Golestan Primary School: Raising the next generation of change makers and humanitarians.

Soraya is a student at Golestan’s Persian Langnage Immersion Preschool in Berkeley, California. Her father
is a practicing, American Jew. Her mother is half-Iranian, half-American, and has grown up in Berkeley.
Soraya entered Golestan without speaking or understanding a word of Persian. Looking back on Soraya’s
early days at Golestan, her teachers describe her as “timid and sensitive.” Despite her astute nature and her
ability to “notice everything, she was very risk-averse.” Fast-forward a year: If you have the opportunity to
step into Golestan in the morning as the classes are starting to come together, Soraya is difficult to miss. Now,
her teachers describe her as “the most gregarious child in class, talkative, and constantly pushing her

boundaries and taking risks.”

While Soraya has grown as a person, a friend, and a student over this = g - ’ (:
past year at Golestan, when asked about Golestan’s impact on
Soraya’s  development, her mother repeatedly emphasizes the all-
encompassing and altruistic vision of the world her daughter has
acquired. Soraya is not only fascinated with where people come from,
but who they are—how their respective experiences and cultures have
shaped them into the people she knows. She is fascinated by learning,
not only with other children at Golestan, but from them and from all
children she meets. In fact, ber academic and learning development has
been driven by this interest: She knows who she is in the world, and |
now she has the confidence to find ways to interact with the world at
large. It is through this conceptual framework that she sees the world.
For Soraya, numbers and letters are not pure signifiers, but they help
her create and  gather information. Learning comes from the
Sfoundational understanding that she needs it to commmunicate with a

world she has already realized is far bigger than ber.

“T'm American,” her mother stresses, “NMy husband is American. We self-identity as Jewish.
Soraya...She is a child of the world.”

Mission:

Golestan Education is a nonprofit organization whose mission is to nurture and support the
development of curious, creative, and altruistic children through the research and application
of progressive methodologies and pedagogy. We value the whole child as an individual that

is an active member of an engaged and proactive community.



In 2008, we opened Golestan Kids, a preschool with the mission to promote a strong sense
of bicultural identity in young children, as well as to ensure personalized and comprehensive
pedagogy through daily immersion in the Persian language arts, academic curriculum, and

tradition.

Golestan Kids continues to be one of the only schools of its kind in the country. With
growing national interest in the program, we have received countless requests for help from
communities interested in starting similar schools. As a result, we developed The Colab with
the mission to empower and support educators, teachers, and concerned community leaders
seeking to create the most ideal progressive educational environment for the children of
their community or classroom without subjecting them to the draining financial burden of

acquiring the appropriate counsel and resources.

The Colab also produces teaching materials modeled after its curriculum. It researches best
practices in education and child development and offers pro bono consulting to individuals

and schools wanting to create or ameliorate progressive programs for children.

The Colab has worked with local educators of diverse backgrounds including American,
Spanish, Italian, French, Japanese, German, Russian, Ethiopian, Jewish, Armenian, Chinese,
Spanish, Arab, Indian, and Afghan. These communities have used the Golestan school as a
model for their own emerging schools and as such, they have access to a plethora of
materials we produce and provide (pro bono) through our Colab portal. More recently, the
Colab has been working with communities in underdeveloped countries to help start up
schools for orphans and underprivileged children. These communities include Nepal,

Cambodia, India, Kenya, and Iran.

Objective: Primary School

Our objective is to establish a secular, multilingual, and progressive K-5 school, offering
three secondary heritage language tracks (Arabic, Hebrew, and Persian). This school will
continue to nurture the development of multilingual, altruistic, and compassionate children
that have a deep love and understanding for our planet and its inhabitants. Much like our

current preschool and after school programs, the expanded school will support exceptional



academic development by applying the International Baccalaureate curriculum in a hands-on
experiential learning environment. Meanwhile, the teachers will continue to provide the
necessary framework for our students to become altruistic environmentalists, inspired to
celebrate humanity and diversity. These children will grow up to be the adults that light up a

room and inspire the people around them to live to their fullest potential.

In a time characterized by a growing number of tragedies both in the Middle East ad in the
United States, Hebrew speakers, Arabic speakers, and Persian speakers are not only
demonized in their respective countries, but also within their diaspora communities. As a
result, for most children from these communities, a framework for viewing, thinking and
understanding their traditions, languages, and heritages is imposed upon them, rather than
self-created. At the same time, despite the rich evidence of the merits, benefits, and value of
language-immersion programs, the United States is cutting foreign language introduction

nation-wide.

