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For How Good This Program Is
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HE EIGHT children,
some of them barely
out of diapers, watched
with varying degrees of
concentration. “Mains
sur la téte!™ shouted Frangois
Thibaut. His students, accompa-
nied by their mothers, are en-
rolled in French for Tots, Mr.
Thibaut's program, based in a
private school in New York City.
The class i1s one of only a handful
.ol formal language schools in
this country for very young chil-

dren, but it signals a growing
phenomenon in preschool lan-
guage education. Other schools
with similar approaches are in
Washington and Chicago.
“Everyone just assumes that
because the child cannot speak
he cannot learn other lan-
guages,” said Mr. Thibaut, a
Panisian who has taught French
in the Uniled States since 1972
and founded the French Work-
shop for Children, also in New
York City, in 1973. “You cannot

explain grammar 10 4 child. You
cannot use a blackboard.”

But in three years of teaching
the course, he has found the op-
posite to be true. Mr. Thibaut
argues that everything from ac-
cent to vocabulary to compre-
hension suffers when training
starts later. “The best age to
start is before you're verbal”
said Mr. Thibaut, who honed his
approach while teaching French
to children ages 4 and up on a
local public radio station.

His method, which combines
short intervals of games, songs
and acuvities, is based on the
principle that listening and un-
derstanding — not speaking —
are the building blocks of lan-
guage. His youngest students are
about a year old and the oldest
are three.

“Everything is presented to
the child as a game,” Mr. Thi-
baut said Through short songs
and games, the children, accom-
panied by their parents, learn
the French names of colors,
fruits, vegetables and animals,
and simple verbs like sleep, eat
and drink.

Baby Talk

Experts sav that the best time 1o teach children forewgn languages
iy in infancy — at the same time they re learning the mother tongue

At the French Workshop for Chil-
dren in Manhattan, tots as young as 3
can be heard playing games and sing-
ing songs in French. The founder and
director of the program, Frangois Thi-
baut, and his native French teachers
use ongnal tapes and workbooks to
emphasize speaking with a proper ac-
cent. Although English is allowed in
the first few classes if a child is uncom-
fortable, the goal is to have classes

taught totaliy m French. Thibaut ob-
serves that the vounger children learn
even faster than the older ones:

“The problem we have with the
voung chuldre.. is that they have so
much fun that they think they are here
to play rather than learmn. So when class
= over, they sometimes cry about
having to go home.”

Thibaut sums up his phiosophy b\
saving, “They have a lot of energy. so
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mstead of letung them spend it n neg-
ative ways, we use action games re-
lated to the visual materials.”

Each chid has tapes and picture
books to take home, and students who
attend classes once a week are ex-
pected to do homework for about 10
minutes a day. Thibaut says that par-
ents often are rewarded for their ef-
forts by gamning a helpful young guide
for vacation tnips to France. He fre-
quently hears from parents that a
voung chid was the one who ordered
calé meals or asked for directions on
the Pans metro.
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Small Talk

“Kids think they come here 10
play.” says Frangois Thibaui,
founder of the French Workshop
for Children. “But they leave each
session with a grasp of fundamen-
tals.” And, judging by a recent visit,
they leave with a working vocabu-
lary and an accent parents will
envy. Thibaut uses action games so
that youngsters (four to fourteen)
learn to take direction in French,
skits 10 sharpen communications
skills, plus workbooks and tapes.

Teaching Jr.
Languages

Undoubtedly, age is not a limiting factor
at The French Workshop for Children.
Opened in 1973, it has the distinction of
being the first language school in the
country for babies. “Today it's very
important to know another language,”
said founder and director Francois
Thibaut. “You don’t start learning lan-
guage when you become verbal. In actu-
2"y, you begin when you are a baby. So
the younger the child, the easier it is 1o
learn. Exposure 1o = srcond language at
an carly age can help a child excel in the
comprehension and writing skills of
their native language as well.”
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We use visual aids and
action games and
various ways to make
learning a language
educational
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