Panel Proposal

In the Real World Now:  Tools for Designing Your Own Courses


There are many potential limitations to the freedom of a graduate student instructor when it comes to syllabus design:  the lecture-discussion format common at many larger universities for popular Classics general education courses; the need for uniformity across several sections of the same course taught by different teaching assistants; the use of a set syllabus or text in any course due to tradition, or convenience, or for the sake of making the lives of brand new teachers a little bit easier.  Indeed, the guidance provided under any of these conditions can be extremely helpful, taking a good deal of the responsibility for planning the coursework off the shoulders of graduate students perhaps just learning to stand up in front of a group comfortably, and, of course, providing models (or foils) for our own efforts when we are on our own.  Many of us who have been in this position have wondered, plotted, fantasized about what we would do when we had all the decisions to ourselves.  But when the time finally comes, what then?  All that new-found freedom is exciting, and well-earned, but also daunting—the more so because an aspiring professor's first attempts at course design are often not done for the classroom, but for the job market, where choices are especially scrutinized and a pedagogical philosophy must be made explicit.  


Whether you are a graduate student preparing a teaching portfolio, or a young scholar new to autonomy in the classroom, this year's Graduate Student Issues Committee panel has been assembled to provide thoughtful insight into the planning of courses you are likely to find yourself responsible for and are unlikely to have taught independently in graduate school.  The first half of our panel will focus on Classics in translation; the second on Latin pedagogy.  Our first paper describes the development of two undergraduate seminars, Latin Literature in Translation and Women and Gender in Classical Antiquity.  The author is a relatively new professor at a small liberal arts college, with courses capped at 19 students.  In contrast, our second paper addresses that Gen Ed powerhouse, Greek Mythology, and will be delivered by a speaker with years of experience teaching a version of the course with 120 students who is moving this year to a different format with an enrollment of 300.  Using as our models such an extreme range of class sizes will help bring to light the different considerations involved in addressing a wide variety of teaching contexts, and prepare us to meet more thoughtfully the needs of any situation in between.  The third paper tackles Intermediate Latin, one of the most difficult courses to teach well.  How do you effectively guide students across the veritable abyss between grammar lessons and ancient texts?  Our speaker will address the challenges associated with this sometimes surprisingly complex transition and take us through his own process with the use of explicit examples from reading assignments.  Our fourth paper, rather than addressing a specific course, advocates for spoken Latin--also called active Latin--as a valuable resource for any level of Latin instruction.  For those curious about this increasingly popular movement to bring Latin to life through more active written and oral production of the language, our speaker will provide an introduction to the practice and offer several suggestions as to how an instructor, with or without a ready background, might incorporate it into his or her curriculum.  


There is, of course, no finality to answers about the best practices in any given teaching situation.  Our hope, however, is that these presentations will inspire critical evaluation of the planning and teaching process in general, as well as supplying practical suggestions that are immediately applicable in the classroom.  Although this panel was designed with the fledgling teacher in mind, it should be of interest to anyone willing to revisit the pedagogical issues that surround those courses which are so common in our field and so 'basic' that we may take for granted the idea that they are 'easy'.  We particularly welcome not only questions but also the proposal of alternative approaches from audience members with all levels of experience.  

Planning Small Seminars in Translation


At my small liberal arts college, we try to offer a wide variety of courses in translation both for majors and for students coming to Classics for the first time.  These classes consequently must appeal to a broad range of students and ideally should be discussion-based, which can pose a challenge to the first-time instructor when planning the course.  My talk will focus on planning two such courses: Latin Literature in Translation and Women and Gender in Classical Antiquity.   


Each of these courses was capped at 19 students, but of these 19 only a small portion were Classics majors/minors.  The rest were drawn from English, History, Women’s Studies, etc.  I learned – admittedly through trial and error – that before even considering what materials to read you must think carefully about the goals of the course.  Due to the wide range of students enrolling in courses in translation, one has to formulate carefully the goals of the course so that majors can get the depth they want while newcomers can get the introductory background they need.  


One major challenge for me was that I wanted at first to try to read everything, and I would urge first-time instructors to have realistic expectations.  It is difficult to know what texts teach well, what texts are the most crucial for students to read, and what texts simply do not work well in translation.  Teaching a new course really is a process of trial and error, and it is essential to keep a daily record of what worked and what did not for future reference.  In general I have learned that I need to follow the adage, “less is more,” particularly since my instincts are that “more is more.”  This leads to deeper discussion and a greater likelihood that students will fully digest the material.  

