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CHAPTER TWELVE

LATIN (FOREIGN 
LANGUAGE)

“Language, grammar, syntax, and vocabulary exist for a purpose, and that 
purpose is revealed only in the search for truth. As Chesterton saw, it is the search 
for truth that keeps us sane, because it always brings us back to reality. And why 
is reality so important? It is what we are made for. Reality is food for the soul.”

—Stratford Caldecott, Beauty in the Word

For many parents, Latin can be a scary, downright unapproachable subject to teach 
their children. Why Latin has a near ubiquitous presence in the curricula of classical, 
Christian education schools and home schools is constantly under barrage from parents. 
Parents want to know why, primarily to satisfy their own motivation for studying it, 
in order to teach students the dialectic of Latin. The answer to this question will come 
later in this chapter. 

Once the parent has been satisfied that teaching Latin is worth the time, the next 
question she will have is, “How do I teach students Latin dialectically?” As with any 
subject, there is a progression of learning that moves our students beyond memorizing 
the grammar of a subject—in this case, vocabulary, parts of speech, verb conjugations, 
and word order, among other things—and into the dialectic discussion of that subject. 
The first thing we must understand is that the progression from grammar to dialectic 
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is not like turning a room from dark to illuminated by flicking a switch. It is more like 
seeing the night sky change from dark to light; it is a gradual progression with lots of 
overlap. 

This is especially true with Latin. Latin has enough grammar that must be learned 
and learned well that students who want to learn dialectically will find they are still 
learning the grammar of Latin even after they have moved beyond the grammar of 
other subjects. This may be part of what frustrates them, especially as they grow older, 
with the continued study of Latin. They want to emphasize the dialectic and rhetoric 
study of Latin but are still being asked to memorize its grammar.

For parents, however, the continued grammar can be a heaven-sent gift. Teaching 
the grammar of a subject is something we already know how to do, as the bulk of 
our education experience has been with teaching the grammar of subjects to our 
elementary-aged children. Thus, to some extent, the teaching of Latin will continue 
to be grammatical. We will teach our students endings, vocabulary, and grammatical 
constructs, all things that must be memorized. This memorization is something that 
must be learned well. Latin, like any language, is a subject that is continuously built 
upon. A student cannot memorize the vocabulary in week one, take a quiz on it in week 
two, and dump what they learned in order to “make room” for the next week’s vocabu-
lary. The retention of Latin grammar and the building on that understanding week after 
week is paramount to the student developing a working knowledge of the language. 

Latin grammar is made up of several types of information the students must 
memorize. Latin is an inflected language, a highly inflected one. When we talk about 
an inflected language, we mean one that depends primarily on the ending of the words 
to indicate their function or part of speech, rather than the location of the words in the 
sentence. English is an inflected language, but a weakly inflected one. The function 
of the words is indicated, to some extent, by the word order. In English we might say, 
“The ball hit him.” If “hit” was moved after “him” and before “the ball,” as “Him hit the 
ball,” the sentence loses its original meaning, and it would also be grammatically incor-
rect. The function of the words is indicated to a lesser extent by the words themselves, 
at least in the case of “him.” “Him” communicates that the boy the pronoun replaces 
is functioning as a direct object; whatever happens in the sentence, it will happen to 
the boy. 

English is a weakly inflected language because the function of the words is primarily 
communicated by their location and to a much lesser extent by their endings or inflec-
tion. By contrast, Latin is a highly inflected language because the function of the 
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words is primarily communicated by their endings, their inflection, and to a much 
lesser extent by their location, sometimes not at all. This inflected nature of the Latin 
language requires students to memorize a lot of grammar. 

In Latin, as in English, verbs change their endings according to conjugation—tense, 
person, number, and voice, among other things. Students of English practice saying, 
“I sit, you sit, he/she/it sits, we sit, you sit, they sit” in present tense and “I sat, you 
sat, he/she/it sat, we sat, you sat, they sat” in past tense. Unlike in English, however, 
Latin nouns, adjectives, and adverbs also change endings based on gender, number, and 
part of speech (case). Nouns, adverbs, and adjectives are grouped into different families 
called declensions. Declension determines what pattern of endings attaches to the root 
of the word. We see a little bit of this in English with “he kicked the ball” and “the ball 
hit him,” where the pronoun changes its form based on whether it is the subject or the 
object.

