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 The Spirit of the School 
 

 
  In a rapidly changing world, clarity about the core values and intentions of our school is 
essential in navigating and responding to the needs of the time. The following document contains 
a considered articulation of the central values, beliefs and commitments that underpin the 
educational vision of Michael Hall School.  
 
The structure of the document reflects the five themes that are central to the school’s purpose 
and function: 
 

● Knowledge of the nature of the human being  

● The character of the education 

● The work of the teacher 

● Responsibility and relationship with the community 

● Accountability to the wider world 

 
These five themes are illustrated below and can be seen to flow outward from a central source, 
thereby representing the transition from the most fixed to the most fluid kinds of value within 
the school’s ethos. A flexible approach is required to best serve the changing and complex needs 
of the community and the wider world, while the more fixed, core values, offer the continuity of 
vision that spans Michael Hall’s century of history and continues to be an inspiration today.  
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Knowledge of the nature of the human being 
 
Steiner Waldorf education is based on an understanding of the human being developed by the 
visionary Austrian philosopher Rudolf Steiner (1861-1925), who helped found our school in 
1924-5. The Waldorf education movement now encompasses some 1,200 schools in over 60 
countries around the world, all with a shared understanding of the nature of the human being. 
Steiner’s insights form part of the collected body of applied philosophical work known as 
Anthroposophy, from which our teaching methods and curriculum are largely derived. Central 
to this philosophy is the notion that the human being consists of a physical and a non-physical 
element, referred to as body and spirit respectively. A third element of the human being is 
posited, which is referred to as the soul and said to provide a functional link between the spirit 
and the body. This three-fold metaphysical distinction, as articulated by Rudolf Steiner, is 
essential to any thorough understanding of the anthroposophical concept of the human being and 
of the core task of Steiner Waldorf education.  
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While the philosophy outlined above underpins Steiner Waldorf education and informs to some 
extent the pedagogical approach of the teachers, participation in the school community is never 
contingent upon acceptance of these ideas, nor does it form part of the formally taught 
curriculum. Waldorf education and Michael Hall in particular, are passionately committed to 
enabling pupils to develop their own well-rounded and informed perspectives, founded in 
personal experience and moulded by active enquiry.  
 
Anthroposophy constitutes a comprehensive and subtle philosophy that incorporates both 
physical and spiritual elements, but above all, it encourages an open and questioning approach 
to the world. In light of this, members of the school community are encouraged to explore diverse 
perspectives on the human condition and formulate their own conclusions. Thereby creating a 
meaningful synthesis of ideas validated by personal experience. 
 

Character of the education 
 
Above all, Steiner Waldorf education aims to develop the full range of human capacities, to 
facilitate the emergence of balanced individuals that can contribute to society in meaningful 
ways. This aim is realised through an educational approach informed by three key human 
capacities, identified by Rudolf Steiner as thinking, feeling and willing. Broadly equivalent to 
the contemporary notions of cognition, emotion and volition, these key capacities, when brought 
into a harmonious balance, lead to well-rounded and confident young people who are self-
reflective, free-thinking and insightful. This balance is reflected at all levels of the curriculum, 
which values a wide variety of artistic and practical work just as highly as academic work. The 
humanities and arts are taught alongside the sciences, and students are encouraged to apply 
lessons from one subject to another, in a process of cross-fertilization that produces the deep 
originality for which they are known. Thus, artistic and practical work is not regarded as 
secondary to academic study, but as a means of developing underlying skills and capacities that 
promote effective and meaningful learning across a broad range of contexts. When our capacity 
for feeling is engaged through the will to academic thinking, information becomes experience, 
and of value for life.  
 
Steiner Waldorf education is based on a shared understanding of child development that holds at 
its core that the rhythmical progression from birth to adulthood consists of three main stages, 
each of seven years in duration. In the first of these stages (0-7yrs), children learn predominantly 
through doing or will-based activity, in the second stage (7-14yrs) learning is predominantly 
through feeling and imagination, and in the third stage (14-21yrs) young people begin to master 
the complex abstract thinking that is associated with a mature intellect. When, in accordance with 
this model, children are not differentiated merely by intellectual criteria, it becomes quite valid 
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for children of widely varying abilities to be taught within the same group; the group itself 
becoming a vehicle for the highly effective learning of each individual pupil. 
 
A further innovative and defining characteristic of Steiner Waldorf education is that the changing 
developmental needs of the growing child are the basis for deciding what is taught at a given age 
and the manner in which it is taught. This principle is referred to as age-appropriate learning and 
distinguishes the Waldorf school’s development-centric approach from those that are academic-
centric. While both approaches involve child development and academic outcomes, Steiner 
Waldorf education holds that healthy child development is the foundation on which academic 
learning is built. Therefore, subjects which specifically depend on more abstract intellectual 
capacities are introduced later than in mainstream education, and pupils enjoy a much more 
thorough understanding of their subjects, enhanced originality and a predisposition for free-
thinking that serves them very well academically. A natural corollary of the age-appropriate 
approach to learning is exceptional levels of pupil engagement, as pupils rise to meet a 
curriculum that engages all of their capacities as developing human beings. 
 

