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Abstract: The study reported here aims to explore the relationship between Waldorf education and
the sustainable school approach through a small-scale qualitative research study conducted in a Greek
Waldorf school. Following a semi-structured interview protocol, four teachers shared their views and
beliefs on the congruence between the two approaches as reflected in the philosophy and everyday
practice of their school. The study’s findings indicate that the Greek Waldorf school manifests
several of the quality criteria that define a sustainable school, with pedagogy identified as the most
relevant aspect, particularly in terms of the quality of teaching and learning processes. Participants
also identified common features between the two approaches on both the social/organizational
and physical/technical levels. Although not all the criteria of a sustainable school are fully met,
the teachers believe that the sustainability concept is implicitly interwoven with the philosophy
and practice of Waldorf education and that their school is moving in the direction of Education for
Sustainable Development (ESD).

Keywords: Waldorf education; sustainable school; quality criteria; environmental and sustainability
education; qualitative research

1. Introduction

Educational theory and practice have always been in search of new and alternative
models and approaches to transform the role of school education, to enhance teaching and
learning practices and to achieve new social goals and visions. The Waldorf education and
the sustainable school approaches are two such examples which, although they emerged
at different times and in specific socio-educational contexts, each articulated a new and
challenging understanding of the role and practice of schooling.

The study reported here aims to explore the relationship between these two approaches
based on a case study conducted in a Greek Waldorf school. The impetus for carrying out
this research arose during the short tenure of one of the researchers (second author) as a
teacher in this school; however, the shared interest between the authors was strengthened
when no previous empirical studies were identified in the literature. The present study
is an exploration of the similarities between the two educational approaches, first at a
theoretical level, by delineating the principles and specific characteristics of each approach,
and second, through a small-scale qualitative research study conducted in a Greek Waldorf
school, which explored the teachers’ views and beliefs about the congruence between the
two approaches as reflected in their school’s philosophy and everyday practice.

1.1. A Brief History of Waldorf Education

Waldorf/Steiner education (often also referred to by adding the name of its founder,
Rudolf Steiner (1861–1925)) is considered a holistic educational philosophy and pedagogical
approach [1]. It originated in Germany immediately after World War I, a significant
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historical moment for Europe, given the aftermath of a period of social unrest, disintegration
and instability following the failed German Revolution and hyperinflation of 1923 [2].

The first Free Waldorf School (Freie Waldorfschule Uhlandshöhe) was founded in 1919
in Stuttgart, following an invitation by Emil Molt, owner of the Waldorf-Astoria Cigarette
Industry, to Rudolf Steiner, at that time a leading member of the Anthroposophic Society,
a movement advocating a spiritual approach to science and the world [3]. Emil Molt’s
dream was to create a new school for the children of his workers, based on a model that
would differ from conventional German public schools and would have higher standards.
Access to this school would be open to all children, regardless of their social class and
without bureaucratic or ideological restrictions [4–6]. Steiner saw this as an opportunity
to put into action his philosophical, anthropological, and pedagogical ideas, promoting a
phenomenological approach to knowledge, an ethic of love, freedom and self-actualization,
and a child-centered pedagogy.

In the years that followed, many more Waldorf schools were founded in Germany and
internationally. In Great Britain, the first Waldorf School opened in 1925 in East Sussex, and
from 1920 to 1930 Waldorf schools expanded to countries such as Austria, Hungary, the
Netherlands, the Netherlands, Switzerland, Norway and Sweden, as well as beyond Europe
to the USA and Argentina. In Germany, Waldorf schools grew from a modest number of
25 in 1939 to around 200 in 2008 and over 1000 in 2015, and in the same year more than
70 schools, mostly kindergartens, opened their doors worldwide [7]. A century after the
establishment of the first Waldorf school, an international movement with over 3000 active
schools and kindergartens in 74 countries has been recorded [3,8]. In Greece, three Waldorf
kindergartens were initially established in Athens; however, their development has been
rather slow, due to various institutional drawbacks imposed by the Greek legislation. The
first Waldorf primary school opened in 2017.

1.2. The Waldorf School Approach

There is a vast literature on Rudolf Steiner’s educational philosophy, including
Steiner’s collected works, as well as a number of theoretical publications and reviews
of practice on Waldorf schools [8]. The literature overall suggests that Waldorf education
offers an alternative approach to school organization and pedagogy [9], focusing on the
personal development of the child [6]. Endorsing a humanistic, human-centered educa-
tional paradigm [10], the Waldorf/Steiner approach argues that every child is unique and
has the potential to develop within a supportive environment and with the appropriate
guidance [11]. Drawing on anthroposophic philosophy and epistemology, it promotes a
holistic perspective aiming to foster the students’ intellect, emotions and disposition in
an integrated way [7]. The “head-heart-hands” approach, as often cited in the literature,
supports that the learning engagement and development of students is comprehensive [12]
and that teaching is tailored to the priorities set at each of the three developmental stages.

