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Summary 

This chapter presents detailed information about the birth of holistic education and the 
background of the approach. The chapter describes and compares the Waldorf and 
Montessori educational systems and the beliefs, values, and attitudes of each. Examples 
of holistic education are provided as well as techniques and strategies that can be used 
in the classroom during discussions about sustainability and a more sustainable future 
for the world.  
 
1. Introduction 
 
Holistic education has its roots in humanistic and progressive education, but differs 
from those approaches in that it includes the spiritual dimension. Its focus is on 
wholeness, and it attempts to avoid excluding any significant aspects of the human 
experience. It acknowledges that there is a part that is unknowable and irreducible 
within the human psyche. This has been called by many names within various religious 
traditions, for example: Atman, Buddha-nature, and Kingdom of God. A primary 
assumption of holistic education is that we should nurture this spiritual part of being as 
well as the intellectual, physical, and emotional. 
 
A main element of holistic education is its focus on the interconnectedness of 
experience and reality. Both the scientist and the mystic have developed a picture of 
reality that indicates the deep interconnection of all things. In science this is seen at 
every level of the cosmos, from the atom to the biosphere. We know that a minor 
change in an ecosystem can lead to changes throughout the system. Spiritual teachers 
have also shared this insight. The Buddha’s teachings focus on the interdependent 
nature of reality. The ancient Chinese teacher Lao-tse also had this vision and said that 
all things were connected through the Tao. The Suquamish Indian chief, Seattle, said on 
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his deathbed, “All things are connected like the blood which unites one family.” 
Holistic education attempts to be congruent with this reality. 
 
In short, holistic education attempts to develop a pedagogy that is interconnected and 
dynamic and thus is in harmony with the cosmos. In contrast, much of traditional 
education tends to be static and fragmented, ultimately promoting alienation and 
suffering. Holistic education can be termed a curriculum of connections, and these 
connections will be described later in the chapter. 
 
Holistic education focuses on the relationship between the whole and the part and 
suggests that teaching and learning approaches need to be rooted in a larger vision. If 
techniques are isolated and unrelated they can become dysfunctional. The holistic vision 
includes a sense of the whole person who is connected to his or her surrounding context 
and environment. 
 
Another important aspect of holistic education is inclusion. It is inclusive in two ways: 
first, it rejects the labeling and segregating of students; and, secondly, it encourages the 
use of a wide range of teaching and learning strategies in order to reach diverse 
populations. One inclusive approach to learning is the use of various strategies. For 
example, transmission learning involves a one-way movement of information from 
teacher or text to the student with little or no opportunity for reflection or inquiry. The 
methods usually consist of lecture and drill. Transaction learning, on the other hand, is 
based on the assumption that students construct their own meaning and understandings. 
This is facilitated through inquiry learning and problem solving. Knowledge is viewed 
as more fluid and less fixed. A third strategy acknowledges the inner life of the student 
and views education as a process wherein the student can transform him or herself. This 
is called transformative learning. 
 
Holistic education includes all of the above approaches. Teachers and schools must 
develop an appropriate relationship among the three forms. While there are situations 
where lectures and drill are appropriate, these should be balanced with other types of 
learning. There is no one model of holistic education; rather, each form should be 
organically connected to its context. 
 
Holistic education challenges the present approach to education and its obsessive focus 
on standards and testing. Holistic educators see this approach as reflecting a materialist 
and consumerist culture that has reduced schooling to the training of individuals to 
compete and consume in the global marketplace. In fact, the present thrust can be seen 
as abandoning any attempt to educate the whole human being. It reduces schooling to 
training for the workplace that can be easily assessed through standardized tests. 
 
2. Historical Roots of Holistic Education 
 
The holistic ideal can be traced back to indigenous cultures. In general, the aboriginal or 
indigenous person sees the earth and the universe as infused with meaning and purpose 
and not as cold and impersonal as in the case in the modern worldview. Holistic 
educators try to recover this sense of meaning and purpose in education as well as a 
natural sense of awe and wonder. 
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The Greeks argued for a holistic approach in learning. Socrates can be seen as a holistic 
educator because he encouraged each person to examine his or her own life: “know 
thyself.” The concept of holism comes from the Greek concept of holon that sees the 
universe as made up of integrated wholes that cannot be reduced in parts. 
 
Rousseau, although more humanistic than holistic in his approach to education, did 
provide some underpinnings for holistic education. Rousseau viewed the child as 
essentially good and believed that the soul of the child should be allowed to unfold 
according to its own natural pattern. This view of the child as good is a basic 
assumption of holistic education, which rejects the fundamentalist view that children are 
born in original sin. 
 
Pestalozzi, a Swiss educator influenced by Rousseau, put his ideas into practice. He 
believed that the classroom should be a place for meaningful activity, and he 
encouraged teachers to use their intuition. It was his belief that education is connected to 
a divine plan. He said, “God’s nature, which is in you, is held sacred in this House. We 
do not hem it in: we try to develop it.” 
 
