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Letter from the Editor

John Gruber-Miller 
Cornell College

It is easy to think that learning vocabulary, grammar, and syntax and explor-
ing Greek and Roman culture are the essential ingredients for learning Latin and 
Greek. Yet motivation is a key ingredient in the recipe, too. How do we encourage 
our students to continue studying Latin or Greek? How do we motivate them to 
reach higher levels of proficiency and reward them for their success? One possible 
solution is to offer your students the possibility of being awarded a state-endorsed 
“Seal of Biliteracy.”

So what is a Seal of Biliteracy? The Seal of Biliteracy certifies that a stu-
dent has attained a certain level of proficiency in both English and another world 
language, including Latin and Greek. The recognition becomes a part of a student’s 
high school transcript and diploma. “It is a statement of accomplishment that helps 
signal evidence of a student’s readiness for career and college, and for engagement 
as a global citizen” (ACTFL Guidelines for Implementing a Seal of Biliteracy). Bot-
tom line, it is a way to encourage students to continue studying Latin and Greek, and 
help them to be open to diverse cultural behaviors and values.

ACTFL recommends that students achieve Intermediate Mid proficiency as 
a minimum, but that level of performance can be measured in many different ways. 
This document makes clear that not all languages should be assessed in the same 
way. To help states understand what are appropriate measures, the National Com-
mittee for Latin and Greek has drawn up some suggestions.  For classicists, measur-
ing success in Latin can be done through a variety of instruments: ALIRA (ACTFL 
Latin Interpretive Reading Exam), AP Latin, IB Latin, National Latin Exam, Na-
tional Greek Exam, SAT Subject Tests. Besides these national exams, state and local 
assessments can be developed that meet the approval of a state department of edu-
cation or school district. Most importantly, the NCLG Guidelines recommend that 
states recognize but do not require students to demonstrate productive use of Greek 
or Latin in either oral or written mode.

When I first looked into the Seal of Biliteracy a year ago, I was concerned 
that as classicists and Latin teachers we should recommend a specific score on vari-
ous exams to indicate the Intermediate Mid level of proficiency. But what I have 

https://www.actfl.org/sites/default/files/pdfs/SealofBiliteracyGuidelines_0.pdf
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come to realize is that such a list does not do justice to all the ways that students can 
demonstrate their proficiency. Some students will have achieved it in reading while 
others may demonstrate it through analysis and interpretation of a text, while still 
others through integrated performance assessments or presentations or portfolios. 
The possibilities are quite varied. What is important is for students (and parents) 
to recognize the value of learning a classical or modern language, achieving some 
measure of intercultural competence, and be motivated to continue that pursuit.

Momentum is building quickly. The NCLG recommendations for imple-
menting the Seal of Biliteracy has been endorsed by CAMWS, JCCAE, and regional 
and state classical organizations. In just the past few years, more than twenty five 
states have endorsed the Seal of Biliteracy and many more state legislatures and 
school districts are considering legislation to implement the Seal. You can advocate 
for the Seal in your school district or state. To see if your state has approved the 
Seal of Biliteracy, visit the Seal of Biliteracy website. To learn more about the Seal 
of Biliteracy, consult the ACTFL Guidelines for the Seal of Biliteracy to see how 
you can motivate your Latin and Greek students to reach higher levels of success. 
Semper ad meliora!

The three articles in this issue share several common themes. First is the 
importance of teacher self-reflection and dedication to constant improvement. Each 
author tells the story of how they perceived a need in the classroom and sought a so-
lution. Additionally, each author shows that it is okay to take risks in the classroom 
as long as one can articulate the challenges faced, the goals of the course, and then 
respond with thoughtful revision. Second, these authors review both old (the Di-
rect Method), recent (communicative language instruction) and new (SCALE-UP) 
methods to see how they might be adapted to the Latin or Greek classroom. 

Finally, each article offers a different approach to research. In “Competency 
and Collaboration: An Approach to the Second Semester Latin Course,” Kristina 
Meinking takes advantage of both experiential data provided by her students in the 
heat of the course and qualitative data retrieved from them at the end of the course. 
In “An Old Teaching Dog Tries Some New Tricks: Changing a Traditional Latin 
Classroom,” Matthew Panciera offers an autobiographical case study, chronicling 
key events and offering sample activities as he sought to transform his classroom 
from an eclectic, traditional reading approach to a more communicative one. Fi-
nally, in his review article of the Greek reader Alexandros, Paul Nitz sets the work 
in historical context and suggests new ways to make use of it in a communicative 
classroom. Wishing you a fabulous vacation. Enjoy!

http://sealofbiliteracy.org/
https://www.actfl.org/sites/default/files/pdfs/SealofBiliteracyGuidelines_0.pdf
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Competency and Collaboration:
An Approach to the Second-Semester Latin Course

Kristina Meinking 
Elon University

Abstract
This essay explains and explores how the author designed a second semester el-
ementary Latin course in order to meet the diverse needs and preparation of stu-
dents. The approach features a combination of stepped learning, which emphasizes 
student mastery of the material before proceeding to a new content set, and collab-
orative learning techniques inspired by Student-Centered Learning Environment 
for Undergraduate Programs (SCALE-UP), a method most often found in STEM 
disciplines. By moving away from a teacher-centered classroom and toward an 
individually paced, peer-supported model of engaged learning, the author found 
that students better retained information, deepened the questions they asked of the 
instructor and one another, began to see errors and small-scale failure as formative 
rather than ruinous, and became more nuanced, confident evaluators of their work 
and comprehension. Although this approach does present some challenges, for ex-
ample those of fast and frequent grading and difficulties of student motivation, 
on the whole the course-specific as well as the lifetime skills (time management, 
self-discipline, responsibility for one’s learning) that students took away from the 
course merit its expansion and further development.

Keywords
collaboration, competency, mastery, peer, reflection, self-paced

Language instructors at all levels must design their courses with a particular 
set of considerations in mind, not least of which is that students entering each course 
do so with varying degrees of competence and confidence in their language skills. 
The disparity, in both degree and extent, of student preparation is pronounced in el-
ementary language study, as traditionally all students must begin and end at the same 
point of a predetermined sequence. Yet this chapter-by-chapter method does a dis-
service to our students: it often leaves many of them confused, concerned primarily 
with the short-term memorization of chapter-specific and thus highly contextually 
specific information, and likewise does not require them to demonstrate full mas-
tery of any content set. Should a student fail chapter twenty, he simply moves on to 
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chapter twenty-one, material which he is already predisposed to understand poorly 
given his inadequate comprehension of the previous set.

The purpose of this essay is to detail how pedagogical methods and course 
structure can account and allow for mixed levels of student preparedness and per-
formance in a second-semester elementary Latin class at the university level. This 
competency-based approach draws on the fundamental principles of student learn-
ing, is rooted in the idea of subject mastery, and is committed to the ideal of authen-
tic learning, with emphases on the tenets of open-ended inquiry, metacognition, and 
student-directed learning (Ambrose et al. 188-216; Cahill and Bloch-Shulman). A 
few notes about these ways of thinking about student learning might prove help-
ful here. As will be discussed below, students in this course progressed through its 
various components by proving their competency in the subject matter, specifically 
by earning a mark of 90% or above on each assessment. That this approach has 
advantages over other traditional approaches both to language acquisition and other 
courses is supported by its incorporation into classes in Psychology, Philosophy, 
Physics, and more (see here for a list of participating institutions and courses). At its 
core, the competency-based method (sometimes also referred to as mastery-based 
learning) maintains that learners must demonstrate their full comprehension of one 
set of skills before advancing to other, usually more complicated, skills. Thorough 
understanding at each level likewise better positions students to make new mistakes 
at each stage rather than repeating the old; for example, a student learning indirect 
statement for the first time can focus on identifying the construction and how to 
translate it rather than reciting all accusative case endings across the declensions 
beforehand.

To suggest that students can attain mastery or prove their competency entails 
also a reconsideration of how they learn, that is the processes and environments 
which cultivate deep and lasting learning rather than rote memorization, itself insuf-
ficient for long-term learning despite student belief in its efficacy (Brown, Roediger, 
and McDaniel 102-130). While both lecture as a pedagogical tool and memorization 
as a study technique continue to hold important places in language pedagogy, evi-
dence in other disciplines indicates that student-centered classrooms in which stu-
dents themselves define and take control of their learning lead to better recollection, 
higher test scores, and a higher transferability of learning between courses (Krege-
now, Rogers, and Price; McDuff). Such a classroom is one in which the professor 
takes on the role of guide more than sage, students solve problems individually and 

http://scaleup.ncsu.edu/
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with peers, and (here) are asked to reflect upon these processes and experiences at 
various turns. Taken together, these curricular elements create an environment in 
which students also begin to engage in authentic learning, namely the awareness of 
the ways in which one’s classroom activities are applicable to other areas of their 
lives as well as to their personal and professional development beyond their college 
career.

On the ground, a typical day in this class starts with a number of tables ar-
ranged in pods around the room. Students generally know the peers with whom they 
are working at any given point; there is no lectern and, in this course, no integra-
tion of technology. The instructor has already communicated to students what this 
day’s tasks include and spends her time floating between the various groups (for a 
mid-term example of the groups’ divisions, see Appendix I). While some groups 
are engaged in problem-solving (here, usually translation or low-stakes composi-
tion), others are learning new material, some are teaching another group, and yet 
others are taking an assessment. Should questions arise they can be answered, but 
not without asking the students to puzzle through their own hypotheses first. Even 
in more traditionally recognizable teaching moments, the material covered by the 
instructor depends on the questions put forth by a given group’s members. In the 
pages that follow, I first provide some background to the evolution of this idea, the 
course structure and components, and how it was implemented in its initial year. 
Second, I discuss what I learned from the course, the benefits and challenges of em-
ploying this approach, and suggestions for future iterations. My hope is that I may 
encourage a conversation about active, alternative, student-centered approaches to 
language acquisition, both in Latin and in other languages, across all levels of study 
and schooling.

I. Course Conception, Implementation, and Components

For many language instructors, the second semester course looks much like 
an extension of the first: we continue to trudge through the textbook, marching our 
students onward in the hope that they will learn and love the language. Instruc-
tors who use traditional textbooks (e.g. Wheelock’s Latin) often complete the first 
twenty-five chapters and finish the bulk of the book in the spring when their stu-
dents begin to read “real,” unadapted Latin. In the case discussed herein, the second 
semester class included a remarkable range of student experience: some had com-
pleted the first semester with the same instructor who taught the second term, others 
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had completed it elsewhere with another instructor or at some temporal remove (e.g. 
one-to-three years earlier). Some had not taken a language course since they were 
in high school, and yet others were, for a variety of reasons, too advanced for the 
course. In the pilot year of this study, fifteen students were continuing from the fall, 
nine new students had placed into the course and had not practiced any Latin in at 
least eight months. Two more were seniors who had not taken any Latin in three or 
more years, and one other had placed into the third semester course but wanted some 
practice. What might initially strike someone is the question of numbers (e.g. here, 
how can the instructor effectively reach twenty-seven students?), yet this quickly 
becomes a question of individual, supported learning: how can the instructor give 
each student every resource and opportunity to learn and succeed in the course?

Two existing approaches shaped and informed the method I developed in 
response to the questions posed above.  The first came from two Philosophy pro-
fessors at my home institution and the second from a nationwide consortium of 
Physics professors. The philosophers’ method (Cahill and Bloch-Shulman), which 
they refer to as a step-by-step approach, has at its foundation the belief that students 
must master one key skill before moving on to the next, an idea that resonates with 
language instructors. (Indeed, elements of this approach and the one I am about to 
describe share traits with game- and project-based learning, both of which have be-
come popular not just in language classrooms but across the disciplines.) In order to 
create an environment conducive to this sort of stepped progress, they re-envisioned 
the syllabus: no longer did the entire class move along at the same pace as dictated 
by the instructor or the textbook, but rather each student continued to the next step 
as they were ready. A student demonstrates mastery of the first set of material by 
taking a quiz and cannot continue until that quiz has shown sufficient understanding 
of the material. Each step is worth a specific number of the one hundred points in 
the course. Students may progress as slowly or as quickly as they like; they might 
realize that all they want is a “C” and thus work only to that point. In their stepped 
model, letter grades are determined by the number of steps completed, so a student 
can finish the course without learning all of its planned content. They describe their 
course in the familiar terms of the “one-room schoolhouse” wherein each individual 
student is working according to their abilities and ambitions and the instructor is free 
to work with students one-on-one, allowing him or her to address specific student 
needs, give targeted feedback, and develop a bond with the student (all principles 
which foster and increase student learning, as noted in Ambrose et al.).
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Despite some apprehension, the potential benefits of restructuring the Latin 
course in a similar way were apparent: it would give both returning and new students 
a clear sense of where they stood, allow each student to focus on the skills which 
needed the most work, and encouraged collaboration among peers (another steadfast 
hallmark of student learning, see Ambrose et al., Elbers and Streefland 480, Oxford 
444). The immediate problem was how to translate this to a second semester Latin 
course, where instead of the philosophy course’s nine steps there were dozens, steps 
which also had to account for the review of the material, i.e. some way to ensure that 
students already knew well the material covered in the previous course. Further, the 
model in which students could learn set amounts of material did not align fully with 
a language course that was meant, in part, to prepare students for the next sequential 
level. Consideration of these factors necessitated that, in the Latin course, grading 
must be structured in a way that mandated completion of all course content.

Stepped learning was an important tenet of the course; so too was the notion 
that no student should feel isolated or alone in their progression through the material 
— there remains an important distinction between self-paced and self-taught, and I 
wanted students to benefit from the camaraderie of their peers. Upon my colleagues’ 
recommendation, I looked into a second approach, Student-Centered Learning En-
vironment for Undergraduate Programs (or, as it is commonly called, SCALE-UP). 
This approach was originally conceived as a way to deal with high-enrollment Phys-
ics classes and especially to increase student success in such courses. Importantly, 
the room itself is redesigned to accommodate diverse physical spaces for learning 
rather than traditional rows of seats, a shift which has shown to disrupt the typical 
pattern of grade distribution wherein high-earners sit in front and low-earners in the 
back (Kregenow, Rogers, and Price 48). Students spend their time working on man-
ageable, focused, and engaging tasks rather than sitting through a lecture and having 
separate, additional lab periods. Key to the SCALE-UP classroom is the focus on 
group-centered learning: while it recognizes that each student has a different level 
of foundation, interest, and aptitude, it requires students to work both individually 
and, crucially, with one another in mixed-level groups to solve the problems posed 
to them. These groups vary in size but are always arranged and monitored by the 
instructor(s) to promote and facilitate student success. As noted by its devotees, the 
benefits of this approach include increased problem-solving capabilities, increased 
conceptual understanding, better attitudes, lower failure rates, and increased perfor-

http://scaleup.ncsu.edu/
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mance in later courses. One can achieve all of this without compromising content 
or rigor.

