education’

by Fennifer Reid Holman

Four-year-old Alexandra Demers
talks to her toy animals in Japanese. At
snack time, she spontaneously shifts to
French, “Fus de pomme, 5'il vous plait”
(“apple juice, please”). Lindsay Swan
at age 8 shows an ability to carry on a
basic conversation in French without
the slightest English accent. Both have
been students since the age of 2 at the Language
Workshop for Children in New York. They are part of
a growing number of children—many barely out of their
toddler years—enrolled in language schools and pro-
grams across the country.

Sound like parents pushing their kids toward over-
achievement? Not entirely, say educators and child devel-
opment researchers. “In the past decade or so, we've
learned a tremendous amount about the best way to teach
foreign languages so kids develop a real proficiency for
using them,” says Christine Brown, director of foreign
languages for the Glastonbury, Connecticut, public
schools and chairperson of the National Standards Task
Force on Foreign Language Educadon. “From both a
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“From the latest research,

we now know that the
better learner of a foreign
language is one who
starts early—at least

before age 10.”

practical teaching standpoint as well as
the latest research, we now know that
the better learner is one who starts
early—at least before age 10.”

Even public schools are embracing
the trend toward earlier foreign lan-
guage education. In the not-so-distant
past, most offered foreign language as
an electve, generally starting in junior
or senior high school.

Thanks to the Goals 2000 education initiative and the
input of thousands of teachers, Brown’s task force recom-
mended that all children have the opportunity to study
foreign languages in elementary school, ideally starting in
kindergarten or first grade. Heeding that call, 24 states
report teaching foreign languages in public elementary
schools with enrollment in these programs up 18 percent
from 1990 to 1994, according to the American Council
on the Teaching of Foreign Languages.

“In terms of benefits, the research is pretty conclusive
that students exposed to foreign languages in the elemen-
tary and preschool years have a much higher level of
success in other studies,” says Eileen Glisan, a Spanish and
continued on page 42
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