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LANGUAGE CLASSES ARE POPULAR, BUT WHEN’S THE RIGHT AGE TO START?

BY¥ MEREDITH MCGROARTY

rilingual toddlers, once a species
I found nearly exclusively around
embassy dining rooms and naval
base playgrounds, have seen a jump in
population numbers recently. Today,
New York abounds with 2-year-olds
enrolled in French and Mandarin class-
es, and more than a few 6-month-old
children are whisked off to Italian and
Spanish instruction several times a
week.

Francois Thibaut, the founder and
director of the Language Workshop for
Children, says he has been teaching for-
eign languages to children as young as 6
months old for more than three decades
and has seen the number of parents
seeking the instruction grow quite a bit
over this time. “When I started 35 years
ago, people thought it was a crazy idea
to teach children that young,” he said.
Now, many of his classes have a waiting
list. He noted that language instruction
preferences also have evolved over time
— from French 30 years ago to Spanish
10 years ago to Chinese today.

Recent research has shown that the
brain may be best equipped to learn a
foreign language fluently before the age
of 5 or 6 years, and some psychologists
say that foreign language instruction for
young children has a positive impact on
various areas of child development.
Bruce Homer, a research associate pro-
fessor in applied psychology at New
York University, stated that there is
some evidence that foreign language
instruction is beneficial to a child’s gen-
eral cognitive development, adding that
bilingual children generally appear to
have a higher degree of cognitive flexi-
bility.

Regarding when parents should
begin such education, he stated that the
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earlier the exposure to a foreign lan-
guage, the better. “It’s somewhat contro-
versial, but our brains are programmed
at an early age to acquire languages,”
says Homer. “Young children absorb the
language around them.” He explained
that everyone is born with the ability to
distinguish a wide range of phonetic
sounds in every language, but that we
gradually lose this ability as we grow up,
instead honing in on our native lan-
guage or languages.

Chris Lucas, an associate professor of
child and adolescent psychiatry at New
York University’s Child Study Center,

Language Workshop
for Children

agrees that early can be better than later
when it comes to instruction, but that
parents need to proceed with a bit of
caution. Unless a child is raised in a
bilingual household, says Lucas, parents
should wait to see whether their child
develops normally in a primary lan-
guage before enrolling them in foreign
language classes to ensure he or she
doesn’t have a developmental language
learning disorder.

Both Homer and Lucas agree, how-
ever, that more important than the
number of languages taught or whether
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