By Anjum Mir
Co-Head of School
March 28, 2026

&

WESTSIDE WALDORF
SCHOOL

Chemistry is the Study of
Transformation

When our 8th graders bake sourdough bread, they’re not doing a simple science project.
They’re doing chemistry.

They are exploring the protein properties of gluten. They’re tracking the metabolic activity
of Lactobacillus cultures and wild yeast. They’re observing carbon dioxide expand a gluten
matrix, trapping gas bubbles that give their loaf its open crumb. They’re observing the
Maillard reaction, the browning of sugars and amino acids at high heat, that produces the
deep crust that makes fresh bread smell the way it does. They are listening for the ‘singing
crust’;the crackling sound that is a mark of a well-baked loaf.

They’re leaning in. Asking questions that push past the lesson plan. Wanting, genuinely, to
know.

That doesn’t happen by accident.

Most middle schoolers arrive at chemistry having been taught at for years — content is
delivered on aschedule, assessed on command, forgotten on cue. By the time abstract
concepts like fermentation and molecular bonding appear, many students have quietly
settled into arelationship with science that looks less like curiosity and more like obligation:
another unitto get through, another test to survive.

Our 8th graders are different. Not because they’re exceptional children — though they are —
but because their curiosity has been tended carefully for adecade and transformed into true
interest.

Akindergartner at Westside Waldorf doesn’t learn about bread. She grinds grain. She feels
the flour go silky between her fingers. She punches dough. She waits. She observes the

rise. She smells the loaf from across the room before it’s even out of the oven. None of that is
preparation for alesson. Itis the lesson — one that lives in her body, not justin her memory as
facts.

Thisis what Waldorf educators mean by laying a sensory foundation for learning. A child
who has experienced transformation — who has held raw dough and eatenawarm slice an
hour later — has something no textbook can give her: a felt sense of what chemistry actually
describes. By the time she’s thirteen and her teacher introduces the word fermentation, she
already knows what it means. She just didn’t have the word for it yet.

What happensin our 8th grade Chemistry block isn’t a departure from early childhood — it’s
the same loaf, a decade deeper. The questions have gone from how does bread rise? to what
is happening at the molecular level that makes it rise? The hands are stillin the dough. But
now the mind is demanding to go beyond the visible, into the invisible processes that make a
warm slice of bread and honey butter possible.

Students who spend a decade at Westside Waldorf arrive at their final year still wanting to
know things. That curiosity — nurtured rather than squeezed out — is what makes genuine
rigor possible. You can’t drillwonder into a thirteen-year-old. But you can build a school
where it was never lost.

The bread is the same. The child has transformed.