One aspect of planning the readings that I was not expecting to encounter was that the vast majority of students, at least at my university, had previously read many well-known Classical texts, especially the Aeneid and the Homeric epics.  Now I know that rather than spend huge amounts of time on these texts I can instead have them read works which they are unlikely to read in any other course and to which not even our majors have had extensive exposure.  I would urge new teachers to familiarize themselves with the courses offered at their university – even in other departments – so that they can adapt their syllabi to fit well with the larger selection.

Finally, I would like to urge first-time teachers to seek out their colleagues for help and advice.  As one of my former colleagues put it, there’s no need to “reinvent the wheel” every time you teach a new course.  Search online for sample syllabi, ask your colleagues for syllabi for similar classes, write to a colleague at another university.  From these models you will find great ideas for putting together a course that is your own. 

First-time Teaching of a Large Lecture Course: What (Not) to Do


My brief is to speak about teaching larger undergraduate lecture courses of the sort that graduate students do not get to teach, but that they will be teaching in their first faculty positions. I will approach this in two ways: 1) From the experience of fifteen years teaching a medium-size (120-140 student) lecture course on Greek and Roman mythology from primary texts, I will derive a series of best practices to avoid the pitfalls that can ensnare the instructor of such courses.  These will emphasize in equal parts the mechanical and the rhetorical. The mechanical includes (among other topics) practicing safe syllabus design, framing policies for accepting late assignments (Never!), regulating the use of electronic devices in class, and both using and limiting student participation. The rhetorical includes methods of appealing to a large and diverse audience, strategies to help every student feel respected without driving oneself to exhaustion, and guidelines for projecting the most effective ethos to help persuade students that the material we are teaching can be valuable in their lives. 2) In the current academic year, I have been assigned to teach a slightly larger (200-300 student) lecture class, Early Greek Mythology. This is largely a textbook-based course using Morford & Lenardon & Sham. The target audience, while varied, is somewhat different from that of my smaller course. Using this new course as a complement to the advice offered in the first section of the talk, I will relate my most spectacular mistakes, and hope to serve as an object lesson for actions that an instructor should avoid like the plague.

Teaching the Second Year Latin Student to Swim the Mississippi


The transition from first to second year Latin usually involves the transition from the artificial world of the Latin textbook to the real world of Latin literature. Those of us who regularly read Latin literature for pleasure all too easily forget the challenges inherent to that transition. Teaching the first year Latin student can be like teaching someone to swim in a backyard pool: unsettling at times, with quite a lot of splashing, but the edge of the pool is never that far away. In second year Latin, however, students suddenly have to remember everything at once in order to stay afloat. They can no longer linger in the backyard pool but find themselves all but submerged in wide and muddy texts that feel as daunting as the Mississippi River. Students facing the challenge need coaching more than ever before, and the coaches need to be ready.


This talk will thus urge its audience to recognize the pedagogical challenges of introducing students to unexpurgated Latin literature. Solutions will vary according to the design and conditions of each curriculum, but I will explain the strategies that I have developed as a means to encourage others to think about their own methods. I will elaborate the principles by which I have designed my syllabus for teaching at this level, working directly from sample assignments and selected reading passages. 


My ultimate goal is for my students, reading left to right, to be able to comprehend a Latin paragraph with precision as well as appreciate the art of its construction. Like swimming the Big Muddy, this is a process that has to be trained for, and does not happen all at once. We begin with student conditioning: Latin muscles, like any other, need repetitive exercise to build strength. My method is to barrage the students with daily morphology quizzes until they can identify verb and noun forms without breaking a sweat. Then I review the links between form and function, rigorously analyzing passages for case usage and types of clauses. Once students are confident in their ability to determine function from form, then they are ready to swim in a current. But we start small, reading by clause rather than by sentence and always identifying the clues that identify the syntactic nature of each clause. Only then do we think of swimming the whole river by dividing a long sentence into its clauses and applying a burst of strength to the swimming of each. At first we are happy simply to reach the other side, but then we aim for more efficiency and more speed. We start thinking about style, about the choices the river makes for us and the expectations those choices create for us. We compare how other routes across the river might have been possible, and assess what it means that we took the route that we did. 


