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MARK ANDREWS 

The total of my years as a Latin teacher 
comes to fourteen, the last eight of which 
have been at The Geelong College.  Six 

years ago I embarked on research into the prac-
tice of teaching Latin as a second language, 
as part of a Masters of Education Studies. I 
looked at theories of second language acquisi-
tion (SLA), following the work of Krashen, Vy-
gotsky and others.  The path I took was to look 
at the list of teaching strategies that I had devel-
oped over a number of years and to evaluate 
them. The second part of this research was to 
supply this list to a group of colleagues to dis-
cuss and evaluate. I then re-assessed the teach-
ing strategies in the light of the feedback. This 
was a very useful first step in what has become 
a much longer process. Since completing this 
initial work, I have begun to look more at the 
feedback given to students and how this might 
affect their results, following the work of Hattie 
on Visible Learning, I became convinced that 
feedback was not only crucial as part of helping 
the students to understand, but also to help the 
students to have a greater sense of their own 
ability. This has been the starting point of my 
current investigations. 

It is one thing for students to have technical 
ability, it is another for them to want to use this 
ability and have confidence in it. The former 
relates more to the cognitive, the latter to the af-
fective. When I looked at some of the literature 
discussing affective influences on learning, two 
related concepts caught my eye: the big-fish-in-
a-little-pond effect and control and value theory. 

Following the work of Marsh, Nett (et al.) dis-
cusses the impact upon capable learners when 
they are moved from a mixed ability classroom 
and into one containing just high ability students. 
Being a more able student in a general ability 
context is like being a big fish in a small pond; 
this has become known as the big-fish-in-a-small-
pond effect (BFSPE). If such a learner is then 
moved to a room containing only high ability 
students, this is like moving our big fish into a 
pond of correspondingly large fish. To push the 
metaphor a little further, most Latin classrooms, 
particularly beyond Year 9, are like small ponds 
of very big fish. This change increases the anx-
iety level in the student. The performance of 
the student goes up, down or remains the same, 
depending upon how they react to this stress. 
In my experience, this stress can become quite 
difficult to manage for the more senior students 
at VCE level.  Students who are accustomed 
to being near the top of the class in standard 
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ability rooms are then faced with what seem to 
be lower results when placed alongside students 
of similar ability. As teachers, we know that the 
pay-off will come when marks are adjusted to 
create tertiary entrance scores, but for some stu-
dents this deferred feedback, whilst being im-
portant, does not meet their more immediate 
needs. 

Control and Value theory was the second dis-
cussion around affective influences upon learn-
ing that seems pertinent to students of Latin. 
With students of Mathematics and Latin in Ger-
many, Goetz and Pekrun (et al.) looked at af-
fective influences upon academic achievement, 
stress, enjoyment and sense of achievement.

The diagram above is complex, but it is clear 
that the two affective factors influencing the 
students are the value placed upon achievement 
and the academic self-concept.  The value 
placed upon achievement is most influenced 
by positive reinforcement of achievement 
and, particularly for Germany, family esteem 
achieved through academic performance. For 
many Australian students of Latin, the same 
would hold in both cases, although there may 
not be the same pressure from home to perform; 

there may be in fact more depending upon the 
family background. Academic self-concept is 
the sense of one’s own ability to perform; this 
may or may not be accurately pegged to actual 
academic performance. 

I was seeing some students drop out of Latin 
citing the stress and their low scores, when in 
fact they were quite capable and able to gain 
worthwhile results. I began to think that there 
were issues with the structure of the classroom 
experience and the way in which feedback 
was given to the students. It seemed that the 
positive reinforcement of achievement was 
not taking place sufficiently to work against 
the effects of the big-fish-little-pond-effect, 
amongst other things. Goetz (et al.) certainly 
make this link.  After a good deal of thought 
and reflection upon student feedback, along 
with their results, I decided that during 2014 
I would work towards creating a classroom 
experience in Latin where students had a 
greater sense of their own ability to do Latin. 
This meant changing the preparation processes 
for assessment and changing the assessments 
themselves. It also meant changing the way the 
results of assessment were valued and viewed.
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I decided make a range of changes based upon 
visual learning and a desire to give students 
a greater sense of their own ability to achieve 
good results. Some things do not change; it is 
essential to develop a bank of vocabulary from 
which to draw. I find the Language Perfect 
programme is very helpful in this regard. Not 
only are lists able to be tailored to needs, 
corrections can be made and student usage 
can be monitored.  It is possible for students to 
see their own improvement as they go and, just 
like a computer game, there is fairly immediate 
gratification. Students are led on to improve 
their own performance and to compete against 
each other.

