LifeWays programs have developed winter celebrations that
are shared below, but these might seem elaborate and overwhelming to you.
We include them so you are able to see all of the many ways this season can be
celebrated. But please realize that a winter festival for families in a home
setting can be as simple as inviting parents at noon on the last day before
the winter break to watch a puppet show and enjoy cookies the children have
baked.

Spindlewood begins its celebration of winter on the first Sunday in De-
cember with the Advent Spiral, a cherished festival in many Waldorf schools.
e Advent Spiral is a simple and beautiful festival in a room lit by the glow of
just one candle. e candle rests upon a stump placed in the center of a large
spiral pathway edged with evergreen boughs, crystals, shells, and golden
stars. A harp played by a grandmotherly neighbor sets a mood of peaceful
anticipation. One by one, the kindergarten children journey to the center of
the spiral carrying a hollowed-out apple that holds a candle. Each child lights
his or her own candle and then places it on a golden star lining the path.
(Younger children in LifeWays programs can walk the spiral with their par-
ents, and an “angel” can be present to make sure the positioning of the can-
dles is safe.) e celebration reminds us that at this darkest and coldest time
of the year, our own inner lights serve to bring light and warmth to the world.
e Orchard similarly celebrates the Advent Spiral with the nearby Waldorf
school, and it is held in the school’s multipurpose room.

At LifeWays in the Milwaukee area, the children begin the month of De-
cember with the story of Saint Nicholas in the form of a puppet play. ey
eagerly leave out their slippers on the eve of his feast day, December 6, and
are awed when they find a piece of chocolate and a tangerine inside them the
following morning. ey spend the holiday season much as children would
in the home, making gifts for people they love, baking cookies, and singing
Christmas carols. We enlist the help of caregivers, parents, and children alike
to create things for our Holiday Gift Shop, an event sponsored by the Quaker
Meeting House that houses the Milwaukee LifeWays. We sell handcrafted
items as a fund-raiser. Parents volunteer to work at our booth, and the pre-
school children create felt balls or watercolor notecards to be sold. It is a great
collaborative event.
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Spindlewood offers a grand festival, the Kinder Faire, held at a grange hall
near the kindergarten in mid-December. e faire is part craft fair, part chil-
dren’s gift-making activities, and part family festival. It has become a true
community event, involving creative handwork circles of parents who learn
from one another to make crafts for the sale. Elders of the community are de-
lighted to help children make gifts on the day of the faire. Midday, the teach-
ers present a puppet play of e Shoemaker and the Elves. en there is a knock
on the door, and when a child answers it, Saint Nicholas enters and speaks
of the coming of the Christ child, followed by his elf passing out a chocolate
coin to each child. e board initiated the faire, and now there is a growing
circle of people carrying it on. All of the proceeds benefit Spindlewood.

At Spindlewood, on the last day of school before winter vacation, from
8:30–9:30am, family members are invited into the kindergarten. According
to the Swedish tradition, the oldest girl in the kindergarten dresses in white
as Santa Lucia. She is accompanied by the Bakers and serves gingerbread to all
of the families gathered. Prior to Christmas, the kindergarten’s circle time is
a shepherd play in which the children may dress for a part. e shepherd
play then takes place at the Gingerbread Tea Party.

On the Sunday closest to January 6, the Feast of the ree Kings, Life-
Ways Lake Country offers a production of Old Befana put on by a local theater
company. Like the Holiday Gift Shop at the center in Milwaukee, it is offered
in collaboration with the church that houses the center. It is a lovely way to
end the holiday season, introduce the children to a wonderful musical story,
and open up the center to the community at large for tours and fellowship.
It is a well-attended event, drawing many families from the nearby Waldorf
school.

As the strength of the sun begins to return, Spindlewood has a Candle-
mas open house on the first Sunday of February where children may dip their
own beeswax candles, sled, saw wood for candleholders, and enjoy a camp-
fire with warm milk and honey. As Saint Valentine’s Day approaches, the
children at Spindlewood each sew a Valentine mailbox from their watercolor
paintings. ese are pasted on the wall of the mudroom, and children may
bring simple homemade paper hearts for each of their classmates. e pre-
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school children at LifeWays in Milwaukee practice their sewing skills as they
create simple felt heart sachets filled with lavender flowers to give their moth-
ers for Valentine’s Day.

Spring
e festivals of spring celebrate the qualities of transformation and rebirth.
As the earth seems to burst with new life, we try to honor this in our festival
celebrations. In Waldorf schools, spring is often celebrated at a grand May
Faire with musicians, maypole dancing, spring crafts, and games.

At LifeWays Lake Country, the preschool children mark the beginning of
spring by traveling to the home of a nearby caregiver, where her husband
helps the children tap maple trees for sap, boil it down to make syrup, and
enjoy a delicious morning snack of pancakes and syrup. Another LifeWays
family that lives on a farm brings in baby chicks they are raising for the chil-
dren to play with and help care for. We begin
planting seeds of all kinds for our summer
vegetables and flowers. Mother’s Day gifts
are created with excitement. At Spindlewood,
colored eggs, flowers, and stories of new life
in nature delight the children. ere is even
a Father’s Day Regatta, where children build
boats and sail them downstream with their
families. It is a busy time!

e families from e Orchard, along
with those from the nearby Waldorf school,
meet at a large park in the country for their
May Fest. ey enjoy a picnic potluck lunch
and dance around the maypole. e grade-schoolers dance and sing songs
they’ve been working on for this event. e children roam in packs and play
in the spring air. Some people play music, and families enjoy this as a time
to connect. Spindlewood’s May celebration happens one morning at the be-
ginning of their school day, when families are invited to come from 8:30 to
10:30 to make May crowns and sing and dance around the maypole.

e Father’s Day Regatta at
Spindlewood
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e LifeWays centers in Milwau-
kee celebrate spring with a family
festival that begins on a Saturday
morning in May with work in the
play yard and garden. ere is so
much to do to ready the outdoor
space for the season, and families
are happy to pitch in spreading wood
chips, hauling sand, building teepees
for bean plants to climb as they
grow, and digging up new garden
beds. After a busy morning of work-
ing, singing, and good outdoor frol-
icking, we gather the children for a
spring story and a potluck lunch. It
is one of our most beloved family
festivals, and you can often hear par-
ents saying, “is is so much more
fun than working in my own yard!”

Summer
As summer approaches, on the last
day of school at Spindlewood, a small bridge is set up in the schoolyard for a
brief ceremony. Parents, friends, and family members are invited for an out-
door circle time. en, as parents sing “White Coral Bells,” the children are
called one by one to cross over the bridge to summertime. Each child wears a
golden crown and receives a flower with the words “May you always have
love in your heart.” en an apple is given with the words “May you be nour-
ished on your journey.” ose children going on to first grade are dressed in
gold silk capes and receive a crystal with the blessing “May you always be
strong and true.” e ceremony is followed by a trip to Lincolnville Beach
and a potluck lunch.

At LifeWays Milwaukee, since we are a year-round program, we don’t say
good-bye to our school-aged children until August. Our summer festival is

Dancing around the maypole at Spindlewood
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held in the final weeks of summer after LifeWays closes one evening. e
bridge the children play on all year in our play yard is brought to the clearing
in the forest and transformed by flowers the parents have brought from their
gardens. Only the children who are leaving LifeWays to go off to school take
part in the bridging ceremony. It is an important rite of passage that the
children eagerly anticipate, for it means they’re growing up, and that the
parents dread, for it makes them cry! As the children cross the bridge one by
one to be bid farewell by their primary caregiver, the staff sings:

Something new is mounting, growing,
Deep within me, outward surging,

Seed is ripening, sap is flowing,
Power streaming, light emerging.

Go now, young friend, let love be your guide.

Summer bridging ceremony at LifeWays Milwaukee



(Our caregiver, Jaimmie Stugard, wrote the tune that accompanies this
beautiful Steiner verse.)

As each child crosses the bridge and reaches his caregiver, he receives a
rose quartz crystal to symbolize love for his journey. A potluck supper fol-
lows, and it is usually our largest potluck of the year, as so many children
bring parents, grandparents, and friends.

Last summer, at a park near LifeWays Milwaukee, we held our first annual
LifeWays Reunion Picnic for all current and former LifeWays families. It was
well attended, and people brought their own picnic lunches for their fami-
lies, so all the LifeWays staff had to do was show up and enjoy seeing all of the
children and their parents! It was a true community celebration to see so
many families for whom LifeWays is a treasured part of their lives.

Birthdays

At the LifeWays centers in the Milwaukee area, a child’s birthday celebration
begins first thing in the morning, as the caregiver and children in her suite
bake the birthday cake. It is a simple cake that is sweetened lightly with honey
or maple syrup. Her caregiver has asked the child’s parents a day or two be-
fore if they will bring in her favorite fruit to serve with the cake. Once the
cake is mixed and in the oven, the children and caregiver cut up the fruit and
whip the cream.

Later, as the children return from their outdoor playtime, they settle into
the suite for a birthday story. Depending upon the age of the children, it
might be told in the form of a simple puppet play, or they might all just relax
and listen to their beloved caregiver tell the story of the birthday child’s life.
Beyond the Rainbow Bridge, by Barbara Patterson, has a nice simple version
of a birthday story that you can adapt to fit your own needs. Little Angel’s
Journey, by Dzvinka Hayda, is a lovely picture book version of the story that
works well for younger children who might not have the attention span for an
orally told story. e birthday child’s parents may visit for the story, or some-
times come just in time to join us for lunch and cake.