My purpose here has more to do with how to teach Latin than with teaching you 
Latin, so I will be brief in my explanation of what all this means. These endings reflect 
certain information about the word. Declensions communicate the gender, number, 
and case of the word. A noun, for example, can be masculine, feminine, or neuter; 
singular or plural; and the subject, possessor, possessed, an object, or a modifier  of one 
of these. Conjugations communicate the tense, person, number, and voice (more than 
this, actually, but for the sake of this conversation we will focus on these elements). 
Verbs can be past, present, or future tense; first, second, or third person; singular or 
plural; and active or passive voice.

As your student continues to study any foreign language, but especially Latin, he 
will need to memorize declensions and conjugations, vocabulary, and grammatical 
constructs. The latter, also known as syntax, refers to how the sentence is constructed in 
order to communicate additional information, such as whether it is a question, state-
ment, or command, as well as how clauses work and what they communicate. Much 
of this information just has to be memorized as part of the grammar of the language. 
Insofar as you must communicate the grammar of Latin to your student, you will 
probably feel relatively comfortable teaching Latin. It is when your student needs more 
than grammar, when he asks questions about the language, that you may begin to 
wonder why you ever took on this classical and crazy task.

Preparing to bury your head in the sand, wanting to avoid the escalation of diffi-
culty in teaching Latin, you need tools to help you face the challenge to come. The five 
common topics of definition, comparison, relationship, circumstance, and testimony 
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will provide you with the questions you need to guide your student further into a study 
of any foreign language, including Latin. 

As a parent, you will begin asking your student questions from the common topics, 
but not with the goal of you asking all the questions and him providing all the answers. 
Rather, you ask these questions in order to model for him how to ask good questions 
that will help him to discover the right answers. The entire routine becomes an exercise 
in how to ask questions that trains your student how to think, how to discover, how 
to learn. 

Some students are happy memorizing grammar without necessarily understanding 
it. Younger children will happily memorize “-o, -s, -t, -mus, -tis, -nt,” without knowing 
they are translating verb endings. We see this often in the grammar stage, although there 
are exceptions. The dialectic stage occurs naturally and gradually in students, like the 
rising of the sun, and is recognized by their asking of questions. Usually what happens 
to bring about a question from the students is a concept they aren’t grasping. It is not 
enough for them to memorize verb endings, but now they want to know how to use 
them. One student might ask questions readily, but another might be more hesitant. 
We should not rush to regard the hesitant student as lazy; he may simply be shy, or he 
may not know how to phrase his ignorance. We believe we’re giving the student oppor-
tunity to overcome his ignorance by asking him if he has any questions, but the child 
who doesn’t know how to ask good questions, who doesn’t know how to articulate his 
ignorance, cannot speak up. Modeling the five common topics to the student gives him 
the words he needs to articulate his ignorance.
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Case
Declensions

1st
Gender feminine
Number Meaning singular plural
Nominative
 (subject)

the queen rēgīna rēgīnae

Genitive
  (possessive)

of the queen rēgīnae rēgīnārum

Dative
  (indirect object)

to or for the 
queen rēgīnae rēgīnīs

Accusative
  (direct object) the queen rēgīnam rēgīnās

Ablative
  (object of the 

preposition)

[preposition] 
queen rēgīnā rēgīnīs

Indicative Active Present Tense of ōrō/ōrāre (to pray)
Person Meaning Singular Plural

1st I/we pray ōrō ōrāmus
2nd You pray ōrās ōrātis
3rd He/she/they pray ōrat ōrant
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DEFINITION

Questions from the five common topics do not have to be asked in a particular 
order, although for the sake of order and harmony, I’ve tried to follow the same order 
throughout this book. With language, however, it can often be more appropriate to 
begin with a topic like circumstance than with definition or comparison. Keep that in 
mind when you are working through the common topics with your child.

One of the simplest ways a student becomes conscious of his ignorance is in their 
not knowing a particular grammatical fact such as “What does the word regina mean?” 
Of the different ways a student might be ignorant of particular subject, this is one of 
the easiest to articulate. To ask the above question is simply to ask a definition question, 
one you can either answer or ask your student to look up. 

Definition questions, you may remember, are questions by which we ask who or 
what is something? To what genus does the thing belong? What species belong to it? 
If your student asks, “What is regina?”, he is asking who or what is it? “A queen” is 
the answer. Rather than simply answering the question or asking him to look up the 
answer, you can continue to ask more questions. “To what genus does regina belong?” 
It is a noun. Your student might know the answer to that question already—those who 
remember that regina means “queen” will know it is a noun, at the very least, because 
they know “queen” is a noun in English. He may also know that it is a noun because 
he recognizes it has a noun ending. Either way, he is learning to ask questions of the 
language, questions that will serve him well in his study of it—especially as his study 
grows more and more advanced. 

