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Background to the Study

Secondary school Latin in particular has 
received little sustained academic attention 
in Australia. Broadly speaking, the media has 
reacted to the renewed interest with scepticism, 
questioning the place of an ancient and 
unspoken language in the modern curriculum. 
The 2014 government pledge to fund secondary 
school classical language courses for inclusion 
in the National Curriculum provoked one 
Queensland newspaper to devote an entire 
front page spread to this ‘controversial revival’, 
under the headline ‘Absurdus Maximus; 
Feds Fund Revival of Latin 1500 Years After 
Fall of Roman Empire’. The accompanying 
article cites educational critics who declare it 
‘patently absurd’ to treat Latin as other living 
languages.3

Such vitriol is by no means new: the fact that 
a large proportion of the academic literature 
on Latin in Australia is apologetic in nature 
attests to the fact that Latin has received 
considerable criticism from educational critics 
and the general public. Educators are well 
aware that the LOTE (as a collective) are 
frequently questioned as to their value and 
their place is far less secure in the modern 
curriculum than other ‘core’ (i.e., English, 
Maths, Science) or more vocational (i.e. 
Accounting) disciplines. Yet perhaps less 
widely realized is the notion that there exists a 
hierarchy within the LOTE themselves, where 
languages of business potential (Mandarin, 
Japanese, Indonesian) are more highly valued 
than the European languages (French, Italian, 
German) which in turn are ranked above the 
ancient, unspoken languages (Latin, Ancient 
Greek, Sanskrit). The national prioritisation 
of languages is explicitly enshrined in public 
policy: dating back to the 1994 COAG report, 
the National Asian Languages and Studies 
in Schools Program (NALSSP) has made 
extensive federal outlays in order to prioritise 
four Asian languages, with renewed pledges 
(2008-2011) to continue the prioritisation of 

3 Chilcott (2014).
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D espite its status as a “dead language”, 
Latin is enjoying a gentle renaissance 
in secondary schools in Victoria. 

Enrolments at year 12 have grown steadily 
over the last twenty years: in 1995 there were 69 
students enrolled compared with 202 in 2015. 
According to the vice-president of the Modern 
Language Teachers Association of NSW, Latin 
is ‘now starting to have a comeback’.1

VCE Latin, as most prospective students would 
be well aware, holds a prized place amongst 
the highest-scaled year 12 subjects; this scaling 
is the carrot often dangled to entice reluctant 
students to include it in their final year of 
secondary schooling. Students who are brave 
enough to embark on the Classical language in 
Year 12 are rewarded with a sizeable up-scale 
which may permit them entry to the tertiary 
course of their choice; in 2015, a Latin (raw) 
study score of 30 was scaled up to 46.2 Such 
a significant increase inevitably opens the 
subject to a standards-based attack: is Latin 
hard enough to warrant its scaling advantage? 
Is it harder than other subjects?

Obviously, different subjects require diverse 
skills and capabilities and it would be 
presumptuous to embark on a comparison 
between subjects in terms of difficulty. It is 
feasible, however, to consider the change 
in standards within a discipline; informal 
conversations with practitioners of other 
subjects suggests that the overall trend is one of 
reduction, where the expectations for year 12 
students have been substantially diminished.

It was decided to investigate Victorian Latin 
over the last 50 years, with a view to ascertaining 
whether the subject had in fact changed over 
time and what was the nature of this change. 
Year 12 (matriculation) was selected as the 
point for comparison with the focus for the 
document study on the unseen translation 
component of the final examination.

1 cited in MacGibbon (2011), 2.

2 VTAC (2015), 2.
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students of Latin recall the difficult task of 
rendering English prose and even poetry into 
Latin, a skill which is confirmed by the content 
of older textbooks.8 In his 1940s discussion of 
Latin in secondary education Training through 
Latin, Hunt declares unequivocally ‘there is 
no reason why pupils at matriculation should 
not compose elegiacs’.9 By contrast, current 
students are expected to generate little, if 
any, of their own Latin, and the production 
of Latin verse constitutes an implausibly 
difficult proposition. One contemporary year 
12 Latin student, in response to the prospect 
of rendering an excerpt of English poetry into 
Latin hexameter, described it as a ‘daunting 
task’ that she ‘would be really hesitant to even 
try’.10 Former textbooks abound with passages 
for translation from English into Latin in both 
prose and poetry, yet current students struggle 
to produce a single line of syntactical Latin. 
Certainly from within the profession, it is 
commonly accepted that the subject’s demands 
have experienced radical change.