After the story, it is time to wash hands for lunch. e mood at the table
is one of celebration! e older children are delighted that there are visitors
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joining us for lunch and are eager to include the birthday child’s parents in
their conversation about the animals they saw while playing in the forest,
their new rain boots, the new word the baby said today, and other exciting
events. e youngest toddlers eye the visitors curiously as they intently eat
their lunch. Eventually all are finished eating, and the caregiver disappears
into the kitchen. Once the lights are dimmed, the room is filled with a loud
“Shhhhh!” as the children wait for their caregiver to emerge from the kitchen
with the cake, glowing with candles.

We all join in singing “Today is your birthday, happy birthday to you.
Today is your birthday and we’re happy, too,” followed by a rousing chorus
of Happy Birthday. After the candles are blown out and each piece of cake is
served with a dollop of fresh cream and fruit, the caregiver presents the birth-
day child with a simple gift she has made. Perhaps it is a simple felted ball
for a toddler, or a pouch with a polished stone inside for an older child.

One might think that in the age of theme parties and Chuck E. Cheese
pizza parlor birthday bashes, such a simple celebration of a child’s life would
be considered boring. Quite the opposite is true. . . . It is a gift cherished by the
parents and the child.

We hope this chapter has given you plenty of ideas for building your own
community. You will be richly blessed as you reap the benefits of growing a
support system of families, and your children will thrive as they are nur-
tured in a larger community that shares similar values.
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Regulatory Bodies and
Professional Support

BY MARY O’CONNELL

Concerning all acts of initiative (and creation), there is one
elementary truth the ignorance of which kills countless ideas
and splendid plans: that the moment one definitely commits
oneself, then providence moves too. A whole stream of events
issues from the decision, raising in one’s favor all manner of
unforeseen incidents, meetings and material assistance, which
no man could have dreamt would have come his way.

—William Hutchinson Murray

STARTING A CHILD CARE BUSINESS, either in your own home or in a center, can
seem like a daunting project. What begins as a simple goal—wanting to offer
loving, relationship-based care to children—can often get complicated very
quickly with questions about legal issues, liability, and more. Many a child
care provider has been scared away from offering child care on a professional
basis because of these issues.

Hopefully, the information in this chapter will put those fears to rest.
While there certainly are a lot of things to think about when you start a child
care business, as long as you know what to expect, you should be able to nav-
igate the process fairly easily. In this chapter, we’ll explore the regulations and
the professionals who are available to assist you along the way. en, in the
next chapter, we’ll talk about how to set up your business.



State Licensing

e rules for child care vary by state in the U.S. e first thing you’ll want to
do if you are considering caring for other people’s children is to contact the
local office that oversees the licensing of child care. is may be the Depart-
ment of Human Services (DHS) or the Department of Social Services (DSS),
for example. In Wisconsin, it is the Department of Health and Family Serv-
ices, specifically the Division of Children and Family Services (DCFS). You’ll
want to familiarize yourself with the rules pertaining to child care providers
in your state. While it may be tempting to rely for information on the nice
woman down the street who is unlicensed but takes care of a few neighbor-
hood children, it is vital that you go straight to the source for the right infor-
mation.

Most states have several categories of child care provider. Often, the var-
ious categories for each state can be found on the DCFS website. You can try
searching at the county level first, then at the state level. Some states will
allow you to care for children without a license but will put a limit on the
number of children. In other states, it is illegal to care for other people’s chil-
dren without being licensed. ere may be other stipulations, such as whether
the children are related to you, their ages, and so forth.

For licensed care, most states differentiate between family child care
providers (people who care for children in their own home) and child care cen-
ters, and there may be a category in between for large home child care pro-
grams. Once you have a good understanding of the types of child care struc-
tures that are allowed in your state, you can determine which one suits you
best and order a copy of the regulations. Usually, it’s available for a small fee
from the agency, or you can download it from their website at no charge.

Caregivers often ask me why they should be licensed, even if none of their
current child care families care if they are or not. It’s really up to you, but keep
in mind that your current situation could change. You may have a new neigh-
bor move in next door who doesn’t like listening to the children playing out-
doors, and they’ll decide to call DCFS to try to get your program shut down.
If you are not operating within the law, you have no protection at all. Your
child care would have to close at once, which would be very disruptive to the
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children and their parents. As much as it seems to be a hassle to follow the
steps to be legally licensed or certified, it’s well worth not always having to look
over your shoulder. ere are other benefits to being licensed, including being
eligible to participate in child care referral services, government-sponsored
food programs, and tuition assistance programs for low-income families.

Each DCFS office has a system for helping new child care providers be-
come licensed. Often there are classes you can take that explain the process,
and many states require these classes in order to become licensed. In most
areas, these classes can be found at local technical colleges or child care re-
source and referral agencies. Once you submit your application, you will be as-
signed a licensing specialist who will help make sure you understand and are
in compliance with all of the regulations before your license is granted. e
process can take anywhere from a few weeks to several months, depending on
where you hope to set up your child care program, so plan ahead if you plan to
open by a certain date.

Municipalities and Zoning

After you’ve determined what type of child care program you intend to open,
your next step will be to contact the city, town, or village where you want to
locate your business. You need to find out what types of restrictions there
are for child care homes or centers, and what the process is for getting an oc-
cupancy permit, if you need one. It is helpful if you already have a building
or site in mind, but even if you don’t, you can get a general feel for what the
requirements are.

Generally speaking, the larger the city, the more defined the require-
ments are for where you can put a child care home or center. For example,
here in Milwaukee, the rules are very stringent about what type of child care
can inhabit which type of building, in which kind of neighborhood. It can be
frustrating to find a site that meets the requirements and then you may still
have to go through a zoning appeal process. However, once you’ve identified
a site that meets the requirements, the rest of the process to receive your oc-
cupancy permit is well organized and timely, due to the sheer number of
these permits the city processes each year. In a smaller town or village, the re-
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strictions are often much more lax in terms of where a child care program
may be housed. But you may have a more difficult time getting through the
process in a timely manner as you deal with a planning commissioner who
only works one day a week, a volunteer town board that doesn’t meet regu-
larly, and so on. Usually, though, many municipalities try to make it as easy as
possible for a child care provider to open a new program, because there is such
a need for licensed child care programs in most areas of the country.

In a zoning appeal process, the owners of neighboring properties are
often allowed to voice concerns about increased traffic, noise, and other ef-
fects of a child care program opening in their neighborhood. Many child care
providers have discovered that getting to know the neighbors beforehand,
allowing them to voice their concerns, and demonstrating your intent to be
a good neighbor can eliminate surprising objections at your zoning appeal
hearing. Introducing yourself and your program to your local alderman or
other community representative is a good idea, as well. ese folks are very
invested in having quality child care programs in their neighborhoods, and
can often help smooth things over with hesitant neighbors.

Your municipality will put you in contact with the building and fire in-
spectors who will need to inspect your space before you open. Besides the li-
censing requirements for a site, each state and/or smaller municipality has its
own building code and fire safety code that must be followed. It is a good
idea to get the inspectors involved early in the process, to make sure that
there aren’t any significant issues to be addressed with the building you in-
tend to use. Sometimes these rules can be stricter in terms of sizes of win-
dows and fire escape routes than the DCFS requirements, and these can be
costly problems to fix. However, inspectors are often pretty good at finding
loopholes, too. ey don’t want to turn away a quality child care program in
their community if they can avoid it. It’s always best to be as friendly and pro-
fessional as possible when dealing with these folks. . . .You can never tell when
you’ll need them to be on your side.

It will greatly help your planning if you can try to coordinate the licensing
process with the municipality process. DCFS will often require an occupancy
permit or another type of communication from the municipality that states
the town has signed off on your request before they will allow you to open
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your child care business. If the child care program is in a building other than
your home, you don’t want to be paying rent for the space but still waiting for
the necessary documents for weeks or months at a time. As soon as you’ve de-
termined how long the process is supposed to take, double it! Everything al-
ways takes longer than you think when you’re dealing with multiple agencies.

Professional Support

If all of this is beginning to sound a little bit overwhelming, take heart. ere
are people who can help you with the various tasks you need to complete.

LifeWays consultant. Early in the planning process, contact LifeWays North
America and be referred to a consultant who can answer questions as they
arise. Especially if you are opening a center, starting a LifeWays program can
be quite different from opening another type of child care center, so it is
worthwhile to speak with someone who has done it. A LifeWays consultant
can do either phone or in-person consultation with you; he can make site
visits as you get up and running; and he can even provide some initial train-
ing for your staff. e consultant can also offer suggestions of LifeWays pro-
grams to visit and observe. Eventually, you’ll want the primary caregivers in
your program to take the LifeWays training. For a current schedule of train-
ings offered, visit www.lifewaysnorthamerica.org.