With these two models in mind, I created something that I originally called 
a “modified SCALE-UP” approach to the second semester course. As a blend of the 
two models (step-by-step and SCALE-UP), it reframed tenets central to both meth-
ods. My goals for the course structure were to incorporate elements of the focus on 
mastery and individual progress stressed in the former model into grading and as-
sessment and to facilitate peer engagement and collaborative learning by adapting 
elements from the latter approach in the daily work of the classroom. This hybrid ap-
proach was designed to afford students the support and accountability of team-based 
collaborative learning while also providing ample opportunities for individually-
paced learning, assessment, and reflection. It was intended to have the additional 
advantage of helping the instructor: without a teaching assistant or grader it would 
be difficult to tend to each of these students individually and for precisely equal 
amounts of time in each class meeting. 

The original syllabus for this spring course (Appendix IIa) illustrates how 
the course paralleled and diverged from a more traditional class. Rather than the 
typical sequential progression through the textbook with accompanying homework, 
quizzes, and exams, the course consisted of five modules, each of which was in 
turn worth a set number of points (in this, it was similar to the step-by-step model). 
Each module consisted of a series of sub-steps, each of which again counted for a 
set number of points. Students would progress through each module by completing 
these sub-steps and moved to the next one when they mastered the previous sub-
step. The five modules included: I. Previously Learned Grammar and Skills, II. New 
Grammar and Skills, III. Vocabulary, IV. Aesop’s Fables, V. Cicero, Pro Archia.

Module I contained all the material that students had learned in the first 
course of the elementary sequence, most recently taught the previous fall, and that 
incoming students already ought to have known by virtue of having placed into this 
level. Through a series of evermore narrowly focused diagnostics, students whittled 
down their weaker skills to a core set, repeatedly working through their material 
until they scored a 90%, the mark upon which I settled as a sufficiently adequate 
indicator of competency. Upon completion of the first “review” module, students 
progressed to Module II, which consisted of material that was new for my continu-
ing students and possibly new for the new students. For those who use Wheelock as 
we did then, this corresponds to chapters twenty-six through forty. In both Modules I 
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and II, most challenges covered one or a series of related chapters. Content that was 
similar in theme or that was otherwise relatively easily linked would be combined 
in order to give students a way of seeing patterns, making connections, and feeling 
like they were progressing at a good pace. 

In the original course design, Module III’s purpose was to give students a 
confidence boost as well as to help with vocabulary retention. Regretfully, it had 
to be cut about halfway through the course, as it became clear that it was weighted 
too insignificantly and would have been too time-consuming for students, hinder-
ing their completion of the other material. Module IV, however, which introduced 
students to adapted versions of Aesop’s Fables remained and included a brief com-
position and commentary project. Here I hoped to capture students’ interest and help 
them transition to reading with a good deal of assistance, a goal which would have 
been further enhanced and developed in Module V. In this too, however, I had been 
overly ambitious. Had the final module not been removed about halfway through the 
course, most students would not have been able to complete the class.

Each sub-step (or marker of student mastery) required a corresponding as-
sessment tool which could be taken up to three times. In an effort to foster a less 
stressful classroom environment, we called these “challenges” rather than quizzes. 
Ideally this system enables an instructor to give students targeted and precise feed-
back; a student’s second (or third) attempt at a challenge would thus be precise and 
focused — instead of repeating the entire body of material, he would need to study 
and prove his understanding of only those elements that caused him trouble. To be 
clear, what I mean here is a question of focus and emphasis; I do not mean to im-
ply that the student can simply forget all requisite grammar, vocabulary, and other 
content. For example, if a student did not conquer the challenge on the case system 
because he did not understand the genitive, the next version of the challenge would 
focus on the genitive though not to the exclusion of the other relevant material (Ap-
pendix III includes an example of a challenge with three iterations). A student could 
take a challenge up to three times. Student X could take Challenge I.1, score a 90%, 
and would then practice and prepare for Challenge I.2. Student Y could take I.1, 
score a 76%, and retake it another one or two times. Without exception, all chal-
lenges had to be taken in class; the possibility that students could know beforehand 
the material on a challenge was avoided by altering the language and order of each 
short answer question, the Latin words declined or conjugated, and the passages 
chosen for translation. One wonders, too, if the removal of grade-grubbing and the 



Teaching Classical Languages Volume 8, Issue 1
  8Meinking

opportunity to retake challenges helped create an atmosphere in which the focus was 
on learning the material, not passing through each challenge as quickly as possible.

Once students reached the final module consisting of Laura Gibb’s collection 
of Aesop’s Fables, they were required to translate any five fables out of each set of 
ten; the reader contains eighty brief to mid-length Fables, making for a total of forty 
translations per student. In response to trends noted in the students’ engagement 
with one another (discussed below), this module was redesigned to allow for highly 
collaborative work. At a minimum each student had to translate one from each set of 
five translations with at least one other student in the course, but they were encour-
aged to translate all of the fables with a peer, whether during class or outside of it. 
90% again marked the pass/fail point in this collaborative testing environment (on 
the pros and cons of which see Slusser and Erickson, Summers and Volet); transla-
tions were assessed primarily on the basis of their grammatical accuracy. (Future 
iterations of this course might include deeper connections to cultural and reading-
based comprehension, for an example of which see Williams 1991). In order to 
maintain standards and motivate students to strive for excellence in this module, for 
each translation that did not meet the competency standard the student would have 
to translate an additional fable from the set. Upon successful completion of these 
forty translations, a student officially finished the course and was not obligated to 
return to class until the final day, on which course evaluations were distributed.

II. Experiencing the Course:  
Challenges, Advantages, and Takeaways

In what follows, I identify and discuss first the challenges and second the 
advantages of approaching a course in this way. On the whole, the drawbacks had 
mostly to do with the frequent quizzing and thus associated grading, my own overly 
optimistic sense of what students could accomplish in a fifteen week semester, and 
how to motivate students who struggled with self-discipline and procrastination. 
Despite these obstacles, both the instructor and students reaped great rewards from 
the nearly one-on-one instruction, collaboration with peers, the realization that fail-
ure is normal and productive, and metacognitive reflection on one’s learning.

Contextualized through a narrative of the course experience over the pilot se-
mester, the world of the course becomes more apparent. On the first day of class, we 
considered some common ways of conceptualizing language learning; the marathon 
analogy worked well to help students visualize the reasoning behind the course as 
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well as its structure — running a marathon was not unlike finishing all the modules 
of the course, it demanded practice, pacing, and patience. Each of the students came 
into the course with a different base line, but each could get to the finish line with 
the requisite amount of work and determination. As anticipated, all of the students 
were pleased that there would not be any exams, and all expressed surprise at this 
new approach. My fifteen students from the fall asked thoughtful questions, includ-
ing ones I had not yet considered. One student, for example, wondered how many 
assessments could be taken per class; another inquired about potential penalties for 
re-taking a passed challenge in an attempt to earn a higher mark.

The course met three times a week for seventy minutes each; assessments 
began early and often. The first and frequently the second versions of a challenge 
were nearly identical in terms of the content they covered, but by the third version of 
a challenge, I was tailoring the assessment to the individual student (Appendix IV). 
If a student still did not understand that third declension nouns could be declined 
with second declension adjectives, but did understand how to decline nouns and ad-
jectives of each declension, he knew that for this third challenge he had to focus his 
study and practice on that key, higher order concept of mixing and matching noun-
adjective pairs between declensions, not on the declension endings themselves. On 
the one hand, this system helped students’ studying to become more efficient and 
less haphazard due to the targeted nature of the assessment. Rather than feeling like 
they were adrift in an overwhelming sea of material, students could readily discern 
how to concentrate their efforts. This remained true whether the challenge consisted 
solely of grammar (e.g. production of forms and short-answer responses) or includ-
ed translation work.

On the other hand, students were taking challenges in almost every class 
and thus the grading could at times feel draining. The pressure that students felt to 
advance quickly came back to the instructor; because students could not advance 
unless they had in their hands, as quickly as possible, feedback from the most recent 
challenge, the pressure to grade quickly and then communicate results via email 
often felt quite great — although this might have been more of the instructor’s per-
ception than a reality. I do not necessarily think that there was any more work of this 
kind to do, quantitatively, than in a traditional class, but that this method required 
a faster turnaround and occurred in rhythms which differed from the usual ones of 
the semester. I was almost always able to evaluate all student work by the end of 
the day (say, 9:00pm) and would email each student with targeted feedback and a 
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personalized plan for the next class. Students adjusted to this system of feedback 
and used it to their advantage in progressing through the course; one or two often 
admitted to not reading the emails and were often slowed down as a result. Other 
methods for administering the challenges and offering assessments for such a course 
might be imagined: one might shift the challenges to an online format (controlling in 
some way for honor code violations), reduce the number of challenges, and/or make 
assessing student work something that the students themselves do, individually or 
with one another.

For the most part, students were equally pleased at the beginning of the term 
(“no exams!” replied many, with glee) and at the end. The self-paced approach gar-
nered particular acclaim; as one student commented “This structure facilitated a 
variety of students in a course that is not easy for everyone. It especially helped my 
learning process.” (Additional comments on end-of-term evaluations both standard 
and supplemental, with the supplemental evaluation form, constitute Appendices 
V and VI; student progress through the modules and self-reported perceptions of 
the values of this approach are provided in two figures in Appendix VII.) Even the 
metacognitive elements seemed to register with students, some of whom noted that 
“If I devote time to learning, I’ll be a better student,” and that “I learn better from 
making mistakes.” Such observations might seem obvious to instructors, yet they 
suggest an element of deeper reflection and, importantly, the articulation thereof, of-
ten absent from students’ assessment of their performance. For many, feelings about 
their progress through the course and satisfaction at the end of the term was focused 
through their sense of their motivation, or lack thereof. One student remarked that 
“self-motivation is key,” another that “I’m good at motivating myself,” and another 
that “I have a lot of potential. I just need to find motivation.” 

That three students came very close to failing and that others procrastinated 
terribly points to the significant role that motivation plays in student learning and 
becomes a determining factor of student success in a self-paced atmosphere. Most 
students understood the idea behind the course design and the rationale for conduct-
ing the course this way, yet some lacked the motivation or self-discipline to plot, 
execute, and adjust their own continued progress through the course. Although I had 
included “suggested completion dates” for each module, these seemed to do more 
harm than good, as students would either panic if they perceived themselves to be 
a day behind or try to do all of the work in a short period of time around that date. 
(In the end, student feelings on this point were mixed: some wanted more structure, 
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others none at all.) In an attempt to encourage student thinking around planning 
and progress, beginning with the first full week of the class, students wrote weekly, 
ungraded self-evaluations in which they accounted for what they accomplished and 
what they did not, identified their strengths and weaknesses, and set goals for the 
following week (Appendix IV). Here too, those who took space and time to consider 
the week and their work in a reflective manner were those who succeeded, those 
who scribbled some bullet points or rushed through it were those who fell behind. 

The correlation between the quality of a student’s weekly reflection and their 
performance in the course could be explained by a number of factors but ultimately 
suggests a student’s willingness to engage in the work of the course, whatever the 
form that work takes (preparation, assessment, or reflection). For the purpose of this 
essay, I want to note only the challenge that such an absence of motivation brings in 
light of the course structure: in a traditional classroom, this student might be the one 
content to earn a mark of “D” or “C.” In this course, however, at the risk of failing, 
the student had to earn a mark of 90% at each turn. Further, the course’s self-paced 
nature meant that no one was standing over them, forcing them to work within a 
specific timeline. Philosophically, this is an important point, as one goal is that the 
course helps students learn how to plan and complete work as well as how to take 
responsibility for their learning and for themselves (student comments suggest that 
there was some success achieved in this area; Kotru, Burkett, and Jackson 269 offers 
an engineering-specific case study; McDuff 169 provides a theoretical sociological 
lens; Delucchi discusses collaborative learning in a statistics course). Yet the desire 
to support students’ development of these skills necessitates that a delicate balance 
be struck. 

Despite the stumbling blocks so far mentioned, as we all settled into a rou-
tine, significant rewards became evident. The highlights included working with 
smaller groups of students, especially as they encountered brand new material, and 
having students work together to solve problems and learn alongside one another 
(on the differences between cooperative, collaborative, and interactional learning 
see Oxford 1997; for a discussion of how advanced students can support elementary 
students’ learning through structured activities see Argetsinger 2006). Further, the 
focus on the individual learning experience was rewarding for the students: even if 
they had to take a challenge two or three times in order to advance, by the time that 
they did we had narrowed down their problem area dramatically, and they were as-
sessed specifically on the material on which they needed to focus the most. Student 
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retention of material appeared to be markedly better than it had been in the first 
semester course, and students could articulate their mastery of a concept over time 
and became more adept at catching and anticipating their own mistakes. As one 
student phrased it, “I was excited I could take my time and actually learn instead of 
cramming.” Although vocabulary continued to plague many students throughout the 
term, especially those who had not used Wheelock before, on the whole once they 
demonstrated mastery of a skill, they did not slip or revert. Many students also were 
able to forge connections across skill sets and concepts without a great deal of help 
or guidance from the instructor.

Once students began to move through the challenges and the modules, they 
clustered into groups. Some of these groups consisted of as few as two or three 
students (indeed many were this small) and others grew to include as many as nine 
students. This development had the most dramatic impact on the class — all along 
they had been encouraged, repeatedly, to work with one another to study, to practice, 
and to advance through the course with the help and support of their peers. Now they 
began to do so seemingly spontaneously, with only positive results across the board. 
Rather than a vaguely tense classroom of students frantically taking challenges as 
quickly as possible (as in the first through third weeks), this became a classroom of 
students who helped one another, learned with and from one another, and worked 
on-task without constant or direct supervision for the majority of the class period. 
On most days, students would be working on the day’s tasks in advance of the in-
structor’s arrival and did not require prompting to get underway.

It was this collaborative environment which led to another, related benefit, 
namely the degree to which students taught, or more accurately team-led, one an-
other. This happened in two ways, one intentional and one not. The intentional had 
to do with one of the challenges, II.2: the subjunctive (all tenses, including the horta-
tory as well as purpose and result clauses). When the first group completed Module 
I, I taught them this material. They practiced with it for a few days and then, when 
the next group finished Module I, the first group taught the material to the second 
group. The challenge for II.2 was thus to teach it to the next group ready to learn it. 
Rather than creating a competitive or resentful atmosphere, students benefitted from 
hearing their peers’ explanations of material and some peer teachers themselves 
found that teaching others “helped me understand the material” and “has helped me 
to learn more myself.” In response to this and other positive feedback, I changed my 
thinking about how to frame and assess the (reworked) third and final module (trans-
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lations of Aesop’s Fables): as noted above, although each student was responsible 
for submitting his or her own individual translation of the fables in any given set, he 
or she had to work with at least one other student on the translation of at least one 
fable from every set of five. 

