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Leiden University
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When Aeneas receives his new shield in Vergil’s
Aeneid (Aen. 8.608fL.), he unknowingly illustrates
several important features of reading comprehension.
Aeneas is in awe of the shield, but does not understand
its depictions. To him, the first picture on the shield is
just a wolf and two infants. Most readers of the Aeneid,
on the other hand, will interpret the picture differently,
due to their background knowledge and the reading
context. They know “the story of Italy and triumphs
of Rome” (Aen. 8.626). Moreover, the genre of the
Aeneid will encourage them to seek meaning behind
the depictions. To them, a wolf and twins (“/upam” and
“geminos” Aen. 8.631) trigger the story of Remus and
Romulus, twin founders of Rome, and this story adds a

significant historical layer to their understanding of the
shield.

1. READING COMPREHENSION: READER,
CONTEXT, AND AFFORDANCES IN THE TEXT

The case of Aeneas and his shield illustrates that
not every ‘reader” comes to an object or text with the
same background or in a comparable setting. Recent
approaches to reading and discourse linguistics draw
attention to this personal aspect of comprehension. In
these approaches, it is the reader who decides if they
have arrived “at a sense and feeling of the text that is
personally acceptable” (Stockwell, 10).

In addition, salient elements in the text are not seen
as cues that are clear to everyone, but as affordances
(McCarthy et al., 97; Bartelds 2022). It is typical of
affordances that they are meaningful only to people
who know how to make use of them. The two infants
on Aeneas’s shield will only be twins for someone
who knows the foundation story of Rome. Reading
comprehension, in short, results from an interplay
between the text and the knowledge of a reader, and is
influenced by the context (McCarthy et al., 87).

Latin classrooms are a specific reading context.
Reading goals in this context depend on the curriculum
set at the school, state, or national level. Texts, too, may
have been chosen by those other than the readers (i.e.,
students and teachers) themselves. Students often lack
the background knowledge to read these Latin literary

texts without problems.! The range of affordances the
text provides to them can thus be limited to sentence
level understanding.

Teachers are readers, too. For them, Latin texts provide
a large range of affordances, enabling them to rely on
a vast body of implicit knowledge. Their knowledge
allows them to automatically draw inferences from all
levels of the text.” Bartelds, in a forthcoming article,
argues that classics teachers may “open their black box of
expertise” and make their implicit knowledge and skills
explicit. He recommends the pedagogical approach of
a Cognitive Apprenticeship, following Collins, Brown,
and Newman (1987).

Teachers may use the approach of a Cognitive
Apprenticeship to model the affordances they themselves
use while reading. Levine and Horton discuss results of
intervention studies using this approach (Levine and
Horton 2013). Examples of affordances in these studies
are symbolic archetypes or the use of ironic language,
but there are many possibilities. In general, linguistic
and narratological features may work well as affordances
for students because these are easily recognizable in a
text.

2. AFFORDANCES AND THE STRUCTURE OF
STORIES

Short Latin stories contain linguistic and narratological
affordances to keep track of their underlying structure.’
Tense usage, narrative pace, and speech representation
are examples of affordances to recognize the rise and fall
of narrative tension. An eye for these affordances takes
students from “syntax to story.” It gives them insight
into story structures and helps them to keep an overview
of the text and to anticipate upcoming events.

The organizational structure of stories and their
affordances may be illustrated by means of Ovid’s
Pyramus and Thisbe (Mer. 4.51-166). The story
introduces two points of interest in its first lines, the
fruit of the mulberry tree (51-53) and the forbidden
love between Pyramus and Thisbe (55-80). This
orientational phase of the story is characterized by
narratorial comment, description, and actual present
and past tenses. The unfolding events then culminate
in two peaks, the death of Pyramus (105-27) and that
of Thisbe (137-63). The unfolding events are presented
in past tenses, a summarizing narrative tempo, and

they hardly contain direct speech. The peaks, on the
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other hand, have a slower, scenic pace, and contain
historical presents and direct speech. The story’s two-
fold resolution concerns Thisbe’s two wishes (147-63),
including both the mulberry tree and the final resting
place (164-66). The resolution phase is characterized by
past tenses. The last part has a summarizing pace and
shows a return to the present of the narrator with an
actual present tense.