In the first stage (0–7 years), educational processes should focus on engaging students
in physical activities and experiences and on meeting their basic needs and impulses.
Through play, songs and fables, children become aware of their bodies, develop their
sensory skills and forge their self-confidence. In the second stage (7–14 years) the emphasis
is on cultivating the students’ emotional self through environmental experiences that
nurture their imagination and develop critical thinking. In the third stage (14–21 years),
learning experiences focus on the students’ social awareness and their competence to live
with others as prerequisites for becoming active and responsible citizens, with a sense of
justice and a determination for democratic participation [12]. At each of these three levels, a
Waldorf school is expected to be based on its learning community, where both the students
and teachers are supported to pursue processes for their personal development.

A Waldorf school advances freedom, self-actualization and creativity and is responsive
to students’ needs (i.e., physical, emotional, cognitive, social and spiritual) [13]. Curricula
are not strictly prescribed; apart from certain basic concepts and principles, all contents
and teaching methods are flexibly structured and constantly updated [7]. Two important
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features of the curriculum are “block teaching” and the absence of standardized textbooks.
Block teaching involves teaching an interdisciplinary curriculum topic in depth and without
interruption for an extended period of time, usually over the course of three to six weeks [9].
Textbooks are artifacts generated by students, and the very process of creating them is
used as a strategy to enhance students’ meaning-making and creativity when exploring
interdisciplinary topics [13].

Teachers have a great deal of freedom in their teaching practice, and they are encour-
aged in their personal and professional development [14]. An important dimension of their
role is to forge close bonds with their students and create an emotional atmosphere that
contributes to quality teaching and learning [9]. This teacher–student relationship and the
way teachers organize the “Waldorf classroom” is seen as essential for students to develop a
healthy model of how society should function [7]. Fostering a sense of social responsibility
in teachers and school administrators will allow them to act as liaisons between students
and the real world. It also substantiates a school model of democratic leadership and active
citizenship [7].

Art permeates the whole curriculum and students are encouraged to participate in
a variety of artistic activities. Fables and stories are used as educational tools across all
school levels and are integrated into all subjects, as they are to enhance the children’s
free thinking and imaginations and help them to retain and retrieve information [15].
Aesthetics in general is a pervasive feature of Waldorf education and a means of profoundly
influencing ways of thinking and learning, so much that it is embedded as a principle
in the school architecture and the interior design of school buildings. Thus, Steiner’s
view of “organic architecture” has led to some original school facilities [16]. The outdoor
physical environment is a key aspect of Waldorf education and is intentionally designed
and integrated into students’ learning [7]. Nature is considered to facilitate experiential
learning and to nurture children’s inner worlds with health and harmony [12].

1.3. The Sustainable School Movement

Unlike the Waldorf school, the “sustainable school” approach did not originate from
a particular thinker or in a particular country. The concept of sustainable schools was
first mentioned in the literature in the first decade of the 21st century by members of the
Australian [17,18] and British educational traditions of Environmental Education (EE) and
Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) [19]; however, it soon gained widespread
recognition and developed into an international movement.

Based on the concept and goals of sustainability and guided by the principles and
practices of ESD, a significant number of global efforts have been documented since the
1990s and more intensively since the 2000s [20,21] to reorient formal education towards
sustainability [22]. Some global efforts worth mentioning include international programs
such as the ”Eco-Schools” program, in addition to national school initiatives such as the
”Australian Sustainable Schools Initiative” (AuSSI)), ”Sustainable Schools” in the UK, ”En-
viroSchools” in New Zealand, the ”Green Schools Alliance” in the USA, and the ”Green
School Award” in Sweden, among others, each of which has its own characteristics based
on the education system and pre-existing structures of the country in question [22–24]. Fur-
thermore, the combined efforts of two international networks, namely, ENSI (Environment
and School Initiatives) and SEED (School Development through Environmental Education),
have resulted in a list of proposed ”Quality Criteria” for sustainable schools [25].

In Greece, the sustainable school approach has not received equal attention in national
education policy and practice. As Flogaitis, Liarakou and Gavrilakis [26] argue, the inter-
national initiatives for the introduction of ESD have not brought the expected outcomes
in Greece, nor have they led to the longed-for transition to more integrated approaches
and changes in schools towards sustainability. At the institutional level, progress is mainly
demonstrated through teaching and learning practices as opposed to more comprehensive
redesigns and innovations at the school policy and community level. Since 2010, the idea of
sustainable schools has been adopted mainly by Greek environmental Non-Governmental
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Organizations (NGOs) and has been associated with school initiatives, programs and
accreditation awards.

1.4. Criteria for a Sustainable School

The key idea behind the sustainable school approach is to align schools with the con-
cept and goals of sustainability, so that the school itself becomes a model and laboratory for
the necessary changes that need to be brought about in society [27,28]. On a practical level,
sustainable schools are seen as places of active learning where sustainable lifestyles are both
interpreted and practiced, and students are empowered to become future citizens by seek-
ing and integrating the ethos and practice of sustainability into their daily lives [22,29,30].
Following the principles and goals of EE and ESD, the “Sustainable Schools” initiative
aims to reform society by involving all educational stakeholders in co-creating a more
sustainable world.