Insurance provider. Every child care provider needs to have insurance. If you
are opening a home child care program, call your insurance agent and ask
what you need to add on to your current homeowner’s policy to cover a home
child care. Usually, what’s required is just a rider to your policy that increases
your liability insurance. Some child care providers have shared that they did-
n’t feel this coverage was adequate, so they purchased additional insurance. If
you’ll be working alone in your home, you should be able to find insurance
that meets your needs that isn’t expensive. For liability insurance, several na-
tional companies offer policies for in-home child care providers. (You can try
the American Federation of Daily Care Services: www.afds.com) If you rent
your home, be sure to get your landlord’s permission to care for other people’s
children, and look into renter’s insurance to cover your belongings.
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Once you decide to hire someone to work with you in your home pro-
gram, or if you are opening a licensed child care center, you need more insur-
ance than is described above. Your licensing representative will tell you the
minimal amount of coverage that is required or recommended, but that may
not be adequate to protect your business interests. Minimally, you’ll need li-
ability and property insurance. You’ll have to have worker’s compensation
insurance if you have any employees. You will also require auto insurance,
plus extra liability, if you’ll be transporting children. Ask your insurance agent
about errors and omissions coverage, which covers your business if a care-
giver makes a mistake that causes harm. is coverage protects the business
in a lawsuit. Lastly, if you are hiring anyone, you’ll need to get insurance to
cover illegal activity, such as child abuse or neglect. It’s an unpleasant
thought, but in the event of the worst-case scenario, you must protect the
business, the children, and yourself. e other big area of insurance is health
and medical insurance for the staff. Unfortunately, most small child care
centers cannot afford to offer health insurance as a benefit, but your insur-
ance agent can answer whatever questions you may have.

You certainly do not need to have all the types of insurance that are out
there. A good agent, who has your best interests at heart, will write the policy
so that you are adequately covered without going broke paying high insurance
premiums. You can talk to other center directors or home child care providers
to see what their coverage includes and how much it costs. ere are also
professional organizations for child care providers that can offer insurance in-
formation, such as NAEYC (National Association for the Education of Young
Children), and local child care support organizations.

It’s a very good idea to shop around for the best price on the coverage you
need. Sometimes, the agent who has always insured your house and cars
isn’t the best choice to offer insurance on your business, because the company
he or she represents may not specialize in the child care industry. You may
be able to purchase the insurance from that company, but it will be much
more costly than it would be with a company that fills that niche.

Small Business Administration (SBA). A small business consultant can help
you get your business set up. We’ll talk more about this in the next chapter,
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but the SBA is an invaluable resource to anyone starting a small business. It
provides workshops, courses, and literature to help you get started. A sub-
group of the SBA is SCORE (Service Corps of Retired Executives). It has of-
fices in most cities, and provides low-cost or no-cost consulting on an indi-
vidual basis. e people who volunteer for SCORE have had successful careers
themselves, often having started and operated their own businesses. ey are
happy to share their wealth of experience with new entrepreneurs. SCORE of-
fices can usually be found at colleges and universities or in state offices. It is
often possible to apply for startup loans and grants through the SBA, espe-
cially for women who are starting their own businesses. Ask your SBA advisor
about any programs for which you may qualify.

Accountant. A certified public accountant is a necessity as you start your busi-
ness. Choose one that is recommended to you by someone who is successfully
doing what you want to do. An accountant will help you set up your business
structure, register your business with the state, apply for an Employer Iden-
tification Number (EIN), and more. Your accountant can recommend a com-
puter program or other system for business record keeping. If you are a home
child care provider, have your accountant help you take advantage of all of the
tax deductions available to people who run a business out of their home. It’s
important to keep good, clean financial records to utilize your accountant’s
time wisely. You want to be paying him for his financial and tax wisdom, not
for organizing your records.

Even if you are a home child care provider, once you decide to hire an
employee, you must withhold taxes from the employee’s paycheck for the
state and federal government. Your bookkeeper or accountant can set this
up for you, or you can do it yourself by logging on to the IRS website. If you
have an EIN assigned by the IRS, you’ll use that. If not, you will use your
Social Security number for withholding. e withheld taxes can be paid quar-
terly. Sometimes it’s easier to hire someone to do your payroll. If you are hir-
ing a bookkeeper to do record keeping, this person may be the one to do your
payroll, or you can hire a payroll service. ere are many online payroll serv-
ices that take care of all of your withholding and reporting for reasonable
fees.
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Ask your accountant how to go about filing the reports that are due to the
government monthly, quarterly, and annually. You may want to do your own
bookkeeping, or you may want to hire someone to do it. is will probably
be a different person than your accountant, who is more expensive to hire
on an hourly basis than someone who does basic bookkeeping. You’ll want
to use your accountant for things such as answering financial and tax ques-
tions and preparing your annual tax return. For businesses, an annual re-
turn is required whether you are profit or nonprofit, and whether you have
made or lost money.

Lawyer. You may or may not require the services of a lawyer. You’ll definitely
need one if you are purchasing a property for your child care business, to look
over the contracts and represent your best interests. You might also want to
have a lawyer look over a lease agreement. Since lawyers can be expensive, if
you don’t need someone for more than these basic services, perhaps you can
find a lawyer in your community of prospective families who would do this
work as a volunteer.

Business manager. Suppose none of this feels comfortable for you, and you
just want to take care of children. You might want to consider hiring a part-
time business manager. If negotiating with landlords, meeting with inspec-
tors, establishing record-keeping systems, and going to zoning appeals hear-
ings are not your thing, your first inclination may be to cut corners wherever
you can and not do some of these things. is would be a terrible mistake, be-
cause all of these things are absolutely necessary to make sure your business
is operating legally. A part-time person who believes in the mission of your
project and enjoys taking care of all of these details is worth his or her weight
in gold. When the very first LifeWays center was being developed, the first
thing Cynthia did was hire a part-time business manager to assist with the
initial setup. It was not a permanent position, but it made it possible to get
everything started in good order.

As you embark on your journey to open your own child care business, re-
member that the regulatory agencies and licensing representatives want to
make the process as easy as possible for every person who desires to open a
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quality child care program. Consequently, there are many resources available
online for everyone from the mother who wants to open her home to children
to the person opening a larger center. One great resource for in-home child
care providers is Redleaf Press, which offers a host of books, computer pro-
grams, and record-keeping systems for the family child care provider. In ad-
dition, become familiar with your child care licensing website as well as those
of your local child care referral and support agencies to see how they can
help you along the way. You can do it! In the next chapter, we’ll help you begin
to set up your business.
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Business Questions
BY MARY O’CONNELL

Good fortune is what happens when opportunity meets with
planning.

—omas Alva Edison

We will do all things in the material world in the light of the
spirit, and so seek the light of the spirit that it may enkindle
warmth for our practical deeds.

—Rudolf Steiner

ONCE YOU HAVE RESEARCHED the regulations where you live and decided to
proceed with caring for other people’s children, it’s time to set up your busi-
ness. As strange as it may sound, your child care business needs to be treated
with the same care that you give to the children. Often people who are drawn
to child care work do not feel an attraction to the care and cultivation of a
business, but the growth and success of your child care business is important.
It will be the support system for you, the families you serve, and any em-
ployees you someday choose to hire. You want this business to be strong and
viable, and to stick around long enough to support all those who come to de-
pend on it.

Jo-Ann Spence, longtime child care director, shares the following
thoughts about caring for the business:



Once I realized that so many jobs and people depend on the school re-
maining open and solvent, it made lots of decisions easier. Many
years ago, the economy was in a downturn and the school lost chil-
dren. We had to lay off people and rent out our space. By under-
standing that the school must go on, I could see the BIG picture and
work for better days. So, I see my job as working for the good of all
to make the school as an institution strong, healthy, and caring. I
think of the school as a separate entity with needs of its own.

In other words, a beautiful child care program with high ideals and the
best intentions is only as good as the health of the business that supports it.

Unfortunately, we’ve seen too often the results of what can happen when
someone has a great concept and starts a business, and the business fails
within the first year or two. Many times this is a result of poor planning, in-
adequate funding, or improper systems. It is imperative that someone is car-
ing for your child care business to make sure that these pitfalls are avoided.
at person doesn’t need to be you. But make sure that someone is in charge
of tending the business end of your child care to make sure that you are one
of the success stories.

For the Home Child Care Provider

As you read through this chapter, you’ll find an in-depth look at all the
questions one must ask before opening a child care center. You may be
thinking, “But what about me? I just want to open my home to a few
children. Do I need to know all of this?” Probably not.

Here’s a checklist for the caregiver who plans to open a small home
child care business. You will want to read through the information that
follows in the chapter, however, to get more specific details about the
following action items.

1. Go online and research the licensing requirements (see Chapter
8).

2. Take any required coursework, such as child development or
CPR.
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3. Get your own copy of the regulations and begin the application
process.

4. Begin to make any changes you’ll need to make in your home,
such as building a fence, adding safety barriers, and so forth.

5. Determine if you will incorporate your business or have it be a
sole proprietorship. More discussion follows on this.

6. Check with your insurance agent to make sure you are ade-
quately insured (see Chapter 8).

7. Determine the ages of children you’ll serve, your hours of oper-
ation, and your fees.

8. If you need startup money, where will you borrow it?

9. Start collecting natural toys from secondhand sources and/or
making them yourself.

10. Use the LifeWays list of suggested equipment to help you con-
sider what kinds of furniture, equipment, and supplies you will
need.

11. Develop your forms and parent handbook (the CD offered at
the back of this book can help).

12. Get the word out with flyers and online sources.

13. Plan a workday to have prospective parents help build the
sandbox, put latches on drawers, and make other preparations.

