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RHIANNON EVANS

Are you ever too old or too young to 
start learning Latin? 

This pilot project certainly suggests that 
primary school age children have plenty to 
gain from the experience.

With support from the CAV and Humanities 
21, Sarah Durham (Melbourne Grammar 
School) and I ran a 5-week after school pilot 
project in April and May 2015, at Spensley 
Street Primary School in Clifton Hill. Our 
intention was to introduce primary school 
students to simple Latin vocabulary and 
grammar, along with some exciting stories 
from myth and history, so that they became 
familiar with Greek and Roman antiquity, and 
they began to think about the roots of their own 
language. Research and similar schemes in the 
UK have shown a considerable improvement 
in the literacy of primary age children when 
they learn Latin at this age,1 hence the name 
of this pilot. We were very much inspired by 
the work of the Iris Project in the U.K.2 (no it’s 
not connected to our journal at all!), and we 
set out with the idea of organising each week 
around a story or a theme with a small amount 
of associated vocabulary and grammar. 

After a preliminary information evening 
with parents, around twenty students, most of 
them Year 5s, attended weekly 45-60 minute 
sessions – although the sessions often ran long, 
due to the enthusiasm of the children. We were 
lucky to have the help of some great young 
Classicists: Caroline Chong, Carla Schodde, 
Annelies Van der Ven and Sonya Wurster; 
and a newly qualified primary teacher, Julia 
Newman, whose son also attended the Latin 
classes. Some of our material came from the 
Minimus series, a Latin text book aimed at this 
age range, and Carla developed some excellent 

1  http://www.thelatinprogramme.co.uk/benefits-impact/

2  http://irisproject.org.uk/

work sheets and a great website3 for us, while 
Sarah brought along materials for activities. 
We were able to pay Carla a small amount, 
due to financial support from the CAV, but 
our other teachers came along on a voluntary 
basis. All of our young volunteers were keen 
and worked well with the students, and 
Annelies came with some particularly useful 
experience, as she had previously volunteered 
for a similar schools project while studying at 
the University of St Andrews.

It was clear to us from the beginning that 
variety would be important in these sessions: 
after school programmes for children come 
after a long day of learning, so grammar alone 
was never going to keep their attention, but 
language was at the heart of each class. The 
Spensley Street students had already learned 
some Italian, and were fascinated by the 
connections between Latin vocabulary and 
structures, as well as English etymologies. This 
gave them a chance to display knowledge from 
their classes, and thus reinforced language 
learning already underway. In addition, 
some of the children have Mediterranean 
backgrounds, and enjoyed learning about 
their family’s history and culture. Many of the 
myths we covered were Greek in origin, such 
as the Arachne and Icarus stories. We often 
began with a dramatic reading of the myth 
(usually involving great acting from Annelies), 
and Carla then gave the children some 

3  http://literacythroughlatin.com/
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associated Latin vocabulary, then asked them 
to storyboard the narrative, and write the Latin 
word for some of the places, people or things 
in the story on their drawings. They engaged 
well with this – often to the extent that it took 
up about half of the session, particularly as 
there was room for some discussion of whether 
characters in myth deserved their fates. There 
was Roman subject matter too, with a week 
on gladiators, and the children taking on the 
persona of a particular gladiator ‘type’, with 
the girls and boys enjoying some role play as 
a Thraex (‘Thracian’), Retiarius  (‘net man’), or 
as one of the female combatants, ‘Amazon and 
Achilleia’, found on a gladiatorial relief panel. 
Sessions usually ended with the students 
singing a song, played by Carla on her guitar, 
such as decem urnae (‘Ten Green Bottles’) – great 
for learning Latin numbers; or with an activity, 
such as the small scale weaving equipment, 
made by Sarah from cardboard and wool, 
which we used after telling the Arachne story.

After five weeks, the students had a grasp of 
some Latin grammar and forms, namely first, 
second, and third declension nouns in the 
nominative and accusative, singular and plural, 
and  third person verbs. We were impressed 
with their ability to take on and retain these 
forms, as Latin, like other languages which 
use case endings, demands an understanding 
of concepts such as subject and object. It is 
also a language which uses pronouns far less 

than English, as the verb itself does the job 
of subject pronoun and verb. These factors 
though, are part of the fascination of Latin: 
the young students have a great sense of 
achievement when they are able to interpret 
videt as ‘she sees’ or ‘he sees’—recognising the 
ending –t as third person singular. Similarly 
they enjoy the fun of working out that puellam 
amat amicus means ‘the friend loves the girl’, 
even though the puellam (‘girl’) is positioned 
first in the clause. Students and teachers of 
Latin have long understood learners develop 
a much stronger appreciation of the way that 
their own language works: Latin forces the 
learner to deconstruct what appears natural 
in the structures of our native language. Its 
relationship to English is just close enough (and 
also distant enough) for learners to reinforce 
their English vocabulary, while having to 
distinguish the grammar and syntax of both 
languages. It was clear to us, after a short pilot, 
that learning Latin at year 5 level, is of great 
benefit to students’ language skills, and can 
also be a lot of fun!
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