
12. SUMMARY
This dissertation, titled The Waldorf Approach to Teaching Foreign Languages,
deals with the methodology of foreign-language teaching used at Waldorf 
(Steiner) schools with a particular focus on young learners aged 6 to 10. Its 
main aim is to present and explore how foreign languages are taught in this 
pedagogical system with over ninety years of worldwide experience in 
incorporating two foreign languages into a primary curriculum from the first 
class onwards. 
The choice of the topic was determined by the following factors:
1) Even though Waldorf pedagogy has been the subject of numerous scholarly
works in the Czech Republic since 1989, there are no studies specifically 
treating the theme of foreign-language teaching.
2) Books about the Waldorf approach to teaching foreign languages are largely
written in German, and on the whole they are not easily accessible. In addition 
to this general lack of resources, the available materials contain mostly 
information about the content and expected outcomes for each school year 
and suggestions for concrete activities, but there is no systematic and 
thorough description of the methodological background to foreign-language 
teaching.
3) The Waldorf methodology deeply rooted in the humanistic tradition could be 
a stimulating and thought-provoking incentive for anyone working in the field 
of primary foreign language teaching. The theoretical part, containing six 
chapters, aspires to be a sort of a guide for the Waldorf foreign language 
teacher working in the primary classes. After a brief characterization of the so-
called alternative methods and their contribution to the process of humanising 
foreign-language education in chapter two, attention is paid to some of the 
general philosophical, historical and pedagogical principles of Waldorf 
pedagogy. The third chapter also examines the recent worldwide developments 
as well as the current situation in the Czech Republic. The anthroposophical 
perception of language, its practical application in the form of eurythmy and 
creative speech, and the approach to teaching the mother tongue in the early 
school years are dealt with in chapter four. Chapter five describes the aims and 
conditions of effective foreignlanguage teaching. Furthermore, it presents a 
detailed account of the methodological approach for classes one to six, 
including the prominent developmental characteristics of pupils and the 
corresponding methods, techniques, possible activities and expected 
outcomes. Some of the specific features of the Waldorf approach to foreign 
language teaching are analyzed in chapter six. Finally, the last of the 
theoretical chapters touches upon several practical issues related to the work 
of a foreign language teacher at the Steiner school. The main empirical 
objective of this dissertation is to explore selected aspects of the Waldorf 
methodology as applied to foreign-language teaching. The research project is
designed as a qualitative study. Data is collected by means of extensive 
participatory observation (including my own teaching in classes one to four), in-
depth interviews with expert teachers and an analysis of documents, such as 
video recordings and student production. After three and a half years of field 
work, the following research questions were identified:

1) How are foreign languages actually taught in the primary years?
2) When and how are reading and writing skills introduced?
3) Which learning strategies can be developed with primary learners?



4) How do Waldorf teachers understand and put into practice the aims of 
foreignlanguage education?
5) How do Waldorf teachers approach the issue of textbooks and teaching 
materials?
6) What are the Waldorf teachers’ opinions about the way foreign languages 
are taught at the Steiner schools and about the pupils’ ability to learn foreign
languages? In answering the first question, two lessons of German in class one 
and three are described and analyzed. Due to the optimum qualifications of the 
teacher, we can see plenty of examples typical of the Waldorf approach, 
including the lesson structure and atmosphere, choral work, use of the target 
language for conducting the lesson and artistic elements. By presenting the 
involvement of the third class in a German and English theatre project it is 
shown how drama education is integrated into foreign language lessons.
In the chapter dedicated to the introduction and teaching of literacy skills, the
approaches of different teachers from various schools are compared and the 
issue of moving from purely aural-oral teaching to introducing reading and 
writing is explored. 

The research shows that even though literacy skills are to be introduced in 
class four according to the Waldorf curriculum, in a number of schools it is 
initiated one year earlier. The advantages and disadvantages of this step as 
well as concrete techniques and materials for developing literacy skills are also 
discussed. The third research question focuses on learning strategies, both 
those spontaneously used by the pupils during lessons as well as those 
introduced by the teacher to enhance the pupils’ learning. There are examples 
of strategy use from pupils (e.g. spontaneous imitation of the teacher, reliance 
on rhythm, guessing the meaning of unknown words, hypothesizing, comparing 
different languages, etc.) and a case study of a talented language learner who 
was observed to be using a large number of strategies over a period of three 
and a half years. Moreover, it is demonstrated that it is undoubtedly beneficial 
and relatively simple for teachers to promote the use and development of 
various strategies in foreign-language lessons with young learners.

The answers to research questions four to six are largely based on data 
obtained from interviews with five expert teachers (four Czech and one 
German) and supplemented by findings from observations. The teachers reveal 
how they perceive and implement the goals for foreign language teaching set 
by Rudolf Steiner, what materials they use in their lessons, and express their 
opinions about the pros and cons of the absence of textbooks. Finally, they 
discuss their views on the general strengths and weaknesses of the Waldorf 
approach.

In conclusion, I attempted to summarize the main distinctive features of the 
Waldorf approach to teaching foreign languages at primary level and to outline 
the strenghts and potential weaknesses of its methodology.


