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on the trapeze rings. The group of 11 babies didn't play together, but rather stared at one another,
fascinated.

Next we hit a Manhattan franchise of Gymboree Play & Music, a San Francisco company with more
than 240 U.S. locations offering classes for newborns through 5-year-olds. Our 18-month-old tester
tried out the Play & Learn 4 class, geared to 16- to 22-month-olds. We were immediately turned off
by the location. We had to take an especially slow elevator big enough for only two strollers at a time
to a basement space that felt cramped and dingy. The carpet was stained. Franchise owner Debra
Whitefield says the carpet will be replaced soon.

Log-Rolling Lesson
The class itself didn't exactly grab our tester's attention. Right from the opening welcome song, she
was more interested in running around the circle of eight babies than in sitting with them. The Level
4 class introduces a different concept every two weeks; the theme in the class we tested was "on and
off." The lone teacher led the students through activities that demonstrated the concept, including
climbing on a ramp and getting off by jumping, sliding or walking down stairs. The teacher tried to
guide our tester through the exercises even though she kept wandering off. When the babies sat on a
cushion log to practice rolling it from side to side, our tester had no inclination to join in. The teacher
tried to hold her in place and help her roll, but she kept squirming away.

Our third class was at Kidville, with classes for newborns to 5-year-olds in topics including gym,
music, dance, art and cooking. The company offers four membership tiers: At the New York
locations, Silver is free to those enrolled in one class, Gold is $395 a year, Platinum is $695 a year
and Diamond is $795. Members get incentives such as access to open-play sessions and discounts on
classes, birthday parties and merchandise at Kidville boutiques. Most classes meet weekly and cost
about $695 for 16 weeks.

Our eight-month-old tester tried a "Big Muscles for Little Babies" class, held in a clean and bright
room. The first 10 minutes was "open play"; then, after a song, children were led through some goofy
baby calisthenics while the "Rocky" theme played. The baby push-up was particularly awkward: We
were supposed to hold our babies' legs while they supported themselves with their arms. Our tester
wasn't into it: She cried and tried to crawl away. Natalie Cronin Reyes, Kidville's national early
childhood development director, says the exercises help prepare babies for crawling. "When we lift
their heinie up and put all their weight on their hands, it is just the same thing we [adults] would do
in the gym," she said.

The babies and toddlers liked it when the teachers blew bubbles around them and brought out a
colorful parachute, which the parents and caregivers raised up and down while the little ones crawled
around underneath. But what really fascinated our tester was the sparkly decoration on another
baby's shirt.

Our final test was at 74th Street Magic, for kids from six months to early teens. There are classes in
gym, music, art and cooking. We signed our 18-month-old tester for Tumble Time, which is
supposed to help develop balance, coordination and gymnastic skills such as tumbling. With its large
trampoline, ball pit, long balance beam and various bars, the spacious, clean gym was a treasure
chest for little ones; after 45 minutes, our tester didn't want to leave. She practiced walking up stairs,
jumping, doing a forward roll and walking on a beam. The teachers blew bubbles, and class ended
with the kids throwing mini basketballs into a hoop. The six teachers who walked us through each
circuit were impressive. Julie Flansbaum, program director for 74th Street Magic, says there is a
teacher for every four kids—the lowest ratio of the places we tested. We liked the community feel; the
chains, with their cookie-cutter formats, felt impersonal in comparison.

—Andrea Petersen contributed to this article.


