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THE POWER OF RHYTHM IN TEACHING AND LEARNING

Context

In Ghana, in West Africa, the main starch crop is maize, somewhat like our corn. It is the job of the women to grind the maize. They put the whole grain in a large stone or wooden bowl. Two women hold a large log, about 4inches in diameter and almost as long as the women are tall. They lift the log and then pound it down, in a steady rhythm lift and pound, lift and pound. The third woman squats beside the bowl and moves the grain around between each pound in a pound and swish, pound and swish rhythm. If any one of the women loses the rhythm, someone gets injured. If one of the pounders loses the beat, the log flips sideways and whacks someone in the head or shin, and if the swisher loses the rhythm, her fingers are smashed.

We have few, if any, such practices in our daily lives in which rhythm is so obviously critical. In Ghana, however, people regard the development of the rhythmic sense so deeply that they never talk about it. It is part of their life from infanthood. They treat the development of rhythm with the same interest as they and we treat the development of spoken language. John Blacking (1973), one of the early ethnomusicologists to study music making in central and west Africa, describes how in Venda families, when a child starts to bang his or her spoon on the ground or the table at meal time, no one takes the spoon away or says “SHH.”  Rather, one by one, other family members start to play along with their spoons in counter rhythms, and soon the whole family is participating in this rich rhythmic music making which can continue for as long as half an hour.

Stone passing games are another part of rhythmic training in Ghana. The children kneel or squat in a circle, each with a stone placed on the ground in front, and they pass the stones around the circle in some set pattern like grab pass, grab pass while they sing. One stone passing song children sing in Ghana  is (bo( asi me nsa, which means “the rock crushed my hand, grandma.” (Adzenyah, Maraire, &Tucker,1997, p. 39) . Although rhythmic singing games are still present in the early childhood repertoire in my province in Canada, in Minas Gerais in Brazil, and in many other cultures, the development of the rhythmic sense is not considered a critical life skill. It seems that the rhythms of work, of play, and of the days, season and years are blurring into meaninglessness.

In their philosophical writings, Dewey (1934,1979), and Whitehead (1929) discuss the phenomenon of rhythm as fundamental to life and to learning. Almost eighty years ago, in his essay entitled “The Rhythm of Education”, Alfred North Whitehead (1929) developed his position that the lack of attention to the rhythm and character of mental growth was a main source of “wooden futility” in education. When he spoke of students’ failure to learn, he maintained that “[I]t is not because our tasks are intrinsically too hard,” rather that “[I]t is because our tasks are set in an unnatural way, without rhythm and without the stimulus of immediate success, and without concentration” (p. 32). 
In this paper, we report the beginnings of a research program investigating the role of rhythm in teaching and learning. In the first section, we provide the context and report earlier research by the authors and colleagues (Prata-Linhares, 2003; Smithrim & Upitis, 2005; Smithrim and Chapman, 2005). In the second section, we present an international pilot project involving observational research in primary classrooms in Minas Gerais, Brazil and Ontario, Canada.
In an eight year study, Smithrim and Upitis (2005) studied the effects of a national arts initiative in schools on student attitudes towards school and student achievement. They examined beliefs and practices of close to 1000 teachers, 100 principals and administrators, and 100 artists. They also determined the effects of the arts programs on academic achievement for over 12,000 students. 
Engagement in learning emerged as one of the explanations of why children involved in the arts initiatives scored significantly higher in mathematical tests of computation and estimation than students in two types of control schools:  schools with a technology initiative and schools with no new initiative. By engagement, Smithrim and Upitis meant “the sense of being wholly involved.” This term comes from the French word engagé, which, when used to describe a writer or artist, means morally committed. It is this commitment—the physical, emotional, intellectual and social commitment—which emerged consistently in written and oral reports of the arts programs by students, teachers, administrators, parents, and artists. 

When Prata-Linhares (2003) studied how the inclusion of art in a kindergarten and elementary school teacher’s education program in Brazil effected the teacher’s professional development, she found similar results. Teachers involved in the program where art was included felt more engaged in their students’ learning and also felt more happiness and pleasure while teaching.

