
24  August 2018  L.A. Parent   

A School 
for EVERY 

LEARNER
Nontraditional campuses adapt education to  

students’ needs, schedules and special interests

By Melissa Gage
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iving in the L.A. area is not without its challenges. However, when it comes to our children’s education,  

we’re fortunate to have a diverse array of options.

Parents here choose a nontraditional approach to education for myriad reasons, from dissatisfaction with 

traditional schools (public and private), to a desire for a more tailored approach for gifted or socially anxious 

children. It’s also not uncommon for children involved in the arts or competitive sports to require 

more flexible schedules. Whatever the reason, there are alternatives for nearly any child or situa-

tion – if you know where to look. 

A DEVELOPMENTAL APPROACH

Among L.A.’s handful of Waldorf schools, 1,000 of which are spread around the globe, Highland Hall is located on a 

bucolic 11-acre campus in Northridge. What’s nontraditional about Waldorf? Plenty, starting with the school’s devel-

opmental approach to learning and thorough integration of arts into academics.

Every child at Highland Hall (and other Waldorf schools) will play two instruments – one string instrument and one 

wood instrument – by the time they graduate. They may also choose to be in the choir. Visual arts and even wood-

working are integrated into the curriculum from kindergarten through high school. 

It’s all about teaching the whole child through all of the different senses, according to Santa Clarita Valley dad 

Jon Gardner, who sent both of his children to Highland Hall (his wife also graduated from a Waldorf school). 

“By working with all the different senses, you’re actually learning what’s going to work best for you,” explains 
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Gardner, whose children are now 20 and 21 

and are pursuing civil engineering degrees. 

Integrated lessons are tackled from many 

different angles. Music is tied into math, 

and a geometry lesson may include paint-

ing or sculpting. Highland Hall’s approach 

is also based on Rudolf Steiner’s philosophy 

on human development – both mental and 

physical.

“Each grade is a developmental passage 

that has a particular focus,” explains Kathy 

Andersen, a Highland Hall teacher who has 

worked in Waldorf schools for 30 years and 

sent both of her children through Waldorf 

programs. “We’re still bringing in the aca-

demic core curriculum, but it’s enhanced 

by a rich cultural exposure that helps stu-

dents develop an understanding of other 

cultures.” 

In fifth grade, Anderson explains, kids' 

breathing becomes regulated and their 

bodies come into balance. What better 

time to study Ancient Greece? The lessons 

culminate with a pentathlon Olympic 

games celebration, where fifth graders 

from area Waldorf schools gather to 

compete. 

“What it ultimately leads to is a wider 

perspective than most kids their age 

have when they graduate high school,” 

says Gardner. “The other thing that my 

kids took away is a sense of adventure in 

learning.”

PROGRESSIVE  

IMMERSION

Five years ago, Silver Lake mom Tamara 

Hernandez was troubled by the limitations 

of her daughter’s education at a public 

language-immersion school. She noticed 

that her daughter’s friends seemed to be 

gaining confidence and heightened articu-

lation from a private education with small 

classes and exposure to the arts.

Hernandez found herself wishing for a 

small private school that offered immer-

sion in Mandarin and Spanish. After an 

inspired conversation, a friend turned to 

her and said, “Why don’t you just start 

your own school then?” In 2014, Hernan-

dez opened the doors to Oasis Trilingual 

Community School in Temple City.

In addition to dual immersion, arts and 

science, Oasis students learn everything 

from music and robotics to yoga, dance, 

gardening and cooking. The school offers 

a progressive education that’s focused on 

the whole child. “It’s not about testing. It’s 

not about drills. It’s not about worksheets,” 

says Hernandez.

Like Waldorf, Oasis offers an integrated 

approach. “How can music connect with 

what’s being taught in social studies right 

now?” Hernandez asks. “How can we do 

social studies and Spanish?” Hernandez 

wants Oasis students to understand math 

because they see how it applies to the real 

At Halstrom Academy's six campuses, one-on-one instruction gives each student 
100 percent of the teacher's attention.

Colburn School in downtown 
L.A.'s arts corridor offers 
world-class instruction in 
music and dance.

It's not about  
testing. It's not 

about drills. It's not 
about worksheets."