Both the assessment for II.2 and the group requirement in Module III led, 
I think, to the unintended instances of student-to-student teaching and mentoring. 
As students moved through the last Module and completed the requirements for 
the course, some showed a keen interest in helping their peers complete their work. 
While this may have been true for only a few students, and while they sometimes 
elected to work on translating something else, it was nonetheless astonishing and 
incredibly encouraging for me to see: here were students who, although they had 
completed the course, still came each day to help others or to continue learning 
Latin. Whether these students’ intention was to improve their own understanding yet 
further or genuinely to assist other students in the class cannot be determined, but 
the effect that this energy and enthusiasm had on the classroom environment itself 
was remarkable.

The group-centered approach to learning served a motivational purpose in 
the class; as reported by students, they wanted to keep up with their groups, and 
would frequently work harder to catch up to one or two peers or wait a day for oth-
ers to catch up and rejoin a group. A student-centered structure also fundamentally 
changed the sorts of questions that students asked both of me and of one another in 
any given class period. As a fellow faculty member who observed the course wrote,

The groups worked exceedingly well independently 
and I could hear students helping one another to un-
derstand the concepts.  Almost all the groups I could 
hear were comparing sentences and checking each 
other’s work.  I often heard sentences such as, “Why 
is it this ….?” or “How did you decide it was X struc-
ture?”  Again, such focused questions struck me as 
unique and powerful because the students weren’t 
comparing answers (“What did you answer for such 
and such?” kind of thing), but rather asking each 
other about method or thought process . . . Instead of 
focusing on the answers or end product, students were 
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clearly focusing on the process of learning and mak-
ing sure that others in their group were also learning.  
Beyond what the students can do in Latin, they’ve ac-
quired a skill, sense of responsibility to one another, 
and a larger perspective about learning that has the 
potential to change their academic careers and life.

While the number of students in the class often made it difficult for me to spend 
equal time with each group — on any day I had to teach new material to two or 
three groups, review and practice with two or three others, and monitor another one 
or two — but precisely because students knew that I could not always be available 
they themselves took responsibility for their learning. As the same observer noted, 
“students were demonstrating a skill that the vast majority of students struggle with: 
independent learning within community.”

In addition to helping students become reflective, independent learners, the 
frequent and multi-assessment elements of this approach communicated to students 
that errors and failure are normal and unremarkable other than for the very valuable 
information they provide about comprehension, something which individuals are 
characteristically poor at identifying on their own (Brown, Roediger, and McDaniel 
121; similarly Bain 23-24). Unlike a typical classroom in which a hush falls over 
the room when tests are returned, in this class students both knew their mark before 
coming to class and knew the areas in which they must improve; and more than one 
student remarked that “I learn better from making mistakes.” Likewise, the in-class 
conversation is then transformed into one about the “hows” and “whys” of their 
errors rather than a fixation on finding the right answer, and involves not just indi-
vidual students and the instructor but also students working on the same modular 
unit. In short, the interaction is learning-centered, non-judgmental, and collabora-
tive. This particular benefit was somewhat surprising—as the course structure could 
have created a competitive, secretive atmosphere — and perhaps offers some evi-
dence for the type of engagement to which students might rise when grade-grubbing 
and competition for grades are removed.

III. Final Reflections

Although I have covered the salient points above, a few noteworthy items 
remain. Early on, I could see that the range of levels was even greater than that for 
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which I had originally accounted, with some students who still struggled with sim-
ple concepts and others who swiftly moved through the more advanced material. In 
this regard, the course revealed additional practical and pedagogical points: (1) our 
placement exam had to be rewritten; (2) a student’s progress through the modules 
was based partly on ability, but seemed a more accurate reflection of their work ethic 
and effort; and (3) I would need to find a way to reduce the number of modules, or 
the number of assignments per module. One significant trend that emerged is that 
the first five challenges of Module I (the review) were the hardest and most labor-
intensive; once students moved beyond these they progressed quite quickly; this was 
also the module that students most often regretted “wasting time” in and that they 
advised future students to move through swiftly. A not unrelated point is that the ma-
jority of students found the same things to be more or less difficult, an observation 
which allowed for future iterations to build in time around such bottlenecks. 

Based on the experience of the pilot course as described herein, five op-
portunities to improve and expand the course suggest themselves. The first is to 
export this model to the first semester of the elementary sequence. Students in the 
first semester are nearly as varied as those in the second, with some never having 
encountered Latin before and others bringing to the course a wealth of knowledge 
from previous classes. A second innovation involves the addition of a peer mentor, 
namely a student who has been through the sequence, whose linguistic skills are suf-
ficiently strong, and who can relate to students at the peer level, working like a coach 
to encourage and guide them through the course. With the help of a peer mentor (a 
role different from that of a teaching assistant), the instructor is better able to maneu-
ver effectively between learning groups and groups themselves would benefit from 
increased time with an expert (see again Argetsinger 2006). Third, once this method 
has been adequately tested with a traditional textbook like Wheelock to the point 
that most of the glitches are either easily anticipated or easily handled, one might 
consider adopting a more inductive, reading-based book. Indeed, in later iterations 
of the course I experimented with both Latin for the New Millennium and Oerberg’s 
Lingua Latina. Options are of course numerous, but a text that stresses the intercon-
nectivity of language and culture through the act of reading Latin with minimal if 
any paradigmatic grammatical assistance (as does Lingua Latina) presents a fasci-
nating challenge; that cultural content was not a more integral, and more explicitly 
so, component of the first iteration of the course was unfortunate.
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For those instructors especially who do not use oral Latin in the classroom, a 
fourth area of expansion presents itself with composition. Whether in short, focused, 
low-stakes assignments or in a larger-scale composition project, the act of writing in 
the target language not only compels students to grapple with and hence reconsider 
and reflect upon their skill levels in a more active, intensive way than translation 
alone, but also creates additional room for the exploration of cultural material in a 
way that is clear to students. Most students in this course thoroughly enjoyed the 
composition and commentary project, noting that it helped them to connect to the 
language and culture in a different way and to gain a heightened understanding of 
their grasp of the course material. Finally, a course that incorporates elements of a 
“flipped” classroom by presenting strictly instructional material exclusively outside 
of class would also free up time for in-class work that engenders yet more engage-
ment with problem-based, peer-supported engagement with the material.

With no comparison available to other sections or previous offerings of the 
second semester course — this was my first time teaching it and I am the only Latin 
instructor — no data is available to support a numerically-based claim that this 
method did not harm student learning. Yet anecdotal evidence in the form of student 
engagement, student performance, and student retention of material both at this level 
and beyond suggests that it not only maintained a status quo but perhaps supported 
and arguably deepened student learning. Further, it offered students a fifteen week-
long period of time during which students learned about themselves, their learning 
styles and work habits, as well as their aptitude in planning and prioritizing their 
tasks and other academics (see Appendix VII for student perceptions of how this 
course’s benefits weighed against that of a traditional course). Through daily and 
weekly practice in the language, engagement with peers, and focused work with the 
instructor, as well as weekly metacognitive reflection, students acquired and honed 
skills that served them in the immediate context of this Latin course as well as in the 
broader contexts of their lives outside of the classroom and, one hopes, beyond the 
walls of the university.
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Appendix I: Sample Lesson Plan, mid-semester

1.  Challenges: 
	
	 6a:  Adam, Peter
	 6b:  Arthur

	 7a:  Chad
	 7b:  Amy

	 8a:  Megan, James, Lucy, Thomas
	 9a:  Jane, Anthony, Emily A.
	
	 3a:  Andie, Lindsay, Kera, Essie, Cynthia
	 4a:  Sam, Heather
	 5a:  Crystal
	 6a:  Emily F.
	 7a:  Mark, Ben

2.  Stations:

Mark, Ben			   1	 TEACH: rel clause char
Crystal, Emily F.				    ASSESS: conditions; TEACH: iussives

Essie, Cynthia, Andie,		  2	 TEACH + ASSESS: indirect questions
Lindsay, Kera, Amanda
					   
Sam, Heather			   3	 TEACH + ASSESS: cum clauses + fero
	
Chad, Adam, Peter,		  4	 ASSESS: participles; ablative absolute
Arthur

Anthony, Jane, Emily A.		  5	 ASSESS: passive periphrastic; TEACH indirect stmt.

James, Lucy, Thomas, 		  6	 ASSESS: passive periphrastic; REVIEW ind. stmt.
Megan, Amy
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Appendix IIa: Original Course Syllabus  
(edited for most pertinent information)

LAT 122: ELEMENTARY LATIN II
MWF 9:25-10:35 :: ALAM 207

Course Description and Goals
This will not be your average second semester Latin class. Many of you have 

heard me say that learning a new language is like learning a new sport or other activ-
ity: you need to start small, progress little by little, and master the basic skills before 
you can move on to the next level. At the same time, all of us know that we learn and 
master those skills at different rates; each of you has come to the course with differ-
ent strengths and each of you has different areas in need of review and improvement. 
Yet, by the end of this course, each of you will be able to:

•	 demonstrate complete grasp of previously learned grammar and 
skills; 

•	 demonstrate complete grasp of new grammar and skills;
•	 demonstrate an increased vocabulary bank and speed of word rec-

ognition;
•	 translate Latin with ease and fluidity with an appreciation of the is-

sues involved; and read an ancient Latin text in an interpretive and 
reflective manner.

In the pages that follow, you’ll see how this is going to work.

Expectations
Although this course will be run differently than those to which you are ac-

customed, the basic expectations that we have of one another will remain the same. 
I expect that you, the student, will be prompt, actively present in class, respectful of 
your peers, diligent and thorough in your work, as well as timely in your comple-
tion of assignments. You can expect me, your instructor, to make every attempt to 
help you along, to evaluate your work fairly, helpfully, and as quickly as possible, 
to challenge and support you, as well as to create and maintain a classroom envi-
ronment conducive to the exchange of ideas. You will also find that I will be solicit-
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ing your feedback at multiple points in the semester, whether directly or indirectly, 
e.g. through Elon’s Center for the Advancement of Teaching and Learning (CATL). 
These assessments are meant to guide us as we navigate this new approach to learn-
ing the language; the more forthcoming you are the better the course can be, both 
now and in the future.

Requirements and Grading
We will be experimenting with a type of learning familiar to students in the 

sciences but relatively new to students in the humanities and, especially, languages. 
Most importantly for you, this means that you will be working at your own individ-
ual pace. Below you will find the various ‘tasks’ that you must complete to advance 
through the course. Your success in the course depends first and foremost on you, 
and second on your peers; many of our class meetings will involve work in groups 
of varying size. You will collaborate with peers to develop and increase speed and 
skills, drill forms and vocabulary, discuss and compare translations. Further, you 
will note below (Step IV) that there is a class project: together, we will create a col-
lection of fables (more details follow below). Upon the successful completion of a 
task, you will earn a certain number of points in the course. The table below details 
the total point value for each module:

Module I: Previously Learned Grammar and Skills	 11
Module II: New Grammar and Skills	 15
Module III: Vocabulary	  6
Module IV: Aesop’s Fables (translation development)	 30
Module V: Cicero, Pro Archia (reading Latin)	 38

Each module can be further subdivided as follows:
NB: Each module includes a ‘suggested completion date.’ These are merely 

suggestions but should be taken seriously; although each person will progress at a 
different pace you’ll want to be conscious of them as the semester progresses.

Module I: Previously Learned Grammar and Skills
For those of you who took 121, this will be a review of previously covered 

material; for those of you who are coming in from various levels of experience, this 
may or may not be familiar. Once you have shown mastery of these basics, you’ll be 
ready to move on to the next set of material. All of the grammar and constructions 



Teaching Classical Languages Volume 8, Issue 1
  22Meinking

listed below come from chapters 1-25 of Wheelock and all assessments will contain 
vocabulary culled only from those chapters. 

Suggested completion date: 18 February

Cases + functions thereof	 1
Nouns 	 1
Adjectives	 1
Regular verbs	 1
Pronouns 	 1
Participles	 2
Ablative absolute	 1
Passive periphrastic	 1
Indirect statement	 2
total	 [11]

Module II: New Grammar and Skills	
Although some of you might remember this material from high school Latin 

or another course at Elon, for at least half of you, the grammar, syntax, and concepts 
below will be new (or perhaps only distantly recognizable). The material can be 
found in chapters 26-40 of Wheelock, but note that we won’t finish the textbook 
(rather, we’ll address minor points as they come up in translation); all assessments 
will use vocabulary from only the chapters you’ve studied. There are some difficult 
items in this list but rest assured that you’ll soon understand them. Be patient, study 
hard, and practice, practice, practice!

Suggested completion date: 11 March

Comparison of adjectives 	 1
Subjunctive, all tenses, w/ constructions 	 4
Indirect questions	 2
Cum clauses 	 2
Conditions 	 2
Iussives 	 2
Relative clause of characteristic	 2
total 	 [15]
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Module III: Vocabulary
This is just what it sounds like: a devoted and concentrated module to the 

review, reacquisition, and mastery of all of the vocabulary that you should have at 
your disposal by this point. (By ‘at your disposal’ I mean that you don’t need to look 
it up.) We’ll reflect on tips, tricks, and tools for the memorization and retention of 
vocabulary and you’ll be given three, separate assessments that will be based on 
three vocabulary lists, to be distributed the first week of class.

Suggested completion date: 18 March

Nouns and pronouns	  2 
Adjectives and adverbs	  2
Verbs 	  2
total	  [6]

Module IV: Aesop’s Fables
Aesop wrote in Greek, but his Fables were translated into Latin over and 

over again. As we work through the fables (individually, in small groups, and collec-
tively), we’ll have the opportunity to discuss issues relating to the topics of cultural 
exchange, philosophy, and education, among others. Some of these will be assigned 
as homework, some will be translated in class, and others will be used in different 
ways; you will have ample time to complete all forty that are required (and to prac-
tice with the remaining forty, if you so desire!).

The ‘composition and commentary’ project (clearly) has two components: 
you will be asked to compose, in Latin, a fable of your very own (taking your read-
ing of Aesop’s fables as a starting point) and to generate a commentary for that fable. 
The commentary should be written as if for one of your peers; you should think care-
fully about what to include and exclude, what is helpful and what not, what cultural 
and contextual details to incorporate, etc.