Many of the students in the Smithrim and Upitis (2005) study referred to the arts as a change in routine. They reported enjoyment of the freedom to move around, to get out of their chairs, and to participate in movement activities. Smithrim and Upitis’ speculation that part of the power in the arts might lie in the different classroom rhythms resulting from arts activities provided the impetus for studying rhythm in teaching and learning. 

Rhythm in Waldorf Education




In order to begin to understand the role of rhythm in teaching and learning, Smithrim and Chapman’s (2005) first strategy was to examine schooling in which rhythm is considered fundamental to teaching and learning. 
Rudolf Steiner set rhythm as one of the founding principals of Waldorf education. The Waldorf concept of rhythm is much broader than the musical sense of rhythm. Rather, rhythm includes a sense of balance in the rhythms of physical movement, of the mind, of learning, of the body, of the day, of activities, and of energy.



Developed by Steiner in 1919, Waldorf education is based on a developmental approach that addresses the needs of the growing child and maturing adolescent. Waldorf teachers strive to transform education into an art that educates the whole child—the heart and the hands, as well as the head. From the Waldorf point of view, true education involves the awakening of capacities—the ability to think clearly and critically, to empathetically experience and understand phenomena in the world, to distinguish what is beautiful, good, and true. The class teacher walks a path of discovery with the children and guides them into an understanding of the world of meaning, rather than the world of cause and effect (Childs, 1991). The stated goal of Waldorf schooling is  "to produce individuals who are able, in and of themselves, to impart meaning to their lives". http://www.fortnet.org/rsws
At the same time as Alfred North Whitehead and John Dewey were writing and speaking about the importance of rhythm in learning in North America, Steiner was giving his lectures to teachers in Dornach, Germany in 1919. Even though Dewey and Whitehead have been quite influential in the development of progressive educational thought in North America, their ideas about rhythm have not withstood the winds of change in public education. It would be possible to attend a conference of the Canadian Society for Studies in Education [CSSE] at which many of the teacher educators from across Canada gather and not hear the word rhythm spoken once. In Brazil, the situation is similar. When rhythm is mentioned, it is usually associated with the time someone takes to learn something or with rhythm in music. In papers from the 2005 annual meetings of the National Association of Graduation Studies and Research in Education (Associação Nacional de Pós-graduação e Pesquisa em Educação – ANPEd) and from the 2006 National Didatics and Teaching Practice Meetings (Encontros Nacionais de Didática e Prática de Ensino – ENDIPE) where about 1000 papers were published, only one paper includes the word “rhythm” in the title. It is doubtful if one could talk to a Waldorf educator for more than five minutes about the teaching and learning without that person mentioning rhythm.
Smithrim and Chapman (2005) were particularly interested in how beginning Waldorf teachers came to their understandings of the importance of rhythm. Their initial research took place in the Teacher education programme at the Rudolf Steiner Centre in Richmond Hill, Ontario. The researchers observed and participated in one week of the teacher education programme and followed these observations with individual interviews of faculty and focus group interviews with the student teachers. Because they had come to study rhythm, they saw and heard rhythm in every moment of the first day, from the sound of the draw knives cutting into hard wood in the woodworking class, to the spoken verses accompanied by movement, such as
Straight as a spear I stand,

Strong are my arms and legs,

Warm is my heart with love.
But these were the obvious, surface rhythms and they soon learned that the deep rhythmic structure of Waldorf education was nested, layer in layer, beginning in the foundational philosophy. Of the ten rhythmic frameworks they report, four frameworks are relevant to the work of Smithrim and Prata-Linhares reported later in this paper.
Breathing In and Breathing Out
“Breathing in and breathing out” is the metaphor Waldorf teachers use to refer to students’ needs for a balanced rhythm in schooling, a taking in of experience and then a breathing out through artistic and other forms of expression. In kindergarten, for example, listening to a story is a breathing in activity, and it would be followed by a breathing out activity like singing. To understand this concept, you, the reader, could take five in-breaths without breathing out between them. That tight constricted feeling is how we feel if our activity is all in-breath, with no expressive breathing out activity. Activities like listening to stories, following instructions, reading and working on a math problem are generally breathing in, while physical movement, talking, singing, and cleaning up are breathing out activities. Teachers structure lessons and school days with the balance of breathing in and breathing out uppermost in their minds. This metaphor is every day terminology in Waldorf Schools.

