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in every issue iris prints the story of a school or university student who tells us how studying Classics has changed their lives.....

A state school student’s experience of Latin

Christina Edwards

Despite going to a girls’ grammar school, I was surprised about the reception a traditional subject like Latin received. During my primary and secondary education, I had moved from place to place, and after two years at a grammar school in Kent where Classics was embraced, I moved to Buckinghamshire. Neither Latin nor Ancient Greek were offered at my new school, but upon starting my GCSEs I found that they were planning on offering a “fast track” Latin GCSE. Somewhat unfairly, the lesson time was the same as for a subject such as History or Geography, subjects that were much more familiar to students on their syllabuses before GCSEs, unlike Latin. Our GCSE competitors included public school educated pupils as well as the  neighbouring boys’ grammar, who had a few years’ head start on us, neither of which were trying to catch up on the foundations of a language as well as studying a GCSE syllabus during those 2 years. Fortunately, I made it through my exams, along with my 20 or so peers, and 7 of us began our fight for an AS class. The school was incredibly reluctant to allow Latin to be taught to sixth formers, stating that they felt it was not a “proper” subject. A class size of 7 was deemed as unacceptably low, although the school were willing to offer a Music AS class of 3 people, and a GCSE Religious Studies class the year before of 7 people. Upon choosing our subjects for sixth form study, Latin was absent from our option blocks, but after much cajoling, they agreed to let us take Latin as an optional 5th AS subject. The fight for an A2 to be offered was one of the toughest rounds of opposition I faced in Year 13, along with my battle to apply to Cambridge. I approached the head teacher of the neighbouring boys’ grammar school, where my Latin teacher’s husband taught Classics, and asked if I could be admitted to the A2 class. After stating my intentions, he wholeheartedly agreed, and I informed my own school of my plans. 

To cut a long story short, I decided to apply to Cambridge, but the school were reluctant to let me because of the academic competition and the fact that a student from the school had never applied to Oxbridge for Classics. My Latin was not up to that of other applicants, and I did not have any knowledge of Ancient Greek, but strangely, I seemed oblivious to this, and I pushed to allow me to apply. Upon submitting my UCAS application, the head of sixth form called me into her office to discuss my application to Queens’ College, Cambridge; and instructed me to replace Queens’ with another university so she could send my application off the next day. That night I went home and took Queens’ College off my application. I put on King’s College, Cambridge, instead. And without checking the next day, she sent the application off. I dealt with the confusion and annoyance of her finding out about it all later on.

A few years on, and I’m really happy at Cambridge. Without the support of my family and the Latin teachers, I couldn’t have got as far as I have, but I think a lot of it also had to do with the determination I had to continue learning Latin-an unstoppable determination I’ve never pursued for anything else. This year is my final year, and I’m specialising mostly in Greek Literature, with my dissertation in Latin Literature, on the Metamorphoses of Ovid. I’m hoping to apply for a PhD next year, and carry on my journey into Classics, although it’s strange to think how different my life would have been if I hadn’t fought for Latin all those years ago.