Suggested completion date (both tasks): 8 April

The fables are arranged in order of difficulty, so note that you must translate 
five from each group of ten; each student must produce translations of forty of the 
fables (they are very, very short). 
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 i. 1-10	  2.5
 ii. 11-20	  2.5
 iii. 21-30	  2.5
 iv. 31-40	  2.5
 v. 41-50	  2.5
 vi. 51-60	  2.5
 vii. 61-70	  2.5
 viii. 71-80	  2.5
Composition and Commentary Project (see description above) 	  10
total	  [30]

Module V: Cicero, Pro Archia
How do you know whether or not someone is a citizen? What are the criteria 

for citizenship and how can you prove them? Why should the Romans care about 
the fate of a Greek poet? All of these (and more) are questions to which Cicero ad-
dresses himself in Pro Archia, a defense of the poet Aulus Licinius Archias, who 
was accused of not being a Roman citizen. The Legamus reader assigned as a re-
quired text for this course takes us through selections of the speech and will give us 
the opportunity to talk about the complex and nuanced world of Roman life, law, 
and literature in the mid-to-late first century BCE. We will again explore questions 
of cultural exchange as well as the cost and consequence of political conquest; in ad-
dition we will study rhetorical theory and argumentation. This focus on a Ciceronian 
speech will also help you to see how ‘real’ Latin prose works, how it can vary, and 
how the grammar you’ve learned in bits and pieces fits together to form a substan-
tial, and often impressive, whole.

Suggested completion date: 6 May

i. Pro Archia 4.2-4 	 [8 lines of Latin]	  2
ii. Pro Archia 5.1-3 	 [8 lines of Latin]	  2
iii. Pro Archia 5.4-6; 6.1 	 [13 lines of Latin]	  3
iv. Pro Archia 6.2-3; 7.103 	 [12 lines of Latin]	 3
v. Pro Archia 12; 13.1	 [18 lines of Latin]	  4
vi. Pro Archia 14.1-4	 [13 lines of Latin]	  3
vii. Pro Archia 18.4-5; 19	 [18 lines of Latin]	  4
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viii. Pro Archia 23; 24.1-3	 [14 lines of Latin]	  3
ix.  Pro Archia 28-29 	 [18 lines of Latin]	  4
x. Pro Archia 31	 [14 lines of Latin]	  3
xi. Pro Archia 1-2	 [19 lines of Latin]	  4
xii. Pro Archia 3	 [14 lines of Latin]	  3
total		  [38]

A final note regarding Requirements and Grading
You’ll notice that there are no quizzes, no midterm, and no final examina-

tion; you will not be graded on class participation, or any of the assignments typi-
cal to a course like this. Homework will be assigned daily to each individual and 
occasionally (read: randomly) collected by the instructor. You are accountable to 
yourself, first, and to your peers, second. If you do not complete your work or con-
tribute to the work that happens in the class, you will not be able to advance through 
each module. Again, in order to pass this course with a minimum of a ‘D,’ you must 
progress through all of Modules I-IV. (A ‘C’ requires you to get through V.v; a ‘B’ 
through V.vii; and an ‘A’ through V.x).

Required Texts
Wheelock, F. M. Wheelock’s Latin. Sixth Edition. Revised by Richard LaFleur. 

New York: Harper Collins, 2005.

Gibbs, L. Aesop’s Fables in Latin: Ancient Wit and Wisdom from the Animal King-
dom. Mundelein, IL: Bolchazy-Carducci, 2009.

Sebesta, J., and M. Haynes. Cicero: A Legamus Transitional Reader. Mundelein, IL: 
Bolchazy-Carducci, 2010.
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Appendix IIb: Adjusted Course Syllabus  
(abbreviated to highlight redistributed point values)

Module I:  Previously Learned Grammar and Skills
Cases + functions thereof	 2
Nouns 	 2
Adjectives 	 2
Regular verbs 	 2
Pronouns 	 2
Participles	 4
Ablative absolute	 3
Passive periphrastic	 3
Indirect statement	 4
total	 [24]

Module II:  New Grammar and Skills
Comparison of adjectives 	 2
Subjunctive, all tenses, w/ constructions 	 6
Indirect questions	 4
Cum clauses 	 4
Conditions 	 4
Iussives 	 3
Relative clause of characteristic 	 3
total 	 [26]

Module IIIa:  Aesop’s Fables
i. 1-10	   5
ii. 11-20	   5
iii. 21-30	   5
iv. 31-40	   5
v. 41-50	   5
vi. 51-60	 5
vii. 61-70	   5
viii. 71-80	   5
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Module IIIb. Composition and Commentary Project 	 10

total	  [50]
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Appendix III: Sample Assessments: 7a, 7b, and 7c

Nomen:	 ________________________
Hodie:		 ________________________

Latin 122. Assessment for Module I.7a: Adjectives

1. How must an adjective match the noun it modifies?

2. Why is this important?

3. How many declensions of adjectives exist in Latin?

4. Must an adjective’s ending exactly match the ending of the noun it modi-
fies [e.g. as in bella puella]?

5. Please decline the following noun + adjective combinations in every case 
except the vocative in the singular + plural:

bellum potens		  res utra 
_____________  _____________	 _____________  _____________
_____________  _____________	 _____________  _____________
_____________  _____________	 _____________  _____________
_____________  _____________	 _____________  _____________
_____________  _____________	 _____________  _____________

metus malus		  puer celer
_____________  _____________	 _____________  _____________
_____________  _____________	 _____________  _____________
_____________  _____________	 _____________  _____________
_____________  _____________	 _____________  _____________
_____________  _____________	 _____________  _____________
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Nomen:	 ________________________
Hodie:		 ________________________

Latin 122. Assessment for Module I.7b: Adjectives

1. In what three ways must an adjective ‘match’ the noun or pronoun it modi-
fies?

2. Must the endings themselves always match exactly [e.g. as in animus bel-
lus]?

3. How are third declension adjectives further subdivided?

4. What function do adjectives perform [grammatically, in a sentence]?

5. Please decline the following noun + adjective combinations in every case 
except the vocative in the singular + plural:

periculum acre	 fides tota 
_____________  _____________	 _____________  _____________
_____________  _____________	 _____________  _____________
_____________  _____________	 _____________  _____________
_____________  _____________	 _____________  _____________
_____________  _____________	 _____________  _____________

sensus bonus		  ager dulcis
_____________  _____________	 _____________  _____________
_____________  _____________	 _____________  _____________
_____________  _____________	 _____________  _____________
_____________  _____________	 _____________  _____________
_____________  _____________	 _____________  _____________
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Nomen:	 ________________________
Hodie:		 ________________________

Latin 122. Assessment for Module I.7c: Adjectives

Please decline the following noun + adjective combinations in every case 
except the vocative in the singular + plural:

otium facile		  spes una 
_____________  _____________	 _____________  _____________
_____________  _____________	 _____________  _____________
_____________  _____________	 _____________  _____________
_____________  _____________	 _____________  _____________
_____________  _____________	 _____________  _____________

senatus avarus		 magister difficilis
_____________  _____________	 _____________  _____________
_____________  _____________	 _____________  _____________
_____________  _____________	 _____________  _____________
_____________  _____________	 _____________  _____________
_____________  _____________	 _____________  _____________
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Appendix IV: Weekly Student Self-Evaluation Form

Nomen:	 ________________________
Hodie:		 ________________________

Latin 122. Student Self-Evaluation.

These self-evaluations are intended to help you chart your progress through 
the course and, especially, to help you see where you need to focus your time in and 
outside of class. They won’t be graded, but you’ll get out of these what you put into 
them so be honest and thorough.

1.  What did you accomplish this week?

2.  Is there anything that you planned to accomplish but didn’t?  If so, why?

3.  Have you identified any strengths (re. Latin, study habits, work habits...
anything)?

4.  Have you identified any weaknesses (re. Latin, study habits, work hab-
its...anything)?

5.  What are your goals for next week?

6.  What can you, the instructor, and/or your peers do to help you reach those 
goals?
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Appendix V: Selected Student Comments from Course  
Evaluations, Regular and Supplemental (for the questions asked 

on the supplemental evaluation, see Appendix VI)

“Lots of individual help if needed.”

“Helped me learn through individual teaching.”

“I liked that we could go at our own pace and had to get an A on exams be-
cause it made sure we knew the info.”

“Good idea to help students learn.”

 “I was excited. I don’t like language so I was excited I could take my time 
and actually learn instead of cramming” 

“More suitable for students who are motivated and can work by them-
selves….the structure of the class worked well for me” 

“I felt that we need to have actual deadlines to reach.” 

“If only I’d been more proactive!”  

“Self-motivation is key.”  

“Still loved it. This structure facilitated a variety of students in a course that 
is not easy for everyone. It especially helped my learning process.” 

“I learn better from making mistakes”  

“I don’t handle time well” 

“I don’t really do well with self-motivated learning” 

 “Small groups help me a lot.”  

“I need to study in different ways. I can’t study everything the same way or 
I won’t retain the information.”  

“I need to set small goals for myself in order to reach my large goals.”

“[My Latin] improved greatly. Much more comprehensive and ‘proficient’.” 
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 “I can actually translate Latin and I really enjoy it.” “I know more than I 
believed.” 

“I am good at concepts and grammar constructions.”

“[Course structure] makes learning easier” 

“Easy to get frustrated but a comfort to have others to help and work through 
things with.”

“[Teaching others] helped me understand the material” 

“Teaching others has helped me to learn more myself.”

“I’m good at motivating myself.”  

“I am disciplined and a good independent learner when I apply myself.” 

“If I devote time to learning, I’ll be a better student.” 

“I like my time management skills.” 

“I have a lot of potential. I just need to find motivation.” 

“I need to learn to stay focused.”  

“I need to give myself more credit as a student”

“I really liked the structure of this course. I had to be self-directed and I had 
the time to spend on certain things I didn’t understand intend of rushing to keep up.”

“I think getting through the material was more rewarding since I took full 
responsibility for it.”

“[Teaching my peers] helped me get a better grasp of the concept.”

“I like being able to feel like I helped and contributed.”

“I was excited to move at my own pace, because I knew my level of Latin 
was not the same as everyone else’s.”
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Appendix VI: Supplemental Evaluation Form

Latin 122
Supplemental Evaluation

Please respond openly and honestly to the following questions. Your re-
sponses will be typed up by a student worker before the instructor sees them, so 
your anonymity will remain protected.  

gratias tibi ago!

1. Average number of hours you spent studying outside of class each week:

0-1		  2-3 i		  4-5		  6-7		  8 or more

2.  Tools you used to help learn and retain vocabulary included (circle all 
that apply):

none	 flash cards	 online tools	 other: ____________________

3.  Did you seek assistance from the tutor or instructor outside of class? If 
not, why?

4.  What did you think when you first heard about the structure of this course?

5.  What do you think of this type of course now that you’ve reached the end?

6.  What would you have done differently in this course this semester?

7.  Is there anything that you would change about the course? If so, why?
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8. What have you learned about …
	 a]  your style of learning?

	 b]  your Latin abilities?

	 c]  how you work with others?

	 d]  your ability to teach your peers?

	 e] your attitude towards teaching your peers?

	 f]  your strength as an independent learner?

	 g]  your role -- and potential -- as a student more generally?

9.  What advice would you give to a future student in this course?
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Appendix VII: Student Progress and Perceptions of  
Course Benefits vs. a Traditional Course

Figure 1. Student Progress through the Course by Week and Module

Figure 2. Student Perception of Benefits of this Course over Traditional Course
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An Old Teaching Dog Tries Some New Tricks: 
Changing a Traditional Latin Classroom

Matthew Panciera 
Gustavus Adolphus College

Abstract
A mid-career classics professor, who has taught beginning Latin with a modified 
grammar-translation approach for many years, gives an account of how he came 
to experiment with more active and oral techniques inspired by some of the recent 
work on Latin and second language acquisition and his preliminary assessment of 
that experiment.

Keywords
Latin teaching, oral, active, spoken Latin, second language acquisition

After the midterm in the 2nd semester of my beginning Latin course in 2014-
2015, I sent out an email to the class proposing the following challenge: “Whoever 
first correctly answers the following Latin riddle that I have made up (no answer is 
available on the internet!) will receive an automatic 100 for their midterm grade: 
Cur servus serus ad cenam advenit?” This sent them into a frenzy. More than half 
of them made a guess, some of them multiple guesses, and in succeeding days they 
begged for further clues and hints. The only help I gave them was the instruction 
that they must think in Latin. Translating the riddle into English and coming up 
with an answer that they translated back into Latin would not work. Four days later 
I received an email at midnight from a good student, but not the best student in the 
class, with the correct answer in Latin. I was filled with an unexpected feeling of 
elation. This student had figured out a difficult riddle and she had done it by thinking 
in the language! 

This was in many ways the culmination of a year of experimentation with a 
new approach in my first year Latin course. Despite the hard work of my best stu-
dents, they fall far short of reading proficiency even after four years of continuous 
study.1 In this I do not think that my students are unusual. I am a good teacher of 

1 It is not my intention here to explore the concept of “reading proficiency” or discuss whether it 
should be somewhat different for classical languages than modern languages. ACTFL has recently 
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Latin with a methodology that straddles a traditional grammar-translation approach 
and some of the new strategies that have been bubbling up in Latin pedagogy since 
the 1970s. I use a book that emphasizes an inductive method, but I have my students 
memorize vocabulary and forms along the way. I have incorporated new pedagogi-
cal techniques (more oral work, for example) and new content to stimulate greater 
interest and learning, but I also test them regularly, with translation of sight passages 
always as a core component of that testing. It is in the sight passages, for courses 
at every level, that it becomes apparent that my students cannot read Latin well 
enough to be regarded as proficient in the way that other language teachers assess 
proficiency.2 

As I contemplated the sort of change that I might make, I knew that I wanted 
my students to become better at a few, key things. I hoped that they would learn 
vocabulary more deeply than they had in the past. Despite assigning the words regu-
larly (both Latin to English and English to Latin), quizzing them orally in class and 
on tests, and having a sight passage as a core component of all my testing, I have 
found student knowledge of vocabulary to be a critical weakness.