What if you find yourself in a situation where your student does not know the 
answer to any of these questions? How do you proceed? There are several options, and 
your choice may depend upon a variety of factors: your own goals for the student, 
his needs, or the amount of time you have. In one scenario, you may just tell him the 
answer: regina means “queen,” regina is a noun, or regina is feminine. Providing the 
answer can allow you to move on to additional questions he can wrestle with. This 
particular option requires a caveat. If the student continually asks questions and you 
continually give the answers, he might be relying on you the same way he relies on 
Google. Rather than learning to wrestle and investigate for discovery of knowledge 
and truth, he might come to see these questions as tasks that need to be checked off—
something your continual answers will allow him to accomplish. 
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The common topics act as a safeguard against this, so long as we take advantage of 
them. If an answer is provided for the sake of expediency, it should be followed with 
additional questions that lead the student to additional opportunities for wrestling and 
discovery. Thus, if he asks what regina means, you might answer that it means “queen,” 
but you could then follow that up by asking to which genus it belongs (or in language 
more familiar, to which part of speech it belongs). These two questions are similar 
enough, although the latter is more precise and should lead to the answer “noun,” 
whereas the former is less precise and may lead to the answer “noun” or “human,” since 
a queen belongs to the genus “human.”  

COMPARISON

The topic of comparison provides another option available to you when your 
student does not know the answer to the question.  That is, to give him enough clues 
to help him through discovery on his own. When using the topic of comparison, we 
want to ask exactly what it sounds like: to compare two things to discover similarities 
and differences. Rather than give the answer in order to provoke more questions, give 
clues to compare and to ask more questions. 

To take advantage of this tool, you may provide some examples of English deriva-
tives to spark his memory and incite more questions: words like “regal” and “regalia” 
are derived from regina. If you are using a whiteboard, you might write the words on 
the board side by side, like so: regina | regal | regalia. You might ask, “How are these 
words the same?”  The first thing that will probably jump out is that the words all 
share the same root “reg−.” The primary difference is their endings. Does your student 
know what “regal” or “regalia” means? If he does, he can probably make a guess as to 
what regina means, or at least what it has to do with. He will probably know that it has 
something to do with the monarchs or royalty. 

This next act of comparison is not as obvious to us, because it generally takes place 
in our minds unarticulated; it qualifies as the topic of comparison nonetheless. If your 
student recognizes that the Latin word regina is related to the English word “regal,” in 
that both have something to do with the monarch and royalty, he will probably begin 
searching his brain for the words he knows that fit that category. In other words, he will 
know he has a relatively small number of vocabulary words memorized, regina being 
one of them, albeit one he cannot currently remember. He will quickly mentally scroll 
through the vocabulary words he knows and compare them to this new category.  He 
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will know that regina cannot be “tree” (a vocabulary definition he has memorized) 
because a tree, when compared to the category of monarch/royalty, doesn’t fit. If he 
happens upon the vocabulary word “queen,” he will recognize that it must be what 
regina means, since it fits this category upon comparison. 

The act of comparing a Latin word to its English derivatives is an especially helpful 
one. Besides helping students to access tools to discover or remember the meaning of a 
particular Latin word, it also cultivates in them an ability to discover the meanings of 
words in their everyday reading, or more particularly, on the verbal portion of the SAT 
test they might take for college. Imagine a reverse scenario, in which a student doesn’t 
know what “regal” means but does know what regina means. Having practiced compar-
ison with derivatives, the student will know to compare the English word “regal” to 
the Latin regina and recognize that it has something to do with monarchs. From the 
context in which he finds the word in his reading, he should be able to narrow that 
definition to something closer to what it actually means. If he were to see it on the SAT 
test, moreover, he should be able to determine which of the multiple choice options 
most likely fits the actual definition of the word. 

Other clues can be provided that also give opportunity to use the topic of compar-
ison. In addition to asking your student to compare a Latin word to its English deriva-
tives, you can ask him to compare it to other Latin words. You might write a selection 
of Latin words on your whiteboard: regina | femina | porta. This particular exercise may 
not lead him to a definition of regina (not without other clues or helps), but it may help 
him to discover its part of speech if he is having problems recalling it. In a comparison 
of these words, your student should recognize that they all share the same ending, and 
if he knows that femina means “woman” or that porta means “gate” or that these words 
are both nouns, then he should be able to conclude that regina, which shares the same 
ending, is also a noun. 