As a result of the European project “School Development through Environmental Ed-
ucation” (SEED), the international network ENSI has developed an operational framework
for designating a school as “sustainable”, a summary of which is presented in the list of
“Quality Criteria for ESD-Schools” [25]. Although not exhaustive, this list is organized into
three broad categories, namely, (a) the quality of teaching and learning processes., (b) the
school’s policy and organization, and (c) the school’s external relations. These categories
are further broken down into fifteen more specific areas (see Table 1). ENSI’s proposal,
which has been translated into more than 17 languages, offers a useful tool for teachers
and educational stakeholders at a national and international level, to design new school
settings and activities for ESD, tailored to the context of each school and guided by their
own aspirations and capacities [26,31,32]. The elaboration of these quality criteria aims to
promote a discussion and reflection on educational practice, to facilitate evaluation and to
promote innovation and transformative processes towards sustainability in schools [31].

Table 1. Quality criteria for ESD-Schools.

Quality Criteria Regarding
the Quality of Teaching and
Learning Processes

Quality Criteria Regarding
School Policy and
Organization

Quality Criteria Regarding
the School’s External
Relations

1. Area of teaching–learning
approach

10. Area of school policy and
planning

14. Area of community
cooperation

2. Area of visible outcomes at
school and in the local
community

11. Area of school climate 15. Area of networking and
partnerships

3. Area of perspectives for the
future

12. Area of school
management

4. Area of a ‘culture of
complexity’

13. Area of reflection and
evaluation of ESD initiatives
at a school level

5. Area of critical thinking and
the language of possibility
6. Area of value clarification
and development
7. Area of action-based
perspective
8. Area of participation
9. Area of subject matter

Source: Breiting, Mayer and Mogensen [25].

Another framework for defining categories of quality indicators for sustainable schools
is proposed by Posch [33] on the changes a school pursuing “ecologization” should bring
about. The term “ecologization” was used by Posch [33] to denote the “shaping of our
interaction with the environment in an intellectual, material, spatial, social and emo-
tional sense to achieve a lasting/sustainable quality of life for all” (pp. 341–342). As
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Posch [33] himself underlines, ecologization is not “a one-time affair, but an on-going
task” (p. 341), and applies to all social institutions, not just schools. Moreover, it encom-
passes not only the physical and technical environment, but also the social and intellectual
environment. Based on the three levels of a school’s operation (i.e., pedagogical, social,
and technical/environmental) and the changes that an “ecological school” must undergo,
this framework has been extensively adapted and used in school accreditation and award
schemes in several countries including Greece [34].

Among the quality indicators proposed by Posch’s framework at the pedagogical
level are those highlighting that schools should promote innovative teaching methods and
interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary approaches to learning, as well as the advancement
of active and experiential learning activities to strengthen the students’ autonomy. Teachers
are expected to facilitate and support students to generate their own knowledge about
sustainable development, to enhance their critical and creative thinking skills and to engage
them in democratic participation that will enhance the students’ action competences.

At the social level, quality indicators lie in building a culture of collaboration and
fostering a climate that encourages learning and the exchange of views both inside and
outside the school. To this end, social interactions between students and all members of the
school community are enhanced with the support of school leadership. The introduction of
all these innovations aims at gradually transforming the school into a learning organization,
that is autonomous, self-regulating and open to the local community. Finally, as Posch [33]
suggests, at the technical/environmental level, a school should promote the sustainable
design, management and maintenance of internal and external facilities and services,
including the transport of students to and from school. Sustainability at this level should
also be promoted through the implementation of energy and resource efficiency schemes.

There are more suggestions in the literature on how sustainable schools should op-
erate. For example, Birney and Reed [35] suggest seven characteristics of a sustainable
school, including the social and ecological footprint of the school, the development of an
ethos/culture of understanding and collaboration along with shared goals, an emphasis on
meaningful learning and participation for all students, integration with other educational
policies and initiatives, school improvements with a focus on student learning, and curricu-
lum change with sustainability incorporated as a core concept and principle (pp. 24–32).
Each of these characteristics, however, can be classified into one or more of the categories of
the ENSI list of quality criteria [25] or into the priorities defined on the basis of Posch’s [33]
three-level model.

Following a slightly different perspective, Warner and Elser [36] proposed a met-
ric for measuring and comparing school initiatives towards sustainability by linking the
three pillars of sustainability (i.e., environment, economy and society) to three educational
scales, the curriculum (e.g., project focus, teacher/student interaction, content, and pro-
fessional development), the campus (e.g., school-based projects, physical facilities, school
grounds, operations and maintenance), and the community (e.g., community focus and
influence, partnerships and involvement with social and economic actors, and interaction
with government and NGOs, etc.).

1.5. Previous Research

Despite the spread and internationalization of the Steiner/Waldorf educational ap-
proach, empirical research on the model is relatively limited [7]. A similar trend can be
observed in the research literature related to the sustainable school approach. One possible
reason for this may be the inherent complexity of each of the two educational approaches,
both on a conceptual and evaluative level, which discourages researchers from empirically
investigating them.

Most empirical studies on Waldorf education focus on students’ overall academic per-
formances or on the development of specific skills in countries such as England, Scotland,
Sweden, Germany, the United States, Sweden, Germany, and Australia [7]. In addition,
studies have been conducted comparing whether and how students in Waldorf schools dif-
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fer from students in conventional schools in terms of the development of specific skills and
mindsets, such as creative [37,38], political and moral thinking [39], or in terms of student
motivation and effective learning [39,40]. Few qualitative studies have explored teachers’
views, attitudes and practices regarding the Waldorf philosophy and curriculum [41,42].

