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Introduction to the Class 
 

Hello and welcome to Latin and Greek Elements in English (CLAS/HIST 1120) offered through 

distance education at Utah State University. My name is Mark Damen. I’m your instructor and 

you’ll be hearing my voice a lot as you proceed through this course, but you won’t be seeing 

much of me. Here’s why. This is what I look like, and this is what I looked like in the 

seventeenth century. Just kidding! I’m old but I’m not that old. Some former students of mine 

were walking through a museum in Europe and saw this painting of a nobleman and they sent me 

a photo of it. Seriously, I looked exactly like that when I was younger, but just for the record, I 

have never held my hand that way. But that’s enough about me in any century.  

 

Let’s move on and address the course itself. [For the discussion that follows, you might want to 

print out the course syllabus and follow along on it as you watch this presentation. You’ll find 

links to the syllabus on Canvas and the course web site 

(http://www.usu.edu/markdamen/Wordpower/syllabus/coursedescription.htm).] The purpose of 

this class is primarily a practical one, to build your English vocabulary, and I hope, to teach you 

a skill you find useful throughout the rest of your life. In this course you’ll gain the ability to 

figure out what a word you don’t know means, not by memorizing long lists of big, complicated-

looking terminology but because you understand the history, development and, most important, 

the linguistic roots underlying our words, those essential ingredients used in creating the majority 

of English vocabulary. Many of those ingredients, indeed the vast majority, derive not from the 

language family to which English belongs, the so-called Germanic branch of Indo-European; 

instead, the bulk of the vocabulary we use today, in fact, over seventy percent of it, comes from 

Latin and Greek, neither of which are Germanic languages. Moreover, if you include scientific 

terminology in that calculation, English vocabulary is even more dependent on the classical 

languages of Greece and Rome. Almost all our technical terminology is constructed out of Latin 

and Greek elements. To put it simply, in linguistic terms we live in a house that sits on a 

Germanic foundation but is built out of classical bricks.  

 

What I hope you get out of this class is that you learn how to recognize the classical elements 

which make up so many of our words. With that, you should be able to deduce what a word 

means even if you’ve never seen it before, that is, assuming the word contains classical elements. 

Most of the big ones do. That’s the skill we’ll build and test in the class. Most often the exercises 

we’ll do will go something like this. The textbook or I will give you a “big word,” often in a 

sentence, and ask you to deduce what it means by analyzing its Latin or Greek roots. For 

instance, you might encounter the word “discursive” in a sentence like “His discursive comments 

undercut from the real strength of his case.” In the course of the class, you’ll learn that the prefix 

dis- means “in different directions,” the base CURS- means “run,” and the suffix -ive means 

“tending to.” So the original meaning of discursive was “tending to run in different directions,” 

that is, “wide-ranging.” But from the context of this sentence you can see that the word has a 

negative sense so it must mean something like “long-winded, off-track.” That’s what you’ll learn 

to do in this class.  

 

The textbook we’re going to use is not new but a good one: the second edition of English Words 

from Latin and Greek Elements by Donald M. Ayers, later revised by Thomas D. Worthen. It’s a 

solid piece of pedagogy, and what little needs to be corrected or updated I’ll add as we proceed 
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through the book. Please secure a copy of it as soon as you can. We’ll read the entire thing and 

use it in virtually every class exercise. In other words, this will be some of the best money 

you’ve ever spent! I guarantee it.  

 

Along with this textbook you’ll also want to have some sort of access to a high-quality dictionary 

with well-researched and full etymologies. Those etymologies ─ an etymology is the history of a 

word ─ are essentially the answer key to everything in this course. Besides print dictionaries, 

there are also now some sound and scholarly web sites where you can look up etymologies. I like 

and use often the Online Etymological Dictionary. Here’s its link: http://etymonline.com/.  

 

Finally, you will also need to familiarize yourself as soon as possible with two other web 

resources. One, the Canvas site for this class to which you have access as a registered student at 

USU. There you will find drills, tests and other important exercises you’ll be doing throughout 

the term. Two, the course web site where are housed many useful tools for learning and studying. 

I’ll talk more about both of these later in the Presentation.  

 

For now let’s discuss the nature of the class, how you’ll proceed as you study and learn the 

classical elements permeating English vocabulary. We’ll follow a basic two-step process 

involving (1) learning and memorizing Latin and Greek word roots and (2) drilling and testing 

your understanding of them by analyzing words with classical elements.  