The work of the teacher 
 
For teachers, the development-centered approach to education demands a sensitive perception of 
the changing needs of their students, as a group and as individuals, in order to consistently 
provide the optimal learning experience. Therefore, through their initial training and beyond, 
Waldorf teachers embrace the process of continuous personal development, refining and 
enlivening their perception, so as to understand and respond to the child in insightful and 
appropriate ways. Teachers are thus supported and encouraged to take seriously the task of 
working on themselves in order to develop self-knowledge and integrate perceptiveness into their 
pedagogical practice.  
 
Such self-development is of central importance as the teacher is a significant role-model for 
pupils and teaches as much through who they are, as through what they say and do. Primarily, it 
is the character and integrity of the teacher that impresses itself upon the child or young person, 
and this impression is retained well beyond that of the taught content. Consequently, teachers 
strive to be upright, principled and judicious individuals, through their commitment to self-
knowledge and personal enquiry into the nature of the human being. Above all, teachers model 
enthusiasm for learning for their pupils, through continual study in their fields. This enthusiasm 
becomes internalised by pupils and leads to the enduring curiosity and engagement for which 
they are known.   
 
Innovation is a main principle guiding the work of contemporary Steiner Waldorf teachers. When 
planning a lesson, or series of lessons on a given topic, there is a clear emphasis on teachers 
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deciding for themselves what constitutes a meaningful journey through the subject matter. In this 
way teachers not only bring resources to the classroom, but their own genuine and recently 
derived enthusiasm for the topic, as established through continual study and innovation. Of 
course, individual teachers work with different strengths, and this is crucial to maintaining the 
integrity of what is brought to the classroom. However, teachers also work from a shared set of 
guiding principles which underlie the education and provide a common thread between 
colleagues and year-groups. This underlying framework forms the basis of our quality assurance 
systems and processes, for the core principles remain constant but their manifestation and 
application is intentionally diverse. This ensures that the teaching at Michael Hall is both 
principled and flexible, so as to best serve the developing needs of the students. 
 

Responsibility and relationship with the community 
 
As the first English speaking, and the longest continually running Steiner Waldorf School, 
Michael Hall has a long and proud heritage, and we recognise our responsibility to continue to 
serve as a global figurehead for this innovative approach to education. Similarly, we feel a strong 
responsibility to our local community and to our school community; consisting of pupils, parents, 
teachers, administrative staff, maintenance staff, alumni and friends of the school, all of whom 
are crucial in enabling us to put our educational principles into practice. While we are privately 
funded, largely by fee-income, we honor our responsibility to the local community and our 
commitment to diversity, through an inclusive fee assistance scheme, that helps families from a 
range of income backgrounds benefit from the education we provide.  
 
A key element of Anthroposophy is the recognition of the interrelation between individual and 
community, as encapsulated in Steiner’s adage “The healthy social life is found, when in the 
mirror of each human soul the whole community finds its reflection, and when in the community, 
the virtue of each one is living”. This principle is manifest in our school culture of good 
communication and regular celebration of the community and the individuals within it. The high 
expectations that teachers have of themselves, of their colleagues and of their students are an 
important factor in student achievement, as well as in the continuance of an ethical, accountable 
and collaborative community.  
 
As an organization we are committed to promoting a thorough understanding of the education 
that we provide for children and young people. Therefore, all members of staff, regardless of 
their direct involvement with teaching, benefit from an introduction to the principles of Steiner 
Waldorf education. Similarly, we provide an initial teacher training program and internal and 
external professional development opportunities for existing staff. A school culture of 
colleagueship and trust in the staff body is created through such opportunities for knowledge 
sharing, mentoring and collaboration. Moreover, we strive for a transparent and accountable 
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leadership structure, with good communication, reporting protocols, and initiative taking. Parents 
are also encouraged to be involved in the school community as active, valued and responsible 
participants. They are enabled to do this through mutual communication systems, and a 
willingness to integrate their feedback into the on-going decision-making process.  
 

Accountability to the wider world 
 
Articulating the Steiner Waldorf approach using contemporary language and concepts is a 
prerequisite for credibility within a modern educational context that is rightly founded on 
transparency and accountability. Clearly and accessibly stating our pedagogical principles and 
their underlying rationales, helps educators, academics and regulators to understand the 
education that we offer and to value it appropriately on its own merits within external 
frameworks. Recognising that a healthy community looks both inwards and outwards, we reach 
out to other organisations in order to collaborate and improve what we do. Our thorough 
understanding of the core principles of Waldorf education enables contemporary non-Waldorf 
methods to be considered and appraised for congruence, and the possibility of their adaptation, 
development and integration within our approach.  
 
As a responsible and capable institution, we recognise our accountability to the wider world, in 
our response to current global issues, be they environmental, social or philosophical. Whether 
taking steps towards carbon neutrality, responding effectively to pandemics, or indeed 
celebrating human achievements around the world, we feel our responsibility as a school to 
participate actively and constructively in the global community.   
 
Above all, Michael Hall’s wider intention is to lead a paradigm shift in educational practice and 
to stand as part of the broader Steiner Waldorf movement in education. A movement in which 
the development of human capacities is regarded as the salient factor in enabling young people 
to become healthy, fulfilled human beings, capable of forging a sustainable and positive future 
for humanity. 


