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Latin at Northcote High School 2015

PETER MOUNTFORD

On Thursday 7th May an exciting new venture 
began at Northcote High School.  It was the 
brainchild of Carlene Wilson, who teaches 
Classics and English Literature.  She thought 
that Latin would challenge some of the 
students in a new way.  Almost by accident I 
became the teacher of these Latin students.  
Our weekly class ran from 3.30 until 5 without 
break.  The only concession was that chocolate 
biscuits were provided to keep the wolf from 
the door.  On that first Thursday I was met 
by a group of about twenty-five students from 
Year 7 to Year 12 and some adults.  It seemed 
remarkable to me that Year 12 students would 
be able to spare time on top of their already 
demanding schedule, but they did.  In fact, 
four of the original eight lasted the whole 
way through till the middle of October.  Of 
the adults, two were teachers Carlene Wilson 
and Sandy McLeod, the others were parents 
of students.

After an introductory lesson concerning the 
basics, we began Book 1 of the Cambridge 
Latin Course.  We kept going at a cracking 
pace and reached the end of Book 1 in the 
first week of term four.  The rest of term four 
will be spent consolidating their knowledge so 
that they will be ready to continue with Book 
2 next year.  Additional grammar sheets have 
been produced to help their understanding.  
The background has been discussed with the 
aid of pictures on Powerpoint.  Sandy McLeod 
has set up a website where this material can be 
stored, especially for any students who miss a 
session.

Although numbers have fluctuated, often 
because students have had other commitments, 
such as camps, exams or plays, the core 
number of between twenty and twenty-five 
has remained constant.  Initially the younger 
students seemed to struggle a little with the 
pace of the classes, but, as the terms progressed, 
so did their confidence and ability.  No doubt 
some of the Year 12 students would have liked 
to go faster, but a happy balance had to be 
achieved, and they were by no means dragged 
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down by the younger students.  I particularly 
congratulate the Year 12s who lasted the 
course and set such a good example to the rest 
by their enthusiasm and competence (Aimee, 
Darcy, Felicity, and Louis).  Some students 
were shy and reluctant to translate initially, but 
the idea that everyone had a go in turn seemed 
to overcome that problem.  If a students did 
not feel comfortable doing so, there was no 
pressure applied. 

We constantly looked for English words 
derived from the Latin – a good way to 
show how the languages are connected and 
to extend their English vocabulary.  They 
showed a keen interest in the Roman world, 
the life the Romans lived and their beliefs.  
Some showed an excellent knowledge in this 
area and in the area of mythology.  They asked 
such interesting questions and kept me on my 
toes answering them.  When on p.118 the Book 
states that ‘You have now met three cases’, one 
bright spark said ‘That’s wrong.  We have 
met five.  What about the ablative and the 
vocative?’  How true!  We met the ablative (in 
via etc.) in Stage 1 and the vocative in Stage 
3, as soon as direct speech was introduced, 
although it is true that we did not meet a distinct 
vocative (Thrasymache, Diodore), as opposed to 
one the same as a nominative, until Stage 10.  
Another interesting feature of the class was 
the way in which students quickly adapted to 
avoiding the trap of literal translation so that 
their translations were in colloquial English.  
For example, argentarius et uxor ad theatrum 
ambulant naturally became ‘The banker and 
his wife walk to the theatre.’ Rather than the 
awkward ‘The banker and the wife...’.

For me it has been one of the most enjoyable 
and rewarding experiences of my teaching life 
(and retirement!).  I have had so much fun.  
That is because of the students who made me 
so welcome in their domain, were courteous 
and co-operative, and showed so much 
enthusiasm.  Their school and their families 
should be proud of them.

Next year, someone else will take over, as I am 
unable to commit myself on a regular basis.  I 
have offered, however, to support the class in 
any way that I can.  Carlene also hopes that 
she might be able to start a second class for 
beginners in 2016.  
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