These acts of comparison take much less time than you would think and are well 
worth the exercise because of the valuable skills your student will learn along the way. He 
will learn how to discover information through the simple act of asking good questions. 
He will learn to discover knowledge and truth—without having all of the answers 
provided—through trial and error, through educated guessing, through wrestling with 
what he does know. The act of learning, the task of education, the practice of  “doing 
school” will become less about having information imposed upon him and more about 
learning the skills of discovery. 
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RELATIONSHIP

The common topic of relationship is another helpful tool in the dialectic teaching 
of Latin, precisely because the teaching of Latin at this stage is not limited to the simple 
translation of single vocabulary words. Relationship teaches us to ask questions about 
the term, in this case our Latin word or words, with regard to time. What happened 
before or after this? What is the cause or effect of this? Or, what is its purpose? Any or 
all of these qualify as relationship questions, and these can be applied to the learning 
and teaching of Latin, just as they can any other subject.

The first of these relationship questions that can be applied to our study of Latin 
deals with the purpose of the term. Your student is not only learning to translate a word 
like regina by itself but also in a fuller context. At the very least, this context will be a 
simple sentence such as regina orat. The regina portion of this sentence can be translated 
as either “a queen” or “the queen.” The orat portion of the sentence can be translated 
as either “prays,” “is praying,” or “does pray.” As you can see, English allows us to make 
distinctions the Latin does not, at least in this case. Thus, regina orat can be translated 
as “the queen is praying,” “a queen prays,” “the queen does pray,” or one of the other 
possible combinations. 

Your student may or may not know how to translate this sentence, and you can ask 
questions using the topic of relationship (as well as any of the other topics) to help him 
through this process. Using relationship, you can ask what the purpose of orat is in this 
sentence. If he recalls, or if you have already gone through definition or comparison 
with him, he can tell you it is a verb. Students will generally find it helpful to begin 
translating Latin sentences at the verb. At this stage, the sentences are usually short and 
simple enough, making this a fairly simple task. However, using the common topic of 
circumstance, which we will get to next, can help with identifying verbs rather easily. 

Once your student finds the verb, you can move on to another word. In this case, 
that word would be regina, which he should be able to identify as a noun. That is, its 
purpose is to serve as a noun in this sentence. What may not be known is whether 
regina is the subject of the verb or its object. In other words, is the queen praying or is 
someone praying to the queen? To discover this, the student will have to either recog-
nize its ending as that of a subject (the –a ending), or he will have to ask questions from 
the other common topics to discover this is the case. In order for this sentence to be 
translated as “he is praying to the queen,” regina would need to have a different ending, 
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namely reginae, and read reginae orat. Asking questions about the purpose of specific 
words in a Latin sentence can be a very helpful tool to use in the work of translation.

The other types of relationship questions are more helpful in lengthier passages 
where a fuller context will affect translation. Here students would need to be mindful 
of that greater context in translating. A particular sentence cannot always be translated 
independently of preceding or succeeding sentences and be correct.  For example, in 
translating the following passage, context would be important: Maria regina est; reginae 
orant; Deo orat.

If these three clauses were translated independently of one another, students might 
end up with the following: “Mary is a queen; queens pray; he prays to God.” All three 
of these clauses are translated properly according to the rules of Latin and English 
grammar; however, context shows that the third clause is translated incorrectly. Mary 
is not a he. The passage should be translated: “Mary is a queen; queens pray; she prays 
to God.” Relationship teaches us to ask questions of the text—questions regarding 
context—that encourage us to look at what is happening before and after, and what 
may be acting as causes upon or effects of the sentence. In this case, we can see that 
what comes before gives the context that causes us to translate the implied pronoun as 
the feminine “she.” 

A quick rabbit trail will help us to connect something that we discussed earlier in 
the section on definition. The noun regina is a first declension noun. Just as the ending 
changes when regina is used as an object, so too when it is used to possess something 
else. The use of regina as a possessor requires it to have the ending -ae, and when it is 
used that way, we say it is being used in the genitive case. The declension of a noun 
can be identified based on its genitive ending. Thus, your student, when defining the 
term regina, may know that it has the genitive ending -ae and may also identify it as 
belonging to the genus of first declension nouns.

