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Did you know that Italian, Portuguese, Romanian, French, and Spanish languages are based on Latin?  The National Committee for Latin and Greek states that some 750 million people in 57 countries speak these languages that are grouped together as the Romance Languages.  

In light of this fact, the study of Latin is a perfect choice for the first foreign language experience and an excellent foundation from which to build the study of other foreign languages.

Since the language comes to us so well preserved, it has a complete and solid system of grammar and forms.  The preservation makes it easier to manage and master than English, which is continuing to evolve or mutate meanings and functions of words within the language.

For example, consider the English word “gay”.  In the English of yesteryear it meant “happy, joyful, festive” as in the Christmas Carol “Deck the Halls” but it has changed its meaning so that it cannot be used in the same context that it was once used in.

Until recent years, there was no question about the value of studying Latin. The study of both Latin and Greek was an integral part of any scholarly pursuit.  Latin was valued not just for its English derivatives and vocabulary boosting but also for the sheer discipline and logic that the students learned through the study of Latin grammar and forms.

The study of Latin helps teach students how to think rather than just parrot back answers.  Looking beyond the Latin words and derivatives that are alive and well within our English language, the study of Latin is a study that has a system of order and organization that helps form the thinking skills of its disciplined scholars.  There are some who think the study of all the forms and word endings are tedious and unnecessary.  However, a Latin scholar can look at the Latin sentence and tell you the function of each word within the sentence just by the word endings.  You can pick up the words of a Latin sentence, shake them up and throw them back down on the page in any word order without destroying the meanings of and function of the sentence.  

English, on the other hand, has lost its inflections.  Now we are totally dependent on the word order of an English sentence to help us decipher whether “the dog bit the man” or “the man bit the dog.”  Without word order, English scholars cannot tell you if a noun is the subject, direct object, indirect object, object of the preposition, or a predicate noun.

This problem is minimized for Latin scholars.  In fact, I have had the honor of watching the academic light bulb of understanding shine brightly as Latin students found their study of Latin helped them finally clarify the principles of English grammar that has eluded them for years.

It is widely understood that the study of Latin illuminates many din, gray areas of English grammar as the grammatical order and organization parallels are drawn.  For me, personally, studying Latin grammar was the impetus to understand and enjoy working with English grammar.

There is currently a resurgence of the Latin language study among private and public schools within the United States.  When asked to give the short answer for this renewed interest in Latin, the primary reason given is that the students of Latin score much higher on the Verbal Section of the SAT tests than students who have no foreign language study or even above those scholars of other languages.  The study of any of the modern languages did boost the students scores but not with as much impact as the study of Latin.  I believe that this fact alone would present a strong case for the inclusion of Latin in the curriculum.

Apart from aiding a student in studying another foreign language or boosting SAT scores, there are several other valid reasons for including Latin study.  With the magnitude of the list of derivatives influenced by Latin, one could almost say, “Give me any English word and I will tell you how it comes from Latin.”  This statement may be slightly overstated by nevertheless it carries considerable credibility, given the following statistics.

According to Dr. Conrad Barrett, a professor of comparative literature and classics at California State University, 60 percent of all English words are derived from Latin roots.  When we focus on words of more than two syllables, the percentage jumps to a staggering 90 percent.

This is not too bad for a “dead language” centuries after the fall of the Roman Empire.  The Roman Empire fell but the Christians and scholars dug the beautiful language out of the dust of the crumbling Empire and preserved it through its use in the ecclesiastical and academic world.

The logical approach to the study of Latin has proven to increase order and organization skills of the students as well as giving them the wonderful window into very successful civilization.  From the calendar we still use, to the democratic government to the engineering milestones of the aqueducts, we can learns so many things from what the Romans did right as well as what they did wrong in a culturally safe context.  Since it is a civilization that is no longer functional, in analyzing it we are not pointing fingers at current cultures other than our own and making judgment calls on the cultures and customs of our contemporaries.

In conclusion, for those who have continued to call Latin a “dead language,” I propose that Latin is very much alive and well within English and the languages of 750 million non-English speaking people throughout the world.  The massive impact of Latin on our modern world should assure it a place in our academic world for centuries to come.