As far as Britain is concerned, the curricular 
shift in secondary school Latin has received a 
degree of media attention. It appears, from an 
Australian perspective at least, that there are 
paradoxically opposed views on the standards 
of the subject: Latin is concurrently regarded 
as ‘too hard’ and ‘dumbed down’. Academics 
such as Bob Lister and Will Griffiths have 
voiced concerns that the subject’s expectations 
at GCSE levels are unreasonably difficult 
and likely to deter prospective students.11 On 

8 E.g., Limen, which, although a book for beginners (as its 
subtitle A First Latin Book attests), offers English phrases and 
sentences in increasing difficulty for translation throughout 
(Walters & Conway, 1928).

9 Hunt (1948), 120.

10 G. van de Westhuizen, personal communication, June 
8, 2015.

11 2007 interview with The Times  (‘Latin lustre’, 2007); 
Lister (2007), 101; Griffiths (2008), 89. In Changing Classics 
in Schools, Lister advocates ‘mak[ing] Latin GCSE more 
manageable,’ calling for ‘the creation of a GCSE exam 
that provides a more realistic challenge for pupils given 
the limited time available’. Lister regards the reduction of 
time allocation to the subject as a key factor for the fact 

these languages with potential for trade and 
security.4 The Australian media would seem 
to support this national policy: in 2012, upon 
the release of surprisingly low enrolments in 
Asian languages, the press resounded with 
the lament ‘more students learning Latin 
than Chinese’.5 The fact that this tag was so 
frequently employed, relies on its perceived 
(and intended) shock value, which in turn 
only derives power from the tacit assumption 
that Latin, as an antiquated and irrelevant 
language, is far less worthy of support than 
Mandarin.

Outside of media pillorying and apologetic 
reply, secondary school Latin has received 
little sustained academic attention in 
Australia. There is broad acknowledgement 
of a curricular shift away from language 
towards culture. Barcan recalls that ‘Latin and 
Greek were predominantly formal studies of 
language and reasoning rather than studies of 
literature’ but that ‘later, between about 1880 
and 1950, Latin began to include some of the 
knowledge of the history, culture and values 
of the classical world’.6 The prioritisation 
of literature and history was to continue; 
Anagnostou-Laoutides links the Australian 
context with its British counterpart, stating 
without equivocation, ‘due to political and 
cultural dependency, the difficulties and trends 
that dominated the UK debate in Classical 
Studies since the 1960s have rubbed off on 
Australian classicists and the shift toward the 
study of culture is well-established’.7

Within the profession, it is clear (anecdotally, 
at least) that the subject’s expectations have 
undergone considerable change. Former 

4 According to Lo Bianco and Slaughter (2009, 24), 
NALSSP aims to ‘significantly increase’ the number of 
Australian students ‘becoming proficient’ in the languages 
and ‘understanding the cultures’ of China, Indonesia, Japan and 
Korea”, with a target of 12% year 12 student fluency by 2020. 

5 The tag appeared in a number of articles: Berg (2010), Callick 
(2012), Garnaut (2013a, 2013b), Hill (2013), Clarke (2014).

6 Barcan (1993), 44.

7 Anagnostou-Laoutides (2012), 5.
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in ‘Latin in schools in Victoria: Just a Minor 
Setback’.15  In this paper, notable as the only 
specifically Victorian study on secondary 
school Latin, Tuckfield lauds the survival 
of secondary school Latin in the context of 
‘major setbacks’ and continued ‘threats’ to its 
existence in the state.16 Similar to Lister and 
Griffiths, Tuckfield argues that Latin’s very 
survival depends on its accessibility, declaring 
‘we need to ensure that Latin is always seen as 
interesting, and that we don’t ‘price ourselves 
out of the market’ by restricting Latin only to 
the super-bright’.17

Tuckfield does not deal explicitly with Latin’s 
“standards”, though it is implicit in his 
discussion of changes to the curriculum:

Latin is still rigorous and very 
demanding, but one of the best things 
the current course has done is make 
Latin accessible to a much wider range 
of students. Grammatical pedantry 
has been replaced with a greater 
focus on the content and context of 
the texts being studied.18

Tuckfield applauds what is clearly a curriculum 
change, evident from his reference to ‘positive 
moves [emphasis added] made in Latin in 
Victoria’ and cautioning against a ‘return 
[emphasis added] to some of the HSC-type 
elements’.19 Aside from general statements, 
and a cursory reference to the type of former 
assessment, Tuckfield does not document the 
nature of this change.20

15 Tuckfield (1999); There has been limited comment on 
Latin’s curricular change on a broad, national level: Rankin 
(1974) briefly discusses the abolition of prose composition 
at Australian universities, while Matters (2004) outlines the 
broad changes in Latin as a school subject, largely in the first 
half of the century. Neither author mentions Victoria explicitly, 
nor explores the curricular change in any real detail.