Now, if we look at our sentences in reverse order, yet still linked contextually, it 
might read this way: Deo orat; reginae orant; Maria regina est. And this we would trans-
late as: “She prays to God; queens pray; Mary is a queen.” In this case, it is the context of 
what follows that causes us to translate the pronoun as the feminine “she.” This partic-
ular example provides us with another scenario that will lead us to an additional set of 
questions, serving us in our study of Latin. These questions fall under the common 
topic of circumstance and help us to ask good questions about the Latin we are learning.
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CIRCUMSTANCE

Generally, when we think of circumstances, we think of what is going on. With 
relation to a particular event, the topic of circumstance begs us to ask questions with 
regard to location at a particular time. In other words, if we were discussing the birth of 
Jesus Christ, we might ask what else is going (in that and other locations in the world) 
at the specific time of the event. We might discover that Augustus was Caesar, that 
there was a census being conducted, that people were traveling to their home cities, that 
Bethlehem was rather crowded with the influx of people, that Mary and Joseph were 
spending the night in a cave, that angels were watching, that shepherds were nearby, 
and that the magi were traveling to Bethlehem from Jerusalem. Circumstance asks us 
to notice and identify details with regard to what we are learning. Ultimately, it teaches 
us to be observant and to note what we’ve observed. It is a tool that cultivates in us our 
ability to perceive, and of supreme importance, the ability to perceive truth, goodness, 
and beauty and to do it well.

So, what are the circumstances of Latin? Well, they aren’t as glamorous as the details 
surrounding the birth of Jesus Christ, at least not in the same way. They are glamorous, 
though, in that they have a more ordinary and mundane but beautiful glamor that 
helps us to make connections and discover aha moments in our study of Latin. Looking 
back at one of the examples we considered under the topic of relationship, we might see 
a question that arises. Our example sentence was reginae orant. Previously, we had said 
that the -ae ending on reginae would translate as “to the queen” rather than as “a queen.” 
Yet, above, we translated it as “queens pray.” Here, questions arising from the topic of 
circumstance will help your student to observe and note what he has discovered.

Begin by writing the sentence reginae orant on your whiteboard, and start asking 
questions of your student. Start with a question as simple as, “What do you see?” [I see 
this as a circumstance question (although it can also be used to draw out definitions), 
even if it is a bit non-specific, that draws from students’ pronouncements about what 
they’ve observed.] Your student might tell you he sees a noun, a verb, “a queen,” “queens 
praying,” present tense, subject, or just the words reginae and orant. There are no wrong 
answers, just more and less precise observations. 

We can get ourselves off track here if we hold too tightly our own expectation about 
what is observed. What I mean is that sometimes we’ve observed that orant is a first 
conjugation, third person, plural, active, indicative, present tense verb. Then, we expect 
the student to observe the same thing we have, and we leave him with the impression 
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that his observation is wrong because it didn’t match our own. What if his observation 
is that orant has “oration” as its English derivative? Is he wrong? Of course he isn’t. Yet, 
we might hold on to our own observation so tightly that we make him feel wrong for 
observing something different. There are two keys to cultivating the observational skills 
of your student: First, teach him to ask questions that require the practice of observa-
tion. In other words, teach him to ask questions related to the topic of circumstance—
among others. Second, let him make observations that meet the requirements of the 
question without placing additional demands upon him to observe exactly what you 
have observed. Then, when he makes these observations, celebrate them! We should be 
thrilled when a student makes an observation related to Latin-English derivatives, not 
disappointed.

Once your student has made pronouncements on a series of observations he has 
made, ask what those circumstances reveal. For the student who observed that orant 
has “oration” as a derivative, he might share that his observation reveals orant has 
something to do with speaking. Other students might put several observations together 
and conclude that the first conjugation, third person, plural, active, indicative, present 
tense verb orant reveals that some people are praying. Another might go on to share that 
the “some people” are the queens described by the term reginae. 

Still, why is reginae translated as “the queens” rather than as “to the queen”? Here, 
your student will need to know something about the various endings of the noun regina/
reginae. With that knowledge, they would discover that the –ae ending on reginae can 
be translated several ways: “of the queen” (genitive), “to (or for) the queen” (dative), 
or “the queens” (accusative). The fact that orant is in the third person, plural form 
might lead him to make reginae fill the role of “the queens,” which is a plural subject 
(or nominative) ending for regina. Thus, it could be translated as “the queens pray.” 
However, it is also true that it could be translated as “to the queen,” so what would you 
do with the –nt ending on orant that tells us a group of people are praying? It could, in 
fact, be translated as “they pray,” making it “they pray to the queen.” The circumstance 
questions should lead to a variety of observations, leading to the two possible transla-
tions for this particular sentence.

So, which is correct? From the information contained in this sentence alone, both 
are correct. Similar ambiguities are not missing from English, lest you become frustrated 
with Latin. If I told you, “Sam laughed at Paul, and he kicked the ball,” who would 
you say kicked the ball? Even though our sentence is grammatically correct, you would 
need more information to answer the question and identify who kicked the ball. As 
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with English, so with Latin. If the sentence stands alone, then we’d have to accept either 
answer as correct. If the sentence is part of a paragraph that provides fuller context, then 
we would return to the topic of relationship to discover which answer is correct.