Regarding the research on sustainable schools, the literature review has highlighted
some studies exploring specific aspects of the performance of these schools, mainly based
on teachers’ perceptions, such as students’ participation in research procedures [43] or how
different types of teacher collaboration enable interdisciplinary teaching and contribute to
addressing different teaching challenges [44]. The conflicts and contradictions arising from
teachers’ personal aspirations and visions have also been explored [45], as well as their
conceptual understanding of sustainability and how they integrate it into their teaching
practice [46]. A particular research tradition has focused on the role of leadership [47],
particularly school principals, in orienting their school towards sustainability [48,49] and
bringing about change [50]. Finally, some studies examine teachers’ perceptions of whether
and how their schools meet various sustainability criteria or indicators [34,36], how they
personally respond to their schools’ visions, how their professional knowledge is developed,
and how the quality of their practice is ensured [51], or how they personally define and
understand the quality criteria of a sustainable school [52].

Based on our literature review, there is currently no other research focusing on the
relationship between Waldorf education and the sustainable school approach. The study
reported here attempts to shed some more light on this relationship based on a case study
conducted in a Greek Waldorf school.

2. Method
2.1. The Study Context

The school selected as the context of our study is the first Greek, fully licensed,
Waldorf school. It was founded in 2017 by a group of Greek teachers who shared the
vision of creating a “social cell” that would enclose and protect student agency, allow
students to feel emotionally safe and happy, and empower them while maintaining their
uniqueness to collaborate with others and respect the world around them (based on
personal communication with the school leadership). The school comprises a kindergarten
(with 40 children attending it in the school year the study was carried out) and a primary
school (respectively, 144 children in the same year). It is located in a suburban setting in the
greater Athens area.

Our study was conducted in 2019, two years after the school started operating. The
main research question that guided our inquiry was whether and how the Greek Waldorf
school meets specific quality criteria that characterize a sustainable school.

2.2. Methodological Approach

The study followed a qualitative methodological approach. The aim was not to study
the teachers’ general beliefs and opinions about each of the two educational approaches or
their affinities, but rather to support a narrative view of their experience and to explore
whether and how they perceive and interpret their school’s operation and practice as being
in line with those of a sustainable school.

Qualitative research does not place extensive value on the quantity of data or the repli-
cability of findings; it focuses on the interesting details that qualitative data may contain,
such as how individuals perceive and understand different concepts and situations [53]
as they draw on and narrate their experiences. Such interesting and novel details were
identified in the collected data of this case study.

2.3. Participants

At first, we contacted all ten teachers working at the school. We explained our
intentions and inquired about their availability and interest in participating in the study.
Four teachers, namely, three women and one man, expressed interest in participating. Two
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of the teachers (women) were in their thirties, while the third (woman) and fourth (man)
were in their 50s and early 40s, respectively. All the teachers had degrees in Education, while
two also held degrees in Law and Fine Arts. Three participants considered themselves
experienced teachers (also confirmed by the school principal) with extensive teaching
experience in other public and private schools. Although two of the teachers did not
have a high level of knowledge about Waldorf pedagogy before joining the school, they
subsequently attended several in-service training courses. None of the participants had
been directly involved in EE or ESD projects, although all were aware of EE/ESD practices
and goals.

2.4. Data Collection

A semi-structured interview protocol was used for the data collection. An interview
guide with open-ended questions allows researchers to obtain the necessary information
and enrich it with new or emerging information as the interview progresses [53]. All the
interviewees were explained what the purpose of the study was, the type of questions they
would be posed and were asked to provide their signed consent to participate and record
the interview. They also received a written statement that all personal data would be kept
confidential.

The interview protocol was designed by the researchers and included the following
questions, in which the participants were invited to freely express their views:

1. When and how did you first encounter the Steiner/Waldorf approach?
2. What are the key elements of this approach and what do they mean to you?
3. Which of the characteristics of Waldorf education are particularly applicable to your

school?
4. What does “sustainability” mean to you?
5. Is the concept of “sustainability” in any way related to Waldorf education; and, if so,

how?
6. Are any of the quality criteria of a sustainable school evident or inherent in the daily

practice and performance of your school?

Regarding Question 6, the participants were presented with the list of quality criteria
proposed by Breiting et al. [25] and asked to reflect and comment on whether any of these
criteria were being met by their school. After each interview question, the teachers were
prompted to express any thoughts they had on the topics.

The second author conducted all interviews in June 2019. Each interview lasted
between 30 and 50 min.