16 Tuckfield (1999), 4-5.

17 Ibid., 6.

18 Ibid., 5.

19 Ibid., 6.

20 The nature of the former curriculum may be deduced 

the other hand, there is a pervasive public 
impression that Latin has already been 
made unacceptably easy.12 Without a doubt, 
conservative Harry Mount is the most vocal 
exponent of this view. In his book Amo Amas 
Amat... and All That: How to Become a Latin Lover, 
Mount writes scathingly about the ‘drastic 
lowering of standards’ of the GCSE Latin 
exam, returning to this theme with similar 
invective in subsequent online posts.13 In an 
article for the Telegraph in March 2015, Mount 
counters the consolation that Classicists might 
draw from increased enrolments in classical 
subjects with the claim that the subject has 
been watered-down:

The sad truth is they are studying 
a woefully dumbed-down, diluted 
version of classics. Latin GCSE is a 
depressingly easy version of the old 
O-Level. As a part time Latin tutor, 
I’m staggered by the low standards. 
One of my pupils – a bright boy, 
certainly, but with only two years’ 
Latin under his belt – got 97 per cent 
in his GCSE. Even Virgil would have 
struggled to get 97 per cent in the old 
O-Levels.14 

As far as Australia is concerned, the issue of 
Latin standards has not received nearly as 
much public attention and to date has not 
attracted media attention. The sole author to 
have touched on this topic is John Tuckfield, 

that it ‘emerges as the most difficult subject’ (2007, 101). 
Griffiths argues that the expectation for ‘students to study 
and comment on 130 lines of original Virgil for one out of 
its four papers is not accessible to a large percentage of the 
population.’ (2008, 89)

12 In the context of reviewing another book, Guardian book 
reviewer Charlotte Higgins (2006) makes passing reference 
to ‘the Cambridge Latin Course, the series of books now 
most widely used in schools and widely blamed for Latin’s 
“dumbing down” and indeed decline’.

13 Mount (2013), 262; In his 2013 blog entitled ‘The Tragic 
Dumbing Down of Latin in our Schools,’ Mount calls the 
removal of English into Latin translation in the GCSE exam 
as a ‘disastrous finding’. 

14 Mount (2015).
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selected for detailed analysis (see Appendix A 
for curricular groupings; see Appendix B for 
the representing and triangulating documents 
selected for detailed analysis). In addition, 
the curriculum pertaining to the Group was 
consulted as a means of further triangulation.

Observations from 
Examination Analysis

Close reading of the fourteen representative 
examination papers (corresponding to the 
seven curricular groups and their triangulating 
papers) revealed three consistent components, 
as summarised in Table 1.0.

Unseen Translation was selected as the most 
convenient component for further analysis, 
given the uniformity of its presence across the 
sample and the ‘static’ nature of its assessment: 
every exam since 1964 has included Unseen 
Translation(s), assessed through means of 
an unprepared text presented for ad hoc 
translation.22

Considering the first component Unseen 
Translation, it became evident that it might 
be further divided into its 2 subcomponents: 
English to Latin (English text presented for 
translation into Latin at sight), and Latin to 
English (Latin text presented for translation 
into English at sight). In terms of the first, it was 
immediately apparent that this subcomponent 
has undergone a dramatic reduction: a 
matriculation student in 1966 was expected 
to translate 165 English words into Latin; 
by 1986, this was reduced to 47 words and 
demoted from an obligatory to an optional 
requirement;23 since 1992, students have no 
longer been required to translate any English 
into Latin whatsoever. (see Figure 1.0)

22 This ‘static’ quality is absent in the case of Seen 
Response, which is tested in a variety of ways, ranging from 
short answer response (either on content, style, grammar or 
metre) to extended essays on themes/cultural context.

23 During the period 1973-1991, students could decline the 
English to Latin translation and answer comprehension style 
questions relating to the prescribed text.

Hence, there remains a definite gap in the 
literature: how has the Latin curriculum in 
Victoria changed? That the curriculum has 
undergone change is apparent – as attested 
by anecdotal and academic evidence – yet the 
nature of this change remains unclear.  As the 
national curriculum draws closer, it is most timely 
to consider the standards of Victorian Latin.