In the past century two of the most important holistic educators have been Rudolf 
Steiner and Maria Montessori. Steiner was the founder of the Waldorf school 
movement, which began shortly after World War I and has grown since its inception. 
There are around 800 Waldorf schools in approximately 46 different countries. Steiner 
distinctly referred to the “soul-life” of children and how it could be nurtured in a school 
setting. Waldorf education will be discussed in more detail later in this paper as one 
example of holistic educational practice. 
 
Maria Montessori, the founder of the Montessori school movement, also believed in the 
importance of nurturing the spiritual development of children. She believed that mental, 
physical, and spiritual qualities of the human being are supported by a divine life 
source. With regard to the spiritual aspect, it was her belief that within each person there 
is a “spiritual embryo” that is developing according to a divine plan. Today, there are 
approximately 3,000 Montessori schools in the United States alone. Montessori 
education will be more fully discussed later in this chapter. 
 
Holistic education became a visible educational movement during the 1980s. One 
defining event for the movement came in 1988 when The Holistic Education Review 
(now entitled Encounter) was first published. The Review and its successor have 
covered major developments in the field. In 1988, The Holistic Curriculum, by John P. 
Miller, was also published. 
 
Another important event was a meeting in Chicago in 1990, which developed a 
statement that outlines some basic principles of Holistic Education. The statement 
contains a passage that is very relevant to this subject: 
 
Holism emphasizes the challenge of creating a sustainable, just and peaceful society in 
harmony with Earth and its life. It involves an ecological sensitivity -- a deep respect for 
both indigenous and modern cultures as well as the diversity of life forms on the planet. 
Holism seeks to expand the way we look at ourselves and our relationship to the world 
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by celebrating our innate human potentials – the intuitive, emotional, physical, 
imaginative, and creative, as well as the rational, logical, and verbal. (Published in 
Holistic Education Review, 1990, 3(4) 65. 
 
The statement, which was entitled, Education 2000: A Holistic Perspective, went on to 
define the central principles of Holistic Education: 
• We assert that the primary – indeed fundamental – purpose of education is to 

nourish the inherent possibilities of human development. 
• We call for each learner – young and old – to be recognized as unique and 

valuable. . .Each individual is inherently creative, has unique physical, emotional, 
intellectual and spiritual needs and abilities, and possesses an unlimited capacity to 
learn. 

• We affirm what the most perceptive educators have argued for centuries: education 
is a matter of experience. Learning is an active multi-sensory engagement between 
an individual and the world. . .  

• We call for wholeness in the educational institutions and policies required to attain 
this aim. Wholeness implies that each academic discipline provides merely a 
different perspective on the rich, complex, integrated phenomenon of life. 

• We hold. . . that educators ought to be facilitators of learning, which is an organic, 
natural process, and not a product that can be turned out on demand. 

• We call for meaningful opportunities for real choice at every stage of the learning 
process. 

• We call for a truly democratic model of education to empower all citizens to 
participate in meaningful ways in the life of the community and the planet. 

• We believe that each of us – whether we realize it or not – is a global citizen. . . 
We believe that it is time for education to nurture an appreciation for the 
magnificent diversity of human experience. . .  

• We believe that education must spring organically from a profound reverence for 
life in all its forms. We must rekindle a relationship between the human and the 
natural world that is nurturing, not exploitive. 

• The most important and most valuable part of the person is his or her inner, 
subjective life – the self or the soul. . . We believe that education must nourish the 
healthy growth of the inner person.   (Global Alliance for Transforming Education, 
1991) 

 
Since the Chicago meeting, there have been many conferences around the world 
exploring various aspects of Holistic Education. These conferences have taken place in 
Australia, Canada, England, Japan, Korea, Mexico, and the United States. Each of these 
countries has initiatives in holistic education; for example, there is the Japanese Society 
for Holistic Education. Holistic education, however, remains outside the mainstream, 
which is still dominated by the modernist approach with the emphasis on accountability 
and testing. Many holistic educators realize that change will be difficult because it 
involves deep cultural change. 
 
3. Holistic Learning 
 
As noted before, Holistic education attempts to move away from the traditional, 
fragmented approaches to learning and focus on integration and connection. As much as 
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possible it seeks learning situations where the knowledge becomes part of the child’s 
experience. Walt Whitman described this concept in his poem, “The Child Went Forth:” 
 
There was a child went forth every day, 
And the first object he look’d upon, that object he became, 
And that object became part of him for the day, or a certain part of the day, 
Or for many years or stretching cycles of years. 
The early lilacs became part of the child, 
And grass and white and red morning-glories, and white and red clover, and the song 
Of the phoebe bird. 
And the third-Month lambs and the sow’s pink-faint litter, and the mare’s foal and 
The cow’s calf. 
And the noisy brood of the barnyard or by the mire of the pond side, 
And the fish suspending themselves so curiously below there, and the beautiful 
Curious liquid, 
And the water-plants with their graceful flat heads, all became part of him. 
 
The holistic teacher seeks the integration so that what the child encounters becomes part 
of him or her. Too often in school, knowledge is acquired for a test and quickly 
forgotten. Holistic learning is not satisfied with this approach. Six types of connections 
are described below that attempt to facilitate holistic learning: 

• Linear thinking and intuition 
• Relationship between mind and body 
• Relationship among subjects 
• Relationship between self and community 
• Earth connections 
• Self connections 

 
- 
- 
- 
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