Survey Says…:  Using Classroom Response Systems in the Elementary Latin Class

Students arrive in our elementary language classes from a variety of backgrounds.  Some have experience learning other languages, some have a strong grasp of English grammar, and some have neither of these.  As Latin teachers, we must take all of these students, regardless of their backgrounds, and teach them the skills necessary to read Latin, and in the beginning, this is largely what we do—teach skills.  We introduce various grammar topics and then we drill the students to ensure that they understand the topic before moving on to the next topic.  The method of introducing and drilling these skills may vary from teacher to teacher, but this basic outline remains the same.  The challenge facing the teacher is to recognize when every student has gained sufficient comprehension of a topic so that the class can move on to the next topic.

This paper describes my experience with a Classroom Response System (known by the brand name iClicker) as a means to facilitate this recognition of comprehension.  Just as in a traditional classroom, I drill my students on the particular skill I want them to learn, but instead of writing down their answers or answering questions individually, every student records his answer on a handheld device (a clicker) that relays the response to my computer where I can instantly see how many students answered correctly.  By carefully designing my questions, I can identify and correct common errors and misconceptions as well as identify when everyone has understood the topic at hand.  This system, therefore, allows me to evaluate student learning in class rather than after class through graded papers and quizzes, and I can, therefore, tailor the discussion to the needs of the students in the moment.

In addition to the feedback this system gives me about student learning, it also provides the students with at least two additional benefits.  First, for those students who struggle with the material or are hesitant to participate in class, the clicker provides them a low-stakes environment in which to make mistakes without being penalized or otherwise singled out for their lack of comprehension.  They can hide behind the anonymity of their clicker until they gain confidence in the material, and this confidence grows when they see immediately that they have answered correctly.  Second, the clicker makes the classroom experience more active for all students, both those who understand the material and those who do not.  Students get the opportunity to answer every question, and even when the student grasps a concept quickly, the added “game-show” atmosphere of the clicker motivates them to continue answering questions, providing valuable repetition.  And as my own Latin professor was so fond of saying, “Repetitio est mater studiorum.”