Rhythm of the Day

 
The grade school day begins with an opening verse and other opening exercises, which often involve physical movement. The rest of the morning is the main lesson. These main lesson blocks consist of work in a single subject area for two hours each day for a period of three or four weeks. Science, math, social studies, and language arts are taught in main lesson blocks. Skills requiring daily practice such as music and some elements of math are included daily. Other subjects such as eurythmy
, painting, handwork, music, and second and third languages are scheduled in the afternoons. 

Rhythm of the Festivals

 
Festivals are an important component of Waldorf school life. The entire school gathers to observe significant events and times of the year, beginning with a ceremony to welcome the first graders into the school community. Waldorf schools celebrate many seasonal festivals with stories, songs, drama, processions and food. These seasonal festivals serve to connect children and families with the rhythms of nature and of the cosmos. They each have their own traditions, many of which have been adapted from ancient cultures (e.g. dancing around the May pole on May Day). 

Rhythm of the Week

Particularly in the early childhood classroom, each day of the week has a distinct feel or character. Each day has it’s own colour, snack, and particular activities. Time is an abstract concept for a young child; so teachers provide opportunities for the children to live the different experiences of the days of the week. As one teacher educator explained  “It creates that rhythm for the children. After a while, the children wake up and they say, “it’s soup day,” they don’t say “it’s Wednesday.”  A student teacher explained that “the Monday is always a little more crazy than are the Tuesdays or the Wednesdays, the Fridays as well, there’s an out breathing before the weekend, and so there’s the weekly rhythms of what is taught when, once a week for example” (Smithrim & Chapman, 2005).

Three-day rhythm
The three day rhythm is a pedagogical structure which teachers use whenever they introduce new material, whether it is a scientific concept, a story or a song. The first day, the children observe or experience something, the second day, they describe it and the third day, they explain it. Some Waldorf teacher educators use the words encounter, experience, and concept to explain the process. This three day rhythm is similar to Alfred North Whitehead’s theory of the rhythm of education. In his lecture “The Rhythm of Education”, Whitehead (1929) described his theory of the threefold rhythm of learning: romance which is the evocation of interest, precision which is the acquirement of technique, and generalization which involves the excitement of success. One failure of schools, in Whitehead’s experience, was that school instruction was generally limited to the second stage of precision, the taking in of knowledge. He maintained that without the threefold rhythm, little real, lasting learning would take place: “Unless the pupils are continually sustained by the evocation of interest, the acquirement of technique, and the excitement of success, they can never make progress, and will certainly lose heart” (p.60). 

Smithrim and Chapman (2005) reported that by the final month in the teacher education program, the student teachers had come to a lively and deep understanding of the role of rhythm in teaching and learning. They had an awareness of the power of rhythm in their own lives. They had a good understanding of the rhythmic needs of children. They knew the power of rhythm as a classroom management strategy. They understood the importance of the inward activity of the teacher, and they had a particular understanding about how children learn. They knew about using rhythm in diverse subject areas. They knew when the rhythm was “right” and when it was not. They understood the importance of rhythm in the home life of the child and they understood that classroom rhythms create a sense of security in the children. And they had come to know the critical role of rhythm in Waldorf pedagogy. The faculty and the program had been successful in developing the understandings of rhythm faculty considered important.

Rhythm in Primary Classrooms

With some understanding of the rhythmic frameworks in Waldorf teacher education, the authors of this paper, Katharine and Martha, wanted to examine how these rhythmic understandings are operationalised in Waldorf classrooms. The purpose of the current pilot study underway in Brazil and in Canada is to examine the ways in which rhythm is made manifest in Waldorf and non-Waldorf classrooms. Questions guiding this research are:

1. In what modes and forms is the phenomenon of rhythm present in elementary classrooms?

2. How does attention to rhythm influence scheduling, curriculum, and teaching and learning activities in elementary classrooms?