I believe that my students’ shaky grasp of too little vocabulary is a central 
impediment to their becoming truly proficient at reading Latin. Because they are 
often looking up the meanings of words as they work through a sentence, they never 
attain enough speed and comprehension to have that success snowball into an even 
released new proficiency guidelines and the World Readiness Standards for Learning Languages, 
and the American Classical League, in conjunction with the Society for Classical Studies and 
several regional classics organizations, named members to a writing team that has developed a 
revised version of those standards adapted to the teaching of Latin and Greek. It is my impression 
that the speed and accuracy of reading comprehension demonstrated by a highly proficient learner 
of a modern foreign language far outstrips that of the best Latin and Greek students - and that is 
not even taking into account that the classics student would need to use a dictionary, grammar, 
commentary, and even a translation in places. Nowhere have I found reading proficiency guidelines 
that imagine the use of such aids for a reader rated highly proficient. In my experience, teaching 
at 4 different colleges and universities, and at the Intercollegiate Center for Classical Studies 
on 3 separate occasions, very few undergraduates, many of whom have been studying Latin for 
7-8 years, can sight read a wide variety of original texts comfortably. Of the 42 students at the
Intercollegiate Center for Classical Studies in 2015-2016 to whom I administered an advanced
Latin placement exam consisting of a sight passage of Tacitus, I would have rated only 1 of them as
highly proficient in his comprehension of the passage.
2 Since the 1970’s there has been a steady stream of articles and chapters that query how well our 
students are actually learning to read Latin and offer various remedies. See Gruber-Miller 1998, 
Kitchell, and Sassenberg for more recent versions of this argument. It is sobering to see an accom-
plished Latinist like Mary Beard admit to occasional struggles sight reading neo-Latin texts that have 
never been translated (See http://timesonline.typepad.com/dons_life/2016/08/what-does-the-latin-
actually-say.html.).

https://aclclassics.org/uploads/assets/files/Standards/Standards_for_Classical_Language_Learning_2016.pdf
http://timesonline.typepad.com/dons_life/2016/08/what-does-the-latin-actually-say.html
http://timesonline.typepad.com/dons_life/2016/08/what-does-the-latin-actually-say.html
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more secure knowledge of vocabulary (and grammar and syntax), which would lead 
by its own momentum to a greater fluency of reading. In places where they have 
forgotten the meaning of a word they will often wreak havoc on vocabulary and 
grammar that they do know in a desperate attempt to make everything work. These 
challenges with vocabulary are exacerbated at the higher levels of Latin, especially 
if they do not commit vocabulary securely to memory, because the dominant activity 
in class is the translation of a usually short and grammatically challenging passage 
of poetry prepared beforehand with all of the necessary aids on hand.3 

I also wanted my students to develop a greater intuitive feel for how the Lat-
in was conveying meaning on a number of different levels. At the level of individual 
forms, I wanted them to gain an implicit knowledge for the fact that an accusative 
like puellam, for example, would most likely receive the action of the verb or serve 
as subject of an indirect statement. On the clausal level, both within and between 
them, they often struggled to see the true meaning. On the one hand this might be a 
simple case of improving my teaching and their learning of how the grammar and 
forms are working to convey meaning, but it seemed more than that. Many of them 
could apply their knowledge of the rules and forms correctly to the Latin, but they 
tended to move mechanically and slowly, word by word, as they translated and often 
did not truly comprehend the Latin. 

The most interesting new movement in Latin pedagogy is led by those who 
have applied the theories of second language acquisition to their methods, utilizing 
Latin orally and extensively in class to teach Latin.4 This is not just a greater em-
3 Carlon 2016 reviews the current state of thinking about how memory and the learning of vocabu-
lary works in second language acquisition and she discusses how many of these ideas might be best 
implemented in a Latin classroom. In general, she advocates for an approach that would include com-
prehensible input, active use of the vocabulary by the student, and deliberate learning (i.e. memoriza-
tion), noting that students need to be shown how to memorize vocabulary. My own impression is that 
few students do as much effective deliberate learning of vocabulary as we imagine or hope. And in 
classrooms where there is very little comprehensible input or active use of Latin, deliberate learning 
of vocabulary alone does not put enough words securely into long term memory such that a student 
can become a highly proficient reader. 
4 Carlon 2013 is the most persuasive, scientific argument for incorporating into the teaching of Latin 
more techniques and strategies from the research on second language acquisition. It confirmed for me 
that the various frustrations I felt with the efficacy of my own traditional grammar-translation meth-
odology and the directions I wanted to head in were well founded. Patrick has loads of ideas about 
how to actually use Latin orally in the classroom to teach the language. He often remains entirely 
in Latin, and insists that his students do the same. My own advice would be that a completely Latin 
classroom might be the ideal, but even a partial change such as I describe below will yield benefits 
and insight that will allow a teacher to ultimately transition to a more fully immersive language 
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phasis on oral exercises related to Latin (e.g. reading the text aloud in Latin before 
translating it into English or transformational drills), but using it as the primary 
means of communication to actually teach the language. For most of my career I 
would never have seriously entertained this as a potentially effective approach. And 
until I experimented with it recently, I did not think that this methodology could be 
put into effect by someone like me who had not learned Latin as a spoken language. 
In addition, the literature on this new pedagogy can be challenging and it is daunt-
ing to contemplate making a fundamental change to how we teach a subject that we 
have taught the same way for many years. 

What follows is my account of what changed my mind and some of the new 
things that I put in place to create a more active and oral Latin classroom. Overall, I 
feel that the shift towards a more oral, communicative methodology was a success. 
The sight passage that I had written for the 2nd semester final exam was more chal-
lenging than any that I had done in the past and their performance on it was quite 
good.5 Even more significant was the excitement they displayed in class, especially 
when we were doing oral, communicative activities. This intensified my own inter-
est in finding new ways to teach introductory Latin. The dynamic had changed in my 
classroom for the better on both sides.

My own history with Latin is undoubtedly similar to that of many high school 
and college teachers of Latin in this country. I began Latin in high school with two 
years of introductory grammar culminating in courses on Vergil and Cicero in the 
final two years. The Latin teacher was a legendary character, a personality whose 
charisma inspired us to rise to the challenge of his rigorous classroom. I did a great 
deal of memorization of grammar and vocabulary, with a mountain of parsing on a 
regular basis. We scoffed at those in Spanish class who were learning how to ask the 
whereabouts of the bathroom, while we read central texts of the western tradition. 
When I arrived to university I performed well in various author courses and eventu-
ally graduated with a degree in Latin.

Still, I had some sense that all was not well. Throughout high school and 
college I had not done much sight translation. I tended to freeze up when facing 
experience. Other bibliography in this area that I have found valuable include Wills, Gruber-Miller 
2005, Coffee, Tunberg and Minkova, Rasmussen, and Lindzey. There are an ever increasing number 
of organizations and websites that advocate for a spoken Latin approach to teaching the language, 
among them SALVI, the Paideia Institute, and Justin Slocum Bailey’s website, LIMEN.
5 I am doing a close study of their performance on this sight passage to better understand what they 
did and didn’t understand. Unfortunately, I do not have copies of exams from previous years to 
compare.

http://latin.org/wordpress/
http://www.paideiainstitute.org/
http://indwellinglanguage.com/limen-a-latin-teaching-portal/
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Latin text that I had never seen before. I almost never sat down to work through a 
passage without a dictionary, grammar, and commentary by my side, and when all 
else failed, a translation. After nine years of regular coursework in Latin from high 
school through college I had not developed the ability to work through an unseen 
passage without aids. Class time and most tests, however, were a controlled environ-
ment where I was rewarded for my preparation and memorization of the translation 
of the reading that had been previously assigned.

Eventually the intense reading demands of graduate school, especially of 
texts such as inscriptions that had no published translation, cured me of my exces-
sive reliance on commentaries and translations and substantially improved my abili-
ty to actually read Latin. I no longer tried to understand a text by working backwards 
from the translation to the rules of Latin that I had been taught must be at work. 

When I began teaching Latin in graduate school at the University of North 
Carolina-Chapel Hill, we were lucky to have Cecil Wooten overseeing the instruc-
tion of the beginning Latin program. Cecil had thought a lot about the methodolo-
gies of good language teaching and regularly read through new Latin textbooks to 
see if something had been developed that might replace Wheelock. He was ahead 
of his time in getting us to do oral work from the very beginning with our students, 
asking them basic questions in Latin with the vocabulary and grammar that they 
were learning. It was from him that I learned to write Latin stories, sight translations, 
which were the core of all our tests. Still, our approach was mostly a traditional 
grammar-translation model with Wheelock as our text.

Fast-forward twenty years. I had gotten tenure at Gustavus Adolphus Col-
lege, a good liberal arts college in the Midwest. I taught Latin with the Oxford Latin 
Course and had evolved my pedagogy such that I taught with a sort of mash-up of 
deductive and inductive methods. My students were hard-working and smart. Yet 
if I were brutally honest, I had serious doubts that by graduation even the best of 
them could adequately understand an unseen passage of Cicero or Vergil, much less 
Propertius, Plautus, Tacitus or Seneca. But they were not to blame. They had done 
everything I had asked of them. It was, as I had always explained to myself, simply 
a case that the ancient, inflected languages were more difficult than modern lan-
guages. The vocabulary, grammar, and syntax of Latin and Greek were too vast and 
complex, and the differences between the ancient and modern world too severe, for 
my students to know enough of the words, see how the grammar was constructed, 
and intuit the subject matter and its probable direction enough to translate with true 
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understanding. And so it was not realistic that they could deal with a text they had 
never seen before without the aid of a dictionary, grammar, commentary, and prob-
ably even a translation in many places. 

As I reflect back on it I think the insufficiency of this explanation had been 
gnawing at me for a while. The real turning point came after we had a student in 
our department who was a double major in Latin and Scandinavian Studies. He had 
taken Latin in high school and came in with very good language ability. When he ar-
rived at Gustavus, he took the beginning levels of Swedish and placed into interme-
diate Latin. By the time he was a senior, and without ever studying abroad, he was 
described to me as fluent in Swedish by his professors and a Swedish exchange stu-
dent studying at Gustavus at the time. His work in our department was consistently 
excellent and was awarded high honors, but he did not have the sort of wide ranging 
reading fluency in Latin that he had acquired in Swedish by the time of his gradu-
ation.6 It did not make sense to me that a student who I knew to be hard working 
and talented could be so much better in a modern language like Swedish than Latin.

At about the same time I went to a meeting of the Classical Association of 
Minnesota and met Liz Zogby, who was teaching K-5 Latin in Seven Hills Academy, 
a classical charter school in Minneapolis. When she described the Latin curriculum 
that she had developed for 5-10 year olds I was intrigued. What I encountered when 
I visited her classroom was the most exciting display of Latin pedagogy that I had 
seen in my 25 years of teaching. Her fourth graders had been working on the myth 
of Perseus for several weeks. They had become quite familiar with the vocabulary, 
grammar and basic outline of the story. On the day that I visited, Liz had broken 
them into small groups and distributed slightly different versions of the story that 
she had written. They read through them and worked out what it meant and what 
they would do in their performance as one of them narrated in Latin. The groups 
watched each telling of the story with great delight. When in the last performance 
Medusa and Perseus unexpectedly got married, there was an explosion of “ewwws” 
from the boys and “hurrahs” from the girls. Liz later showed me the results of a ses-
6 Although we do not administer any sort of sight translation exam prior to graduation, I did have 
this student in his senior year for an advanced Cicero course. He performed very well throughout 
the term, but his ability fell short of what would be termed “high reading proficiency”, especially of 
unseen passages. I was very happy when he received a prestigious fellowship at UC Berkeley and 
began his graduate work there in Scandinavian Studies in the fall of 2014. It is a testament to how 
good his Swedish was. His primary area of reading and research in Swedish is in the early modern 
period (1500-1790). In conversations with this student after he graduated he told me that his ability 
to read “historical Swedish” far surpassed his Latin.



Teaching Classical Languages Volume 8, Issue 1
  43Panciera

sion from the previous week when she had asked them to write the story of Perseus 
as they remembered it without any aids. There were several page-long narratives 
written in perfect or near perfect Latin.

The other classes I visited that day were equally engaged in their Latin learn-
ing. A few of the activities were more traditional and recognizable to me - writing 
up vocabulary cards, chanting of paradigms - but most of Liz’s teaching made use of 
an oral, communicative approach wherever possible. She had even converted all of 
her classroom management (e.g. counting backwards in unison to get them to settle 
down and focus) into Latin. Her classes were conducted in a hybrid Latinglish that 
worked seamlessly. This was even true even with the kindergartners, since they had 
not even begun reading English yet! In all her classes Latin vocabulary was always 
in the air, the students were constantly being exposed to little bits of grammar and 
syntax in the language, and it was obviously so much fun. Each month she taught 
them famous Latin phrases and as they were scrambling in the halls before recess I 
overheard various cries of “tempus fugit!” 

Liz had developed her own curriculum largely in desperation. Her experi-
ence as a classics major in college with an emphasis on ancient languages had not 
really prepared her to teach Latin to children. Nor had she found many resources 
that could be easily applied to the natural abilities and strengths of younger learners. 
She went to a Latin immersion experience - a three-day retreat in which the partici-
pants agreed to communicate only in Latin. It was from that experience she began 
to read the scholarly literature on second language acquisition. Their emphasis on 
story-telling and the importance of producing a large volume of meaningful and 
comprehensible input, both reading and oral, in the teaching of a foreign language 
became the foundation of the many new things Liz tried.

Reflecting on my earliest experiences with Latin, I know that at first I did not 
really consider Latin capable of live, communicative interaction. It was a language 
of reading and analysis, and in my view, any attempt to speak it was an artificial and 
pointless exercise. In graduate school I began to open up to the possibilities of Latin 
as a spoken language. Cecil taught us how to use some oral Latin in our beginning 
Latin classes. A few years later we asked Jerzy Linderski to teach his Livy class 
in Latin and he obliged. The graduate students also put on two plays of Plautus, 
in Latin, during my time there. I played the pimp Cappadox in a production of the 
Curculio, and the slave Milphio from the Poenulus. I was surprised by how much I 
enjoyed interacting in the language, even if it was entirely scripted.
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So when I heard from both Liz and Lorina Quartarone at St. Thomas Uni-
versity how central the immersion experience had been to their teaching of Latin, I 
knew that I wanted to try it. The following summer the three of us set up a spoken 
Latin immersion experience in Minnesota. We invited Jim Dobreff to teach it, and 
he, together with Diane Anderson, led a group of 16 pre-collegiate teachers and 
professors in a week of Latin immersion. Jim had been hired recently at UMass-
Boston to help with their various programs that emphasize spoken Latin. During our 
week we read some Erasmus; discussed issues of grammar, vocabulary, and culture 
as they came up in the reading; sang Latin songs; listened to Jim lecture on trees 
in the arboretum; learned the Latin vocabulary of basketball in the gymnasium as 
we played; visited the art museum in Minneapolis and discussed various paintings; 
went on a tour of a local winery during which Jim translated our guide’s presentation 
from English into Latin and our questions from Latin back to English; and we stayed 
entirely in Latin for all our interactions, in class and out, with each other.

I had persuaded one of my colleagues, Eric Dugdale, to do this immersion 
camp with me. Eric is one of the most talented classicists I know. His ability at 
both ancient and modern languages is very high. He grew up in Colombia, the child 
of German and English medical missionaries, and by 18 he was fluent in English, 
Spanish, German, understood the local native language Embera, and had studied 
French, Latin, and Greek. During his university studies he became functionally flu-
ent in French and Italian. Eric and I had known each other for many years and are 
good friends, but the first hour, when we decided to start communicating only in 
Latin before the others had arrived, was the most agonizing time we have ever spent 
in each other’s company. We could only communicate the most basic information 
to each other and the frustration of feeling that we knew Latin but were unable to 
express ourselves better was intense.