14. Begin!

The Business Plan

Whenever you start a business, no matter how small, you need a plan. If you
are planning to get a loan from a financial institution, you will most cer-
tainly need to show them a business plan. You may also need one to show a
prospective landlord or a funding source. Even if none of these situations
apply, you still need a business plan to make sure that you have asked yourself
all of the necessary questions before starting your business.

People often feel apprehensive about writing a business plan, thinking
of it as too overwhelming a task. To skip writing a business plan in favor of
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just “winging it” and seeing what happens is a very foolish thing to do. Writ-
ing a business plan for a child care center is pretty simple and straightfor-
ward. It can be as simple as a ten-page document that answers crucial ques-
tions about how your business will be set up, why it is needed, and whom it
will serve. Gathering the information for the business plan is the most te-
dious part, but your attention to those details will definitely pay off in the
future stability of your business.

e Small Business Association’s SCORE office (as introduced in Chapter
8) is a great resource for learning to write a simple business plan. e volun-
teers there can provide you with materials that take you through the process
step-by-step. e CD offered at the back of this book includes a sample busi-
ness plan for an actual child care center.

Here is an overview of some of the questions you will focus on in your
business plan.

Business structure. If you are opening a home child care program, it will most
likely be a for-profit sole proprietorship. ere are benefits to running a busi-
ness from your home, so make the most of those. For example, a portion of
your rent or mortgage and a portion of your utility expenses are tax-deductible.
You can also write off books, toys, and other things purchased for the home
daycare even if your own children will benefit from them. If you are good
about keeping receipts and maximizing your deductions, these can actually
represent a sizable portion of your overall income. A good resource for record
keeping in the home daycare to maximize your deductions is Redleaf Press.

If you are opening a larger program, you will want to incorporate it. e
corporation acts as a separate person from the individuals running the busi-
ness for all legal purposes, so the individuals are protected from being per-
sonally liable for the consequences of business activity. If the business should
get into trouble financially, it’s the corporation that is responsible and your
personal assets cannot be touched. Some experts say that incorporating is
also a good idea for the home child care provider who owns his or her home.
Check with your accountant to determine the best business model for your
particular situation.

When incorporating, you must decide whether it will be a for-profit or
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nonprofit corporation. What’s the difference? When you start a for-profit
business, it is for the financial benefit of its owners and/or shareholders. A
goal of the business is profit (although there can be other goals as well, such
as high-quality care for children). e business pays taxes on its profit. A non-
profit entity, as defined by the Small Business Association, has a mission
that benefits “the greater good” of the community. erefore it does not pay
taxes, but it also cannot use its funds for anything other than the mission
for which it was formed. Any “profits” must be reinvested in the organization.

ere are certain advantages to being nonprofit. e biggest one is tax ex-
emption. Child care centers and preschools can qualify for nonprofit 501(c)3,
in which case the business does not owe federal or state income taxes, sales or
use tax, although all individuals working for the business still owe taxes on
their own income. Many nonprofits do not pay property taxes on real estate
owned.

Another advantage is that nonprofit organizations are eligible for both
private and government grants. People can make donations to your busi-
ness, and those donations are tax-deductible to the extent that they don’t
receive goods or services for the donation. People usually feel more comfort-
able fund-raising for a nonprofit organization.

e nonprofit organization is not “owned” by its founders or its princi-
pal investors. It is overseen by a board of directors or trustees. is can be
an asset when the board is active in helping to carry the responsibility for
the financial and legal welfare of the organization and also is invested in the
higher ideals and principles. On the other hand, it can be frustrating to give
up control of how the business is run to a group of people who may not be
putting in nearly as much time or interest as you are. If you do decide to have
a nonprofit business, take care in choosing your board members.

Of course, we hope every person or group of people who start a child
care business are doing so for the greater good. at doesn’t necessarily mean
a nonprofit status is always the right choice. It is easier, especially for the
home child care provider, to incorporate as a for-profit entity. You can prob-
ably fill out the forms yourself, and the fees are relatively low compared to
incorporating as a nonprofit.

One of the primary advantages if you run a for-profit business, either a
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sole proprietorship or a limited-liability corporation, is that you have much
more control over the operations of the business. Another advantage is the
ability to sell the business. Should you decide someday that you no longer
want to own this business, you could find someone who is willing to buy it.
If it is in your home, you can sell the business without selling your home.
e equity you have built up in the business and the reputation in the com-
munity are worth something to a prospective child care business owner. In
contrast, a nonprofit business may not be sold; if the business closes or dis-
solves, all of its assets must be donated to another nonprofit.

A further advantage of being a for-profit business is, in a word, profit.
When you are structured as a nonprofit, you’ll get your agreed-upon salary
and no more. ere is a general legal doctrine that prohibits nonprofits from
acting in a manner that results in “private inurement” to individuals (this
means the nonprofit corporation cannot pay its employees higher than rea-
sonable rates for their work). Of course, if you are charging market rates and
paying the rest of your staff a living wage, large profits are pretty uncom-
mon in the first place. Still it is wise to ask yourself this key question: If you’re
going to put a lot of time, money, and effort into this business, are you willing
to have a set salary and no share of the profit?

All of these things are worth considering when deciding on your busi-
ness structure.

Description of your business. First, develop your mission statement. e mis-
sion statement should be a clear and succinct representation of the organi-
zation’s purpose for existence. Here is an example:

LifeWays seeks to provide the best elements of care found within a
healthy family, through relationship-based child care, preschool pro-
grams, and parent/child offerings. Our goal is to strengthen the re-
lationships between parents, children, and caregivers by holding all
in mutual respect.

Here’s another example of a mission statement:

Our program is designed to meet the special needs of infant, tod-
dler, and preschool children in a safe and nurturing environment.
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Our goal is to strengthen the bridge between your work and family
life by creating a special place that supports them both.

Next, clearly define what will set you apart from others in the child care
business. If you are opening a center with a LifeWays model, here is where you
will focus on consistency of care, organic foods, outdoor play, professional
caregivers, and homelike environment, to name a few.

Finally, give a brief description of how this business came to be. Is it a
startup or an expansion of an existing business? Who are the principal people
involved? What is the history of this project?

Licenses and permits. Please refer to Chapter 8 for a description of licenses
and permits required to open your child care business. You will want to in-
clude a brief summary of these in your business plan.

Business location. Describe where your business will be located. Why have you
chosen this location? What are the demographics of the neighborhood? Why
is this neighborhood or community a good fit for your child care business?

Describe the building and the outdoor setting. Is the building adequate,
or does it need renovations? How will you finance renovations? Is there ade-
quate parking? Is there room to expand?

You’ve probably heard the old question: “What are the three most im-
portant things to consider when starting a business? Location, location, lo-
cation!” While location may not be as big a factor for a child care center as,
say, a convenience store that needs to be on a busy corner with lots of expo-
sure, location is still a crucial factor. You want to locate your business in an
area that is accessible to families looking for your type of care. If you have
found the perfect setting with lots of natural space, a building with all the fea-
tures you need, zoned for child care but it’s located in the middle of nowhere,
you might want to think again. While families might drive an extra ten min-
utes out of their way to get the type of care they want, most are not able to
add much more than that onto their daily commute. In contrast, you might
find a spot that’s located in a populated urban area that is easily accessed by
lots of families, but the area is so congested there is no natural play space for
the children and there is a great deal of traffic causing air and noise pollu-
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tion. While it is possible, it is more challenging to live out the LifeWays prin-
ciples and practices in this type of setting. For example, you will need to find
or create an appropriate outdoor play space and learn how to deal creatively
with the higher level of noise. Finding the right location can take a long time,
but it’s worth taking your time to make the right decision.

Management. If you’ve decided your business will be a corporation, you will
need to determine who will be on your board of directors. Check the laws in
your state to find out how many board members you need to have, and how
many officers. When searching for board members, try to find a mix of people
who are passionate about your project and who bring different strengths to
the board.

Whether or not you are incorporated, you’ll want to answer the following
questions: Who’s going to be running this place? What are their qualifica-
tions? Do you need to find others to fill in the gaps where you or your col-
leagues are inexperienced? Donald Trump, the famous American entrepre-
neur, was once asked what was the key to success in business, and he
answered, “Know what you don’t know!” Most people are not experts in child
development, finance, marketing, management, child care licensing, and
community relations all at the same time, so it’s important to be realistic
about the strengths and weaknesses of yourself and your colleagues. When I
first set out to open LifeWays in Milwaukee, I felt that I had a good under-
standing of the LifeWays principles and practices, as I had completed the Life-
Ways training and had been applying them in my home child care for several
years. I had business and managerial experience, so these aspects of the busi-
ness didn’t scare me. But I had never worked in a licensed child care center, so
I knew that one of my very first employees needed to be someone who had
this experience. is caregiver proved to be a very valuable member of our
staff those first few years as we learned to navigate the terrain of licensed
child care.