2.5. Data Analysis

All the interviews were audio recorded and transcribed verbatim and the transcripts
were subjected to a thematic analysis [54]. To ensure anonymity, the names of all the
participants were changed. The data analysis involved both inductive and deductive
coding. It began with the two researchers reading the transcripts line by line several times
to familiarize themselves with the data and to take notes on their first impressions and
ideas that emerged from the data. An initial coding framework was developed by the
two researchers using a deductive approach. This framework was based on the review of
previous research and literature related to the two educational approaches (i.e., Waldorf
education and sustainable schools), as presented in the previous sections of this article,
and structured around each of the 6 interview questions. The framework was used to
create a set of initial codes, which were then applied to the interview data. Using this
as an analytical tool, the second author looked for key, recurring or emerging themes
in the data that should have reflected the interview questions and arisen from the data.
The identification and coding of the themes was accompanied by direct quotes from the
transcripts to provide evidence and context for interpretation.

Intercoder reliability was established by the first author, who coded 25% of the data
(which in practice corresponded to one interview). The similarity in coding between the
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two researchers accounted for 85%. Once the analysis was completed and the themes
identified, the findings were sent to the interviewees along with relevant extracts from their
interviews for them to review and raise any objections. All four teachers expressed their
agreement with the researchers’ analysis and confirmed that it accurately reflected their
shared personal beliefs and views. Both review procedures were used to ensure that the
analysis was robust, transparent and credible, to help identify any potential biases and
strengthen the conclusions.

In this article we present the combined findings of our analysis applied to the parts
of the interviews that addressed the last three interview questions posed to the teachers
(namely, Questions 4, 5, and 6).

3. Results
3.1. What Does “Sustainability” Mean to You and How Does It Relate to Waldorf Education?

All the participants agreed that there was some inherent affinity between the concept
and goals of sustainability and the principles and practices of Waldorf education. Although
they did not explicitly state it, the teachers believed that sustainability is organically
embedded in the philosophy of Waldorf education. Specifically, participants defined
sustainability by referring to some key principles of Waldorf education. Thus, sustainability
was defined as a way of life that seeks to bring out the inner balance and autonomy of the
individual, a principle promoted by Waldorf education:

“[Sustainability] is a way of life that leads to freedom, happiness, balance, and
harmony. I think all align with one another.” (Mary).

The teachers’ interpretation of the concept of sustainability as the inner harmony
and self-determination of the individual, encompassed for some of the participants an
additional dimension, which was that of cultivating a sense of social responsibility and
solidarity towards other people and the world as a whole:

“For me, sustainability implies two things. First, it is being able to maintain a
steady pace for myself. And secondly, it means not hindering the self-actualization
of others by raising obstacles with my own actions. Instead, it involves thinking
about what future generations will inherit from me” (Stella).

The participants mostly expressed a person-centered, developmental, and educational
perspective of sustainability, in the sense that achieving sustainability goes through personal
development based on the principles promoted by Waldorf pedagogy. In fact, sustainability
was seen as an educational challenge, focusing on how to achieve personal growth in all
dimensions and aspects of one’s life and personality, and as a prerequisite for harvesting
a deeper connection to the world. It was on this premise that the teachers justified why
Waldorf education provides an appropriate and compatible framework for cultivating a
more sustainable relationship between the individual and the world:

“This [sustainability] is part of Waldorf education, which actually starts with
people’s relationship to the world.” (Chryssa).

“This [sustainability] is well-embedded in the Waldorf approach, because, es-
sentially, that’s the goal, to create a framework so that people can develop in a
healthy way to become self-sufficient over the course of their lives.” (Antonis).

Similarly, although all agreed that the concept of sustainability was not explicitly
mentioned or used in Waldorf’s pedagogical resources, they confirmed that it is pursued
in the school’s everyday practice, through all the teaching and learning processes taking
place there:

“As I said earlier, the term itself may not be used explicitly, but the Waldorf cur-
riculum could not be more appropriately structured to encompass sustainability
and its pursuit.” (Mary).
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Importantly, the curriculum highlights how a Waldorf school connects and promotes
sustainability, while also acting as a link between children and society, and engaging
students in social issues. The participants confirmed that sustainability was closely linked
to the orientation of their school, considering it a social issue:

“Nowhere else could [sustainability] be better met than in a school like this one,
which allows for constant interaction with society, views itself an integral part of
that society and it is involved in all areas of social life.” (Antonis).

Finally, there was some criticism of the technocratic model of conventional schooling,
followed by a call for a paradigm shift towards quality education based on principles
and processes that value and empower both students and teachers. These principles are
promoted in Waldorf education, so it was not surprising that the teachers viewed Waldorf
education as essentially ESD:

“. . . There’s this hectic situation asking us to handle everything: to meet the needs
of every child, all the paperwork, the infinite lesson plans . . . That’s not what
education is all about! Running on a constant treadmill, being the best, beating
the competition? Training people how to be effective, instead of educating them
how to ‘be themselves’, how to resist, how to take responsibility.” (Chryssa).

“A good school is one that responds to what children really need, instead of what
society asks children to serve.” (Stella).

3.2. How “Sustainable” Is Your Waldorf School?
3.2.1. At the Pedagogical Level: Pursuing Quality in Teaching and Learning Processes

All four teachers identified several commonalities between their school and a sustain-
able school, mainly at the pedagogical level:

“At the pedagogical level, as far as I can tell, [the list of quality criteria for
sustainable schools] describes our school perfectly.” (Mary).