Retrospective Document Study

In order to investigate the change in Latin 
in Victoria, it was decided to conduct a 
retrospective documentary study. While the 
Victorian Latin curriculum has varied in 
terms of structure and assessment, there has 
always been a final written examination. 
The constancy of this examination, as an 
externally assessed measure of student 
achievement, therefore represents a convenient 
point of comparison for the subject over time. 
Notwithstanding considerable hurdles in 
retrieval, all fifty examination papers, from 
1964 to 2014, were obtained and subject to a 
process of systematic, representative analysis. 

Since the large number of examination papers 
precluded individual scrutiny, it was decided 
to group the papers into broad curricular 
divisions, from which a representative 
examination paper could be selected for close 
reading and comparison. Once broad trends 
of change were established, the analysis, 
where possible, was extended to include every 
assessment paper. 21

To this end, the certification name and 
length of assessment were used to divide the 
collective set into 7 broad groups, from which 
a representative and triangulating paper was 

from Tuckfield’s cursory reference to the revision required for 
previous assessment: ‘cramming 700 lines for one exam and 
doing pointless English to Latin sentences’. (Ibid.)

21 The extension of the analysis to the entire population (beyond 
the 7 representative and 7 triangulating papers) was conducted 
for analyses of a relatively simplistic (i.e., quantitative) nature; 
subjecting every paper to the qualitative analysis conducted on the 
14 samples was not possible within the scope of the project.
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Accidence/Syntax Coding

A tri-part scale was conceived, whereby items 
of accidence and/or syntax were attributed a 
ranking (Easy, Medium or Difficult) dependent 
on when they might be encountered in a typical 
Latin course. An easy (E) item (e.g., ablative 
after a preposition) would be encountered 
early in a progressive Latin course; a medium 
(M) item (e.g., ablative of comparison) would 
be encountered midway; a difficult (D) item 
(e.g., ablative of cause, without a preposition) 
would not be encountered until later. A list of 
items of accidence and syntax, together with a 
corresponding difficulty ranking was developed 
by the author with collegiate approval.

Each word of the unseen passage was generally 
awarded two codings: one for accidence 
and one for syntax. Certain words (e.g., 
prepositions, adverbs, conjunctions) received 
a single coding and there were additional 
codings for irregularity, voice and nuance 
of translation. In addition to the codings 
correspondent to individual words, ellipses 
and certain constructions were also coded to 
ensure that syntactical decisions (not necessarily 
correspondent or attached to an explicit Latin 
word) were also covered by the coding. Table 
2.0 demonstrates a sample of these codings, 
together with explanatory annotations, using a 
selection of terms from the 1969 examination.

There has also been a reduction, although 
less marked, in the quantity of words for Latin 
to English unseen translation. In the 1960s, 
students were given 3 separate Latin passages to 
translate into English; from 1970 onwards, this 
was reduced to a single passage. Accordingly, 
this is reflected in a sharp reduction of total 
words for translation: in 1966 students were 
required to translate a total of 307 Latin words; 
in 1986 this was reduced to 123 words; this was 
decreased with the introduction of the VCE in 
1992, reaching a nadir in 2003 when students 
were required to translate a mere 48 words. 
Subsequently, there has been a slight increase, 
with the current quantity hovering just below 
100 words. (see Figure 2.0)

The manifest reduction in quantity of words 
for unseen translation does not necessarily 
correlate to an overall simplification in 
difficulty: it is plausible that the reduction in 
word number has been offset by an increase 
in complexity (i.e. the Latin has got shorter, 
but harder).

In order to compare the nature of the Latin 
text requiring translation across examinations, 
the unseen passages (a total of fourteen 
representative and triangulating papers) were 
coded in terms of difficulty. 

Component Description 

1. Unseen Translation

a) English 
to Latin Passages of English text requiring translation into Latin

b) Latin to 
English

Excerpts of Latin text (not prescribed for study) requiring 
(ad hoc) translation into English

2. Seen Translation Excerpts from prescribed Latin text set presented for translation

3. Seen Response
Responding to a Latin text (with or without an accompanying excerpt) 
without translation: answering questions on comprehension, grammar, 
thematic content, style and metre

Table 1.0 Consistent components in Latin examinations
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Figure 1.0 Change in Quantity of English to Latin Unseen Translation Over Time

Figure 2.0 Change in Quantity of Unseen Latin to English Translation Over Time
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Difficult;25 however, for the purposes of the 
present study, it was sufficient to establish that 
there has not been a significant increase in 
the proportionality of Difficult items, which 
might plausibly have offset the reduction in 
quantity (i.e., a qualitative increase might have 
compensated the quantitative decrease). A 
cursory observation of the data precludes the 
existence of any such increase: the trend line 
for Difficult items appears reasonably stable, 
fluctuating around 0.12.