3. READING ACTIVITIES

Modelling the use of affordances is an instructional
method that clearly befits a Cognitive Apprenticeship.
In addition, teachers may design activities that gradually
encourage students to identify and use affordances by
themselves. Students can start with easier texts or use
translations. They should be encouraged to physically
mark affordances in the text during reading. In this way,
the teacher can give feedback and, if necessary, point
out further affordances. After reading, students may use
the marked affordances to reflect on the content of the
whole text.

Fig. 1: Arc of Tension in Ovid’s Pyramus and Thisbe
(Met. 4.51-166)

An example activity, suitable for Pyramus and
Thisbe, is the analysis and ensuing visualization of
the Narrative Arc of Iension in a story (see Fig. 1).*
Students analyze (predetermined) parts of the story
according to three parameters: narrative pace (P), tenses
(T), and representations of speech (S). They mark the
outcome of their analysis by filling in specific numbers
of cells in a table: the combination of a slower pace,
historical presents, and direct speech results in the
maximum number of cells, creating a literal peak on
the activity sheet. Figure 1 shows the resulting table for
Ovid's Pyramus and Thisbe, including the resulting
visualization of its “Arc of Tension.” In a practice round,

the text of Pyramus and Thisbe in the Visual Latin
Reading Library (VLRL), which was adapted from Ovid
and Bocaccio’s De Mulieribus Claris, could be used.’ Its
pattern is the same as that of Ovid’s text (see Fig. 2) and
could function as a reading aid for the original.

Fig. 2: Arc of Tension in the Adaptation of Pyramus and
Thisbe in the Visual Latin Reading Library (VLRL)

Marinda van Dorst, a Dutch classics teacher, has used
this activity for several Ovidian episodes and was kind
enough to share her thoughts with me. In her experience,
the activity helps to teach students narratological
concepts in a meaningful way. Her students could easily
recognize narrative pace and tense usage in the text, but
had some trouble identifying indirect speech. Van Dorst
and her students liked the “hands on” and activating
character of the activity.

4. CONCLUSION

Latin students seem to be caught in a Catch-22.
They must unravel the complex structure of sentences
to comprehend Latin texts, while text comprehension
is an important tool to unravel these sentences (e.g.,
Boyd 2018, Luger 2020).° Due to their struggle at
the sentence level, students cannot really understand,
experience, or enjoy Latin narrative texts.

One way out of this situation is to change the type
and difhiculty of the texts.” In this contribution, I hope
to have presented a second (additional) way: teachers
may present themselves explicitly in their own capacity
of readers in a Cognitive Apprenticeship. As teachers
we may take students from syntax to story by showing
them affordances in stories that help us to immerse
ourselves in exciting story worlds. This approach creates
a partnership in the classroom between teacher and
student and makes the text a field of exploration rather
than a challenging wall of text.®
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NOTES

1See Carlon’s contribution in this issue for a more
elaborate analysis.

*See Duke (2011) for an overview of reading activities
of good readers.

¥The structure is based on the narrative structure of
socio-linguist Wiliam Labov. See Van Gils and Kroon
(2018) for a more elaborate discussion and references.

“See https://tinyurl.com/ArcofTension for activity
sheets that can be used for this exercise. The activity was
initially designed for episodes in Livy (Adema 2015).

’See Gruber-Miller’s contribution in this issue. To
access the VLRL resources for the story of Pyramus
and Thisbe, see https://sites.google.com/cornellcollege.
edu/visual-latin-reading-library/pyramus-and-thisbe-
embedded-reading.

°See Adema (2019) for further references.

’See Carlon’s contribution to this issue.

81 would like to thank the reviewers and the editors
of The Classical Outlook for their helpful comments and

suggestions.

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Adema, Suzanne. “De spanningsboog [The Arc of
Tension].” Lampas 48.3 (2015): 238-49.

. “Latin Learning and Instruction as a Research
Field.” Journal of Latin Linguistics 18.1-2 (2019): 35-
59.

