Dead Tongue Shows

Signs of Life

Stephen Goode

Once widely presumed dead, the study of Latin is staging a lively comeback in
LLS. public schools. Young students typically have a good time. Better still, they
stand to benefit from exposure to the wellspring of 60 percent of English words.
There is a Greek revival, too.

Donna Speer could not decide what she would have her elementary
school Latin class do for the school’s patriotic assembly, a special occasion
at which students performed carefully prepared skits. Recite a few lines of
Cicero, she thought. No, that was a little much for youngsters, not to say a
bit boring,

Then while driving her car one day, she started reciting a Latin version
of the “Pledge of Allegiance” that someone had translated, and she had her
answer. “That particular translation had said nothing to me at first,” she
says. “But suddenly, I began to hear that it had great rhythm.”

Itbegan Fi-dem me-am o-bli-go, I pledge allegiance, and ended cum li-ber-
ta-te, jus-ti-ti-a-que, om-ni-bus, with liberty and justice for all.

Speer turned the Latin pledge over to her students at Grace and St.
Peter’s, an Episcopal elementary school in Baltimore, giving them three
weeks to learn the words.

“Itbothered me thatit'sanersatz pledge,” sherecalls. “There‘sreally no
such thing in the Latin of the ancients.” The children, mostly nine- and ten-
year-olds, learned it in two sessions.

Speer should not have been too surprised. Already, she had composed
rules of grammar inrap for her classes, which they recited daily to snapping
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fingers and elbows tapping on desk tops. And her students, about 80
percent of whom are black and many of whom are from impoverished
backgrounds, readily memorized lines from Latin and Greek poets, chant-
ing them in unison, like rap.

Nonetheless, says Speer, “it always amazes me how much they like
what we do in class. It is startling to see them internalize the language. No
one’s told them that Latin is dead. And certainly no one has told them it is
boring.”

The students at Grace and St. Peter’s do not stand alone. After years of
decline—a low point of 155,000 public school students reached in 1976—
Latin is making a comeback. In 1985, the latest year for which figures are
available, 176,000 public school students enrolled in the subject, says
Edward Phinney, who heads the American Classical League and chairs the
classics department at the University of Massachusetis-Ambherst.

There are no figures for private schools, but Phinney thinks the steady
increase that Latin and, to a lesser extent, Greek have achieved in recent
years also applies to them. And he believes that the number of classical
language students in private schools probably “equals or maybe slightly
surpasses” the number studying those languages in public schools.

These days, the vast majority of Latin students are likely to be inmiddle
or high school, just as they were in the 1930s, when as many as 900,000 U.S.
students took the subject, says Robert LaBouve, director of languages with
the Texas Education Agency.

Buta growing number of elementary schools are teaching Latin. Many
ofthose arein large cities, such as Philadelphia, Los Angeles and Indianapo-
lis, where Latin is taught to children much like those in Baltimore—the kind
of youngsters from low-income, poorly educated families who were most
unlikely to study it in years past.

“From being the language of the elite, the language taken by the best
studentsat the best schools, it has become the language people now believe
everyone should have access to,” says LaBouve, who also chairs the
National Committee for Latin and Greck. “This is a basic change.”

The young seem to have little problem approaching the language.
Speer, for example, says her elementary school pupils do not know that
languages are supposed to be difficult. “Fourthand fifth grades are anideal
time," adds Janice Moody, who teaches Latin at T.C. Williams High School
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