– Tamara Hernandez
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world – not just to get an A.

The focus is on making everything connect, 

“so kids understand how the world really 

works from a broader perspective,” Hernan-

dez says. “So they can apply what they’re 

learning when they get out.” 

Oasis recently expanded, and now offers 

instruction from kindergarten through eighth 

grade, plus a home-school component where 

students are on campus three days a week. 

The intimate school currently has about 50 

students and expects to grow to a maximum 

of 160 to 180 students.

Hernandez’s daughter is now a “studious” 

sixth grader fluent in Mandarin and Spanish. 

“I wanted her to be intellectually stimulated, 

really curious and to love to learn,” Hernan-

dez says. “And to understand the importance 

of that.” 

And after four years at Oasis? “Wow,” 

Hernandez says, “she’s everything I was 

dreaming about. It happened.”

BALANCING ACADEMICS 

AND PERFORMING ARTS

A stone’s throw from The Broad, the Museum 

of Contemporary Art and Walt Disney Concert 

Hall in the heart of downtown’s dynamic arts 

corridor, the Colburn School offers students of 

all ages world-class instruction in music and 

dance. “Our focus is to give any student who 

comes here a deeply enriching arts education,” 

says Colburn School provost Adrian Daly.

While students of all skill levels are welcome 

to study at Colburn’s Community School of 

Performing Arts, the Music Academy and 

Dance Academy are designed for pre-pro-

fessional high school students who plan to 

pursue careers in music and dance. 

So where do academics fit into the rigorous 

schedules of serious young performers? Flexi-

bility is key. Academy students, who are often 

international, generally either attend boarding 

school at American University Preparatory 

School (AUP) down the street, or pursue an 

Highland Hall Waldorf School in 
Northridge integrates visual arts into 
the curriculum from kindergarten 
through high school. 

AbilityFirst provides programs and services to help children and adults with physical and developmental disabilities realize their full potential 
throughout their lives. Federal Tax ID#95-1690983. Your donation is tax deductible to the extent allowable by law.

facebook.com/AbilityFirst

twitter.com/AbilityFirstLA

instagram.com/AbilityFirstLA

We provide after-school and summer programs with a 

nurturing environment for school-age youth who have 

developmental disabilities. Our well-trained and caring 

staff provides opportunities for new experiences that 

encourage socialization, exploration, choice and FUN!

   To schedule a tour of one of our after school programs and learn more about 

AbilityFirst please visit our website at AbilityFirst.org or call 877-768-4600

AbilityFirst After 
School Program

RALPH WALDO EMERSON is believed to have been twice-
exceptional, or 2E, referring to the fact that he was a literary 
genius (one exception) and was thought to be challenged 
with ADD / ADHD (the other exception).

www.bridges.edu      818.506.1091      doug.lenzini@bridges.edu 

*

2E*

Bridges educates 
gifted students who 
learn differently.Our 
engaging programs 
are strength-based, 
student-centered, 

and life-changing.

Since 1995 we have brought students, par-
ents, teachers, and researchers together to 
create a responsive learning environment 
that meets the needs of 2e students.
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education through the online, private Laurel 

Springs School.

A new partnership with the Oak Crest Acad-

emy for gifted and talented students will offer 

serious young musicians and dancers studying 

at Colburn a new, more integrated approach 

to academics. Starting this fall, a dedicated 

Oak Crest teacher will work in a new learning 

center on Colburn’s campus to make it easier 

for Academy students to complete their high 

school education in conjunction with specialized 

training in music or dance. The teacher will guide 

students through coursework, much of which 

will be online.

Jeannie A. Gudith, founder and president of Oak 

Crest Academy, says the new program allows ef-

ficiency and flexibility for families seeking more 

time to pursue their music studies, while offering 

a rigorous academic education. This option will 

only be open to Academy students the first 

year, but Daly says Colburn hopes to extend the 

option to Colburn’s Community School students 

in the coming years.
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ONE-ON-ONE INSTRUCTION

Young prodigies aren’t the only candidates for a flexible approach to aca-

demics. While athletes, actors and artists are certainly among Halstrom 

Academy’s students, the school’s personalized, one-on-one approach is also 

well suited for socially anxious kids and unique learners with ADHD, ADD or 

dyslexia.