25 For example, the Mann-Kendall test.

The E, M and D codings for the passages were 
aggregated and divided by the total number of 
words set for translation to obtain a numerical 
measure the proportional complexity for each 
unseen. As Figure 3.0 shows, the proportions 
of Easy, Medium and Difficult items for each 
passage appear relatively constant: the trend 
lines for each are close to horizontal.24

It would be possible to subject the data to 
further testing to verify the apparent constancy 
in the proportionalities of Easy, Medium and 

24 The trend lines have been generated using the 2 Period 
Moving Average function in Excel. 

Word Coding 1 
(Accidence) Coding 2 (Syntax) Coding 3 Coding 4

gravem E (basic adjective) E (adjectival use)

iam E (basic adverb)

urbium E (basic noun) E (genitive of 
possession)

exercitum E (basic noun) E (direct object of 
transitive verb)

trahens M (present 
participle) E (adjectival use)

ad E (basic  
preposition)

Uticam E (basic noun) E (after preposition)

missis (AA) M (perfect,  
passive participle) E (adjectival use)

D (Ablative 
Absolute 
construction)

conspici E (present,  
infinitive verb)

M (prolative after 
possum) M (passive)

iacerent M (imperfect, 
subjunctive verb)

M (subordinate use, 
in temporal clause)

pronuntiatum 
[est] (El)

E (perfect,  
indicative verb)

M (main verb in 
clause) M (passive) D (word elided)

Table 2.0 Selection of annotated codings for Unseen Translation passage in 1969 examination 
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Figure 3.0 Proportional Complexity for Unseen Translations Over Time

Figure 4.0 Overall Change in Unseen Translation
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significant reduction in the proportionality of 
difficult items, consideration of the curriculum 
documents suggests that the grammatical 
knowledge required for Unseen Translation, 
Latin to English has been reduced.

Tabulation of the lists of accidence and syntax 
prescribed as required knowledge enabled 
comparison between the seven curricular 
groupings. Notwithstanding variation across 
successive curricula and ambiguity inherent 
in the listing, the overall trend is a reduction 
of grammatical knowledge:26 with time, 
knowledge of accidence and/or syntax has been 

26 Items ‘vary’ as far as their occurrence: certain forms/
constructions required in earlier curricula are eliminated 
but then subsequently reinstated (e.g., objective genitive; 
predicative dative). Ambiguity arises on account of 
imprecision in, and/or change of, grammatical terminology. 

It is apparent that the quality of the Latin 
set for unseen translation has remained 
relatively stable: the difficulty of passages set 
for translation today is comparable to that of 
those set in the past. Yet, while the ‘quality’ of 
Latin has remained consistent, the ‘quantity’ 
has been diminished: a contemporary student 
is expected to translate a much reduced 
amount of Latin (of comparable difficulty) 
than that required of their forbears. As Figure 
4.0 depicts, this equates to an overall reduction 
in difficulty.

Additional Indication of Reduced 
Standards for Unseen Translation

While the coding of the fourteen representative 
examination passages did not show a 

Accidence eliminated Syntax eliminated

Syncopated perfect/pluperfect  
(seen texts only) Genitive of price

Perfect ending in –ere  
(seen texts only) Ethic dative

Defective verbs  
(novisse, coepisse, meminisse) Gerundive  - use with curare

Future imperative Historic Infinitive (in seen texts only)

forem quin, quominus, quamvis, quasi, quippe qui clauses

Supine Supine

Ordinals (11th-100th) Potential subjunctive

Distributives (to 10) fore ut construction

Numeral Adverbs (to 10) Subjunctive use in a range* of subordinate 
constructions

Double Accusative after rogare and docere

* subjunctive following utinam, o si, velim, tantum abesse ut, non est quod, (limiting) ita ut; dum modo, dum ne

Table 3.0 Accidence and syntax eliminated as requisite  
knowledge (for Unseen Translation) in current curriculum
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formerly, more difficult items of syntax were 
exempt from requiring translation into Latin, 
but were nonetheless required knowledge for 
translation into English (Unseen Translation); 
today (since the 1990s), by contrast, difficult 
items are exempt from recognition in Unseen 
Translation, demoted to occurrence in a seen 
text. For example, in 1967 a student could be 
expected to recognise and translate an historic 
infinitive verb form in the unseen passage of 
their final exam; the current Latin student can 
only encounter this form in a prepared passage 
(i.e., in class, with their teacher’s aid). The 
variation in specifications attests to a definite 
shift in expectations: previously, difficult items 
of grammar were exempt from translation into 
Latin, but retained for Unseen Translation; 
now difficult items are exempt from Unseen 
Translation, retained for Seen Translation. It 
is evident, therefore, that the parameters have 
been shifted along so that difficult items of 
grammar are now only to be encountered in 
an easier (scaffolded) context.