Personnel. is is where you’ll define the administrative structure of your
organization. Will you have both an administrator and a director? What will
their roles be? Who will they report to? Will you have different levels of care-
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givers, and if so, what will they be? Who will the caregivers report to? What
support personnel will you hire? Who will they report to? While LifeWays en-
courages collegial working relationships more so than a typical top-down
business model, it is important for everyone to understand with whom the
final decisions lie. In our LifeWays centers in Wisconsin, we have regular staff
meetings and work closely together to carry the life of the centers. Care
providers participate in considerations about hiring and firing, scheduling,
and other things that support a healthy organism. At the end of the day, the
director or the administrator carries the final responsibility for such deci-
sions.

You will need to determine the wages for you and your staff. Try to net-
work with child care directors to find out what caregivers are being paid in
other high-quality centers. Paying your staff a living wage shows respect for
the important work they do and ensures a more dedicated staff with a lower
rate of turnover, which is essential for a program that is centered on consis-
tency of care. What benefits will you offer your employees? Paid sick/vacation
days, free or reduced tuition for their children, health insurance, and
employer-paid training are all examples of benefits you might offer.

You will also need to determine the qualifications of your caregivers.
What level of education do they need to have? Work experience required?
What are your expectations for continuing education? Who will pay for con-
tinuing education?

Insurance. Please refer to Chapter 8 for a discussion of insurance needs. Once
you determine the types and levels of insurance you will be purchasing, you’ll
include them in your business plan.

e market. Who is your “target market?” Families with small children is prob-
ably too broad a description of the customers you seek. Identifying your
market is important, because you’ll be inundated with more advertising and
promotional opportunities than you’ll have money for in your budget. You’ll
want to maximize your success by spending your time and money attracting
the right people. Try to be specific about characteristics such as income level,
lifestyle, education, values, and ideals of your target customer. If you want a
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diverse population, both economically and culturally, bear this in mind also.
What types of advertising and public relations will you invest in? Adver-

tising on TV or radio, or in large newspapers is not really an option for most
child care businesses because of the expense. Once, when opening a new
center, we ran a one-time ad in the community newspaper that cost almost
$1,000, and we didn’t get one call as a result of that ad. at was an expensive
lesson! e best advertising for your business is, of course, word of mouth.
Once you have a base of satisfied families, word of your well-run program will
spread like wildfire. e tricky part is reaching those first customers. Re-
member to keep your target customer in mind, and try to find inexpensive
ways to reach them.

Low-Cost Ways to Promote your Child Care Business

• Flyers. You can make them yourself on your computer and distrib-
ute them to exactly the households and businesses you desire.

• Welcome Wagon, or the like. Most communities have some type of
service that contacts new residents. It is usually inexpensive to
have them promote your program.

• Join the Chamber of Commerce. ey offer many opportunities to
promote your child care business, such as local fairs, holiday events,
etc.

• e local Waldorf school or other like-minded schools. ey often
host conferences and fairs and may welcome a presentation on
your program or promote it in the newsletter.

• Other like-minded home child care programs or centers, if they are
full and willing to help promote your program.

• Neighborhood association newsletters. Quite inexpensive, and you
can target specific neighborhoods easily.

• Other local publications that focus on your target customer. One of
our best advertising vehicles has been the magazine put out by the
local natural foods co-op.

• Make a brochure and keep some on hand at all times. A casual
conversation with a mom at the park may lead to a new customer.
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• Invest in a large, visible sign that you can put near the street to cap-
ture the attention of passersby.

• Host an open house.

• Make sure you contact the local paper about any open house, festi-
val, or other event you offer. Sometimes they’ll send out a photog-
rapher to cover the event.

Pricing structure. ere are two ways to go about deciding what your rates
will be, and you should use both. First, find out what the market rate is for
premium-quality care in your area. If you are a home child care provider, ask
other home child care providers how much they charge. Sometimes the local
child care resource and referral agency will have this information. If not,
you’ll need to call around and ask. You’ll probably find a wide range of pric-
ing structures, because home child care providers often undervalue them-
selves. Remember that professional caregivers appropriately value the quality
care they provide!

If you are opening a center, call around to the centers in your area that
have a reputation for high-quality care. You want to align yourself with this
elite group of child care programs, because a well-run LifeWays program cer-
tainly fits into this category.

Based on what you’ve learned about these programs and knowing what
type of program you want to offer, decide how best to structure your tuition
schedule. Will you offer five-day and part-time options? Full day and half day?
Will there be a tuition discount for siblings? Will you participate in any tu-
ition assistance programs offered by the county or state? Would you like to
offer a sliding fee scale?

Secondly, with this tuition structure in mind, you’ll begin to create your
budget. Most of your expenses have already been covered earlier in your busi-
ness plan, so you should begin to have a good idea of what things will cost. A
sample budget is available on the CD offered at the back of this book. Once
you have all of your expenses in your budget, you’ll begin to compute how
much income you’ll need to generate to break even.
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In a perfect world, the income you need to balance your budget equals the
going rate for high-quality child care in your area. Of course, we don’t live in
a perfect world, do we? If it doesn’t match, you’ll start reworking your budget.
Can you raise your tuition without pricing yourself out of the market? Are
there other ways you can generate income, such as grant writing or fund-
raising for a nonprofit? Take another look at your expenses to see if you can
reduce them without sacrificing program quality.

When setting fees, most child care providers make the mistake of set-
ting prices too low, thinking that it will entice more people to enroll and that
they can raise their rates later. While you’ll likely have annual rate increases,
it’s very difficult to raise tuition much more than the usual standard-of-
living increase. By then, you’ll have families who’ve been with you for a while
who are used to paying a certain amount for child care, and you won’t want to
lose them. e time to get your pricing right is in the beginning.

Financial data. Finally, at the end of your business plan, you’ll make up a pro-
jected profit-and-loss statement and a monthly cash flow projection for the
first year. ese should be easy to generate from the budget that you cre-
ated. Forms for these are available from the Small Business Administration
and are also easily searched for online. e cash flow projection is particularly
useful because it helps you project how much money is flowing in and out
each month so you can anticipate the amount of cash you will need on hand
to fund your growing business.

Funding

Once you have your business plan, you should begin to have an idea of how
much money you’ll need to start this business, and how much additional
money you’ll need to keep it going until the business is generating enough in-
come to support itself. One of the primary causes of failure of a new busi-
ness is inadequate cash on hand to support its growth.

If this is your own business, you will fund the new business venture. If
you need to, you can borrow money to fund your initial expenses. You can
take your business plan to your bank or other people you know who may be
interested in investing. e Small Business Association offers seminars on
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how to obtain low-interest loans for small businesses. ere are often spe-
cial loan opportunities available for women entrepreneurs.

If you are starting a corporation, the board will need to determine how
funding will be obtained. It may be a bit more difficult to get a bank loan be-
cause the bank usually wants someone to guarantee the loan with his or her
assets, and the whole idea behind incorporating is the protection of the in-
dividuals’ assets. Individual investors may be a better source for loans in this
case. You might approach the families who want you to care for their chil-
dren and ask them for a low- or no-interest loan to help get the business
going. You can also charge families an upfront materials fee or deposit that
will help to fund some, but not all, of your startup costs. Finally, there might
be an influential local person who feels strongly about having this program in
the community and is willing to loan some money.

For a nonprofit corporation, you can solicit tax-deductible donations
from people who want to support your program. You can apply for grants as
well. Another option is to host a large fund-raising event to raise money for
the new child care program.

Systems

Developing the proper systems for everything from billing and debt collec-
tion, to expectations of parents, to evaluation of staff members can seem a lit-
tle overwhelming. You may come up with a system for something only to find,
a month later, that it doesn’t make sense to do it that way. ere may be
things for which you never thought you needed a system but you quickly re-
alize that you’ve got to standardize the way you are handling them. Systems
can certainly change as you go along. But the most important thing is to think
them through in the first place because it ensures that everyone is treated
fairly and understands what is expected.

Payment systems. Especially for the home child care provider, collecting pay-
ments can be difficult. It is hard to ask parents for money at the end of the
day as you are sharing heartwarming stories about their child. Wearing both
hats—administrator and caregiver—can be a real challenge. By having regu-
lar systems of billing and collecting money, you can eliminate some, but not
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all, of the uncomfortable moments. Make sure your policies are in writing and
in parents’ hands before they start in your program.

When making your policies, here are a few things to consider: Will you
charge a registration fee? A deposit? Will parents be expected to pay weekly,
biweekly, or monthly? What happens if parents don’t pay on time? Is there a
late-payment fee? What if their child is sick or they decide not to bring him or
her? Do they still have to pay? What if you are unavailable to care for chil-
dren because you (or one of your own children) are ill? Will you be closed for
holidays or vacations? Will you charge for days you are closed? Once you have
answered all of these questions, you’ll design a contract for parents to sign
that clearly states what they are agreeing to and under what circumstances
the contract can be terminated. A sample LifeWays Registration Contract is
available on the CD offered at the back of this book.

