


















































My Life as a First Year Latin Teacher
By Steven R. Turner, Jr. ("02)

If you had asked me in the Fall of my freshman year at Duke what
1 thought I would be doing after I graduated, I believe that there is
little to no chance you would hear me utter the following phrase:
“I will be an eighth grade Latin teacher in Macon, Georgia.” Of
course, as I was raised just outside of New York City, the mention
of Macon, Georgia in the above statement seems almost as
unbelievable as the profession I chose, but I suppose it’s funny
how things work out.

Though I always saw myself in graduate school immediately after
I left Duke, I decided that I wanted to spend a little time outside of
the role of student. I wanted to experience the so-called “real world”
that exists outside the walls of American universities. So I started
looking for jobs on the website of the American Classical League
(http://spectrum.troyst.edu/~acl/). I found that listings presented
nearly endless geographical possibilities for me, and, being young
and single, I applied for jobs all over the eastern seaboard, getting
called back to interview at several schools. Shortly after my
interview at Stratford Academy, the Middle School Principal made
me an offer I couldn’t refuse, though in a slightly less Italian and
slightly more southern way than Marlon Brando. So, following a
passion for Latin, the Allman Brothers Band, and good fried
chicken, I packed my life into a seventeen-foot Uhaul and headed
for Macon.

As the first day of school approached, I was certainly nervous.
Would the kids like me? Would the other teachers respect me? Did
I plan enough for my first lesson? Would the kids care about Latin
at all? I must admit that I was sweating bullets as I stepped into my
classroom. I explained to the students what they would be learning
and what the rules were in my classroom. Confidence was building.
Then, the first hand goes up. “Mr. Turner, does anyone in the world
still speak Latin?” I was shocked, not so much by the question
itself (these kids are only thirteen) as by the fact that I had been
called “Mr. Turner.” The only people who ever addressed me as
“Mz. Turner” previously were people to whom I owed money. I
started to realize that I was now an adult, an authority figure of
some kind, and I have to say that this was a really good feeling.

For most of this year, I tried to pinpoint exactly what I wanted my
teaching style to be. I thought back to teachers I had in middle
school, high school, and even at Duke and what methods of theirs
really helped me to get excited about the subject and to learn the
material. My style of teaching became a blend of myself and my
instincts coupled with what worked for all the teachers I had. My
greatest effort was to make the kids become excited about the
material and to make this “dead” language come alive in the
classroom for all of them. The first day that we actually started
delving into Latin itself, I handed out a photocopied excerpt from
the Ars Amatoria giving Ovid’s advice on how to pick up girls at

the races. I had to provide them with a translation (toned down
of course), and we were able to go through the passage in English
and make comparisons between the Circus Maximus and a
modern day movie theatre. As I heard the hormonal giggles of

the kids, I knew that I had made the connection I was looking
for. After reading through the passage in English, we read the
Latin and looked for derivatives. The kids found at least two on
every line, and I could tell that they already felt better about this
language.

Shortly after this exercise, Friday, August 23" arrived, marking
the day before the eruption of Vesuvius. I decided to take the
opportunity to provide a context for this new language the kids
were learning. We spent the day partying like it was 79 AD,
learning about the eruption itself, reading Pliny’s account of the
action, writing Latin graffiti on the board, and having our last
meal of “vinum” and crustulae. Many laughs were had at the
toga and laurel wreath worn by Mr. Turner. The kids seemed to
enjoy the day and really came to a new understanding of what
they were learning.

While all of this makes it sound like teaching eighth grade Latin
is all fun and games, my 91 thirteen-year-old students presented
me with a great number of challenges this year as well. It was no
easy feat to explain to them why a verb has six different endings
in the present tense, or why they should not write “est currit” for
“is running.” Teaching is inventing many different ways to
explain the same concept. When I tried to explain how to give
the appropriate form of a first or second declension adjective to
match a third declension noun, it seemed like 1 had as many
explanations as I had students. This also means that teaching is
having a near endless supply of examples readily available. If
the students struggle with finding the appropriate form of
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“calidus, -a, -um” to match “ignis” in the dative plural, I need to
be quick enough on my feet to come up with “iratus, -a, -um” and
“soror” in the ablative singular. And of course, I will never forget
the difficulty in explaining the second person plural form of a verb,
when I had to go against all that is Northern within me and
awkwardly say: “So ‘ambulatis’ means ‘y’all are walking,”” much
to the amusement of the students. Of course, what matters is the
end result. Not without a lot of trials and tribulations, my students
came to understand the grammatical concepts, memorize the
declensions and conjugations, and translate beautifully (at least in
most cases). As a feather in my cap, by year’s end, the Latin II
teacher was giving my Latin I tests in her class.