Most similarities aligned with the quality criteria proposed by Breiting et al. [25],
which relate to the teaching and learning processes. All the participants explained that
their school practiced a wide range of alternative and innovative approaches to teaching
and learning, as they emphasized that this is the main focus of Waldorf education. They
confirmed that their school met the quality criteria in many of the teaching and learning
areas of a sustainable school, such as prioritizing the concerns, experiences, ideas and
aspirations of students:

“As long as you focus on the child and adapt your teaching to the needs of the
child, teaching and learning become very active processes. The teacher interacts
with the students. And nothing is more engaging than that.” (Antonis).

“Students are involved in learning based on their interests. Our main teaching
approach is active inquiry-based learning.” (Stella).

Another quality criterion mentioned by the participants was that the teachers in their
school make use of more “flexible” lesson plans that are open to change, which they can
adapt to the needs and interests of their students according to their level of developmental
readiness:

“Teachers adjust their teaching approaches to their students’ abilities based on
their developmental stage.” (Antonis).

Such approaches put forth an interactive relationship between the teacher and the stu-
dents, based on mutual trust, respect and the pursuit of an equilibrium, thereby redefining
the role of the teacher:

“The most important element for me is the way you approach the children; the
respect, affection, and attention with which you surround them. . . This is so
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essential that it affects the life of the teacher, the life of the child and the life of the
family.” (Mary).

“The connection between the teacher and the student . . . This makes me see the
potential that exists [in the students]. And just like a gardener, I will help them
grow it.” (Stella).

Flexibility in the teaching process also applied to the curriculum, allowing the students
and teachers to work on different topics throughout the school year. Block teaching is, after
all, a distinctive feature of Waldorf pedagogy and curriculum:

“Block teaching involves teaching one topic for 3–4 weeks, for a few hours a day
and then changing the topic. In this way the child is given the opportunity to go
deeper into the subject, to immerse in it, to think about it along the day, to work
on it and to bring it up again the next morning . . . ” (Antonis).

The teachers identified several common features between their Waldorf school and a
sustainable school in terms of the quality of teaching and learning processes, such as teach-
ers encouraging collaborative and experiential learning. In terms of collaborative learning,
the participants felt that this was encouraged by the discussion-oriented approaches pro-
moted by their school and by learning developed within the students’ communities:

“The discussion circle is one such teaching strategy. ‘Teaching’ may not be the
right term, but it is definitely for the good of teaching, since it helps to foster a
different culture of communication and self-expression . . . ” (Stella).

“The community of students in each classroom. Each community discusses issues
and resolves conflicts on their own.” (Mary).

Regarding the experiential learning element of the Waldorf approach, the participants
noted that:

“. . . it is at the heart of [Waldorf] pedagogy. The child must experience it.” (Anto-
nis).

Flexible and experiential approaches were also achieved through the use of art, which
is another key element of Waldorf pedagogy:

“Art is everywhere in the school.” (Chryssa).

Art promotes not only students’ creativity and imaginations but also “eurythmy”,
namely, all the expressive movements that permeate not only people’s physical expressions,
but also their speech and states of mind, and in which, as Steiner argues, personalities can
be built:

“Our aim is to foster the creativity and imagination of students. And this is where
art comes in . . . Art is closely linked to our soul. By promoting art in Waldorf
schools, we build on children’s personality.” (Chryssa).

Art leads to more holistic teaching and learning processes, because it facilitates the
development of multiple ways of understanding the world, not only through intellectual or
academic modes, but also through an appreciation of balance and how to seek that balance
in the inner self:

“Hands-heart-mind: thinking, feeling and willing, all-in balance, without priori-
tizing one over the other.” (Mary).

Experiential learning took place through various school activities. For example, edu-
cational field trips provided rich material for discussion, reflection and research. Special
emphasis was placed on experiential learning outdoors, and in close interaction with nature,
through walks or free play in the wild or in the schoolyard:

“We love nature walks. Instead of doing something structured behind four walls,
we prefer children to spend time outdoors either playing or learning.” (Chryssa).
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“The outdoors serves as a learning space. It is another type of classroom.” (Anto-
nis).

The schoolyard was used, among other spaces, for teaching and learning. In this way, edu-
cation becomes more practical, facilitates student participation and provides new learning
contexts for developing the students’ ideas and perspectives. As Antonis mentioned, these
hands-on activities:

“. . . put the children in a process that cultivates their attitude of caring for the
school building and their classroom and respecting their peers. It becomes a
natural part of their daily routine.” (Antonis).

3.2.2. At the Social/Organizational Level: Promoting a Culture of Collaboration
and Participation

Another area in which the teachers believed their school has some common ground
with a sustainable school is the pursuit of a culture of collaboration and participation.
Waldorf education offers many opportunities through which students are involved in
school decision-making, such as the student community meetings and the discussions that
take place as part of daily scheduled “classroom circles”:

“The students’ communities! Also, what we call the ‘lunch circles’”. (Chryssa)

“The students’ communities . . . We have the classroom circles, where students
can meet every day and talk about whatever is on their minds.” (Antonis)

The teachers also referred to the school leadership that tried to involve all members
of the school community in democratic decision-making procedures. They felt that this
contributed significantly to a school climate where everyone felt they had a say in how the
school was run and were encouraged to put forward innovative ideas:

“In the teachers’ meetings we discuss both administrative and pedagogical issues.
So, in fact, the most important decisions are made by the whole group of teachers”
(Mary).