3. How do rhythmic strategies relate to student engagement?

Data Collection
While Martha was in Canada, she and Katharine observed together in a Waldorf kindergarten of 4- and 5-year olds for two full days. In Brazil, Martha observed in a 4-and 5-year-old classroom in a private school that emphasizes creativity. The private school also has a teacher education program in which the arts are important. She chose this school because she thought that a sense of rhythm would be strong. Patton (2002) refers to this selection of information rich cases from which one can learn a great deal about issues of central importance to the purpose of the research as purposeful selection. Meanwhile, in Canada, Katharine extended the research into a kindergarten and grade two classroom in a Waldorf school in another city, as well as a kindergarten and grade two in a non-Waldorf school. Katharine chose the non-Waldorf school in order to sharpen her observational skills by means of contrast. This particular non-Waldorf school was an academic enrichment school, which had a much more structured kindergarten in which the children were learning to read and write. Katharine anticipated that there would be less attention to rhythm here than in the Waldorf schools. Katharine spent two consecutive days observing in each of these four classrooms. 

In all cases, in Brazil and Canada, the observations were recorded as field notes directly on a laptop computer. A record of the time was kept alongside the record of activity and level of general engagement. In this pilot research, we did not use an engagement or involvement scale, although we had examined two such scales, an adaptation of Csikszentmihalyi’s (1993) experience sampling method [ESM] employed by Custodero (1998), and the Leuven involvement scale for young children[ LIS-YC] (Laevers, 1996). We found that in the initial stages of the observations we needed to concentrate on seeing the rhythmic structures in the classrooms and the general levels of engagement, rather than concentrating on the activities of individual children, which the scales require.

Rhythm Findings

Rhythm of the Day

All classes followed a planned schedule. In one non-Waldorf kindergarten, and in both Waldorf and Non-Waldorf grade two classrooms, reviewing the schedule for the day was part of the opening circle. In the Brazil school they didn’t talk much about the schedule for the current day but, rather, they talked about the previous day, about what they did and how they registered or recorded it. Usually students recorded it with a drawing that was hung on the wall so at the end of the week they could see what they had done each day. 

 In some classes, the transitions from one activity to the next were seamless, in others, both Waldorf and non-Waldorf, all activity stopped while the teacher got the attention of all the students. In the cases where activity stopped for more than a few seconds while the children were required to sit or stand in one place for several minutes waiting for all the other children to arrive or be quiet, we observed how quickly children found other activities to fill the waiting void.
Breathing in and breathing out

In all classes, different kinds of activities followed each other through the day. In the Waldorf classrooms, there were many more examples of variety within each activity. It was clear that the teacher was alternating “taking in” activities with ”expressive” activities, thereby creating the breathing in and breathing out cycle. For example, in a grade two math class, the children began by performing a ball throwing activity in which the teacher stood in the centre of the circle and threw the ball to each child in turn, while the children chanted “five, ten, fifteen, twenty. . .” each time a new child caught the ball, as if the teacher had added five every time she threw the ball to the next child. Then the children sat down and wrote the five times table in their main lesson book with a coloured pencil. First they drew a border around the page, then using a rectangular crayon, they spread wide lines of horizontal colour across the page and used those lines of colour as a spacing guide for each line of the times table. As they finished the book work, the children went individually to get their knitting and began to knit. The progression was from physical and vocal ball throwing, to a sit down artistic activity, to the writing of the times table, to walking to fetch their knitting, to sitting down and quietly working with their hands. 

In one of the non-Waldorf classrooms the children sat in small groups doing book work with teachers who said such things as “Keep going, when you’re done your work it’s free time”. In these classes, the work was generally book work, and a change in rhythm was provided by recess, physical education, music, snack, lunch and free time. See, for example, this day plan for a non-Waldorf grade two class:

9:10 
French

9:40 
Math

10:10
Recess

10:40 
Gym

11:20 
Gym

12:00
Lunch

1.10
Printing

1:40
Music

2:20
Creative writing

3:00
Free time

3:30 
Dismissal


Within the regular rhythm of the classroom, there were times when the rhythm did not change even when the children obviously were disengaged and needed a change. In the kindergarten class in Brazil, Martha observed that each day began with a circle. At the beginning of the circle time, the children were always engaged. Usually after no more than 15 minutes they got distracted and just a few were still paying attention to what the teacher was saying. The teacher wanted to be able to listen to all of the children’s stories about themselves or things they did and have all the other children listen. However, this activity went on far beyond the children’s ability to concentrate and listen. In one photograph of the circle taken for research purposes only, not one child, except the child talking to the teacher, was visibly engaged.

