A college for babies — whatever next?
Debbie Waite went to investigate a new
class where the learning starts before
the pupils can even walk.

 HETHER vuu e

i .
Mded oran
fad, Bahy College
certainly seems 4o havethe:
approval of its’yoting students.

Sevent babies botwesn the @ge of
might weeks and wight months in e
room without the Tweenies would
normally be a recipe for mayhem

But here they were, with
nothing but Mozart to nmuse them
and you could hear a pin drop,

At the New Marston Pastoral
Centraon o cold morning in
February, seven mums and their
precious bundles gathered lor
their weelkly Baby College cluss

‘We're not trying to
make our babies
young Einsteins, but |
think a lot of parents
worry they are not
stimulating their
baby enougly

Teoman ilenoriginally
conteived by two mums from
Reading; a (ranchise of Babhy
Collego opened In Oxlordshive at

Sthn buginning of this vear, and'is
et b fitiends Bes Waterford and
O Donnd Twylord,

This 'callege’ (Mlers classes
baged on age: up 1o nine‘ months,
nine- 18 montha and 1896 months,
i s to Halp moms
undepstand how, when and why
their growing child develops, and
how they can aid thiat
development

Biea toak the class T went to mnd
while setting up the room, told
why she Lielped set up Baby
College in Oxfond.

“When my son John was born
prematurely, I worried about how

B

little 1 knew about his
development,” she said

“Tread all the hooks 1 coulil find
ot the subject, but | wish these
Baby Collage classes had bean
aviilable then amd | could have
lisrned, haed fun and heen socinble
all at the smne time.”

“Donna andd 1 saw the advert for
the Baby College lranchises on the
same day and e-mailed each other
1o say what a fantastic ldea it was.

“After nhine ionths looking into
it, the company trained us and our
classes are proving really
popular.”

While Bea and | tulked, the
mums started to filter in,
Including Natasha Richardson, 32,
angd her eight-week-old son
Joshua. 'This was the first time at
Baby College for Natasha anil
Joshua, and along for support was
Matasha's mum-in-law, Anne
Richardson, &

“‘We don'l really know what to
expect,” explnined Gran

ey didn't have this Kind of
thing when T was a young .
Bul Natasha read about it in the
parish maggazine and thought it
woudil bea nies way (o gel out gl
mueel other mums.™

While the mumns sat on [wor
mats in o semi-cirele with their
babies, [ took i seat at the hack
and watched the spectiele unfold.

During the pext 46 minutes, Bea
took her class through a carefully
constructed chain of exeriises,
stating with the welcome song

Songs and movemen| seem to
featare highly throughoul Bahy
College classes and while the
thinking behind the exercises may
be bang up-to-date, | was glad to
learn the nursery thyvmes are old
favourites, like Ba Bua Black Sheep
aned Ride a Cock Horse

I'his week’d lotter, Hea snid, was
M, and the mums' homework was
to point out to their babies all the
things they saw beginning with M
— homework at eight weeks old —
gulp!

BABY College intant and
toddler ¢lasses are held in
New Marston and
Summertown in Oxtord,
Abingdon, Kidiington,
Wheatley and Witney,

Sessions cost £5.50 a week
and are paid per lerm,

Fer infarmation, or to book,
call Bea, above, on 01865
436920 or Donna, below, on
01865 421879 or complete the
anline booking form at
www.babycollege.co.uk

Also integral to Baby College
teaching is the use of sign
language and many words spoken
during the class were
accompanied by their signs,

With muosi of the babies unalble
Lo even sit up it seemed strange
they were boing fanght ign
langunge, but several weeks of
signing already seomed to have
repistered with elght-month-old

eollegn ‘voterans' Jaya and Henry,

ani both Lield out their hands to
shake when Bea offoved hers,
Bea explained that al nine
months, the babios will start to
uge thelr signs and oven invent

EAALY LEARNERS: Above, Jenny Lewis shows daughtor Aimee a
pleture card; fop of page from left, classes at the Bahy College;
Sangeeta Leahy with daughter Jaya and a tactile ball; Bea
Whaterfield loads the group using a dummy .
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their own, making it caster to
communieate with their paronts
bafore they can spenak.

She also explained that moving
o ball or pattle fron lefl to right
around the baly makes their
eyes "track' if, promoting their
avontual understamling of
reading and writing

The mums were also given
animal picture enrds o deseribe
Lo the babies Guthough He main
challenge seemed to be stopping
the habies from eating them),

But the highlight for the
vhililren seemed to be a giant,
multh-calonred parachute which
was floated above their heads 1o
atimulnte their senses.

Hall @ hour in and humming
along Lo the songs, | readised that
none of thi babies had cried or
evim whimpersd since the olass
started — in facl, Hite Henry was
having such a good time, he wos
sk without even realising it

The session ended gs i started

with Mosart, plus soap bubblis

Jaya's mum Sanpeeta Leohy,
46, told me: “We have boon
coming since the beginning and
really enjov it

“1earn exercises to do with
.l'w vat home and you can tell the

Labies anjoy it. because they all
start «mliin:.,

Isabel Smmmons, 28, mwm fo
Luciy, four months, agreed:
“We're not trying to mike our
Iruables young Binsteins, but |
think a lot ol parents worry they
are not stimulating their bahy

1h,

“ITike to think the sign
languagn will help Lucin
communicats with me and stop
her from gelling frustrated ™

Strangely, within minutes of
the elass ending, the bables
began Lo ery — were they missing
sthool already or were they just
Iumngry? — school’s still out on
that one,
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