Even when you’ve got good systems in place for collecting payments,
you will have parents who do not follow them. Often, people just need a re-
minder of the expectations. Sometimes, people have situations that prevent
them from paying on time. You will need to decide how you are going to han-
dle parents who can’t pay their bills. If you are a generous person, you may
be tempted to let an unpaid balance go for a while, hoping the parent will
catch up later. Realistically, a parent who is having a difficult time coming up
with $500 this month is not likely to have an easier time coming up with
$1,000 next month. If people get too far behind in their payments, most
likely they will end up leaving your program because they can’t pay. You will
be out hundreds of dollars, and their child has to deal with the stress of losing
a beloved caregiver. You’re not doing anyone any favors by overlooking a
late-payment situation. Every child care provider probably has a story to share
in which she learned this lesson. In general, if you can get a parent to discuss
and commit to a payment plan with you, you have a greater chance of success
than if you just take a “wait and see” approach. If you can afford to do so, it is
better to renegotiate a payment plan that the family can actually do rather
than allow them to continue to say the check’s in the mail when they truly can-
not pay that amount. You can also encourage them to apply for whatever sup-
port systems might be available to them at their income level or reach out to
family and friends who have the best interest of their child(ren) at heart.
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Parent handbook. In your parent handbook, you’ll introduce all of the policies
that affect parents, such as how to enroll a child, payment policies, atten-
dance and scheduling, and what the parent needs to provide. You’ll also want
to talk about how enrollment is terminated (either by you or by the parent)
and the procedure that goes along with that.

You will talk about your child development philosophy and how you han-
dle discipline, parent communication, emergency procedures, health care
policies, and nutrition, to name a few of the topics. If you are going to be li-
censed, the licensing agency will likely tell you what needs to be covered in
your parent handbook. For a home child care provider, the parent handbook
may be only a few pages long. For a child care center, it may be up to twenty-
five pages long. Try not to let it get too long or parents won’t read it. A sam-
ple parent handbook for a home child care and a child care center are included
in the CD offered at the back of this book.

Operating policies and procedures. If you are a home child care provider work-
ing alone, you probably don’t need to put your policies and procedures in writ-
ing unless it is required by licensing. Once you begin to hire employees, it is
important to have a written document that outlines your policies. For licensed
centers, the licensing agency usually has a format to follow to make sure
everything is covered. Your policies and procedures will cover everything
you discussed in your parent handbook, as well as specifics about things such
as admission procedures, child guidance, continuing education, curriculum
and programming, diapering procedures, hand-washing and first aid proce-
dures, food preparation procedures, administrative structure, personnel poli-
cies, and grievance procedures.

When you hire new employees, you should sit down with them and read
through the policies and procedures. Make sure they understand that they are
expected to follow these. Follow up with them if you see that they are not
following the policies and procedures, because it is a lot to take in at first.
I’ve had caregivers who have worked for LifeWays for several years and I’ll no-
tice one day that they aren’t following our procedures. Oftentimes, when I
bring it up, they share that they just started doing something a different
way and never realized it. For this reason, it’s important to revisit the policies
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and procedures every once in a while to see if you are still doing what you said
you were going to do. If not, you need to refocus and get back to the policies
and procedures or ask yourself if the policies and procedures need to be
rewritten to reflect a more accurate picture of what’s really happening.

Staff evaluation. If you are a home child care provider working alone, you
obviously don’t need a formal evaluation process, but you will want to set
aside some quiet time on at least an annual basis to look through the Life-
Ways principles and practices and objectively examine where you would like
to improve in the coming year. Perhaps you know of someone who is doing
similar work who can be your support partner in setting goals for the com-
ing year and helping you meet them. For example, maybe after reflecting on
the LifeWays principles and practices, you determine that you’d like to in-
corporate more of the nurturing arts (hair brushing, footbaths, lap games
and stories, etc.). Your support partner can help you develop a plan of how
to make sure it happens and then check in with you monthly to see how it’s
going. You can do the same for him or her.

Once you hire someone, either in a home or center setting, you’ll need
to develop a system to evaluate the performance of that person. is is nec-
essary not only to maintain the quality of your program, but also to develop
your staff and provide a format for at least an annual conversation to reflect
and set goals together. It can also be linked to an annual pay increase.

Sample evaluation forms are provided in the CD offered at the back of
this book.

You will need to determine how the evaluation process will take place and
make sure it is consistent with each member of the staff. e process should
be clearly communicated ahead of time so people know what to expect. e
form you’ll use, if any, should be distributed to each member of the staff so
there are no surprises about job expectations. You want to avoid sitting down
with a staff member for an evaluation meeting only to hear him say, “I didn’t
know I was supposed to be doing that!”

Here are a few questions you should answer before entering an evaluation
process: Will people do a self-evaluation before they sit down with you for
your conversation? Will you complete a separate evaluation of them based
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on your observations? Will you ask staff members for input on others’ eval-
uations? If there are areas of improvement needed, how will you follow up
on these? How will you follow up to ensure goals that are set during the per-
formance review are being met? Will you tie pay increases to performance
evaluations? If so, how will you go about determining the pay increase
amount, and is it objective and fair to all?

Of course, beyond the annual performance review, there should be daily
evaluation and feedback. e director, as well as the rest of the staff, should
always be in conversation about things that have been observed that need to
be improved, and things that are being done well. Creating a culture that al-
lows for this conversation is important. While many of us don’t like conflict,
we must find a way to bring up issues that need to be resolved long before
the annual performance review. It is not fair to say nothing to a staff mem-
ber about an area that needs significant improvement, only to spring it on her
or him at the annual performance review.

While much of what you have just read may seem somewhat unappealing
or not representative of the reason you want to be involved with child care,
let’s return to the thought at the beginning of this chapter: Your child care
business needs to be treated with the same care that you give to the children.
You can think of creating budgets, business plans, policies, and procedures
as providing good nutrition, healthy rhythms, and creative care to the busi-
ness infrastructure that indeed will support the nutrition, rhythms, and
care of the families and caregivers who matter to you the most. Another line
in the Steiner verse quoted at the beginning of this chapter states, “Seek real,
practical material life, but seek in such a way that the spirit which dwells within is
not deadened for you.” e more you can enter into these foundational processes
with interest, the more alive they can become for you.

Once you have addressed all the areas mentioned in this chapter, you are
ready to open your child care business! Your business has a far better chance
of success because of your preparedness, and you can rest assured that many
children and their families will benefit from your home away from home be-
cause you took the time to ensure a healthy business to support it. Good
luck to you, and please let us know how LifeWays North America can sup-
port you in your work!
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Supporting You in
Your Work—

LifeWays North America
BY CYNTHIA ALDINGER

Tell me and I will forget
Show me and I will remember
Involve me and I will understand

—Confucius

e master in the art of living makes little distinction between
his work and his play, his labor and his leisure, his mind and
his body, his information and his recreation, his love and his
religion. He hardly knows which is which. He simply pursues
his vision of excellence at whatever he does, leaving others to
decide whether he is working or playing. To him he’s always
doing both.

—Zen Buddhism

History

In order to give a brief overview of the development of LifeWays North Amer-
ica, it seems appropriate to acknowledge the educational impulse out of which
our work has sprung. Waldorf education (or Steiner education as it is known
in other parts of the world) will soon celebrate the one-hundredth anniver-



sary of the first Waldorf school, founded in 1919 in Stuttgart, Germany.
While various curricular ideals and subjects were developed for elementary
and high school, no curriculum was suggested for early childhood. Rather,
Rudolf Steiner gave numerous lectures on child development that included
deep insight regarding the child from birth to seven. Consider this state-
ment from Dr. Steiner found in the book e Child’s Changing Consciousness:

e task of the kindergarten teacher is to adapt the practical activi-
ties of daily life so that they are suitable for the child’s imitation
through play. . . . e activities of children in kindergarten must be
derived directly from life itself rather than being “thought out” by the
intellectualized culture of adults. In the kindergarten, the most im-
portant thing is to give the children the opportunity to directly imi-
tate life itself.

Eventually kindergartens were created, and they continue to be some of
the most creative, play-oriented, nature-based, and child-friendly kinder-
gartens in the world. It was through the privilege of being a Waldorf kinder-
garten teacher that the door was opened for me to establish the foundations
of LifeWays North America.

While attending an international Waldorf kindergarten conference in
Great Britain in 1995, I was approached by my friend Brian Swain, a success-
ful business consultant, with this question: “What are you going to do about
child care?” He and several of his colleagues had been discussing their per-
ception that the current approach to child care was not really preparing chil-
dren for practical, daily life or supporting them in developmentally appro-
priate ways. While his question came as a surprise, it also came at a
providential time. During that conference, I encountered the inspiring work
of Helle Heckman, a Danish Waldorf child care pioneer. Having been a Wal-
dorf kindergarten teacher for several years, it was intriguing to think of hav-
ing children for longer than just the morning program, allowing an expanded
flow of the day with more time outside, a family-style meal in the middle of
the day, and a good sleep after lunch.

It was a few months after the conference in England that I first wrote
down a vision for Steiner-inspired child care that would be based on the rou-
tine activities and natural rhythms of healthy home life, bathed in the
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warmth of secure relationships and family-style mixed ages, and made to
feel as noninstitutional as possible. is first written vision evolved over time
into the current Principles and Practices of LifeWays Childcare. A few years
after writing these, I experienced the work of Bernadette Raichle in New
Zealand, whose early childhood center, Awhina, filled me with wonder and
delight. While bringing new inspiration and ideas to our LifeWays work, ob-
serving at Awhina provided affirmation of how homelike, simple living serves
all the fundamental needs of young children and their caregivers.