Visual rhythm

The Waldorf classrooms we visited were permeated with rhythm. We began to think of the purposeful sense of order as visually rhythmic.
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In the photograph above, you can see how these head pieces in the basket present a rhythm of colour and shape. We observed many examples of visual rhythm in such things as the draping of cloth over the fluorescent lights and the way the hand towels were hung.

Rhythmic moments occurred like waves in the Waldorf classrooms. The use of chant and verses and rhythmic body movement alternated with quiet concentrated effort throughout the day in the cycle of breathing in and breathing out. Children would stand and chant “Straight as a spear I stand” and then move to their desks for a concentrated half hour of form drawing activity. As soon as each child finished, he or she would begin to knit or crochet until the others were finished. Then they all stood up to do recite the seven times table using a body rhythm pattern of clapping, stamping and thigh slapping. In this way, rhythmic activities are nested within the rhythmic succession of breathing in and breathing out as the day progresses. We did not see that kind of purposeful balancing of concentrated and expressive activity in the non-Waldorf classrooms. However, the levels of engagement between the Waldorf and non-Waldorf classrooms were not as obvious or as different as we had expected.

Engagement Findings

Free play

In the Waldorf kindergartens and the kindergarten in Brazil, children were completely engaged in free play time. They played individually and in small groups. Their play often involved a created story line, with much improvisation of props and costumes. We noticed that individual children created breathing in and breathing out activities for themselves within the time allotted for free play. In the following twenty minute excerpt from the transcription, this young girl (identified as “G”), changes her activity every minute or two. 

10:30 G spreads out scarf on floor, begins hopping like a bunny

10:33 G rests on floor

10:34 G moving with scarf, spreading carefully on floor. Climbs sideways on rocking horse then back to green scarf on the floor, 

10:35 lies down to rest, bum up in air, then gets on rocking horse

10:36 rocking on rocking horse

10:38 back onto green scarf on the floor, attaching wooden pin to the end. She is acting territorial about her scarf, watching other activity, says “Ribbit ribbit” occasionally, gets out another pink scarf, lays it beside green, now a mauve one on the other side of green, a darker mauve one at the end, a turquoise one at same end. Moving a chair out of the way,

10:41 kneeling, watching some other children grinding flour, then upset that someone has moved a bench over her quilt of scarves. She fixes her scarf quilt and says “I’ll have to get a million cloths”, still arranging her cloths, 

10:45  Says softly “Don’t walk over my home. You’re wrecking my home. Now I have to do it all over again.” Sits still, watching others. Pretending to eat something (block of wood) feeling all the textures of every block, rubbing each one on her cheek

10:48 lies down on her scarf house, still rubbing the woodblock on her cheek, now feeling block with her hand and chin and lying on back with knees up. 

10:50 Rolls over, stands and goes up the steps to tell the teacher that other children keep wrecking her home. Teacher told her to tell the children to stop running over her home, so she stands in the centre of the room and says in a voice too soft for the other children to hear, “stop running over my house”. 

Whereas the child observed above required frequent changes in activity, other children were involved in activities that kept them engaged for ten or fifteen minutes at a stretch. 

We also noticed that the children spontaneously created or participated in rhythmic activities within their free play times. One of the most beautiful things we have ever seen in any classroom, was something we saw in two separate Waldorf kindergartens in the clean up time after a free play session. The children, in pairs, were putting away the long lengths of colourful cotton gauze fabric. One child held each end, and stood quite far away from each other if the gauze was long, almost the width of the classroom. They would say the words “fluff, fluff, fold” slowly and rhythmically as they folded the fabric. They would fluff the fabric, sending it billowing into the air two times (fluff, fluff) and then they would walk towards each other. One child would grasp all the top corners, the other child would reach down for the bottom corners of the hanging cloth (fold) and they would do fluff, fluff, fold again. A teacher had probably shown them how to do this at an earlier time, but no one prompted the children to fold the cloth in this rhythmic way.