Comparison between source texts and their 
manifestation in the examination confirms 
this gradual depletion of accidence and syntax 
set as required knowledge. Concomitant to 
their curricular elimination, “difficult” forms 
present in the original Latin text have been 
edited out: syncopated verbs are replaced by 
full verbs; historic infinitives are replaced by 
the indicative; and quin clauses are avoided 
altogether.31 Table 4.0 provides a limited 
selection of such modifications, illustrating 
how in every case, the alteration constitutes 
a simplification (e.g., an ordinary, indicative 
verb is easier to translate than an historic 
infinitive). 

As Table 4.0 shows, simplification occurs as far 
back as 1976; it is not an exclusively modern 
phenomenon. However, notwithstanding 
the variation in frequency and nature of the 

31 Not intended as a comprehensive summary of the 
modifications, which were wide-ranging and various in nature 
across the population. However, syncopated forms, historic 
infinitives and quin clauses isolated as three distinct forms/
constructions already identified as items of grammar no 
longer requisite. 

either restricted or eliminated altogether.27 
Table 3.0 sets out the grammatical forms and 
constructions, which were formerly requisite 
knowledge for Unseen Translation, but are no 
longer required under the current curriculum.

The elimination of forms and constructions is 
of itself clear evidence of a diminution in the 
expectations for Unseen Translation: students 
used to be expected to recognise and translate a 
wider range of accidence and syntax than they 
do now. Moreover, it is significant that several 
constructions eliminated represent reasonably 
challenging aspects of grammar, often 
encountered towards the end of a progressive 
Latin course; students are no longer expected 
to translate difficult constructions like the 
supine, quin/quominus or fore ut clauses.28 Thus, 
the corpus of requisite grammatical knowledge has 
not only been reduced in terms of amount, but has 
lost several of its more challenging constructions.

That the overall trend is one of simplification is 
attested by comparison of limiting specifications 
in the curricula. Former curricula identify items 
‘for recognition knowledge’ as distinct from 
those the student is ‘expected to reproduce… 
in their own written Latin’;29 by contrast, 
more recent curricula (1995-2013) identify 
items as ‘for recognition in seen texts’.30 Thus, 

27 In some cases, syntax has been restricted to a narrower 
set: e.g., generic subjunctive restricted to “the use of sunt 
qui with the subjunctive”; impersonal passives restricted to 
“simple ones”. (VCAA, (2013a))

28 It is widely-recognised that these constructions are 
challenging, frequently isolated for specific explanation/
practice in textbooks.

29 VUSEB (1966), 560; This correlates to the 
specification ‘recognition only’ in curricula from the 1970s 
and 1980s, which explain ‘items listed as recognition only 
will not be required for sentence generation, but may be 
included in the language questions for the comprehension 
alternative and in the passage for unprepared translation’. 
(VISE, (1984), 4; VUSEB (1976), 297)

30 Board of Studies (2000), 12; VCAA (2013), 14; Similarly 
in the 1995 curriculum, square brackets designate ‘elements 
with which students should be familiar for purposes of seen 
comprehension, translation and grammatical analysis only… 
knowledge of these elements will not be required for unseen 
tasks’. (Board of Studies (1995), 21)
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Change in Lexical Requirement

In addition to a reduction in items of 
accidence and syntax, further evidence for a 
diminution in difficulty for Unseen Translation 
lies in the fact that dictionaries have been 
permitted in examinations since 1992. In 
earlier elaborations of the subject (1964-1991), 
students were expected to translate the unseen 
Latin passages without any lexical assistance; 
former curricula specified that they were to be 
familiar with all three of the lists tabulated in 
Masterman’s A Latin Word List.33 As stated in 
former curricula, ‘this will bring the working 
knowledge of the students up to 2000 words’.34 

33 Masterman (1967); The 1985 curriculum states that 
the meaning of any word appearing in the unseen passage 
which does not occur in Masterman’s List will be given in the 
examination paper. (VISE (1984), 3)

34 VISE (1984), 3; A similar statement is found in the 

modifications, the emergent pattern would 
seem to be one of increasing occurrence: unseen 
passages from the 1960s are almost entirely 
unadulterated, and where modifications 
occurred, they are generally confined to 
omissions (i.e., ellipses of words, phrases and 
clauses).32 By contrast, later passages have 
been modified to avoid the “difficult” forms 
and constructions (i.e., those in Table 3.0), 
which have been excised from the prescribed 
accidence and syntax lists.

