The Never-Ending Story: Advocating for the Classics

One thing that Classics teachers would love to take off their overflowing plates is advocacy; it is tiring to feel constantly on guard.  Unfortunately, recruitment and retention of students, promotion of one’s program with parents and administrators, and a readiness to fight attacks—often from out of the blue—are aspects of the job that cannot really leave one’s mind.  This panel, organized by the Committee for the Promotion of Latin, will try to reenergize the audience by featuring three speakers, each taking one aspect of advocacy and the roll of the CPL.  The intent is to leave 30-45 minutes of the session for audience participation and discussion.  It is hoped that this session will provide audience members a voice for their needs as well as some proactive ideas, and even volunteers, for the CPL.

Paper 1.

Ne Historia Iteretur: Current Threats to the Classics in a Historical Context 

Fifty years ago, Latin enrolments were flourishing in the United States and they were even stronger in Europe.  The future of Classical Studies seemed assured and new graduate programs sprang up while established ones expanded. Yet, within ten short years, enrolments had plummeted to historic lows and the very existence of Latin and Greek in our curricula was in peril.

It took some time before the extent of the crisis was widely known throughout the profession, and the problem worsened during this period.  The profession gradually sought to reverse the trend.  At first we responded reflexively by defending this or that program threatened with extinction. But soon the emphasis switched to an offensive initiative and, led in large part by CAMW's own Committee for the Promotion of Latin (CPL), classicists across the country began a campaign promoting the benefits of Latin (“The Great Counteroffensive”).  Eventually the erosion in enrolments was stopped and numbers even slightly improved.

It is the premise of this talk that in the years since our initial successes we have once more become complacent even amid renewed and increasing attacks on the Classics and that, once more, Hannibal is at the gates.  The speaker will first give a brief history of the crisis in the 70s and of the counteroffensive mounted by classicists.  He will outline the goals of and methods used in staunching the loss of enrolments, discussing the origins and aims of such groups as CAMWS' CPL, The Joint Committee on Classics in American Education, The National Committee for Latin and Greek, and National Latin Teachers Recruitment Week.  He will then describe the changes that these groups have undergone since their founding and the subsequent growing cooperation between the American Classical League and the American Philological Association.

The talk will then turn to the present crisis, offering parallels to what happened previously, and will offer some predications of where current anecdotal evidence indicates the field could be in twenty five years if action is not taken.  The speaker will offer suggestions on how previous actions can be adapted to current needs and technology.  First and foremost is the need for "inreach," i.e., the need to make a new generation of scholars and teachers aware that we are under attack once more and that our fates are intertwined.  Second, there must once more be a counter offensive that is more than reflexively defending individual programs under threat.  We must once more aggressively promote the benefits of Latin and Greek in the curriculum and must see to it that this remains a goal that is constantly in our consciousness.  As before, we must do this at many levels at once: school politicians; superintendents; school boards; foreign language coordinators; principals; parents; and students themselves.   This will involve studying closely what has worked in the past and adapting it to a new electronic environment that includes texting and Facebook.  

At the same time, we must candidly see what did not work.  Did the money spent on lobbying Washington achieve equivalent results?  To what extent are several groups trying to do the same thing, thereby wasting energy and money?  Why is there a residual mutual mistrust between “teachers” and “scholars”?  Why have contributions to NCLG fallen to such low levels?  Why is there no one place on the Web where people can obtain information about our field?

The paper will end with concrete suggestions for how the recent active cooperation between ACL and APA can be furthered and how the original aims of CPL can be revived and strengthened.  It will propose a national, coordinated counteroffensive against current threats that will continue, once the immediate threat is past, to promote Latin actively for all time to come.

To have been successful is gratifying.  To rest on our laurels, however, is dangerous.  The current and future reality is clearly one in which Latin and Greek language study will be under threat.  The time to stop Hannibal is well before he gets to the gates.

Paper 2.

What’s Wrong with Latin?

As a newcomer to the Committee for the Promotion of Latin, the author offers a fresh approach to the attack on humanities in general and Latin in particular from a thoroughly personal and passionate point of view.  This proposed contribution to the CPL panel will identify the problems inherent in the study and teaching of Latin.  These include a generation of parents and administrators who remain unconvinced that Latin is beneficial, the limited exposure to Latin before high school or even college, the competition with other foreign languages, and the decidedly unacademic approach to teaching Latin which has pervaded many institutions of higher learning, leading to a lack of respect for the language and its culture.  Many of the problems we are facing are as old as the discipline itself, but we have modern methods of outreach and promotion which have yet to be explored.  A plan must be developed which is reasonable and actionable, and this can not be accomplished without the cooperation of educators, administrators, parents, and communities.