“With just one student and teacher in a class, the student gets 100 percent 

of the teacher’s focus,” says Halstrom’s Erin Grant. “Teachers are able to 

tailor their teaching to each student’s learning style and interests. Students 

who don’t thrive in a traditional school setting find a focused, nurturing 

learning environment at Halstrom, where they can succeed in school at their 

natural pace.”

Halstrom has six campuses around L.A. and offers classes for middle- and 

high-school students. If you think a one-on-one environment sounds 

isolating, think again because Halstrom is focused on creating a connected 

community. Beyond class, students have ample time to work and socialize 

together.

Every campus has a “HangOut,” where kids socialize, play music or just 

watch TV together. “The Study” provides an ideal place to work, with work-

stations and a computer lab. Campus activities – including clubs, regional 

field trips with students from other Halstrom campuses and even a prom – 

are similar to those at traditional schools.
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Discover all your

CHOICES
GoTo.lausd.net

EXPLORE. APPLY. ATTEND.

L O S  A N G E L E S  U N I F I E D  S C H O O L  D I S T R I C T

Apply Now to multiple programs on 1 easy application

October 1- November 9, 2018
 

 

Magnet, Permits With Transportation, Dual Language,  CHOICES Now Includes- 

S cho ols  for  Advanced Studies,  Admission Criteria  S cho ols. 

Choices brochures/applications are available in all LAUSD schools, Local District Offices, 

LAUSD Headquarters, Parent and Community Services Office and Los Angeles City Libraries.
 

 

CONTACT: ((213) 241-4177 or ((877) 462-4798

New Roads School, a K-12 independent school in Santa 

Monica, liberates voice, perspective and talents through the 

art and science of progressive education. Our authentically 

diverse students develop a personal dedication to learning, a 

respect for independent thinking and an expanding curiosity 

about the world and its people.

Learn more at an Open House. RSVP to 310-828-5582, 

admissions@newroads.org.

Lower School – Oct. 13, Dec. 9

Middle School & Upper School – Sept. 30, Oct. 21, Dec. 2

Inspire Liberate Innovate
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After extensive research and stints in public and private schools, homeschool 

and tutoring, Westlake Village parent Lisa Bucaro enrolled her 13-year-old son 

in Halstrom. Now 17, Bucaro’s athlete son will be graduating early, thanks to 

year-round classes that go through the summer.

“At Halstrom, my son can concentrate on the sport he excels at and the 

direction he is going,” says Bucaro. “He learns better because of the one-to-

one teaching. This type of teaching keeps him interested and gives him the 

opportunity to ask questions so he can really understand the material.”

This approach also takes some pressure off Bucaro. “I can be a supportive 

mom and enjoy doing the ‘fun stuff’ with my kids instead of acting like a drill 

sergeant,” she says. “Halstrom is great about helping your child understand 

the material. If the child doesn’t understand a concept one way, they come up 

with another way of teaching.”

And that, really, is the point. When schools adapt to students’ needs – wheth-

er those are scheduling issues, learning differences or special interests – par-

ents are free to be parents and kids are free to learn. u

Melissa Gage has been an L.A.-based freelance writer for more than 15 years, and is 

the mother of one son.

OPPOSITE PAGE: Student filmmakers at Oasis 

Trilingual Community School collaborate.

THIS PAGE: A student at Oasis Trilingual  

Community School shows off his work.

Grades 6 - 12 | Open Enrollment | Full-Time | Part-Time
College Prep | AP | Courses for Credit | WASC Accredited

UC, CSU and NCAA Approved

Brentwood • Manhattan Beach • Beverly Hills 
Pasadena • Woodland Hills • Westlake Village

866.994.4361   Halstrom4u.com

HELPING STUDENTS ACHIEVE 

SUCCESS AND ENJOY LEARNING!

ENROLL NOW AND GET

YOUR REGISTRATION 

FEE WAIVED

ONE-TO-ONE 

INSTRUCTION

Rather than a large 
class ratio of 1:30, we 
teach core academics 
in the one-to-one 
model we founded
over 30 years ago.

           

 

 

 

  

   

  