I gradually grew better at the ordinary verbal interactions with my fellow 
Latin campers; and strangely, as I shifted some vocabulary over to my active mem-
ory, it felt like the words were moving to a new part of my brain. For interactions 
that were less predictable, especially when Jim spoke at a regular speed with more 
advanced constructions and in longer sentences, I still felt lost. I desperately trans-
lated the Latin into English in my head as fast as I could, but would soon lose track 
of what had been said.

Then suddenly, towards the end of the third day, my comprehension steadily 
increased. Somewhere on that day I let go of trying to translate and understand the 
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Latin through English, and from that point I heard and understood everything much 
better. At the very end of the week I picked up some letters of Cicero that I had been 
reading right before the immersion experience began. I flew through the text at twice 
or three times the speed that I had been reading them before. It felt like I was seeing 
patterns in the relationship of clauses that I had been only dimly aware of before. I 
was stunned by this change. We had done no reading of classical Latin during the 
week, nor had we been studying any vocabulary or grammar all that systematically 
or intentionally. How could I feel such an improvement? I suspect that it was due 
partially to the intensity of staying entirely in Latin for a week, something that I had 
never done before. But it also may be that I had absorbed the rhythms and structures 
of Latin better than I ever had before. And cutting out the intermediate step of Eng-
lish was key. I suddenly realized that I had almost always understood Latin through 
English rather than on its own terms.

All of this led me to make major changes in my teaching of beginning Latin 
for the following fall. During the camp several of us had been asking Jim how ex-
actly he taught introductory Latin entirely in Latin. He explained that he had his 
students read Ørberg’s Lingua Latina, but they didn’t bring it to class or ever trans-
late it. It provided a sizeable quantity of comprehensible and meaningful reading 
input outside of class. The learning in class came through the things Jim did with 
the group, starting with an initial question and answer about everyone’s names and 
basic descriptions of where they were sitting in relation to each other, and it grew 
from there. 

I knew that I was not ready to make the leap to an entirely immersive, Latin 
classroom, so I settled on a hybrid approach. I kept many things in place from my 
earlier pedagogy. I used the same textbook, Oxford Latin Course, and required that 
students memorize forms and vocabulary as I had always done. We would be com-
pleting as much of the book (to the end of chapter 28 - most of the basic grammar) 
as in other years. I also kept an emphasis in the tests on the sight translation of a 
lengthy passage. At the same time I wanted the students to develop a much greater 
instinctive feel for grammar and vocabulary than I had seen in the past. To this end, 
I decided that I would aim to communicate with them in Latin for a minimum of 
15 minutes per class. I still had the students read for homework the Latin narrative 
that connected from chapter to chapter in the OLC, but I cleared room for the new 
things that I wanted to try by cutting back on our in-class translation of the readings. 
Fortunately, in beginning Latin at Gustavus we meet five days per week (50 minute 
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class period) all year long. It was enough consistent contact to try a new, more ac-
tive and oral approach, at the same time as we completed the traditional elements of 
beginning Latin.

On the first day I began and stayed in Latin for the first 15 minutes as we 
worked on learning names. They were somewhat shocked but also intrigued. I 
eventually told them in English that I was conducting an experiment to teach Latin 
with much more oral work in Latin and techniques designed to sharpen their ac-
tive knowledge of Latin (and by “active knowledge” I meant their knowledge of 
the language such that they can speak, write, or understand the language without 
consulting a dictionary or grammar every step of the way). One of the first things I 
did was have them assume a Latin name, something I had never done before. This 
turned out to be extremely useful throughout the course of the year. Not only did it 
facilitate conversation, but I also regularly worked their names into all sorts of writ-
ten exercises.

Some of the ways in which I sharpened their active knowledge of Latin will 
be quite familiar to all teachers of Latin no matter their pedagogical approach. For 
example, composition is in many ways the most “old school” of exercises. A regular 
feature of their homework was an English sentence I made up using vocabulary and 
grammatical features that they had recently learned, which they had to translate into 
Latin. Class every day would begin with them first passing in this homework, but 
then going to the board en masse to write the Latin sentence correctly. I would keep 
quiet and let them argue about or explain to each other why something was right 
or wrong, only correcting them at the very end. It was an invigorating start to each 
class and much more lively than any bit of review or composition I had done in the 
past. They enjoyed it immensely and commented on how valuable it was to get this 
feedback immediately on concepts we were in the midst of.7 

Another new activity that I called “Powerpoint Latin” involved the revealing 
of a Latin sentence on a powerpoint slide one word at a time. I asked them either to 
think quietly to themselves about how the meaning of the sentence was emerging 
word by word, or called on them to narrate the possibilities of meaning each step of 
the way. This was an attempt to get them to understand Latin as it is written rather 
than immediately rearranging Latin word order as they hunt all over for the subject-
verb-direct object. 
7 In order to avoid using English in any way, I asked them on all the tests to produce a paragraph in 
Latin saying something comprehensible and interesting about a picture that I provided to them. This 
was suggested to me by Jim Dobreff, who does this in his beginning Latin course.
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Some of the things I tried had just a smattering of oral Latin. For example, 
after they had studied new vocabulary I would begin class by asking “quid significat 
____________” and they would answer in English. This at least got them to hear 
and think of the word in Latin first before the responded in English. Another activity 
that I modified to include some Latin was my weekly story time. On Fridays I have 
usually reserved 20 minutes to read some part of an ancient story, often Homer or 
Vergil. I still did these dramatic readings, but inserted whatever Latin vocabulary 
they had learned recently into the English translation. 

The drawback to all these activities was that they were still using English to 
get at their comprehension of the Latin. One of my mantras in the class was that they 
should always try to “think with their Latin mind” as a way to combat their reflex 
to think about the Latin through English. The greatest challenge in employing more 
oral Latin in this introductory level class was to make it comprehensible without 
using English so often as a crutch that they would see it as some sort of substitution 
game rather than a real language. All the literature on second language acquisition 
agrees that students will learn if the input is meaningful. I tried to do this in a va-
riety of ways. Borrowing from Liz’s use of Latin especially in issuing classroom 
commands, I would mimic something - for example, closing a book - and then say 
“libros claudite.” After a few weeks, I would eliminate the movements and simply 
say the words. There were at least 20 regular commands or smaller bits of conversa-
tion and questions that they understood, followed, or responded to by the end of the 
first semester.8

I have always found that beginning Latin students have a number of prob-
lems with prepositions. Although to my mind the prepositions have clear, concrete 
meanings, reading them rather than actually seeing them in action or using them to 
communicate seemed to inhibit my student’s accurate recall of their meaning. In ad-
dition, they frequently do not see the relationship between the preposition and the 
object that usually follows it.9 To combat this I called my two tallest students up to 
8 Greetings and goodbyes (salve/salvete, vale/valete), questions at the beginning of class about the 
whereabouts of students (quis adest/abest, ubi est _____?), or how they were doing (quid agis/agitis) 
and some basic responses (male, bene, optime), and a growing number of commands and adverbs 
appropriate to various situations in class (sede/sedete, surge/surgite, audi/audite, scribe/scribite, da/
date, dic/dicite, responde/respondete, librum claude/libros claudite, magnā cum voce, lente, iam 
nunc)
9 I trot out a huge bag of tricks for helping students deal with the various challenges that seem to 
attend the prepositions. I always pronounce it “PREEE-position” and tell them that a prepositional 
phrase is the easiest little gift bag of Latin they will ever encounter in a sight translation; but they will 
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the front of the room and had them form a little house with their arms arching up 
over my head. I then proceeded to walk through the house, sit in the house, run away 
from the house, work near the house, etc. As I did so, I spoke what I was doing in 
Latin and had the class them repeat the prepositional phrase. I then directed them to 
call out prepositional phrases and move me around the house. Periodically, and as 
we encountered new prepositions, we reenacted the human house activity. 

One of the challenges of reading Latin literature is its love of the abstract. 
Most Latin textbooks do attempt to introduce vocabulary for real and specific things, 
but they tend to prioritize the abstract words. None of them, to my knowledge, ex-
pose students early on to the most tangible words that everyone hears all the time 
and learns first in their native language: the words for the body. This is also the case 
in the OLC and so one day we ran through more than 30 Latin words for various 
body parts, starting from the face and moving down from there. I even got them up 
to sing “Caput, Umeri, Genua, Digiti” (with the further line of “oculi, aures, os, na-
sus”) which took care of 8 words very quickly. I didn’t let them take notes, nor did I 
worry if it belonged to a declension or was a form we had not yet learned. Over the 
course of a week we would review these body parts every day for 5 minutes. At the 
end of the week we played a game of “Simon dicit” and they loved it.10 	

The oral, more active dimension of these exercises gave me new and very 
immediate opportunities, beyond sight translation, to see their understanding of the 
language. It changed up the slower dynamic of translating a homework passage 
and required of them a more heightened focus in class in case I asked a question or 
directed them to do something. And it was just plain fun. Although a few students 
were made more anxious by the oral nature of the classroom, most of them were 
excited by it and rose to the challenge of listening more carefully and responding 
appropriately. I began looking for additional ways that I could convert my old ways 
of teaching into these new oral exercises. Although I still reserved some time for 
translation of the prepared passages, I began reviewing the stories in the OLC by 
asking simple true/false questions in Latin. And at the end of term, instead of a more 
traditional review, I conducted a Jeopardy-like session all in Latin, with categories 
such as “nomina” and “verba”, in which they reviewed vocabulary. Their favorite 
categories, however, were the more complex, communicative ones such as “nomen 
regularly pluck the object of a preposition out in an attempt to have it do some other kind of work in 
a sentence.
10 Jim Dobreff told me that he had his beginning students learn the words for the body early on, in 
part because the body parts are always right there and easy for them to review. 
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discipuli/discipulae” in which I described a student in the class and they had to fig-
ure out who it was.

It was still the case throughout the semester that the oral Latin was highly 
structured and organized by me. It seemed that the immersive element of the class 
was not intensive enough to have prepared us to simply converse in Latin in an open-
ended way, nor was I confident that I could manage a more general conversation in 
a productive direction. And yet, there were a few moments during the term when 
I could see that they were almost capable of expressing themselves more seriously 
in Latin and wanted that. One of those moments came in a written exercise where 
I have them write Latin poems following the haiku form. It is so compact that it is 
excellent compositional training for the sorts of concision that they will see when 
they begin reading Latin poetry. They produced several interesting, contemplative 
haikus on love and death (we had just read the Dido-Aeneas story in the OLC; for 
examples, see Dugdale). 

Another moment came towards the end of the semester. I decided to begin 
one class period by asking them several questions in Latin and to insist, when they 
tried to respond in English, that they must remain in Latin. I modeled to them vari-
ous humorous ways of answering the question “quid est difficile?” (difficile est in 
equo dormire), and began going around the room asking the question. I came to one 
of the best students in the class and instead of taking an easy, humorous route, she 
began to try to describe some of the struggles she was having that semester. I was 
surprised by this, but I shouldn’t have been. A new language can give us new op-
portunities to understand and express ourselves. It is one of the main benefits I hope 
students will take away from reading real Latin like Vergil or Ovid. And here was a 
student striving for that in her first semester.

In the spring I thought that that we would have to spend the bulk of our 
time learning the grammar of second semester Latin in more traditional ways, and 
I gradually cut back on the time I reserved for active, oral Latin. I see now that this 
was unnecessary. Still, I kept up with many of the experimental strategies that I had 
tried in the fall and added or refined a few. For example, I made a change to the 
oral vocabulary quizzing that I often did at the beginning of class (“quid significat 
______?”) by changing it into a powerpoint exercise. I would find an image of the 
word on the internet, project it as a powerpoint slide, and then ask them “quid signi-
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ficat ________?” while pointing to the image.11 This took the English entirely out of 
the exercise and allowed me to add further description in Latin. 	

At one point, I asked them what area of vocabulary, not covered by our text-
book, they might want to learn. They named a few and “words for animals” was one 
of the most popular.12 Similar to the vocabulary of the body from the fall, I taught 
them approximately 20 new words for animals, but did so by describing the animals 
entirely in Latin. They really enjoyed this and it was apparent to me that by the 
middle of their 2nd semester they had enough vocabulary such that I could explain 
almost anything in terms they would understand.

I also converted one of my period-long quizzes into a scavenger hunt. I set 
up Latin clues around the building, which they had to find and solve (some of which 
involved performing tasks that I order them to do in Latin) in order to complete the 
quiz. I broke them into small groups and everyone who completed the quiz by the 
end of the period was assured of an 85, with extra points awarded depending on 
how fast and well they did on the quiz and some added bonus exercises. Finally, I 
began writing Latin emails to the entire class with various riddles and jokes. Several 
of them went out of their way to comment in the final evaluations how much they 
had loved both the alternative form of testing, but also these little, daily Latin com-
munications.