32 The comparison between source text and its version 
in the examination passage was conducted across the entire 
population (i.e., for all 50 papers), yielding a complex set 
of data: the modifications varied in degree and nature from 
year to year. It is outside the scope of the present study to 
draw conclusions about the trend in these modifications; any 
conclusions would need to take into account the nature of 
the source passage, since certain passages would obviously 
require more amendment than others. 

Examination 
Year Original Latin Simplified Form in Examination

1976 perfect in –ere (perpulere) full perfect (perpulerunt)

1989 syncopated perfect (nudasset) full perfect (nudāvisset)

1994 syncopated pluperfect (exspectasset) full pluperfect (exspectāvisset) 

2000
historic infinitive (proturbāre) full perfect (proturbāverunt)

historic infinitive (ruina tota aciēs 
prolapsa… deferri) perfect indicative (prolapsa est)

2001
syncopated perfect (dubitārunt) full perfect (dubitāverunt)

predicative dative (praesidiō) replaced by adverb (idcircō)

2002 quin clause (quin potius imus et orāmus) jussive subjunctive (eāmus…orēmus)

2008
quin clause (non potuit patī quin) -

perfect in –ere (invēnere) full perfect (invēnerunt) 

2013
quin clause introduced by nōn dubium continuation of indirect statement 

after iudicant; sine dubiō used instead 
(iudicant… eam hoc sine dubiō dixisse)

(neque enim erat cuiquam  
dubium quin illa dixisset)

Table 4.0 Simplifications in Unseen Translations
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By contrast, since the introduction of the 
VCE in 1992, students have been permitted 
to bring in and consult a dictionary during 
the examination.35 Should a student not 
recognise a word, they can find it in their 
dictionary. Furthermore, it is also significant 
that dictionaries containing basic grammar 
summaries (i.e., endings for nouns, adjectives 
and verbs) are permitted into the examination, 
effectively reducing the amount of accidence set 
as required knowledge for Unseen Translation. 
Naturally, it is in the student’s better interest 
to avoid heavy reliance on their dictionary;36 
however, the fact that all students are permitted 
to use a dictionary clearly constitutes a 
diminution as far as lexical (and to some extent, 
accidental) knowledge is concerned.

Conclusions

The findings attest to a definitive change 
in expectations for Unseen Translation in 
Year 12. The capability has undergone 
significant reduction, more pronounced in 
the case of English to Latin, less pronounced 
in the case of Latin to English: translation 
into Latin has been eliminated altogether, 
and there is a reduced amount of Latin text 
requiring translation at sight. It seems that 
the difficulty of the Latin text requiring 
translation has remained relatively unchanged 
over time; however, several “complex” forms 
of grammar have been removed as requisite 
knowledge. Moreover, the permission to 
consult a dictionary represents a considerable 
diminution in vocabulary expectations. 
The study’s findings therefore indicate that 
a contemporary year 12 Latin student will 

various curricula pertaining to 1964-1989.

35 The 1995 study design specifies ‘students may consult a 
print dictionary during the task provided it is not annotated 
or highlighted’. (Board of Studies (1995), 45)

36 Examination reports frequently acknowledge the danger 
of over-reliance on the dictionary. For example, the 2012 
report states: ‘The dictionary seems to be a hindrance rather 
than a help to most students. Students should be familiar with 
the majority of the words in this passage by the time that they 
face the examination’. (VCAA ( 2013b), 1)

be less capable of managing the lexical and 
grammatical demands requisite for translating 
an unseen Latin text than their counterpart 
from fifty years ago.

Whether there has been a reduction in the 
standards of matriculation Latin overall, 
remains to be established; further investigation 
of the expectations for responding to Seen 
Text is recommended to confirm an absolute 
diminution of standards. 

In any case, the study points to a shift in the 
subject’s focus: Victoria appears to be following 
the worldwide trend for the subject, away from 
grammar, towards literature and culture. 
The requirements of accidence and syntax 
have been diminished, permitting a greater 
emphasis on literary techniques and style.