We believe that it is crucial to offer children, like Soraya, the opportunity to create their own
context for learning and development beyond their preschool years, to guide them, rather
than push them, through alternative ways of understanding and learning both about

themselves and one another, and about their role in preserving the world they inhabit.

Location & Demographics

Our research has shown that the Berkeley/Oakland cortidor is a prime location to pilot this
school. It is not only one of the very few regions in the United States where the highest
numbers of Persian-speaking, Hebrew-speaking, and Arab-speaking community members
live and/or have access to, but its educators are at the forefront of progressive education

models.

California has the highest number of people of Jewish descent of any state except New
York. According to the Jewish Data Bank, Jewish residents are concentrated in the Western
part of the East Bay of the San Francisco Bay Area. Most live in the Oakland-Berkeley
Corridor (38%), Western Contra Costa (12%) and Central Contra Costa (11 %).



Likewise, The US is among the fastest growing Arab diaspora populations in the world.
California has the fastest growing Arab population in the country, and San Mateo County

ranks among the top counties.

With respect to the Iranian population, according to the Census Bureau, a total of 289,465
responded to the question of race in the 2010 Census by marking "x" in the "Some Other
Race" box and writing Iranian/Persian alone or in a combination. The majority of the write-
in responses came from California (157,225). San Francisco ranks as one of the top

metropolitan areas with the most Iranian immigrants. Many have moved to the East Bay

area to be in closer proximity to the Golestan school.

Language Learning & Progressive Education

Over the past twenty years, scientific studies have repeatedly proven the value of language
learning and immersion in a child’s education. Immersion students have been proven to
score higher on content tests. As bilinguals they have “advantage[s] in reading, but also
advantage[s] in attention. The students executive control system seemed stronger.”' As a
result, language learning and immersion programs have sharply increased over the past

twenty years, most of them French, Spanish, and now increasingly, Mandarin.?

There are a number of language learning immersion programs for Hebrew, Arabic, and
Persian in the greater Bay Area, as well as progressive and alternative learning models, but
none of them provide an immersive experience in a secular and progressive/expetiential

daily program for primary school-aged children.

Persian language immersion programs are restricted to weekend, afterschool, summer, or

school break programs.’ For example, Golestan’s daily language immersion program is for

1“The Science of Smart,” American Radio Works,
http://www.americanradioworks.org/science-of-smart-transcript.

2 See for example, rise of Chinese immersion charter school’s in Utah, USA.

3 See for example, short-term program for children, “Tinkering School” in San
Francisco, CA http://sf.tinkeringschool.com/.




children ranging from ages 2-5 and currently has an afterschool program in Persian for

grades K-8.* Andeesheh Persian school in Oakland is also a weekend-only program.’

Hebrew language programs in the Bay area include Edah and Urban Adama Communities,
that are both based in Berkeley and offer afterschool and camps for Hebrew language
learners.” Tahia Day School and The Oakland Hebrew Day School are the only schools
dedicated to daily language immersion in Hebrew.” Both programs are religious and have

walt-lists.

Arabic language primary schools do not exist in the Bay Area.

Existing programs in any of these languages focus primarily on language learning, and either
entirely disregard progressive learning models, or only highlight them as secondary to
language immersion, so that parents and children are led to choose between one or the

other.

Our model is all-inclusive. We have created a foundation of progressive education with
language immersion and community development. This will not only offer children and
students a more comprehensive learning and growing experience, but will also increase the
targeted audience of this school to those who may not be necessarily from one of these
language communities, but who value daily, immersed progressive education and who can

then enjoy the added benefit of language learning.

Beyond including progressive pedagogy and language immersion, this school will also be
accessible to students of all socio-economic backgrounds by providing up to 50% of the
school enrollment via scholarships, so as to ensure that the school is fully accessible and

affordable for a diverse range of communities in the Bay Area.

4 http://www.golestankids.com

5 http://www.iccnc.org/andeesheh-farsi-school
6 http://www.edahcommunity.org

7 http://www.ohds.org



This is an idyllic school, with a working farm and a hands-on messy science building, a wood
shop, and a classroom that looks and feels more like a home than an institution. It is a place

that smells like baked bread, tastes like fresh greens, and sounds like the United Nations.