I am certain that these students learned Latin better than any group that I 
have taught in the past.13 I looked back at several second semester final exams that I 
had given over the years and this sight passage was more difficult and much longer 
than any previous one. Overall, the students performed quite well on it. And I have 
never had beginning language students free write Latin. It was certainly not perfect, 
but they could do it in a way that only our upper class majors are capable of after 
taking a prose composition course. In addition, even with all the experimentation 
and my worries that many of them might have chosen Latin in order to avoid speak-
ing the language, the retention was quite good. At Gustavus Adolphus there is a two 
11 It is easier to find images of nouns rather than verbs, though there are many gifs that can prompt 
the idea of a verb.
12 Some other areas of vocabulary they are eager to learn include “sex” and other kinds of taboo lan-
guage (curses, terms of verbal abuse, etc.). I do teach them some of this, but am careful to point out 
that it is not acceptable to use this sort of language against other people (as the Romans would have). 
13 Since I was teaching 2 sections, I had the notion that I might try to teach one of the sections with 
the new pedagogy and one with the old and compare them. But on the third day of class when a stu-
dent in the control group asked me why they were not getting to do all the “fun, spoken Latin” and 
which method I thought might turn out to be better, I folded and taught them both in the same way. 
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semester language requirement, so it was to be expected that 25 of the 27 students 
would stay in Latin between the first and second semester. It was especially gratify-
ing, however, to see 13 of those 25 continue into the third semester when they had 
already satisfied the requirement.14

I imagine that a fully immersive Latin program would realize even greater 
gains in the students’ knowledge of Latin, at least as judged by their ability to sight 
translate real Latin. At this time I do not know of any studies that have examined 
this, but there are a growing number of programs and individual teachers, on the 
collegiate and pre-collegiate level, who are teaching Latin with a more active, oral 
pedagogy.15 The evidence of the effectiveness of this methodology will have to come 
from the performance of their students.16 

Even though I did not give my students a fully immersive experience in 
beginning Latin and I do not yet have definitive proof that it is a better approach, I 
look upon this more active and oral pedagogy as successful and worth continuing 
for a few reasons. First, there is no doubt that it allowed me to give students repeated 
exposure to words at a far higher rate than before. Previously, when I relied only on 
the readings as a way for the students to encounter the Latin in context, they might 
see a particular word only a few times throughout the semester.17 With the oral ex-
ercises in class I could greatly increase the rate of exposure. In addition, the social, 
communicative dimension of asking a question or giving a command made the im-
portance for students of remembering individual words and elements of grammar 
14 For comparison, the following year and a half at Gustavus Adolphus (when I was on leave) the 
beginning Latin sequence went from 27 to 24 to 4 in the third semester.
15 The SALVI website is a hub of information and contacts for those who are interested in spoken 
Latin, especially in the 3 day and week long immersion experiences that have become popular. I do 
not know of a complete list of those who are teaching Latin entirely in Latin, but at the college/uni-
versity level this includes Lorina Quartarone at the University of St. Thomas, the classics department 
at UMass-Boston, and Nancy Llewelyn at Wyoming Catholic College.
16 From my conversations with Jim Dobreff, he contended that the ultimate purpose of those who 
advocate the use of spoken Latin in the classroom is to make students better readers of Latin. It would 
seem that a study of students’ ability at sight reading would be the best sign that this pedagogy was 
superior. In my opinion this would also be the most compelling evidence to persuade those teachers 
who might be on the fence about making such a change or were even more openly opposed to it.
17 I have not done a systematic study of vocabulary in the Oxford Latin Course, but as we move be-
yond the first 5-6 chapters and there is much more vocabulary assigned, many individual words tend 
to be used much less frequently. This is perhaps inevitable for any textbook, but it suggests to me that 
the only way to remedy this is to use the words orally in class. In terms of assigning a base of words 
that all undergraduates reading Greek and Latin should know, the core vocabulary lists developed by 
Chris Francese are an extremely valuable new tool. 

http://dcc.dickinson.edu/vocab/core-vocabulary
http://dcc.dickinson.edu/vocab/core-vocabulary


Teaching Classical Languages Volume 8, Issue 1
  52Panciera

much more intense. There was a crispness to their focus in class that was a definite 
improvement upon the past. 

There was also a new found excitement and joy for both the students and me 
that was undeniable, especially in our work together in class. In part, I was freed 
up from the grammar-translation mode to explore many new ways of getting them 
to demonstrate their understanding of the language. There was greater variety in 
what we did together in class and they grew to have several favorite activities that 
we would regularly come back to. But I am convinced that at the core of this new 
dynamic was an unexpected delight when they understood something I said or could 
make themselves understood to me or their classmates.

I saw this early on in the first semester. At the end of the second week I was 
searching for ways in which they could demonstrate their growing knowledge of 
Latin without speaking English. By this point they knew approximately 15 verbs 
and I had just taught them the negative imperative construction. I went into class one 
day and explained in English that I would begin doing something until they com-
manded me properly in Latin not to. At which point I began shouting at the top of my 
lungs. Some laughed nervously, a few were enjoying an unscripted moment in Latin, 
while others tried to make me stop by saying, “Shhhhh! Don’t clamare!” But I kept 
on shouting, even louder. Then there was a glimmer of understanding and someone 
said, “Non clamare!” But I kept on shouting. Finally, they got it: “Noli clamare!” I 
immediately began falling repeatedly to my knees. I could see the wheels turning 
in their heads, furiously trying to think of the verb that would make me stop falling 
down: “Noli cadere!” Just as I was getting back up, another one shouted out (and I 
hadn’t anticipated this), “Noli surgere!” Finally, as I started to walk out of the room, 
one student stood up and cried out at the top of his lungs to his fellow classmates, 
“Noli dicere!” because he wanted me to continue walking out the door. We came to 
refer to this game as “Noli, Magister, Noli!”

I now see in a way that I did not before that the pleasure of experiencing true, 
live moments of communication is fundamental to the learning of a new language, 
even for a “dead” one like Latin.

The student’s solution to my riddle was “quod oblitus est litteram ‘v’.” She 
explained to me later that my instruction to think in Latin was key. She gave up 
trying to imagine a plausible answer in English and instead meditated on the Latin 
until she saw the literal nature of the riddle: the servus would only show up serus if 
he lost his ‘v’. She also said that after coming up with the answer she realized that 
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the solution to the riddle was almost bilingual (which was completely accidental 
on my part): the consonantal ‘v’ sounds like a clipped pronunciation of “way.” And 
for those who might object that such a joke is hardly Roman, my thanks to Tony 
Corbeill for pointing out to me Plautus’ punning on medicus and mendicus at Rud. 
1304-1306.
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In 1909, W.H.D. Rouse wrote a first-year reader containing eighty-four sto-
ries in Ancient Greek, called A Greek Boy at Home. The stories describe the life 
and surroundings of an imaginary Greek boy named Thrasymachus. Alexandros is 
a 2014 digest derived from A Greek Boy at Home. The main character’s name is 
changed from Thrasymachus to Alexandros. The stories are reduced from eighty-
four in A Greek Boy at Home to twenty-four in Alexandros. Illustrations are added 
on nearly every page and exercises following each story are included. 

Alexandros is meant to be a reading based beginner textbook for the first year 
or two of instruction in Ancient Greek. Would it be a good choice for use in your 
classroom? The answer will be influenced by the individual instructor’s philosophy 
of teaching Ancient Greek. My review of Alexandros is influenced by my conviction 
that employing communicative methods in the study of Ancient Greek is the most 
effective way for most learners to reach an acceptable level of reading comprehen-
sion. 

In the review, you will find a description of Alexandros and comparisons 
with A Greek Boy at Home. An evaluation follows, together with some notes on the 
book’s significance. Finally, I’ve considered the possibilities of using this book with 
communicative methods. As an introduction to the review, I felt it was necessary 
to provide the following overview of the pedagogical context into which this book 
arrives.

Pedagogical Context

The study of Ancient Greek was greatly promoted by the publishing of the 
first complete Greek New Testament by Erasmus in 1516 and renewed interest in 
reading it. During the 1500’s and 1600’s there was an emphasis in Ancient Greek 
pedagogy on using Ancient Greek. We hear Erasmus himself advocating the same, 
as quoted in Wheeler’s history of language teaching, “Nor have I ever agreed with 
the common run of teachers who, in inculcating these authors [i.e., of grammar 
books], hold boys back for several years. For a true ability to speak correctly is best 
fostered both by conversing and consorting with those who speak correctly and by 
the habitual reading of the best stylists” (46). As an interesting aside, evidence of 
this pedagogical approach is found in Isaac Newton’s notebook, written during the 
years of 1661-1665, and rediscovered in 2011. In the book we see notes on classes 
in mathematics, physics, and metaphysics, all freely composed in Ancient Greek 
(“Newton Papers”). 

https://archive.org/details/greekboyathomest01rousuoft
http://cudl.lib.cam.ac.uk/view/MS-ADD-03996/1
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By the 1800’s teaching methods had shifted. Nearly all Ancient Greek in-
struction employed what is today known as the Grammar Translation method. This 
method follows a deductive pattern, as described by Larsen-Freeman and Ander-
son: “Grammar rules are presented with examples. Exceptions to each rule are also 
noted. Once students understand a rule, they are asked to apply it to some different 
examples” (21). The Grammar Translation method is what most today would call 
the traditional way of teaching Ancient Greek. The method continues to be used in 
most academic institutions for Latin and Ancient Greek instruction. 

There were a few early voices that fought against the Grammar Translation 
method, advocating inductive methods. One dissenter, and the language learning 
method he promoted, gives us the context we need to better understand the book 
here under review. The man was W. H. D. Rouse, headmaster of the Perse School in 
Cambridge from 1902-1928 and author of A Greek Boy at Home. He advocated the 
Direct Method for teaching Latin and Greek. The method, described more below, 
encouraged the use of oral instruction in Ancient Greek, reading, and composition. 
The Direct Method is viewed today as a historical method of language teaching, 
now surpassed by communicative methods. The Bateman and Lago video series 
on language teaching methods puts the Direct Method into historical context. “The 
Grammar-Translation Method was criticized by advocates of more ‘direct’ methods, 
who claimed that languages ought to be learned by actually speaking and listening 
to them rather than merely studying about them.” Bateman and Lago go on to quote 
from Latin on the Direct Method, written by Rouse himself. “The current [Grammar 
Translation] method is not older than the nineteenth century. It is the offspring of 
German scholarship, which seeks to learn everything about something rather than 
the thing itself; the traditional English method… was to use the Latin language in 
speech” (Latin on the Direct Method 2).

In the first half of the 20th century, the Direct Method seems to have been 
the sole contender to the Grammar Translation method. It ultimately lost the battle 
and by the time Rouse died in 1950, only a few remained who remembered and ap-
proved of the Direct Method of teaching Ancient Greek. There was no other viable 
contender to the Grammar Translation method of teaching Latin or Ancient Greek 
for the next fifty years. 

However, in the last ten years there has been a renewed discussion about the 
pedagogy of Ancient Greek. Within this discussion, the Direct Method and Rouse’s 
ideas have been newly discussed and praised. In the past four years, Ancient Greek 
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forums have featured long discussion threads about Rouse and his book (“Textkit 
Greek and Latin Learning Tools”). Ancient Greek learners have produced freely 
downloadable audio recordings of his stories (Eidsath, 2014). In 2010, a reprinted 
version of Rouse’s A Greek Boy at Home was produced by a USA based Ancient 
Greek university professor under the title Rouse’s Greek Boy: A Reader. The most 
recent and enthusiastic supporter of Rouse’s Direct Method comes out of Spain, 
author of Alexandros, Mario Díaz Ávila. He is joined by the many other enthusiastic 
Ancient Greek teachers who produce supplementary material for Alexandros on a 
Spanish language website for Latin and Greek teachers, dubbed “El primer portal 
del mundo grecolatino en español” [The premier portal of the Greco-Roman world 
in Spanish] (“Cultura Clásica”).

Description

As a book produced by Spaniard classicists, the introduction is appropriately 
given in both Spanish and Latin. The entirety of the remainder of the book is in An-
cient Greek. In the introduction, author Díaz Ávila advises the reader to follow the 
active methodology of Rouse “Esta edición está basada en el libro The Greek Boy 
at Home de W.H.D. Rouse, publicada en el año 1909, que sigue una metodología 
activa [This edition is based on the book The Greek Boy at Home by W.H.D. Rouse, 
published in 1909, which follows an active methodology].” 

Díaz Ávila briefly describes the Direct Method in the book’s introduction 
and further in an online Spanish language document (“Estructura”). For this review, 
we will rely on the introduction to Rouse’s 1909 Greek Boy at Home to provide a 
description of the Direct Method. Rouse tells us, “One or two dialogues are given 
early in the book… These are meant to show how the matter of any exercise may 
be driven home by word of mouth” (iii). Rouse felt the two essential instructional 
methods should be reading and reproduction. By reading, he meant that the teacher 
should perform a vocal reading of the stories and explain their meaning in Ancient 
Greek. “This book is meant to be read aloud and explained in class… All questions 
should be asked and answered in Greek, and English used only if all else fails” (v). 
By reproduction, Rouse encouraged teachers to ask questions about the stories in 
Greek and require students to retell, paraphrase, and reproduce the stories both in 
written and oral form. Even class notes were to be taken in Ancient Greek. “When-
ever the master gives an explanation, the class should write it [in Ancient Greek] 
in their notebooks… by ear” (v). It seems that oral and aural learning was of the 

http://www.textkit.com/
http://www.textkit.com/
http://www.culturaclasica.com/
http://www.culturaclasica.com/lingualatina/Alexandros.%20Estructura%20del%20curso.pdf
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highest priority to Rouse. “I may caution the teacher that it is not enough for him to 
speak. His pupils must also speak, and the more they speak the better” (vi). 

Both Rouse’s A Greek Boy at Home and Alexandros are first-year graded 
readers, that is, books intended to teach beginners through stories which increase in 
difficulty. The stories are not authentic Ancient Greek, but composed by the author. 
Though Rouse’s intended audience were students in boys’ prep schools, the content 
is not immature. In Alexandros, Díaz Ávila retains the basic progression as found in 
A Greek Boy at Home. The book begins with a story about a young Greek boy and 
his family. Through successive topic based stories we learn both vocabulary and 
culture about ancient Achaia, living in the country, farming, festivals, and the sights 
of the city of Athens. Within other narratives, we hear some dialogues; learn about 
body parts, sports, and historical battles.

As the stories progress, grammatical structures become more advanced. 
Early stories stay with Present Indicative verbs. About three quarters of the way 
through the book, we find the Aorist Indicative. Later we encounter the Subjunctive 
and Participles. The use of case functions shows less of a progression. From the first 
story, many of the forms and most of the functions of Ancient Greek cases are used. 
Vocabulary is added at a rate ranging from 20 to 50 new words with each story. A 
full list of the progression of grammar throughout the stories is found in a supple-
mentary online Spanish language document (“Contenidos”).

Díaz Ávila’s stories are shorter than Rouse’s. A Greek Boy at Home contains 
eighty-four stories and about 30,000 words. Alexandros contains twenty-four stories 
composed of about 5000 words. The longest story in Alexandros is about 500 words. 
The longest story in A Greek Boy at Home runs over 3000 words.

Each story in Alexandros is accompanied by margin notes in Ancient Greek 
and illustrations defining some of the new words in each story. Unlike Rouse’s book 
with a sum total of about a dozen illustrations, in Díaz Ávila’s book, it is not unusual 
to find up to a dozen illustrations on one page. 

A Greek Boy at Home was meant to be read together with a grammar book, 
A First Greek Course (Rouse). In the Díaz Ávila edition, sparse grammatical notes 
are found within each lesson and a short compendium of grammar and paradigms 
are found in an appendix. A unique feature of Alexandros is that all grammar, and 
indeed the entire book excepting the Introduction, is written in Ancient Greek. Thus, 
we do not find either English or Spanish forms of words such as Nominative, Singu-
lar, or Subjunctive; rather we read the Ancient Greek terms “ὁ ὀνομαστικὴ πτώσις, 

http://www.culturaclasica.com/lingualatina/Alexandros.%20Contenidos%20y%20secuenciacion.pdf
https://archive.org/details/FirstGreekCourse
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ἑνικὸς ἀριθμός, καὶ ὑποτατικὴ ἔγκλισις.” Directions for the exercises are entirely 
in Ancient Greek. Even the labeling of the exercises is done with Greek numbers: 
Α’, Β’, Γ’, Δ’, ΣΤ’, Ζ’, κτλ. instead of 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, etc. A Greek Boy at Home 
includes an appended dictionary with glosses given in Ancient Greek. Alexandros 
lacks any dictionary.