A climate of collaboration among teachers serves also as a strong example for students:

“We try to cultivate in students what we do as teachers.” (Mary).

“Children are inspired when they have people around them who take such
initiatives.” (Stella).

The teachers believed that a climate of everyday democracy and participation was
achieved at different levels with the involvement of all stakeholders (such as teachers,
students and parents). This was also an indication of the school’s efforts to open up to the
local community, which is inherent in Waldorf pedagogy:

“. . . The school is run by teachers, parents and students. The participation of
all three groups in a democratic partnership is like interacting with society as a
whole and integrating all areas of social life into school practice. This is at the
heart of the school’s pedagogy.” (Antonis).

Parents were also involved in various activities of school life, promoting a whole
school community in everyday practice:

“We hold a dedicated monthly celebration, and others, where parents and families
as well as the general public are invited. [These activities] demonstrate the
school’s openness to the local community . . . ” (Antonis).

“Parents play a supportive role in the school . . . They are helpers in every class-
room. They will either help the teacher practically or take on the task of commu-
nicating with other parents.” (Mary).

However, the school’s cooperation with the local community was limited to the above
activities and no other initiatives were recorded, evidencing a more genuine engagement
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within the local community either to address the school’s concerns or to turn the school into
a “community hub”. Although the school sought stronger links and set goals to achieve
this, they were not quite satisfied with what they had achieved so far:

“In terms of our engagement with the local community, we could have done
better. We are nevertheless interested in trying more meaningful things.” (Stella).

3.2.3. At the Physical/Technical Level: Building Environmental Sustainability in the School

The teachers reported the school’s strong intentions to improve its physical and built
infrastructures to achieve more visible environmental sustainability outcomes. They stated
that there were some initial ideas as well as some concrete initiatives to make the school
buildings more sustainable, involving energy saving or natural resources conservation:

“The initial idea was to make our school more sustainable. We brainstormed, and
also developed plans on how to collect rainwater, how not to waste water, how
to make the school more energy-friendly, how to make it more self-sufficient.”
(Stella).

The interviews also mentioned the school’s willingness and active efforts to set sus-
tainable consumption and food management standards for the benefit of the students:

“Sustainable food consumption is already taking place in the kindergarten. Not
so much in the primary school, because we do not prepare students’ meals in-
house . . . However, we are conscious about what food products we use and how
we cook them.” (Chryssa).

In addition, various green spaces in the school had been transformed into learning
spaces for children. This was seen as another initiative aimed at enabling the students to
develop knowledge and cultivate a range of skills for a sustainable lifestyle:

“We have a vegetable garden where we grow vegetables with the children. This is
part of our education. Moreover, we are now creating a herb garden. And there’s
the terrace garden . . . We also thought of a beehive . . . We offer gardening classes,
because we want the children to get in touch with nature. We also teach about
recycling and waste reduction . . . We already have a compost bin, and we use
environmentally friendly detergents . . . Of course, we use organic food products,
from local crops and plants, because they are the most sustainable . . . Through all
these ways the children are learning . . . ” (Antonis).

According to the teachers, the initiatives undertaken by their school demonstrated
many steps towards attaining sustainability at the physical and technical level of their
school: implementing energy-saving and water management measures, recycling paper,
using organic cleaning products, and greening the schoolyard with local trees were some
of these steps, which were also seen as opportunities for teaching and learning:

“The natural environment is used for learning. For example, we have created an
outdoor classroom in the garden. We also try to cultivate a mindset in children to
take care of the school building, their classroom, to be caring for their classmates.
All these are embedded in the daily school life.” (Antonis).

Unfortunately, many of these initiatives had been prematurely discontinued due to
maintenance challenges:

“The plans were very ambitious. We got to a certain point, but we did not go any
further.” (Stella).

4. Discussion

Our research findings provide some important insights into the congruence of Wal-
dorf’s educational philosophy with the ethos of the sustainable school movement. The
participants in the study, who were all experienced teachers, agreed that their school met
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several of the quality criteria of a sustainable school, focusing mainly on the pedagogical
level, as well as on the social/organizational and the physical/technical aspects.

The teachers noted the intersection between their Waldorf school and a sustainable
school at the pedagogical level, with a focus on the quality of teaching and learning pro-
cesses. This is in line with the first category of quality criteria proposed by Breiting et al. [25]
as well as with more theoretical suggestions on the conceptualization of the sustainable
school approach. Similarly, the relevant literature on Waldorf education advocates a
meaningful and whole-school educational approach [13], paying attention to student de-
velopment and placing students and their needs at the center of teaching and learning
processes [5,9,55].

Building on a teacher’s relationship with students [4], introducing a cross-disciplinary
curriculum (i.e., “block teaching”) and supporting the integration of different types of
knowledge [4,6,13,44] are additional features of Waldorf pedagogy that can be associated
with quality teaching and learning in the context of a sustainable school. Moreover, collab-
orative and experiential learning [55] and the pedagogical use of outdoor school spaces
provide further evidence for the congruence of Waldorf education and the sustainable
school approach. The participating teachers were aware of these similarities between the
two educational approaches.