What should you do if your student is not familiar with all of these endings? Or, 
maybe he is familiar with the endings for noun declensions and verb conjugations, but 
he cannot remember some of them at the moment. Or, maybe he knows all of them 
and can remember them, but cannot remember whether regina is a first declension 
noun or a second declension neuter noun. If it were the latter, then regina would have 
to be translated as “the queens” and fill the role of direct object, not the subject. What 
tool do we have among the common topics for those scenarios?

TESTIMONY

Testimony is the fifth of the common topics. With it, we are encouraged to ask 
questions with regard to what experts have to say on a given subject. In other words, 
the common topics do not expect an individual to do all of his learning devoid of the 
larger community and history. Others have gone before us who have toiled at the task 
of learning Latin and can share that wisdom with us. Sometimes, that person is a fellow 
learner, the student’s classmate. Sometimes, that person is the lead learner, the student’s 
tutor or parent, you. Sometimes, that person is the author of an authoritative text: a 
Latin-English dictionary, a Latin grammar text, or a Latin textbook. In all of these cases, 
students must learn how to ask questions that will lead them to the proper authorities 
in the proper way.

Earlier, I mentioned that you have the option to give your student the answer to 
the question. By doing so, you are acting as the authority; you are fulfilling the role of 
topic of testimony for the student. Sometimes, your student needs to be pointed to a 
greater authority. Maybe you don’t know the answer, or maybe the student needs to 
practice and gain familiarity with other testimony tools like the dictionary or grammar 
book. For me, so long as we are discussing Latin in this setting, it is both allowed and 
acceptable for the student to regularly access his dictionary or grammar text to partici-
pate in the discussion. Of course, sometimes I am trying to evaluate how well he has 
memorized his grammar, so accessing the dictionary isn’t permitted. But generally, I 
allow it during the course of our discussions.

One aspect of testimony that cannot be overlooked is discovering to what degree a 
testimony is authoritative. Students will quickly discover whether a particular classmate’s 
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answers prove to be accurate and another’s inaccurate. They will know whether to 

consider one authoritative or not in his answers, and it will show throughout the discus-

sions. The same is true with you as the parent or tutor. Students will also generally just 

trust a dictionary or grammar text as authoritative. As they advance in their studies, 

though, they will begin discovering that some dictionaries are better than others. In 

this way, they are learning to judge the authoritativeness of the testimony they are 

considering.

When we teach younger children to write research papers, they will often resort to 

the Internet for their research. When searching any topic that would be related to a 

research paper, Wikipedia will almost always appear as a source for them. Our children, 

not having learned to assess the authoritativeness of different sources of testimony, will 

want to use Wikipedia because a) the Internet offers it as a source, b) it is generally fairly 

comprehensive, and c) it presents itself as academic and authoritative. Because younger 

students aren’t ready yet to assess that particular quality, we have to tell them either not 

to use Wikipedia as a source at all, or at least not as their sole or primary source.

When our students grow older, they will still want to use the Internet as a source 

of testimony, even for their Latin studies. Initially, we will have to help them through 

this, to learn whether a particular source is authoritative or not. Online translation 

tools are phenomenal and easy tools to use, but they are not the most accurate in their 

translations. In the early days of Google Translate, Google founder Sergey Brin used 

the software to translate a message from a South Korean fan. Rather than informing 

him that Google was the fan’s favorite search engine, the translation returned, “The 

sliced raw fish shoes it wishes. Google green onion thing!” Translation technology has 

improved greatly since that time, but it still cannot replace a human’s ability to assess 

context or parse and rebuild sentences. So, online translators should be given a low level 

of authority. Students will learn, from trial and error and by comparing sources, which 

tools are more authoritative than others—just as they did with their classmates. As we 

practice the topic of testimony, we are teaching how to ask questions that will point 

their attention to other sources and a willingness to learn from others than themselves, 

their parent or tutor, or the Internet, as well as to look for ways to discern how authori-

tative a source of testimony is.
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WHY LATIN?

We started this conversation by considering what it is to teach Latin. We talked 
about grammar and what it means in its various connotations and contexts. Then we 
talked about how to teach Latin. More specifically, we talked about how to teach Latin 
at the dialectic level using five specific tools known as the common topics: definition, 
comparison, relationship, circumstance, and testimony. What we haven’t yet touched 
on is why we should study Latin.  