When my friend and colleague Rena Osmer and I came up with the name
LifeWays to represent the nature of the care we were hoping to develop, we
contacted our colleagues Gudrun Davy, Bons Voors, Patti Smith, and Signe
Schaefer (editors of two Lifeways books) and Lee Sturgeon Day, who uses
the name in her biography and counseling work. With their blessings in place,
and with the organizing support of Lori Barian and other Wisconsin friends,
the first LifeWays center was opened in Wisconsin in September 1998. It
was the pilot child care project for children three months to six years old and
hosted the first LifeWays training.

Over time, we added suggested practices for parent-child and parent-
infant programs, mostly inspired by our Waldorf colleagues doing that work.
And in recent years, we have come to realize how our trainings also support
the growth and development of parents seeking a deeper understanding of
child development and homemaking.

rough the sponsorship of the Waldorf Early Childhood Association of
North America, several organizations—including Rudolf Steiner Foundation,
Pritzker Cousins Foundation, Michael Foundation, and private entrepre-
neurs—offered grant support for the early development of LifeWays. By
1999, LifeWays of Wisconsin was its own nonprofit corporation. It contin-
ues today as the organization fostering the development of LifeWays centers
in Wisconsin, directed by Mary O’Connell.

Our national organization, LifeWays North America, formed a few years
later after a group of individuals began meeting on a regular basis at Rudolf
Steiner College in California. LifeWays North America has become a multi-
service organization providing consulting and training for family child care
providers, child care centers, parent-child teachers, home-based preschool
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teachers, after-school care providers, and parents. ere are several Life-
Ways child care centers, home child care programs, and parent-child pro-
grams throughout North America. Some are in close association with local
Waldorf schools and others are not involved with Waldorf communities. Life-
Ways trainings are also available now in several locations. More information
is available at www.lifewaysnorthamerica.org.

LifeWays Training

Before describing our LifeWays trainings, I must admit that children and fam-
ilies in airports are my textbooks these days. ey teach me about flexibility,
frailty, frazzledness, and fun. Typically the first and last have to do with the
children, and the middle ones have to do with the parents! However, I have
observed my share of frazzled little ones, the contagion of which infects the
parents. I do my best to bring a little relief when I can, engaging the child in
a game of peek-a-boo, for instance, while a tired mother or father recovers. I
did not come up with this idea. I learned it from a toddler in a St. Louis air-
port. While waiting to board, an announcement came that our flight would be
delayed—again—and the sense of frustration among the adults began to cre-
ate a heavy mood. Meetings and deadlines were going to be missed, reunions
with loved ones delayed, and business deals put at risk! A toddler who had
been sleeping peacefully in mother’s arms began to stir. As he slid down from
her lap, he began to walk around the rows of bolted-down seats, occasionally
dipping his little head behind a chair and then quickly peeking out at
whomever he could engage with his twinkling eyes. Smiles began to emerge
on faces, shoulders began to relax, and a soft chuckle began to float in the
air. A sense of balance returned, and we all remembered that life goes on. I
have experienced a number of similar incidents.

Children are like heart medicine. Of course, there are other aspects to car-
ing for children! But beyond the exhaustion, the worry, the fears, and the
fuss, they lift our spirits and give us hope. ey come into the world, one
could say, with the expectation that the world is good and right, and whatever
they encounter, they encounter with this expectation. Only through overt
teachings or unfortunate experiences will a young child potentially develop
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distrust or fear. Left to their own inner urges and open gesture, children want
to experience through their senses everything they meet. e world is full of
wonder for them.

How is it that these fresh doses of optimism enter the world every time
a child is born? Where have they been before arriving here—on vacation?
Freed from the weight of worldly concerns, held in the arms of the angels, and
fresh from a cosmic journey too profound to describe here, they show up at
our homes or in our hospital rooms as amazing spiritual beings wrapped up
in tiny packages called infants.

If one word were to be emblazoned across the forehead of a newborn, I
think it would be Yes!—a new life, a new family, a new world of experience to
taste, touch, smell, breathe, hear, see, do, and be. You can tell by looking at
them, especially when they are falling asleep, that they are still as much a part
of heaven as they are of the earth.

ey spend the first year changing from horizontal to vertical, from an
armful of wiggling warmth and softness to a tiny tower of stumbling, tum-
bling collapsible energy. Up and down comprise whole worlds of experience.
While conquering gravity, they also shift from universal babbling to one-word
sentences and spend the following year collecting a vocabulary that eventu-
ally brings them into the community of fellow conversant beings. By age
three, they have typically moved from the verbal village of Me-Mine-No over
the bridge of the incessant Why? and toward the wonderful world of Look at
Me! Staking their personal claim of individuality, no longer totally wrapped
up in identifying themselves as extensions of Mommy and Daddy, they begin
living parallel lives—sometimes in the mundane every day of helping with
simple chores any four-year-old could handle and sharing belly laughs over
uproariously funny bodily functions, and sometimes in the creative and invit-
ing world of make-believe that is the fundamental right of every young child
to inhabit. is dual capacity increases as the child grows toward five and
six. Standing on the threshold between early childhood and middle child-
hood, we often encounter an independence that is accompanied by such en-
dearing phrases as You’re not the boss of me!

is roller coaster of human expression takes us through early childhood.
e adventure continues as we travel through middle childhood, adolescence,
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and the threshold of adulthood with our children. Most of us had no idea
when we purchased our one-way ticket to parenthood that we were in for
the ride of our lives. Whether we are parenting our own children or caring
for other people’s children, it is the ultimate magical mystery tour!

LifeWays training is a tour bus that we can climb aboard together to ex-
plore child development, our own development, practical and artistic life
skills, the tools of the trade for creating child care settings or parent-child
programs, and an introductory understanding of how our inner and outer
lives intersect, merge, yield, or sometimes come to a screeching halt and how
they get back on track again.

e individuals who attend LifeWays trainings come from a variety of
backgrounds and intend to apply their training to diverse activities. e typ-
ical age range is from early twenties to late sixties, and it is not unusual to
find child care providers from homes or centers, parent-child program lead-
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ers, nannies, parents, after-school care providers, and home-based preschool
teachers all sitting in the circle of students. We also attract a number of ex-
perienced early childhood teachers who want to learn more about the living
arts as a natural curriculum for being with young children. ey are particu-
larly interested in developing more skills in the domestic and nurturing ac-
tivities that support practical, daily life and how to create rhythms and rou-
tines that are not overwhelming, yet are interesting and engaging.

Currently there are LifeWays trainings available in several locations in
North America. ese part-time trainings are comprised of on-site courses
with mentor-supported independent study requirements to anchor in expe-
rience the principles and practices taught in the trainings. A complete train-
ing cycle typically occurs over one year, comprised of three or four on-site ses-
sions with a few months in between to allow the students to digest and apply
what is being learned.

e integration of learning/independent study requirements are primarily
hands-on, skill-building activities such as learning how to prepare simple and
healthy meals, how to create schedules that are not overwhelming, how to
grow a simple garden, and other practical skills. ese are combined with a
variety of exercises to strengthen the capacity for objective observation of chil-
dren and nature, including the requirement to observe in at least two different
kinds of early childhood settings. e more academic-oriented requirements
include a number of readings as well as the presentation of a paper or project.
While most students desire to complete all of their requirements during the
course of the training, others exercise the option to complete the integration
of learning requirements within the year following the training.

e mentor component is one of the most important aspects of this
training. Having a guide through ongoing phone conversations and a personal
visit to a student’s work setting is invaluable in helping digest all that stu-
dents are learning and to assimilate such learning into real life. Parents who
take the training primarily for support in their role as parents are equally
blessed to have a mentor who is willing to spend time in their homes with
them, similar to a life coach.

LifeWays North America is working on developing courses, seminars, and
workshops for our graduates and other interested people, recognizing that



any training is only an introduction and that daily life is where the most pro-
found learning takes place. Locations of our trainings can be found on our
website, www.lifewaysnorthamerica.org, along with information about other
learning opportunities such as the LifeWays Introductory Seminar that can
be brought to any community.

While students in the LifeWays training are not required to have a back-
ground in early childhood, they are expected to have a strong interest in
human development and children. Students also need to be open to the un-
derstanding that children are spiritual, as well as physical, beings and are to
be respected as individuals with intention and purpose related to their infi-
nitely unfolding personal biographies. e developmental picture of the child
is primarily based on the research of Dr. Rudolf Steiner and supported by
other contemporary early childhood research.

Perhaps the best part about the LifeWays training is the opportunity to
be with a group of people who are seeking similar goals and who bring a broad
base of personal experience and knowledge to share with fellow classmates.
Typically the training is also laced with a fair amount of levity and humor, real
soul food for the times in which we live.

Here are a few testimonial statements from LifeWays training graduates:

To me, LifeWays is embracing our journey into life’s uncertainties
with courage, faith, and trust; it is bringing magic in the mundane
and blessing our children with our presence, our love, our laughter,
and our joy.

—Kahlil Apuzen-Ito

It is authentic, natural living and keeping childhood kindled with
magic and mystery.

—Rebecca Fenton

It means to stimulate my mind, to nurture my heart and to nourish
my soul, and to bring joy and purpose to the children that I meet.

—Serena Syn

Bringing Beauty to the lives and families of young children.
—Elisa Rios
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a warming of the heart
a strengthening of the soul
building of the community
and a promise for the future

—Kelly Stewart

A primary intention of the LifeWays training is to help the students come
to a place where their own “Yes” to life resonates with and supports the chil-
dren and families who come into their care.