At the societal/organizational level, our study findings also revealed some similarities
between the Waldorf school and a sustainable school, particularly in terms of the contribu-
tion of the school community in co-creating a collaborative culture. The relevant literature
supports the personal and social developmental benefits of attaining a sense of community
with others [12], as well as how collaboration and participation in school life trains students
to become active citizens of a democratic society [4,39,47,55]. The participating teachers
agreed that their school operated on the basis of learning communities at different levels,
and that the school leadership played a decisive role in encouraging and facilitating the
participation of the whole school community in decision-making processes [12] and by
developing an appropriate learning environment [47].

At a technical/environmental level, the teachers reported that the school had plans
for ecologization [33], such as improving its ecological footprint through the sustainable
design of its premises or by taking specific measures for its energy and resources [35].
Environmental sustainability at the level of a school’s buildings and grounds and its
day-to-day operation and maintenance are among the key characteristics of a sustainable
school [36].

Although our study shows that some small steps have been taken by the Greek Wal-
dorf school towards sustainability, much more needs to be done. Importantly, any school
improvements towards environmental sustainability need to be integrated into educa-
tional initiatives with a focus on student learning and curriculum change [35]. In Waldorf
education, concerns about the ecologization of school buildings and grounds are not in
themselves a priority but rather part of the pedagogy. The relevant literature emphasizes
the pedagogical value of the architecture and aesthetics of school buildings [7,16], as well as
that of integrating nature in student learning [12]. Our study has indicated the willingness
of the Greek Waldorf school to make such changes and to develop concrete initiatives for
more sustainable lifestyles, which become part of a more practice-oriented learning.

Although there are many similarities between the Waldorf school and ESD across
several quality criteria, this does not imply that the school meets all the characteristics of
a sustainable school. Several quality criteria of the Breiting’s et al. [25] model were not
identified by the teachers interviewed. For example, neither problem-solving nor critical
thinking was mentioned by teachers as priorities of their school, nor was engaging students
in working on projects or lessons related to imagining alternative futures or lessons dealing
with the complexities and uncertainties of the real world. The teachers did not report any
concerns or efforts by their school to evaluate student learning in accordance with the
teaching and learning approaches advocated by Waldorf education. Moreover, at the social
level, the school showed a rather limited engagement with the local community, either
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through a lack of use of the community as a resource for meaningful teaching and learning
or through the low promotion of genuine community-based initiatives.

In addition, the concept of ‘sustainability’ was not mentioned in the school’s literature
on Waldorf education or in the official mission statement. Moreover, sustainability is not
taught as a theoretical concept or is it introduced in the curriculum as a learning topic.
The Greek Waldorf school does not place a strong emphasis on ESD at the school policy
level or encourage students and teachers to work towards it. Likewise, although the school
cooperates with other Waldorf schools, networking does not take place specifically in
relation to the ESD goals.

However, the participants acknowledged that there was some inherent connection
between how they personally perceived sustainability and Waldorf education as imple-
mented by their school. The participants felt that the vision of sustainability was organically
interwoven with Waldorf philosophy and the day-to-day practices of their school. Perceiv-
ing sustainability as an educational challenge that promotes a value system and way of
life based on the inner balance and autonomy of the individual, and a sense of collective
responsibility towards others and the world, they believed that sustainability was embed-
ded in their school’s philosophy and practice and that their school was moving towards
becoming a sustainable school.

5. Conclusions

The present study aimed to explore the relationship between two educational ap-
proaches: the Waldorf education and the sustainable school approach, by conducting a
small case study in a Greek Waldorf school. The findings support that there is an associa-
tion between the two. The teachers interviewed acknowledged that their Waldorf school
manifested several of the quality criteria that define a sustainable school, with pedagogy
being identified as the most relevant aspect, especially in terms of the quality of teaching
and learning processes. The participants also observed common features between the two
approaches at both the social/organizational and physical/technical levels. Although not
all the criteria for a sustainable school were fully met, the teachers believed that their school
was moving in the direction of ESD. They viewed that the concept of sustainability was
interwoven with the vision of Waldorf education and permeated all levels of performance
in their school.

Although these findings are limited to the views of the four teachers interviewed,
they are, nonetheless, significant given that there are no previous studies that illustrate the
commonalities between a Waldorf school and a sustainable school. Our qualitative study
adds to the educational research by shedding some light on a largely unexplored topic.
Focusing on a particular educational and school context provides a useful framework for
identifying commonalities between the two approaches. It also serves as a springboard
for further exploration of the complementarity between the two types of schools and the
inherent potential of combining them. However, neither research in a single school nor
the specific methodology followed in this study can in any way aspire to or claim to be
able to generalize the conclusions drawn about the similarities and differences between
the two approaches. Based on this study, further, more extensive and more in-depth
research is needed to understand how Waldorf philosophy and pedagogy contributes
to ESD in order to explore the implications for educational policy and to bridge the gap
between educational theory and practice. Conducting more studies in different contexts
and using more methodological designs will enhance our understanding of each of the two
educational approaches and identify ways to harness their potential to enhance quality and
innovation in school education.
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