There are a lot of reasons to study Latin, and some of these reasons become more 
important the older the student gets. I’m talking about reasons connected to deeper 
issues, like truth, goodness, and beauty. To be honest, a twelve-year-old boy and his 
mom aren’t always very interested in the beauty of learning Latin—maybe, hopefully, 
that comes when the child grows into the rhetoric stage! I want to share those answers 
and reasons with you because they are so important—they are so true, good, and 
beautiful. Whichever the case, I think we will have to wait for our study of Latin at the 
rhetoric level, which we will discuss in the next book, The Conversation. For now, let’s 
focus on some of the more practical reasons, things that are a concern for the moms 
and dads of twelve-year-olds.

The study of Latin is the study of grammar. And, coincidentally, the rules and 
conventions of English grammar and Latin grammar are very similar, precisely because 
the English language finds much of its origins in Latin. Therefore, the more we study 
Latin and the better we get at it, the more we will understand our own English grammar. 
The greater our understanding of English grammar, the better we are at deciphering our 
language and therefore of understanding more complex writing and the thoughts they 
communicate. We will find that our children will have access to documents that many 
others do not, simply because they have a better understanding of how to decipher the 
language in those documents. 

Their understanding of grammar, moreover, will enable them to be better writers 
and speakers themselves. Their own ability to communicate will be improved by their 
understanding of the rules of English grammar. Furthermore, they will be less likely to 
lose their audience by having used a construction that is offensive. Many grammarians 
are turned off—will stop listening, even—to a speaker who uses a plural verb with a 
singular noun. Imagine listening to a speaker repeatedly make a mistake like, “The boys 
is running into town.” Knowing to speak and write with care will help our children to 
keep their audiences, not losing them unnecessarily as a result of grammatical errors. 
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Beyond the study of grammar that is gained from learning Latin, we have also seen 
the help it is to building English vocabulary. Earlier in our discussion of Latin we saw 
the words “regal” and “regalia” from the Latin regina and the word “oration” from the 
Latin orant. The study of Latin helps build your student’s English vocabulary, a boon to 
his ability to read and have access to more writings, as well as a boon to potential scores 
on the SAT verbal component.

“Why English?” by Matt Bianco

Latin is a good complement to teaching English grammar. Because of this, there 
are some who wonder whether we need to teach our students English grammar at 
all. Martin Cothran of Memoria Press is known to have said that teaching your 
children English grammar while teaching them Latin is like watering the lawn while 
its raining. The simile is a vivid one and is therefore easily confused with being an 
accurate one. It may be true of eating: our stomachs don’t gain anything by eating 
two meals at the same time (except for size, maybe). But it isn’t true of the brain. 

A concert pianist still practices her scales even though she knows the concerto. 
She even practices the piano different ways at different times. Giving our children a 
similar understanding of English grammar from two different perspectives (English 
and Latin) is not to overwater the lawn, but to reinforce learning. We experience 
similar helpfulness in math. Students may find they don’t understand a particular 
math concept the way one book explains it, but do the way another book does. Two 
different perspectives can be very helpful, and this is true of Latin too.

Furthermore, not all of the grammar rules of Latin apply to English. For 
example, it is generally considered a convention of the English language not to end 
a sentence with a preposition. This convention is carried over from Latin. It is not a 
rule required by the English language, but it is a convention that has been accepted 
from the Latin. It can be a problem, though, to learn rules about English syntax 
(specifically, word order) from Latin, since Latin doesn’t have the same dependency 
on word order that English does. Thus, if we were to limit our understanding of 
English syntax to our study of Latin, we might think we need to end all of our 
sentences with verbs! The example is a laughable one, but it illustrates the point. 

Likewise, it is a convention of the English not to split infinitives. An infinitive 
is a verb construct like “to eat,” “to swim,” “to sleep,” or “to think,” as opposed to 
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“eating,” “swam,” “sleeps,” or “thinking.” A popular English convention is that it is 
improper to say, “He was going to quickly run to the store.” Here the infinitive “to 
run” has been split by the adverb “quickly.” Rather, I should say, “He was going to 
run to the store quickly.” This convention arises, partly, from the Latin in which it 
is actually impossible to split the infinitive. The infinitive is part of the ending as 
in orare, “to pray.” In the Latin, you cannot squeeze a word between or– and –are 
(as I did there, ironically). It isn’t necessarily true that you cannot squeeze a word 
between ‘”to” and “swim,” however. It has been a generally accepted convention of 
the English language to follow this rule from the Latin. 

As you can see, the study of Latin grammar is a great help to the study of English 
grammar, but it isn’t a complete, whole, or comprehensive study of the English 
grammar. Teaching one is no reason to exclude the teaching of the other. In fact, 
many will combine the teaching of the two. As you come across an explanation of 
a particular Latin grammar rule, you can translate that into an explanation of the 
comparable English grammar rule. It is a wonderful point of integration for the two 
subjects.