Bartelds, Daniél. “Lemma navigation by excellent
secondary school students of Ancient Greek.” Journal
of Classics Teaching 23 (2022): 126-37.

“Opening the Black Box of Expertise.

Cognitive Apprenticeship in Classics Teaching.” (In

preparation).

Boyd, Rebecca. “Latin Students’ Bottom-up and Top-
down Strategies for Reading Latin Literature and the
Impact of Cross-linguistic Influence.” Journal of Latin
Linguistics 17.2 (2018): 301-32.

Collins, Allan, John Brown, and Susan Newman.
Cognitive Apprenticeship: Teaching the Craft of Reading,
Writing and Mathematics (Technical Report No. 403).
Cambridge: BBN Laboratories, 1987.

Duke, Nell. “Essential Elements of Fostering and
Teaching Reading Comprehension.” In  What
Research has to Say about Reading Instruction, edited
by S. Samuels and A. Farstrup, 51-93. Newark:
International Reading Association, 2011.

Levine, Sarah, and William Horton. “Using Affective
Appraisal to Help Readers Construct Literary
Interpretations.”  Scientific Study of Literature 3.1
(2013): 105-36.

Luger, Suzanne. “Lost in Latin Translation. Teaching
Students to Produce Coherent Target Texts.” PhD
diss., University of Amsterdam, 2020.

McCarthy, Kathryn, Joseph  Magliano, Sarah
Levine, Andrew Elfenbein, and William Horton.
“Constructing Mental Models in Literary Reading:
The Role of Interpretive Inferences.” In Handbook of
Empirical Literary Studies, edited by Donald Kuiken
and Arthur Jacobs, 85-118. Berlin: De Gruyter, 2022.

Stockwell, Peter. Cognitive Poetics: An Introduction.
London: Routledge, 2020.

Van Gils, Lidewij and Caroline Kroon. “Discourse-
Linguistic Strategies in Livy’s Account of the Battle
at Cannae.” In Textual Strategies in Ancient War
Narrative, edited by Lidewij van Gils, Irene de Jonge,
and Caroline Kroon, 191-233. Leiden: Brill, 2018.

Suzanne Adema is Assistant Professor of Latin at Leiden
University. She has several years of experience as a
teacher of Ancient Greek and Latin at Dutch secondary
schools. Adema publishes on Latin linguistics,
narratology, and pedagogy. Her current research project
is part of the research program Anchoring Innovation of
the Netherlands National Research School in Classical
Studies (OIKOS), which is supported by a 2017
Gravitation Grant of the Ministry of Education of the

Netherlands (NWO).

Copyright 2023 by The American Classical League

This content downloaded from
145.118.118.69 on Tue, 25 Mar 2025 13:26:05 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



Volume 98, Number 1 The Classical Outlook

17

SCS Congratulates the Winners of the 2022 K-12 Teaching Excellence Award:
Maureen Lamb, The Ethel Walker School (Simsbury, CT)
Zachary Puckett (Lawrence, KS)

FALL 2023 SCS AWARD AND FELLOWSHIP DEADLINES!

Gruen Prize (for best graduate student essay on multiculturalism in the ancient
Mediterranean): October 6, 2023

Prize for Excellence in the Teaching of Classics at the College Level: October 16, 2023
Prize for Excellence in the Teaching of Classics at the K-12 Level: November 1, 2023

Pearson Fellowship (supports one year of graduate study in the UK): November 0,
2023

New Awards!

SCS and ACL announce TWO new Rudolph Masciantonio Awards. Announcements
of the opportunity to apply will be issued in the spring.

1. The Masciantonio Latin Teacher Grant to Support DEI Initiatives: §1,000
grant to provide funding for classroom supplies, projects, and activities that
support programs in under-resourced schools or that teach primarily students
underrepresented in the fields associated with Classical Studies.

2. The Masciantonio Support Grant for Student Teachers of Latin: $5,000

grant to provide financial support to an individual during their semester of
student-teaching in a Latin program.

Read more at https://classicalstudies.org/awards-and-fellowships
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