
Summer Language Camps Make Learning

FUN
Bienvenidos verano! Accueillir l’ete!

Willkommen sommer! Welcome summer!

For most kids, summer represents fun in

the sun and anything but academics. But a

great combination of fun and learning can be

found at some of the area’s summer

language camps.

Spanish is the focus at La Escuelita

Arcoiris in Squirrel Hill, which is a preschool

during the school year but transforms into a

summer Spanish camp for children in first

through fourth grades. The camp incorpo-

rates not only the Spanish language but

outdoor time as well. “The day camp is a

mixture of language and culture,” explained

Administrative Director Ellen Tafel.

“The goal is to offer a preschool and camp

environment that helps children develop a

passion for language, culture and ultimately,

learning itself,” said founder and Education

Director Megan Rooney.

The majority of the campers have either

little or no experience in Spanish. While a

child will not emerge from camp fully fluent in

Spanish, keeping up with their studies is

essential. “Language acquisition is a lifelong

process,” said Tafel.

Winchester Thurston (WT) also offers

weekly summer language camps, both at the

North Hills and Shadyside campuses, geared

toward children up to sixth grade. Campers

do not have to have any experience in a

language, nor do they have to be students at

the school.

Lee Moses, director of digital communica-

tions, said that the offerings include “Noah

Comprende Spanish Adventure,” “Passport

to FUN Travel Camp” (an exploration of a

different culture daily) and “Global Kitchen,”

inspired by world cuisines.

As part of their school-year curriculum,

Winchester Thurston offers Mandarin and

Spanish for young learners. “Our WT

parents know and value our language

programs. Other parents want their children

to explore a language or a culture that they

don’t study at their current school,” said

Moses of the reasons why parents sent

their children to language camps.

There is a consensus among many

educators that acquiring a world language is

ideal at the earliest grade levels. “Young

minds have the capacity to stretch to handle

two languages, no matter which they choose,

making the students stronger in all areas of

learning,” said WT Spanish teacher and

World Languages and Cultures department

chair Alicia Sewald, on why the school starts

foreign language learning at the Pre-K level.

“Foreign language proficiency is a core

aspect of being a literate member of any

society or culture. Global competence and the

ability to communicate effectively in a diverse,

multicultural world are critical skills. We

believe everyone can and should learn

another language and culture,” added Moses.

These core values are the impetus behind

Language Camp, a weeklong, overnight

camp held each August at the Family Retreat

Center in Cranberry (formerly held at Camp

Kon-o-Kwee Spencer). Now in its 28th year,

the camp offers a focus in Spanish, German

or French, geared toward children entering

second through tenth grades. This year the

camp is working on adding Mandarin.

When campers check in, they receive a

passport and are then immersed in the

culture of their chosen language for the

week. Activities include everything from

swimming, canoeing, cooking, archery, arts

and crafts, and of course, language lessons.

In addition, children choose a Spanish,

German or French name for themselves.

Director Helena Schaefers said that the

acquisition of a world language is an asset

for a future job. “Companies are doing more

international business,” she said. “Plus, it’s

been proven that you do better in other

subjects when you exercise this skill.”

“If they’re taking the language in school, they

go back in with a boost,” Schaefers added.

“The number one thing our camp does is

inspire kids to want to learn a world language.”

CAMPS
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Little Linguists has been offering summer

language camps since its inception in 2001.

During the school year, more than 50 instruc-

tors teach nine languages to students from

age 2 through adult, and a majority of the

teachers are native speakers.  

In the summer, Little Linguists offers week-

long immersion camps in French, Chinese

and Spanish for ages 5 to 10. Little Linguists

is stationed all over the city; in the North Hills,

the camp is held at Perry Lutheran Church in

Wexford. Instructors employ a combination of

total immersion and total physical response,

using movements and gestures to convey the

language. “It’s amazing how fast the children

pick it up. They certainly understand the

language before they can speak it,” said

founder Traci Eshelman Ramey.

Campers look forward to music, cooking,

games and other cultural aspects of their

chosen language. As with the other camps,

no experience is required, though bilingual

children often attend, which is mutually bene-

ficial for the native speaker and the

non-native speaker. “The bilingual children

feel empowered because they know the

language and for the first time, they feel as if

it’s an asset. It’s very nice for other kids who

do not speak the language; children learn

through other children more than they learn

through adults,” said Ramey.

Ramey commented that the trend in

language learning stems from the fact that

schools are taking it out of their curriculum.

“The need for a second language is now.

Our children will be competing in a global

workforce where not just two languages are

spoken, but many,” she said.  

She should know—as a former global

sales manager, Rami learned the importance

of being connected linguistically to the world

at large. “We want our kids to have fun and

enjoy it, so when they learn it formally in

school, they’re not afraid of it,” she said.
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