Latin is a wonderful language to learn and there are a variety of reasons to study it, 
some of which we have considered here. The common topics show us how we can learn 
it well. The power of questions continues to amaze and surprise as we practice them and 
as we apply them to all areas of study.

“A Father Takes Up Latin” by Tucker Teague
Originally published May 31, 2012, in the Classical Conversations Writers Circle.

My life is littered with failed attempts to learn foreign languages. If there is such a 
thing as having a “knack” for learning languages, I do not have it. As my wife, kids, 
and I try to bring Latin more fully into the folds of our homeschooling adventure, I 
have discovered I am about as adept at learning Latin as a stump, though I think the 
stump may have me beat. But I am still hopeful, not so much because of what I see 
in me, but because other ordinary people like me have struggled with learning Latin 
and have succeeded. And though you should take everything I say with a grain of 
salt, I do believe three things about learning Latin:
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1.  Learning Latin is a struggle—will always be a struggle—but it is still possible 
to succeed. Plus it is worth the struggle for a host of reasons, not least of 
which are the value of doing hard things and the connection one derives 
with the past.

2.  Success is measured not so much in the mastery of Latin, but of Latin 
“mastering” you, that is, Latin entering one’s soul, setting down deep roots, 
and bringing about an ordering of the mind.

3.  The study of Latin is based on memorization, repetition, consistency, and 
hard work.

Remember the famous speech given by President John F. Kennedy in 1962 
about going to the moon? In that speech he said: “We choose to go to the moon in 
this decade and do the other things, not because they are easy, but because they are 
hard…” I love that. I love the idea of doing hard things. Not only do I dream about 
difficult adventures, I also dream about climbing mountains, reading thick books 
all the way through, and changing the world for the better. And, of course, I want to 
be like Christ. But in truth I am less inclined to actually do hard things. Hard things 
take great effort and are fraught with risk. It is so much easier to dream than to do.

Regardless, I have been diving into Latin and truly enjoying it. I am no expert 
in how to study Latin; I fumble, stumble, and get back up, but it is really amazing 
how interesting Latin is. I feel more connected to history and old ideas. In Latin I 
see the roots of English and of all that French I struggled with during my school 
years. I am relearning valuable grammar lessons that have been buried for too long 
in the recesses of my brain. And I sense the powerful order that Latin exudes. I want 
to be classically educated. 

And yet, as much I enjoy Latin, it is also difficult work. I know studying Latin 
has always been difficult work, but I plead a special case: I am a card-carrying 
member of Generation X. In other words, I have trouble with memorization, repeti-
tion, consistency, and hard work, particularly when it comes to something that is 
not obviously utilitarian or immediately pleasurable. But I have come to believe 
that Latin is good for me, and not merely good in the way that eating vegetables or 
getting regular exercise are good. 

Studying Latin is a training of the mind, which is inseparably tied to character. 
True education is about formation not information. In other words, to be classi-
cally educated is to be molded into the kind of person with the kind of mind and 
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mental habits that can appreciate truth, goodness, and beauty. The rigor inherent 
in studying Latin produces minds that can think well. It also inculcates minds with 
capacities to express thoughts well. 

I now see clearly the poverty of my early education. Perhaps I am a bright guy, 
but most of the time I am just hanging on. I know my education is built on a spindly 
foundation. My poor habits haunt me. My mind is narrow and feels truncated. My 
monolingual brain lacks the flexibility it should have. But it is never too late to start, 
so I have begun. 

Fortunately, it is not too late for my children to start learning Latin either. As 
a father I have great responsibilities in fathering, and I have decided (actually my 
wife and I have decided) to make Latin a central subject in our homeschooling 
curriculum. I want my children to grow up embracing the wonder of creation. I 
want them to love what God has made and given to us for our enjoyment. Words 
and things go together and are inseparable. I firmly believe that language is not 
merely a pointer to things, not merely a universe of sounds signifying objects, not 
merely a wrapper around creation. Rather, creation springs out of language. God 
spoke and the world came into being. 

We do not teach Latin merely for the habits. We teach Latin because the 
habits of mind help our children to understand creation much better. Grammar 
is a window unto the Creator, and through that window we see something of the 
glory of God, His goodness, His love for us, and, of course, the story He is telling. 
(Remember what Friedrich Nietzsche said, “…we are not rid of God because we 
still have faith in grammar.”) We do not teach Latin for its own sake, or even for the 
various benefits that come in its wake. We teach Latin so that we can know God and 
make Him known that much better.
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