The text I like to work with most at this level is Caesar’s Gallic War, primarily because it is the least muddy river I know, but also because Caesar is an author whose rhetorical self-aggrandizement is often so overt that students can reconstruct why he might have sent them on a particular route through tumultuous events. 


The final section of the talk will address, as time permits, specific issues that emerge when designing and implementing the syllabus: the pace of the reading assignments; the pros and cons of different types of commentaries; the design of exams and paper topics; etc.

Aliquando Latine docendum est: Guidance on Active Latin for Graduate Students


Erasmus learned Latin, pretty well, by speaking and hearing it as well as writing and reading. Modern day humanists have gradually been bringing active Latin back into contemporary pedagogy for the last half century. Efforts to disseminate the use of spoken Latin through summer workshops, combined with an interest in bringing new energy to school and college classrooms, have resulted in a generation of students who are familiar with spoken Latin and even expect it at the college level.


What do classics graduate students need to know about active Latin as they proceed intrepidly toward the job market? The first half of this talk will explain the state of active Latin in the U.S. by briefly surveying its spread and the benefits that motivate its adoption. The second half will explain how graduate students can starting getting acquainted with active Latin and using it productively in their classrooms.


When Quintilian encouraged teachers to add play to their teaching (1.1.20), he was arguing for the need for pleasurable activities to speed and lighten instruction. Speaking Latin does just this by offering a dynamic and exciting engagement with the language that adds variety to the classroom. Active methods have particular value for today’s instructors, who teach students accustomed to interactive cultural and educational experiences.


In my own teaching of second-year Latin, I alternate between one day of traditional discussion of the grammar of readings, and another where I elicit answers about the content of the readings in Latin. The repeated demonstration that Latin can be used for communication rescues Latin literature from the status of a puzzle and renders it for the first time in student eyes a record of the speech, thought, and lives of real people. While active Latin brings Roman culture alive, it also substantially increases student fluency with basic grammatical structures and idioms. It likewise compels students to begin grappling with questions of style. Such benefits more than compensate for time lost to conventional explication.


Those who wish to gain Latin speaking proficiency and learn active Latin methods can look for a spoken Latin table at or near their universities, or attend one of a number of summer immersion seminars, all of which accept Latin students with no speaking experience. Such practice will not only make them more proficient and comfortable in speaking (and reading) Latin. It will also provide useful phrases for dealing with classroom situations as well as teaching ideas.


Even without such background, however, current and future instructors can start making use of active Latin in the classroom to improve student comprehension and motivation by first familiarizing themselves with basic materials, phrases, and techniques. Interested graduate students should equip themselves with the latest edition of Traupman’s Conversational Latin for Oral Proficiency, which provides a range of practical vocabulary and phrases organized by topic, including classroom commands and grammar terms. If the instructor will be teaching introductory Latin, he or she should see if the chosen textbook has oral exercises and can experiment with those, while at the same time emphasizing active production of the language through composition.


Whether or not they are in the textbook, oral drills are a simple and time-tested way to introduce the practice of active Latin into the classroom. To practice case endings the instructor can devise simple sentences that require students to supply the correct noun form: Maria ambulat; liber est Mariae; Mariae librum do; Mariam uideo; cum Maria ambulo. To practice present contrafactual sentences with more advanced students, instructors can ask questions such as si Romae ambulares, quid uideres? Such highly structured exercises can build skills that support more open-ended conversations. These can begin with basic fact questions (quid Marcus agit? Marcus ambulat.), leading to more complex ones (quis fuit Cicero? consul fuit. orator fuit. scriptor fuit.). Once students have been primed in this way, the instructor can begin asking more difficult questions on topics students are already familiar with (cur Caesar bellum gerebat?) or can add interest by having students speak about themselves (quod tempus anni tibi maxime placet? cur?). 


While further possibilities are infinite, these examples should suggest how the beginning instructor can reap the benefits of active Latin instruction even with relatively little background while staying within the confines of a traditional Latin curriculum. Armed with this introductory information, the graduate student entering the job market can speak with some competence about active Latin teaching techniques, and be prepared to become a more effective and versatile instructor.