Once the problems have been identified, the author will propose solutions that are meant to stimulate discussion.  Many more Latin majors are created in high schools, not colleges, and many of these dedicated students have had very positive experiences in Junior Classical League.  The survival of Latin as a discipline depends largely on the continued influx of such students, and the author sees this as a solid base on which to build.  The enthusiasm of high school students, especially those in JCL, can be harnessed in the form of community outreach.  

Our mission, then, is to bring the importance and benefits of Latin to the attention of pre-secondary and post-secondary populations.  For K-8, national organizations (ACL, JCL, CPL, NCLG) should continue to develop programs to introduce younger students to Roman culture, with the goal of getting them interested enough to take Latin.  These can be extra-curricular summer school programs or programs through community centers or public libraries, facilitated by high school Latin students, or Latin teachers (secondary and post-secondary). They might include units on food, clothing and other aspects of daily life in the ancient world, but will ideally focus on contributions of language and literature.  For middle school students, consider guest lectures in social studies units which focus on the ancient world or in romance language courses.

It is at the college and university level that we need to take a pro-active if not militant approach.  This includes rigorous recruitment of students from high school, the education of advisors in matters related to foreign languages, especially Latin, the building of meaningful relationships with administrators, and the development of freshman courses which highlight the importance of humanities and Latin in every walk of life.  It is this creation of a language-and- literature-based humanities program which the author proposes could boost Latin enrollments and improve the quality of graduates.  The author will share plans for such a course based on the letters of Pliny the Younger as a model.

The most important aspect in the promotion of Latin is high visibility.  The NCLG has already produced free promotional materials to be distributed to radio and television stations.  There is always an opportunity to promote Latin, whether it’s a marathon reading of the Aeneid on Vergil’s birthday or a booth at a career fair which highlights the desirability of students who have studied Latin.  The key is a well-coordinated effort, in which community service is not simply something students do for credit, but something to which we all contribute time and talent for the preservation of one of our most precious resources.  Vivat lingua Latina!

Paper 3.

A Recent Case Study from Mississippi

This talk will explore the strategies that recently proved successful in preventing the elimination of a Classics program at a state university in Mississippi.  While the points raised here are peculiar to a specific time and place, they may prove useful for classicists today facing similar challenges at other American universities and colleges.

In the fall semester of 2010 the administration of the University of Southern Mississippi announced that, due to an impending financial crisis, Greek and Latin would be among twenty-four disciplines to be eliminated from the curriculum.  The review process included an opportunity to appeal the administration’s decision before a university committee.  The Department of Foreign Languages organized a defense of the Classics program and presented its case on November 9, 2010.  The appeal was so persuasive that the committee, which consisted of faculty from sciences and technology, unanimously voted to restore Classics on the basis that Greek and Latin were “fundamental” to a university.  Classics was only one of two programs to receive such a ringing endorsement.

Some reasons for this decision were immediately apparent.  In the first place, the Classics program was on sound footing with several points in its favor: the tradition of teaching Latin stretched back to the founding of the university; the program had the largest number of students (145) taking Latin in the state; the program was cost-effective and, with the overload courses taught by Classics faculty, actually made money for the university.  These facts notwithstanding, the provost, and some faculty at the university, publically registered their opposition to Classics, actually going so far as to single out Latin as an example of a discipline that was not relevant to the mission of the university.  Three points in particular were effective in turning the tide against the opposition.

Connections with science.  While the Classics program had strong support from such humanistic disciplines as history and English, it also had established a connection with colleagues in scientific areas, especially biology, and this connection proved especially helpful in the appeal.  Several biology and math students were completing second majors in Classics and were at the time pursuing topics in the history of science and medicine for their honors theses.  The visibility of their projects brought into focus the value of Latin and Greek for science and medicine.  The appeals committee responded positively and even voiced its opposition to the position taken by the provost.

Recruitment.  The letter writing campaign led by CAMWS played an important role in clarifying to the administration the contributions of Classics to general education at a university.  This message was underscored in a remarkable way by a group of fourteen letters from Latin students at one of the best preparatory high schools in the state.  The students informed the provost and president that they would not consider a university that failed to offer a program in Classics.  The letters raised a serious public relations problem for the administration, which realized that its decision to eliminate Classics had undermined its efforts to recruit good students and had damaged relationships with the schools.

Current trends.  In the recent past Classics programs in Mississippi were growing at the high school and university levels.  Not only were new programs emerging, but in the fall semester of 2011 one state university had begun expanding its Classics program so it could qualify for a Phi Beta Kappa chapter.  Phi Beta Kappa is highly regarded by business and education leaders in the state.  Only two institutions in Mississippi had obtained chapters, and USM itself had long aspired to achieve a similar status.  Members of the appeals committee were surprised to learn that Phi Beta Kappa actually supported the study of Greek and Latin.  Further, the efforts of a sister institution to establish a chapter made the administration’s decision seem woefully out of step with current trends in the state.