Fantasy

The kindergarten children in Brazil were always engaged whenever the teacher used fantasy. When the teacher used puppets or a particular doll to talk with the children, all the children were totally involved. Martha described these fantasy times as “magic moments” in that classroom. 
Story time
In both Brazil and Canada, another activity in which children were highly engaged was listening to a story. Children from 4 to 8 years would sit and listen with rapt attention for the duration of the story. However, if the teacher interrupted the rhythm of the story by asking question, or making comment about the illustrations, the children’s attention wavered quickly. We observed that phenomenon independently in both Brazil and in Canada. Many teachers are adopting some of these techniques such as asking children to predict what might happen on the next page, and drawing their attention to what they notice in the illustrations in order to increase the quality of children’s experience with literature. What we observed showed us that interruptions in the story actually decrease attention. This phenomenon deserves further study.

Festivals
An Easter celebration was taking place when Martha was observing in the school in Brazil. Every year, at Easter, the teachers relate Easter with transformation and they create the festival with the key word transformation. The entire school took part in workshops that involved all kinds of transformation. Festival activities included making cookies, painting, singing, and modelling with play dough. Martha found that the children were more engaged during the festival activities than when they were in their regular school routine. The play dough activity was a multi age activity in which engagement was vital and total. She noticed that the boys created distinct musical rhythms in the way they pounded and smashed the play dough.  

Engaging Behaviours

Both in Brazil and in Canada we observed children who were not engaged in the task at hand, creating an activity that kept them involved without being too disruptive.

Martha took note of how one child created something interesting to do while he was sitting in the circle. He was chewing gum and so he took a piece of gum out of his mouth, made it into a ball and put it on his left eye. Then he did the same again and this time he put it on his right eye. Finally he made a roll with another piece and put it on his nose and pretended he was wearing glasses. The teacher did not notice this child’s activity at all, her attention was toward the child whose turn it was to speak.

Lori Custodero, (2006) a colleague at Teacher’s College Columbia who has observed children in many, many early childhood music programs has suggested that sometimes what we might think of as disruptive behaviour, or being off task, or whatever name we give unwanted behaviour, is quite often children trying to become engaged in the task or topic at hand. They are not trying to disengage or turn away, they are constructing a way to make the task more interesting and thus more engaging for themselves. The boy Martha observed seemed to be constructing a way to enable him to endure the activity that was going on far too long.

 Another fine example of this occurred in one Waldorf Kindergarten Katharine was in. It was the quiet part of snack time and oatmeal was the grain of the day. One little girl did not like oatmeal and had not eaten any. She caught the eye of the boy at the end of the table, pointed to her oatmeal and made the thumbs down signal. The adult opposite her said “I don’t want to see any thumbs”. So the little girl immediately hid her thumbs and began to do everything without her thumbs. She drank her water with her thumbs tucked away, she folded her napkin and passed her bowl without using her thumbs. A few month ago, Katharine would have thought that the little girl was being cheeky, but as she watched carefully, she noticed that the girl wasn’t actually interested in the adult’s reaction, or the other children’s, she was on her own voyage of discovery about how to do things without letting your thumb show. She didn’t like oatmeal, she couldn’t talk and so she created an activity to keep herself engaged quietly at the table. As a teacher, Katharine might have found the child’s behaviour quite threatening, but from her privileged position as observer, she was able to see in the behaviour a new possibility, that of a child trying to keep engaged in the activity at hand by creating a challenge for herself. 
Rhythm and Engagement


From the preliminary analyses of the observational data, we learned that in order to relate engagement to the rhythmic structures in the classroom, we would need to adapt two types of concurrent observations. One researcher needs to record the classroom activity in as great detail as possible, while other observers chart engagement of individual students using an engagement scale such as Custodero’s observational protocol (1998) or the Leuven involvement scale for young children (Laevers,1996). Employing such scales in a variety of classrooms may reveal a direct positive relationship between rhythm and engagement. The establishment of such a relationship would show that using rhythm to deepen engagement has the potential to transform teaching and learning.
Some questions arising from this pilot study are:

· Are any of the rhythmic frameworks in Waldorf education transferable to other learning contexts?

· When children are not engaged in a particular classroom activity, is there any reason to continue the activity without a change in mode or rhythm? 

· When could a child’s misbehaviour or off task behaviour be understood as an attempt to become or keep engaged? 
· Do teacher education programs include rhythmic considerations or frameworks in their curricula, and if so, in what ways? 
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�Eurhythmy is an art form that uses the whole body to express speech and tone visually. 
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