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FORMER TECH WORKER SINGING DIFFERENT TUNE

By HongDao Nguyen
Mercury News (The Guide; South San Jose edition; pages 1, 3 & 4 – including 4 pictures)
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When Melissa Gunter sings ``I've got the foot stompin' blues'' with her students, it brings to mind Julie Andrews' character in the ``Sound of Music'' piping out songs with the von Trapp kids.

But Gunter's not a nanny, she's a teacher at Renaissance Tots, a Kindermusik program whose mantra is that music and movement are essential to a child's development. It's a business started in Morgan Hill by David Wang, who moved from the Sony high-tech sector to get into a field with more of an ``organic'' feel, he said.

``The world is going down this Internet, PlayStation, electronic'' path, said Wang, 37. But he's shifting to ``drums and shakers.''

Parents of newborns to 7-year-olds can sign up their kids for 15-week sessions in which Gunter or another teacher will sing, dance and play with the kids, all the while feeding the adults tidbits on how to bring these principles into their homes.

As Gunter rocks back and forth, and the 1 1/2- to 3-year-old kids teeter with her, Gunter tells parents that rocking is great for developing a child's sense of balance. While she's playing a CD or leading the group in another verse, she pipes out more information: ``From an early age your children are learning the structures of their native language through songs.''

A class homework assignment is to find a song that repeats a verse to sing at home.

The Kindermusik program that Wang uses for materials isn't new. For more than 25 years, the North Carolina-based company has been training and licensing teachers and curriculum all over the world.

There's at least one other program in San Jose, but Wang's is the only one in Morgan Hill or Gilroy, he said.

Wang, of Newark, brought Renaissance Tots to Morgan Hill last fall after he quit his job with Sony. He had been working on product planning for high-definition televisions in San Jose, and when the operation moved to England in 2002, he followed his work.

But the move ``didn't feel right,'' Wang said.

He didn't feel like he really fit in with the company culture, and he couldn't get used to certain things about living in England, including driving on the other side of the road. So he came back and looked for a new venture -- one where he'd be in charge, and not just a ``spoke in the wheel.''

A plan to buy an electrical contracting company in Texas fell through, and one day, he observed a teacher at another Kindermusik class in San Francisco.

``The thing that really got me was the teacher and the connection he had with parents and children,'' said Wang, who's not married and doesn't have any kids. In the class, parents were ``learning how to raise their children.''

He notes the irony of the fact that he used to work for Sony, a company that sells the video game machine, PlayStation, that thousands of kids use to entertain themselves. With his new venture, he likes seeing parents dancing along with their kids, ``instead of using a TV or video game as a babysitter,'' he said.

Wang zeroed in on Morgan Hill because there weren't competing Kindermusik programs nearby, and he saw a trend of young professionals with children drawn to the area for more affordable homes. Maybe in four to five years business would boom, he thought.

He hopes to eventually offer classes at the Morgan Hill Community and Cultural Center, and in Gilroy.

Child development experts said a program like Renaissance Tots is great for familiarizing kids with music, rhyme and rhythm, as well as encouraging ``positive interaction'' between parents and kids. But it's not the end-all to molding well-developed, successful children.

If parents are ``looking for new and interesting ways to play with children, that's great,'' said Toni Campbell, the chairwoman of San Jose State University's Child and Adolescent Department. But if the attitude is ``if I don't do something like this, my child would be left behind -- big mistake.''

Parents such as Kim Reed, of Morgan Hill, said she's not expecting her daughter, Ryleigh, to develop a deep love of classical music or ``anything crazy like that'' because of the class, but saw it as a positive activity she and her 22-month-old could do together.

On a recent weekday, Ryleigh was running around the classroom, at times jumping into the class activity, at others, wandering off to explore the room on her own.

``It's almost impossible for a 2-year-old to sit down and listen -- especially mine,'' said Reed, 31. But ``when you're with a 2-year-old, you need to find constructive things to do with them other than letting them sit around watching TV all day.''

IF YOU'RE INTERESTED

For information, call (408) 427-2833 or go to www.renaissancetots.com.

Contact HongDao Nguyen at hnguyen@mercurynews.com or (408) 920-5651.