LifeWays Membership

LifeWays North America became a membership organization in 2007 to bet-
ter support those who were attracted to caring for children in this way. Mem-
bers help us build our organization, maintain our website, produce our semi-
annual newsletter, and develop our trainings and seminars. If you’d like to
help support us in our work, there are several ways to do that.

ose who are in the Friends category are individuals or organizations
who believe in LifeWays’ mission and want to help insure that the work of the
organization will continue to grow and thrive. Friends receive our semi-annual
newsletter.

Individuals or groups who want to be associated with LifeWays on a pro-
fessional membership level have three options:

Self-Affiliates are those who have not completed the LifeWays training,
yet want to align themselves with the ideals of LifeWays. ey are listed on
our website and receive our newsletter.

Trained Affiliates are LifeWays graduates who are assimilating the princi-
ples and practices they learned in their training into their work with chil-
dren and families. ey receive our newsletter, are listed on our website, and
can have a link posted to their own websites. ey also can receive discounts
at LifeWays events.

Representatives are those in homes or centers who are committed to rep-
resenting LifeWays in their work and are willing to open their sites for Life-
Ways students to observe and learn how LifeWays principles and practices
look in real life. Representatives receive newsletters for each family in their
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care, are highlighted on our website, receive reduced tuition for any caregivers
they send to LifeWays trainings, receive LifeWays consulting as needed, and
can attend LifeWays events for free.

e path toward becoming a LifeWays Representative includes a self-
assessment study and an assessment visit from a LifeWays board member or
other LifeWays consultant. After the visit, the consultant submits a report
to the Representative applicant, the LifeWays Executive Director, and other
members of the membership committee. In some cases, but not typically, a
request may be made for another assessment after specific changes have been
implemented. Once all parties agree that the site is ready to be a LifeWays Rep-
resentative, it is listed as such on the website and other outreach materials.

LifeWays is not a cookie-cutter model of early childhood care. Even
within LifeWays child care centers or homes one can experience subtle differ-
ences and a wonderful variety of individuals providing the care for groups of
children and families. ere are, however, at least three key elements that will
be found in any LifeWays Representative site:

1. Relationship-based care where children can spend a minimum of two
years, and ideally more, with the same primary caregivers or teachers.

2. Living arts as the foundation of daily life activities with the children.

3. Homelike, noninstitutional environment, even if the site is within an
institutional building.

If you wish to observe at a LifeWays Representative site, please call for
an appointment, and please be respectful that you will be visiting children in
their home away from home. Imagine, if you will, that you are walking into
someone’s living room (and you may be!), and don’t be surprised if someone
puts a broom in your hand or invites you in some other way to participate in
the life of the home, like an auntie or uncle dropping by for a visit. We like to
protect the children’s sense of wonder and deep connection to whatever it is
that they are doing, and thus ask our visitors to blend in quietly and respect
the guidance of the caregivers.

To learn more about becoming a LifeWays member or about the expecta-
tions for LifeWays Representatives please check our website at www.lifeways
northamerica.org or contact the central office in Norman, Oklahoma.
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Perhaps the best part of being a LifeWays member is knowing that you
are participating in spreading the vision that healthy living, based on strong
relationships, practical and artistic activities, common sense rhythms and
routines, and joie de vivre is a rightful and worthy approach to the care of
young children and that models of such care can be found in the world!

A Word About Advocacy

Actually, I cannot write just a word about advocacy. It needs to be at least
two words: “Do it!” By offering healthy care in homes, centers, parenting
programs, after-school programs, and your own homes as parents, you are al-
ready advocating for children and childhood.

While having the capacity to compromise when absolutely necessary, it is
also important to know when to challenge the ruling paradigm. I remember
fondly when one of our youngest LifeWays students told the story of being in-
formed that she could not clean out the rabbit hutch when the children were
around. It was not a situation where the hutch was in bad shape or that un-
healthy spores would be released into the air. However, she was told by her
licensing agent that she could not clean it. Respectfully, she said, “Well, if I
never change the rabbit hutch in front of the children, how will the children
ever learn the importance of changing the rabbit hutch?” Her licensing per-
son respected her query and gave permission for her to clean the hutch.

I know another care provider who had a beautiful nap room but was told
she could not keep it because the beds were too close to one another. e es-
cape route was clear—there was a door in the nap room; the beds were sepa-
rated by private canopies to create a restful space for each child; and it was
easy to move around in the space. e caregiver requested an exception twice
and was rejected each time. Finally, on her third request, she was able to
keep her peaceful nap room.

LifeWays worked closely with licensing in a state that does not allow
mixed ages of children in child care centers. Children under two must be sep-
arated from children over two. In fact, the model most accepted is one that
separates the children by age at every developmental stage. Typically there
are separate rooms for infants, toddlers, twos, threes, preschool, and kinder-
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garten. With respect and with guidance from a former licensing agent, we
were able to obtain an exception. is meant that we could have a child under
two with the older children (only six or seven children in a group), as long as
we wrote up the reasons why the parents wanted the child in this group and
how the child’s needs would be met. An exception is not the same as an ex-
emption, but we were happy to get it anyway. A full exemption sometimes
involves working at the legislative level to get a ruling or law changed. It can
be time-consuming and requires a certain amount of savvy about working
with the legal system.

Perhaps the most important thing to consider is that “no” sometimes
means “maybe.” When we started working with this particular state licens-
ing office, we were told from the beginning that we could NOT have children
under two in our center. It was only through perseverance and respect for
the legal agents with whom we were working that we finally had a break-
through. As Mary said in her chapter on licensing and regulations, all par-
ties involved are typically concerned about the health and well-being of chil-
dren. Our job sometimes is to elucidate how we will meet the intent of the law
if not the letter of the law.

Sometimes we can be advocates not only in professional early childhood
settings, but in our private homes as well. e book Free Range Kids: Giving
Our Children the Freedom We Had Without Going Nuts with Worry, by Lenore
Skenazy, really caught my attention because several months earlier I had writ-
ten a note to myself that someday I wanted to write a book called Free Range
Children: Organically Grown. Little did I know that someone was ahead of me
on that one! e author really advocates for a sane and loving way to raise
children that is not fear-based and that allows children to explore their world.

Children in LifeWays settings are well protected—not out of fear, but out
of strong relationships that have been fostered with long-term caregivers,
with parents, between colleagues, and, in the best of all worlds, with the reg-
ulatory agents. If we want children to continue to be able to play creatively;
explore nature; be with children of all ages; have a healthy balance between
active play and quiet, restful time; have healthy, whole foods; and have a
childhood that is not about becoming adults but is about being children, then
developing such relationships is a very worthy endeavor.

230 Home Away from Home: LifeWays Care of Children and Families



If you are interested in advocacy, here are some suggestions:

1. Raise questions whenever possible—in a child care conference, dur-
ing a licensing visit, or in a child development class, for example.
Sometimes people just need to hear the existing paradigm exam-
ined, honestly and respectfully, to begin to think a different way
about things (like the rabbit hutch story).

2. Write editorials, commenting on newspaper or Internet articles and
blogs. Again, if done respectfully, it can make people think about how
children are being raised and if there might be a different way.

3. Put out positive messages to the rest of the early childhood world
about what you are doing. For example, when the Wisconsin Early
Childhood Association sent out an e-mail soliciting photos for a dis-
play of early childhood programs to be viewed in the rotunda of the
state capitol, Mary saw it as an opportunity—not just to get the leg-
islators to see what we are doing at LifeWays, but to engage the con-
ventional child care folks. She submitted beautiful photos highlight-
ing the Forest Kindergarten and the organic gardening programs. e
WECA folks were very glad to have the photos, as LifeWays provided
the only nature pictures in the display.

4. Support advocacy organizations such as the Alliance for Childhood
that dedicate their efforts to raising awareness about the natural de-
velopmental stages of children and the importance of having systems
that appropriately support those stages.

5. Be the change you want to see. Take good care of yourself and find joy
in life. People are typically more attracted to learning about your ap-
proach to life if they can see that it has an uplifting quality. Recently
I heard Jane Goodall speak on the radio, and I was very moved by
what she had to say about advocacy: “You will never change people by
shouting at them and telling them they are bad. You need to touch
their hearts.”

ank you, friends, for your interest in LifeWays. If you want to become
more involved with our work, we would love to hear from you. You can reach
us through our website, www.lifewaysnorthamerica.org, or by phone.
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LifeWays Forms CD
AVAILABLE FOR PURCHASE

is CD contains many of the forms that may be helpful to the person be-
ginning a child care business, either in a home or center setting.

LifeWays child care providers have shared these forms for you to use as an
example. Please check with your state and local child care agencies to make
sure that any forms you use have all of the content required for your program.

Included on this CD:
LifeWays Principles and Practices
Sample Parent Handbook, center and home program
Sample Policies and Procedures, center and home program
Sample Budget
Sample Registration Forms
Sample Tuition Schedule
Sample Attendance Log
Sample Infant/Toddler Daily Log
Sample Promotional Flyers
Sample Ads
Sample Business Plan
Sample Staff Evaluation Forms
Sample Parent Newsletters
LifeWays Training Information
LifeWays Membership Structure
LifeWays Consulting and Workshop Information

e CD is available for $15 from LifeWays North America. To order, please
visit www.lifewaysnorthamerica.org.
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