Teaching Latin has really strengthened my comfort level with the
language. Being considered the authority on the subject in the
Middle School at Stratford makes me feel like the authority on the
subject. But there’s more. Having to be prepared to answer every
conceivable question, find ways to make sure that each student
understands the concept, come up with an endless supply of
examples to make a point, and at the same time make sure the kids
think I know what I'm talking about all make me feel a comfort
with the language that I have never felt before. In this sense,
teaching Latin has been one of the greatest learning experiences I
have ever had. I also feel like I am doing my part to pass on an
enthusiasm for Latin and things classical. Latin is required for
eighth graders at Stratford, but when the students reach high school,
they can choose their language. Next year’s Latin II class is among
the largest in the school’s history, with over twenty students
continuing in Latin. Thirty-four of my students were inducted into
the National Latin Honor Society, and six Middle School Latin
students represented Stratford at the Georgia Junior Classical
League Convention. I have been elated to see my students develop
the same enthusiasm for Latin that I did as a Latin I student, and it
thrills me to have been a part of this development.

I would strongly encourage current undergraduates to consider
teaching after graduating from Duke, either on a temporary or more
permanent basis. If you are interested in hearing more, feel free to
contact me at sturner@stratford.org.

News from Friends

Jane Bullock - Greetings to all from Wilmington, NC. I
continue to enjoy my job at UNCW. Now I am taking classes
at UNCW, too. I took Criminal Justice in the Fall and
Introduction to Computers in the Spring. Iam not sure what
degree I will decide on but at 53 years of age [ do not have a
lot of time to decide.

Mike is still at the Monkey Junction WalMart. We are trying
to get our new business “Seaside Treasures and Gifts” started.
Farrah is still in Raleigh and Marlo, James, and Tyler are still
in Durham. Between work and church we do not have a lot
of time for fishing but plan to get started back soon.

MESSAGES FROM THE
EDITOR

The department is dedicating a shelf in the Departmental
Library to recent books and articles by faculty and gradu-
ate students. Inaddition, we solicit articles and books that
you, the alumni, have recently published. Please help make
it easy for all of us here to see and know thoroughly your
work. In this way we remain in touch as we try to do by
soliciting and publishing your news. Help us out!

The Editor would like to thank all the contributors,
especially John Oates, Kent Rigsby, Keith Stanley, Virginia
Morris, and Alexis Blane. A very special thanks to Jenna
Golnik and her assistants, Monika Parson and Lucy Harris.

Keep those cards/letters/e-mails coming in 2003-2004.

--The Editor
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GRATIAS VOBIS AGIMUS

Each installment of PHEME affords us the opportunity
to express, in a more public way, our warm thanks to
all the donors who continue to support our mission.

The continuing generosity of Bill and Sylvia Teasley has
enabled us to add to our fine collection of Greek and Roman
antiquities on display at DUMA (see the description of the
latest acquisition on p. 2 of this issue by our departmental
curator, Professor Keith Stanley). Twin gifts from the
William A. Stern Foundation and Sidney J. Stern have, as
often in the past, helped us to enhance our curriculum in a
variety of ways, including support for teaching resources
in our undergraduate Mythology class and for graduate
student enrollment in the American School for Classical
Studies in Athens. Our annual donation from Dr. and Mrs.
Alan Garber in honor of their son, Dr. Jason Garber (°91),
has helped us to cover mailing costs for this edition of
PHEME, and we wish to thank the Garbers on behalf of all
our readers. The Warren Gates Fund has consistently made
it possible for us to give partial support to individual
graduate student research projects overseas. Last but not
least, we wish to thank those who have donated books to
our departmental library: Professor Emeritus Larry
Richardson, Professor John QOates, and the Anita Dresser
Jurgens Foundation.
Gregson Davis, Chair
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