Building a Secondary Latin Program in Under-Resourced Communities 

This paper explores the challenge of Classics in Under-Resourced Communities and discusses an example of starting a Latin program in a school in just such an environment.

In the United States, there exists a significant achievement gap between white affluent students and minority poor students. African-American students’ test scores in math and reading lag behind those of white students. To describe the situation in which these students live, I will be using specific terms: resource gap and under-resourced students. These students, mostly minority students, exist in a void of resources: low-performing schools, lack of financial literacy, generational poverty, little access to healthcare, inadequate transportation (thebryc.org). Access is the biggest key factor in these students’ life, as the lack of access is evident in statistics. Access is also the way in which this issue intersects with the Classics. Classical Studies have historically been reserved for elite affluent communities and schools. Rarely do schools serving under-resourced students offer those students access to Latin or Greek (although the TEP charter school in New York is a notable example [tepcharter.org]). This lack of access to the opportunities that exist in affluent communities perpetuates the cycle of poverty. Therefore it is important that under-resourced communities have access to classes and opportunities that exist for affluent students. If elite students have the opportunity to take it, so should students living in a resource gap. 

Starting a Latin program and then sustaining it anywhere is challenging. However, this rising generation of Latin and Greek teachers has an amazing opportunity not only to rebuild some of what has been lost to today’s economics but to also change the way and the places that Latin and Greek is taught in our country. The controversial rise of charter schools along with the educational reform fervor in the country, most notably in New Orleans and Chicago, makes this possible. These schools, which receive local and federal money, promise to raise student achievement, in exchange for more autonomy in a variety of areas, such as curriculum, school hours, and hiring teachers and administrators. The results of charter schools have been mixed, with some gaining enough momentum to turn into systems of schools, such as IDEA and KIPP. Other charters have shown themselves to be no more successful than traditional schools (Tough 2008). This is hard work, but the country is ready for it, as evidenced by the rise of Teach for America and other local programs committed to closing the resource gap through education and by the way that education reform has become a national headline, from NCLB and Race to the Top to movies like Waiting for Superman. The ultimate goal of all these programs and energy is to change the life path for under-resourced students and a logical step in this process is to provide these students with access to the resources of affluent communities that make them successful. One of these resources will be access to Classical Languages. 

KIPP Renaissance High School was founded in 2010 in New Orleans, Louisiana. It is a part of the KIPP New Orleans network, which currently operates four other growing K-8 schools in the city. It started with a freshmen class of 150 students and currently has 150 freshmen and 150 sophomores, with the expectation that the school will grow one grade level a year until the school supports grades 9-12.  In the 2010-2011 school year, ninety-four percent of students were classified as having a free or reduced-lunch status. During this year, I taught a freshmen level World Geography class. This enabled me to build relationships with students and parents and build investment in creating a Latin program at the school. Currently we have 84 students enrolled in Latin I in four sections. We have also founded a chapter of the Junior Classical League with the intention of attending the Louisiana Junior Classical League annual convention. The long-term plan for the program is to offer Latin I-IV with an AP option and run an active Junior Classical League. Prior to this Latin program, I also started a Latin program at EBR Lab Academy, a school with a similar socioeconomic makeup in Baton Rouge, Louisiana.
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