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A PERFECT POST 
 

Meg McPherson 
 

What a pleasure it is to teach Latin in a primary school! 
The patterns and precision of Latin have a satisfying appeal to a certain type of child thirsty 

for knowledge and mind stimulation. 
Until recently, Latin was out of vogue, numbed by trends towards modern languages espe-

cially Asian.   Now, it is recognised as a worthwhile aid in Extension Programs. 
It has the housekeeping advantage of being inexpensive. 
The Romans were taught to write on wax tablets with styluses. Not much has changed. To 

teach Beginners' Latin by colour-coding, students and teacher need only a good rapport, 4-
coloured biros, and whiteboard markers. 

A far cry, clearly, from expensive texts and electronic gadgetry ( even native-speaking as-
sistants, sometimes) usually required for Ab Initio Courses. 

Everything else is hands-on and innovative.  Virgil devoted Book 5 of the Aeneid to games, 
and we follow suit. There's been a lucky-dip (leading to the introduction of past tense verbs 
like, ‘I found’, ‘I felt’, ‘I saw’), and a real abacus for counting. 

Hopscotch with pebbles, and a game of ‘ludo’ with dice  (quaint experiences for this gen-
eration) have provided reinforcement of numbers, and simultaneously introduced Latin 
colours, commands, and the very Roman concepts of winning ( ‘Victor!’) and losing. 

Written sentences divided up into flash-card sections, made from cereal packets, provide an 
ideal way of demonstrating component parts. It is easy to see how word order can be arranged 
and re-arranged, and yet overall meaning remains constant. 

One of the nicest aspects has been writing a Latin lullaby to Brahms’ music, and then hear-
ing the children sing.  Rewarding too, is witnessing the group have a bash at translating back 
into English small sections of  E. Perot Walker’s  Petrus Cuniculus, i.e Beatrix Potter’s Peter 
Rabbit. 

Familiarisation in advance, with the content of this simple rustic tale, has led to fascination 
in trying to sensibly decode its text. 

It feels satisfying that so much language is being overtly and subliminally absorbed 
through this backhanded approach. And the fun of doing it.  Wow! 

The same frenetic energy would be amassed by a group trying to reconstruct Needham’s 
Harrius Potter in English, but realistically, it would take years to know that much Latin! 

Meantime, an added spin-off for these students (as most won't go on to study Latin) is that 
they are developing a heightened sense of the makeup of language and its nuances. They will 
also have increased concentration, spell better, and see connections between words to which 
others remain blind. In today’s world, the latter is still an advantage for Medicine and Law, as 
their complex and specific terminology remain firmly based in Latin and Greek. It goes with-
out saying that future students of Botany, Zoology, Literature, Linguistics, History or Classics 
will have an edge too by exposure at a young age to early written language…even if they’ve 
only taken Latin briefly. 

These same long-term scholastic benefits may not be found as easily in students who have 
studied modern languages for short periods. But, as such languages have more general appeal 
and furnish opportunity for communication and conversation, they remain vital for Australian 
Primary Education. 
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In the same way that many students enjoy the immediacy and fun of modern Ls.O.T.E., 
students taking Latin thrive on modern Ls.O.T.E. too. 

 So, it seems that for those fortunate enough to have the ability to focus on both, there may 
be an argument for fostering ancient and modern concurrently early in life. The pressures of 
curricular and other activities will inevitably demand that many childhood interests including 
Latin, be laid aside. Notwithstanding, the mental vestiges of a rich linguistic beginning and 
the memories of the fun-filled classes will span a lifetime. 

Any primary schools, wise enough to perceive this and then provide specialised short-term 
tuition in Latin are far-sighted, and their beneficiaries extremely blessed.  

 