Notwithstanding its global precedent, this 
shift in Victorian secondary school Latin is 
not without concern. It is naturally important 
to read Latin texts in their cultural context 
and there is, without doubt, enormous value 
in considering Vergilian style and poetic 
technique. Certainly, such aspects of the course 
are likely to engage students and teachers 
alike and ensure the continued survival of the 
subject in VCE. However, the danger is that 
this prioritisation of Latin’s “more palatable” 
aspects comes at the cost of real, linguistic 
capability. 

Moreover, it is a misconception that cultural 
appreciation can exist apart from linguistic 
competency. The two are inextricably 
interlinked: a student’s ability to derive any 
cultural, literary or stylistic benefit from a piece 
of Latin text depends heavily on their linguistic 
proficiency. One cannot categorise the style 
of Caesar, for example, if one lacks a deep 
understanding of the impersonal construction 
he readily employs. It is therefore somewhat 
concerning that the Victorian curriculum 
mandates protracted study and close reading of 
Virgil, without expecting students to recognise 
or understand the supine construction he 
frequently employs. It is worth remembering 
that Latin is primarily the study of language, 
and there are other subjects available (such as 
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Classical Studies and Ancient History), which 
do not require linguistic competency.

It is not simply the fact that “standards” must 
be maintained in order to compete with our 
forebears; simply because a Latin student 50 
years ago could translate quin clauses should 
not, of itself, shackle the current student to an 
equal level of grammatical proficiency. It cannot 
be denied that formerly, both in Victoria and 
around the world, there was undue emphasis 
on grammar; in no way is a return to the 
“cramming”, construing or pointless parsing of 
erstwhile Latin lessons desirable. However, the 
fact remains that Latin authors are not getting 
any easier: Caesar’s gerundives, Cicero’s 
parallel constructions, Pliny’s potential 
subjunctives persist, irrespective of reductions 
in grammar requisite for matriculation Latin 
in Victoria. 

Upon the eve of the national curriculum, 
there is the very real possibility to influence 
the future direction of secondary school Latin 
in Victoria. Care should be taken to ensure 
the subject retains its grammatical rigour, 
equipping students to cope with the challenges, 
real but rewarding, of Latin translation.

Alice Kemp
Fintona School
akemp@fintona.vic.edu.au
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Appendices

Group Years Certification title Exam length

1 1964-1969 Matriculation Examination 3 hours x 2

2 1970-1980 Higher School Certificate Examination 3 hours x 1

3 1981-1991 Higher School Certificate Core Examination: Latin Group 1 2.5 hours x 1

4 1992-1994* Victorian Certificate of Education Common Assessment 
Task 4: Comprehension - Unseen 1.5 hours x 1

5 1995-2000 Victorian Certificate of Education Common Assessment 
Task 3: Written Examination 2 hours x 1

6 2001-2004 Victorian Certificate of Education: Written Examination 2 hours, 50 
min x 1

7 2005-2014 Victorian Certificate of Education: Written Examination 2 hours x 1

* 1994 seems to be a hybrid year: the examination is called Cat 4 (aligning it with Group 4) but the exam length is 2 hours 
(aligning it with Group 5). It was not possible to obtain a curriculum outline pertaining specifically to this year, however, 
according to the VCE Administrative Handbook for 1994, the unit descriptions for Latin remained ‘unchanged’ from those 
from 1993 (Board of Studies (1993), ii). Accordingly, it was decided to classify 1994 with Group 4.

Appendix A. Groups for Latin curricula 

Representative 
Examination 

Paper

Indicator 
for Group

Triangulating 
Examination 

(latest in Group)
Corresponding Curriculum 

1967 1 1969 VUSEB. (1966).  
Handbook of Directions and Prescriptions. 

1975 2 1980 VUSEB. (1974).  
Handbook of Directions and Prescriptions.  

1985 3 1991 VISE. (1980). Higher School  
Certificate Course Description: Latin Group 1.

1992 4 1994 VCAB. (1991). Unit Descriptions for Studies 
Accredited by VCAB for the VCE 1992. 

1997 5 2000 Board of Studies. (1995). Languages Other Than 
English: Classical Languages Study Design.

2002 6 2004 Board of Studies. (2000). Languages Other  
Than English Study Design: Latin. 

2011 7 2014 VCAA. (2013). Latin: Victorian  
Certificate of Education Study Design. 

Appendix B Representative and triangulating documents selected for detailed analysis