As part of visual learning, it is important for 
students to structure and have ownership over 
their own learning. This is especially important 
with memory tasks such as vocabulary 
learning and morphology. For this reason the 
use of Language Perfect and the learning of 
grammatical tables form the basis of a learning 
contract called an Anchor Agreement. Each 
term, the students contract to spend ninety to 
one hundred and twenty minutes each week on 

these activities, apart from their text work. This 
time may be in class when other work has been 
completed. Students fill out their commitment 
to their Anchor tasks at the beginning of each 
term and then fill in their actual times during 
the term.  Although there are similarities, each 
student is able to personalise their commitment.

With an eye on worked solutions, I have 
recorded a run through the set texts for each 
year level and posted these for students to use 
as they see fit. This may be to review their own 
work or find a solution when they are stuck. 
Having done this for two years now, I find 
that students are very honest in their use of the 
videos and appreciate them greatly. The time 
gained in class from not needing to go through 
texts in detail allows for more attention to 
problem areas. This might be specific lines in 
the set text or a more developed discussion of 
grammatical points. I have found that students 
are more attuned to detailed grammatical 
discussion, given that they have attempted the 
texts already. Such an approach is often referred 
to as having a Flipped Classroom.
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Understandably, a key area for academic self-
perception is performance on translations, and 
particularly unseen translations. There are 
different approaches to the use of the dictionary 
and when to introduce it. I start the students with 
a Collins dictionary that includes a grammar 
after the first semester in Year 9. The course 
at The Geelong College only runs for four 
years and having the dictionary for assessments 
improves the students’ sense of their control 
over the situation. As the students progress from 
Year 9 to Year 12, I increase the number of 
unseen translations and decrease the number of 
seen translations from the set texts. In addition, 
all unseen translations are re-attempted as seen 
translations once the students have received 
their corrected work and reviewed the video run 
through the text. The point is to give students 
a sense of being in control over a text, where 
previously they had not. 

Having made all these changes it is important 
to assess the effectiveness of them upon student 
self-perception and results. Over the past twelve 
months I have been honing my procedures 
for data collection, and the new facilities 
within OneNote utilising Classroom Shared 
Notebooks will assist greatly in this process. 
The data collected over the past year has been 
incomplete, but does indicate some general 
trends, which I will be able to investigate in 
greater detail during the coming year.  In 
general terms, students make comments in class 
as they are working, when being helped one on 
one, or when they receive corrected work. At 
this general level, I can say that at all four year 
levels, the students seem happier and have a 
greater sense of being in control. Their learning 
reflections, filled out by some this year at the end 
of the term, indicate this. The learning reflection 
gives the student the opportunity to indicate on 
a bar graph the degree to which the feel that 
they are confident in their abilities and their 
improvement across the term.  This is gauged 
across vocabulary acquisition, morphology, 
seen and unseen translation; the effectiveness 
of Anchor tasks as a tool is also evaluated by 
students.  Students are generally in favour of 
Anchor tasks and almost unanimous in their 
support of Language Perfect. Again, in general 
terms, there is an improvement, particularly 
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with the lower year levels, in both seen and 
unseen translation results. This is reflected in 
confidence indicated on the learning reflections.
Also at a more general level this year, I have 
not seen the same level of frustration with the 
level of difficulty in Latin, nor have I seen the 
accompanying departures from the subject after 
Year 9 or 10. This is not to say that the key 
issues have been addressed, but that things 
seem to be moving in a helpful direction. The 
work for the year ahead is to look at gaining a 
more complete set of data and to monitor the 
other forms of student feedback more carefully, 
so that by the end of the year I will have a more 
accurate account of how well the approach is 
going. 

Mark Andrews
The Geelong College
Mark.Andrews@geelongcollege.vic.edu.au
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