Following each story are 5-6 exercises. These typically include (a) several 
comprehension questions on the story; (b) a section showing Greek words that have 
cognates in Romance languages; (c) cloze exercises; (d) matching or true/false ques-
tions; (e) some substitution drills such as, Ἀλλαξον τοὺς λόγους εἰς τὴν ἐνεργητικὴν 
διάθεσιν [Change the words into the active voice]. All exercises include a sample 
showing students how they are expected to answer. An audio CD accompanying the 
book gives an audio recording of many exercises with answers. A transcript of all 
audio recordings is provided in an appendix in the printed book.

The Cultura Clásica Spanish language website offers many useful supple-
mentary materials. A blog page is available for discussing teaching with the book 
(“Ἀλέξανδρος”). A Wikispace classroom page contains supplementary material 
such as pictures illustrating vocabulary, audio files, online exercises, and informa-
tion on Greek culture (“Recursos”). A second Wikispace page is devoted to planning 
lessons (“Programación”) and gives more supplementary material, much of which 
is very high quality. One sample is referenced here containing high quality pictures 
and vocabulary regarding physical life (“O bios”). An online document, apparently 
written by Díaz Ávila, explains how to go about planning a course based on Alex-
andros (“Estructura”).

Evaluation

This simplification of Rouse’s larger work was carried out with care. The 
reduction makes Alexandros far more accessible than the imposing A Greek Boy at 
Home. The illustrations are beautiful and effective. The text type used is very read-
able and double spaced, a relief from the printing of A Greek Boy at Home or Rouse’s 
Greek Boy. I noticed few errors in accents or spelling (see Corrigenda). The book 
has a sturdy sewn binding with a glossy cardstock cover. 

The stories, though not compelling, should prove to be interesting to students 
of Ancient Greek. They give a glimpse into the life of a Greek boy living outside of 
Athens. We learn about some feasts with servants at hand, sports of wrestling, box-

http://www.culturaclasica.com/lingualatina/Alexandros.%20Contenidos%20y%20secuenciacion.pdf
http://Alexandros-tohellenikonpaidion.blogspot.com.es/2014/07/blog-post.html
http://Alexandros-thp.wikispaces.com/
https://Alexandros-thp.wikispaces.com/Programaci%C3%B3n
https://drive.google.com/file/u/1/d/0BwsGZ1D5DszvVkZhMjJBSnpsQzg/edit?usp=sharing&usp=embed_facebook
http://www.culturaclasica.com/lingualatina/Alexandros.%20Estructura%20del%20curso.pdf
https://drive.google.com/file/d/0BwsGZ1D5DszvenJBWWVLU0JIRUU/view
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ing, and more, wars and battles with Persians, and even simple daily life of gathering 
eggs and climbing trees. 

One clear benefit in this book is that through its use of stories, the vocabulary 
will be learned in context, connected with meaning. Vocabulary lists are given at the 
end of each lesson, but no glossed definitions are given. This would not be a serious 
problem for those with access to free online Ancient Greek dictionaries. A teacher 
could as well easily create a handout with glossed definitions in the students’ native 
language. Though Rouse would have discouraged teachers to use any language oth-
er than Ancient Greek, research has shown that a glossed definition in the learner’s 
native language does have a role in acquisition (Nation & Chung). 

The stories, from the very beginning of the book, are not easy. Do not imag-
ine a graded reader the likes of Fun with Dick and Jane (Grey & Arbuthnot). As 
with all Greek readers I have seen, the stories start off demanding a fair knowledge 
of Greek structures and vocabulary. Though the Greek is simple, a typical beginner 
would have much to learn before he or she could read the first stories with any de-
gree of comprehension. A sample passage from the second story in Alexandros will 
demonstrate the point: 

Ἐν δὲ τῇ οἰκίᾳ καὶ οἰκεῖ ἡ τροφὸς ἡμῶν. Ἆρ̍ ἐρωτᾷς 
τί ἐστι τροφός; Λέγω δή· ἡ τροφὸς τρέφει τὰ μικρὰ 
τέκνα. Ἡ οὖν τροφὸς ἡ ἡμετέρα οἰκεῖ μεθ̍ ἡμῶν ἐν 
τῇ οἰκίᾳ καὶ ὀνομάζουσι τὴν τροφὸν ἡμῶν Χαράν 
[In this house our nurse also lives. So, you ask, what 
is a nurse? I will certainly tell you. The nurse takes 
care of small children. Therefore, our nurse lives with 
us in the house and they call our nurse Charan] (33).

The thirty audio recordings on the accompanying CD are of very high qual-
ity. Multiple voices and sound effects are used to dramatize the exercises. A pleasant 
Spanish lilted Erasmian pronunciation is used. The exercises accompanying each 
lesson will be useful for out of class homework. The advice of Rouse and Díaz 
Ávila is to require students to carry out a further exercise of reproducing the stories 
through paraphrasing and other methods. Specific directions to that effect at the end 
of each lesson would be a useful addition. The high quality supplementary materi-
als found online (“Cultura Clásica”) will be especially helpful to teachers who use 
Alexandros.

http://www.culturaclasica.com/lingualatina/Alexandros.%20Contenidos%20y%20secuenciacion.pdf
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The use of Ancient Greek for all instructions and grammatical terms is inter-
esting. It is certainly a choice based on the principles of the Direct Method that “the 
student’s native language should not be used in the classroom” (Larsen-Freeman & 
Anderson 30). Though it is generally accepted in second language acquisition theory 
that the sole use of the target language is not necessary, this feature may have an 
unintended benefit. Since only Ancient Greek is used in the book, it should theoreti-
cally make it universally accessible to any Ancient Greek teacher world-wide. On 
the other hand, the use of Ancient Greek metalanguage is exceedingly rare. For most 
teachers, this would result in some extra work in deciphering the Ancient Greek 
grammatical terms (see Grammar Terms wiki).

Significance

The publication of this book is a good sign for the reform of the pedagogy 
of Ancient Greek. Grammar is taught inductively. Students read narratives and de-
scriptions in Ancient Greek as opposed to translating short and disconnected sample 
sentences, as is typical in most Ancient Greek primers. The use of illustrations to 
make the text more comprehensible is a rare and a welcome feature.

The lively community of Spanish Ancient Greek teachers using this book 
is very encouraging. Though the web pages are in Spanish, those who do not know 
Spanish can understand most of the content with Google’s translation tool. An inter-
esting possibility to imagine is the prospect of teachers from around the world shar-
ing teaching notes using Ancient Greek as the medium of communication. 

The aim of these simplified versions of Rouse’s stories is to provide level ap-
propriate material for the implementation of the Direct Method. Though this method 
has its limitations and has been superseded by methods better supported by Sec-
ond Language Acquisition research, the move away from the Grammar Translation 
method is encouraging. 

Notes on the Use of this Book with Communicative Methods

Díaz Ávila encourages teaching this book via Rouse’s Direct Method. I have 
great admiration for Rouse and find many good things about the method he advocat-
ed. However, as noted above, the Direct Method has been superseded by language 
teaching methods generally lumped under the label the Communicative Approach 
(Larsen-Freeman & Anderson 219). Communicative methods are focused on creat-
ing communicative competence via acts of communication. Although my ultimate 

https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/16AYg68DgQeo0vqRwmfxxYqfaMlvXZnGPQsv36WGyYkg/edit#gid=0
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goal in Ancient Greek instruction is to teach reading competence, I believe it is acts 
of communication, comprehensible input and output, that will get learners to that 
goal (see Patrick). I think Alexandros could be used as a text-based course that em-
ploys communicative methods.

Some would disqualify the book out of hand because it is not an authentic 
text. The matter of authentic texts is a debate both in the reform minded Ancient 
Greek teaching community and among second language acquisition theorists. On 
the one hand, we do not want to present students with inaccurate and unidiomatic 
language. On the other hand, all extant authentic Ancient Greek is at a level that is 
beyond beginners. I would have no qualms about using Alexandros. It is composed 
in good idiomatic Attic Greek, its simplicity makes it more accessible than authentic 
texts, and it could be used to create communicative tasks. I agree with Tomlinson’s 
opinion on the debate about authentic texts: “For me, an authentic text is one which 
is produced in order to communicate rather than to teach” (Tomlinson 162).

A second consideration in choosing this as a text book would be the level 
of difficulty. Tomlinson, a prolific writer on the development of language learning 
materials, notes that opinion is divided on the exact level of difficulty a text should 
be for learners (Tomlinson 171), but its seems a matter of common sense that we 
cannot throw too many new words and structures at learners all at once. Starting out 
at a far too difficult level is the fatal flaw in all the Ancient Greek first-year readers 
I have looked at: Morice (1883); Moss (1900); Peckett (1965); Rouse (1909); and 
others. Setting aside the poorly written low-level readers I have seen, Díaz Ávila’s 
Alexandros is the simplest of the lot. Still, the the heavy cognitive load in beginning 
stories of Alexandros remains a concern. 

In order to use Alexandros with beginners, teachers would need to build up 
their students’ ability to comprehend the stories. This could be accomplished by 
designing a series of communicative lessons. The goal would be to get the learners 
to a level where they could understand a majority of the vocabulary and language 
structures encountered in the next story in Alexandros. Vocabulary and structures 
found in a particular story could be broken into smaller portions and taught through 
communicative methods such as Total Physical Response (Asher), TPR Storytelling 
(Ray), and the Where Are Your Keys language game (Gardner).

The job would be difficult and time consuming in the beginning. Before 
confronting the very first story in Alexandros, learners would need to have some 
communicative exposure to many features of Ancient Greek: (a) Gender; (b) Case 

http://www.whereareyourkeys.org/
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usage and the forms of the 1st and 2nd Declension; (c) Present, Active, Indicative 
forms of the Omega uncontracted and Epsilon contract verbs; (d) Several forms of 
the copulative, εἰμί; (e) Adverbial subordinate clauses; (f) Causal clauses; (g) Pos-
sessive pronouns (Contenidos, pg. 10). One could imagine it taking 20 lessons or 
more to prepare students to read the very first story in Alexandros. However, once 
beginners were brought up to the level of being able to read the first story couple 
stories, preparatory lessons for subsequent stories could be considerably fewer. 

A concurrent strategy to offering lessons to prepare the students to read Al-
exandros stories could be to rewrite them as embedded stories (“What is Embedded 
Reading?”). To create embedded stories the teacher takes a text and composes sim-
plified versions. In my experience, embedded stories can lead a learner to nearly full 
comprehension of the unaltered text entirely without leaving the Greek. Taking the 
example previously quoted, a teacher might create the following leveled versions. 
By building up comprehension through TPRS and the use of realia, the text from 
Alexandros would be far more comprehensible.

Level 1: ἡ τροφὸς ἐστιν ἐν οἰκίᾳ μου. τί ἐστιν 
τροφός; τροφός ἐστιν γυνή. τροφός δίδωσι τέκνοις 
βρώματα. τροφός τρέφει τέκνα. [The nurse is in my 
house. What is a nurse? A nurse is a woman. A nurse 
gives children food. A nurse takes care of children.]

Level 2: ἡ τροφὸς οἰκεῖ ἐν οἰκίᾳ μου. ὄνομα αὐτῆς 
ἐστιν Χαράν. Χαρὰν ἐστιν τροφός. ἐρωτᾷς τί ἐστι 
τροφός; τροφός ἐστιν ἄνθρωπος. τροφός τρέφει 
μικρὰ τέκνα. Χαρὰν τρέφει με. Χαρὰν τρέφει 
ἀδελφὸν μου. Χαρὰν τρέφει ἡμᾶς. ἡ ἡμετέρα 
τροφὸς ἐστιν Χαρὰν. [The nurse lives in my house. 
Her name is Charan. Charan is a nurse. So, you ask, 
what is a nurse? A nurse is a person. A nurse takes 
care of small children. Charan takes care of me. 
Charan takes care of my brother. Charan takes care 
of us. Our nurse is Charan.]

Level 3: τίς οὖν ἐστιν ἡ ἡμετέρα τροφός; Λέγω 
δή· ἡ Χαρὰν ἐστιν ἡ ἡμετέρα τροφός. πάλιν τί δὲ 

http://www.culturaclasica.com/lingualatina/Alexandros.%20Contenidos%20y%20secuenciacion.pdf
https://embeddedreading.com/2012/07/25/what-is-embedded-reading/
https://embeddedreading.com/2012/07/25/what-is-embedded-reading/
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ἐστιν ὄνομα αὐτῆς; ὀνομάζουσι δὴ αὐτὴν Χαρὰν. 
Χαρὰν οἰκεῖ ἐν τῇ οἰκίᾳ ἡμῶν. αὕτη οἰκεῖ μετὰ με 
καὶ μετὰ ἀδελφὸν μου. [Therefore, who is our nurse? 
Indeed, I say, Charan is our nurse. Again, what is her 
name? We indeed call her Charan. Charan lives in 
our house. She lives with me and with my brother.]

Original: Ἐν δὲ τῇ οἰκίᾳ καὶ οἰκεῖ ἡ τροφὸς ἡμῶν. 
Ἆρ̍ ἐρωτᾷς τί ἐστι τροφός; Λέγω δή· ἡ τροφὸς 
τρέφει τὰ μικρὰ τέκνα. Ἡ οὖν τροφὸς ἡ ἡμετέρα 
οἰκεῖ μεθ̍ ἡμῶν ἐν τῇ οἰκίᾳ καὶ ὀνομάζουσι τὴν 
τροφὸν ἡμῶν Χαράν [In this house our nurse also 
lives. So, you ask, what is a nurse? I will certainly tell 
you. The nurse takes care of small children. There-
fore, our nurse lives with us in the house and they call 
our nurse Charan] (33).

Using Alexandros for a text-based course would require effort in creating 
supplementary lessons and materials. The reader might wonder why the same could 
not be done in building up to the reading of an authentic text such as Plutarch of the 
epistles of Paul. One advantage to using this text has been mentioned: the Greek 
is far simpler than any authentic text. Another advantage is its subject matter. The 
subject matter of authentic texts is either abstract concepts or difficult narratives. 
In contrast, Alexandros teaches us about writing on tablets, rooms and items in a 
typical house, sights in the city, and more. Possibly in no other single book do we 
find such a wealth of physical and easily manipulated Ancient Greek vocabulary 
and constructions. This may make Alexandros a good choice for those who employ 
communicative methods in the teaching of Ancient Greek.

In conclusion, Alexandros is a fine publication that could be used in a text 
based implementation of communicative methods, though the difficulty of creating 
a multitude of customized supplementary lessons would be a challenge. Alexandros 
should at least be read by any Ancient Greek teacher because of its wealth of con-
crete vocabulary and phrases.
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