 

Let’s talk about the first step first, the learning and memorizing part. This will involve your 

watching and listening to Presentations, some video, some audio. Usually you’ll first watch a 

video about the principles introduced in a lesson, but always something that addresses a practical 

aspect of language and which will help you diagnose the meaning of a word in a sentence, 

processes like the assimilation of consonants, folk etymology, hybrids and so on. I’ll explain all 

these terms down the road, but let me assure you, everything in this class is practical, designed to 

help you etymologize big complex words and decrypt their meaning!  

 

The Presentations are found on the course web site to which I gave you the link above. If you 

click the Presentations link at the top of that page ─ actually at the top of any page on the course 

web site ─ you’ll find a table with links to all the Presentations, both videos and audios, along 

with transcriptions of the spoken text of both. So you can watch and listen to, or just read if 

that’s what you prefer, all the lectures which I would present in class if this were a traditional, 

face-to-face course. Note also that at the top of the Presentations page there’s also a pair of 

special introductory videos which address basic grammar: one on how to identify nouns and 

adjectives, and one on verbs. To succeed in this class, you have to be able to identify words 

which represent these three parts of speech. If you don’t know how to do this now, don’t worry! 

I’ll teach you if you’ll just watch these presentations.  

 

Besides video Presentations, there are also audio Presentations which address the word elements 

(prefixes, bases, suffixes) introduced in each lesson. These audio Presentations do not have slides 

attached to them because you should listen to them as you look through your textbook and make 

notes. And I want to be very clear about one thing here: there are normally two Presentations in 

every unit: one video and one audio. And they do not cover the same material so you need to 

watch or listen to each of them. Is that clear? Good! And one more thing, a nice thing, not 
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another threat. For those of you who want help organizing the new information you’re learning, 

there’s a Worksheet attached to most Presentations which will guide you as you take notes. 

Doing these Worksheets is strictly optional. Some of you will like and use them, others won’t. 

Fine! In constructing these Worksheets for you, I’m only trying to accommodate different 

learning styles.  

 

Now let’s talk about step two, drilling and testing. Once you’ve embraced a set of new material, 

you have to learn it. That means memorizing word roots and practicing their use by 

etymologizing words made up of classical elements. There are two goals here: (1) to learn 

unfamiliar terms like iatraliptic (“curing by ointment”) and (2) to see the underlying historical 

meaning of words you already know, like consider, the etymology of which is “to be with the 

stars.” Today we might say “to have your head in the clouds.” It’s true. As we ponder things, our 

thoughts float above us and soar through the heavens.  

 

To help practice those elements, I’ve constructed quite a number of Drills where you can test 

your memorization of word elements. You’ll find links to those Drills on the Canvas site for this 

course, and the syllabus will lay out the timing of when you should take them. Please note that 

many of the Drills have bonus credit attached to them, meaning that, if you complete them before 

a certain date, your score on those Drills will be added to the point total of your final grade. But 

even if you miss the deadline and don’t get the bonus credit, you can still do any Drill on line if 

you want to practice and review forms.  

 

Finally, there’s one more exercise you’ll be assigned to complete in each lesson, and that is the 

sentences containing words to be analyzed which you’ll find at the end of every chapter of the 

textbook. I won’t cover these in Presentations, so they’re strictly homework and I’m trusting you 

to do them diligently. Know this: words to be etymologized and defined in sentences like those 

in the textbook will make up half of every quiz or test you take in this class. If that’s not 

motivation to do these assignments and practice what you’ll be tested on, I don’t know what is. 

And to be sure you understand what the correct answers are to these etymologies, I’ve posted the 

answers on the course web site. But, of course, I can’t let just anyone see those answers ─ many 

teachers use this book all across the world ─ so the answers are protected by a username and 

password, both of which you’ll find on the Canvas site for this class. If you can’t find them, 

email me.  

 

Alright, that was complicated. Let’s make sure you’ve got it. Here’s what you need to do for 

every lesson in this course ─ or more often pairs of lessons since I tend to cover two lessons at a 

time. Please do the following for each unit:  

 

• watch the Presentation and listen to the Audio, or read the transcription if you prefer 

o you can also, if you like, do the Worksheet attached to a unit but that’s up to you 

• do the Drills on Canvas, and whatever grade you earn before the deadline is bonus(!) 

o doing Drills after the deadline can still serve as practice and review  

• complete the assignments in the textbook, meaning etymologize the words in the 

sentences at the end of each lesson  
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o and remember that this is the single most important thing you do in this class, the 

sentences! Completing all the assignments in the book will really help you do 

well on quizzes and tests! 

 

Now finally let’s talk about grades. The grading structure for this course is very simple. It’s 

based on a 1000-point scale. [Think of it as a 100-point scale with an extra decimal point.] The 

grading scale is 1000-900 = A; 899-800 = B; and so on, but since you’re all going to ace the 

class, there’s no point in going on. The top 20% of each grade range adds a plus sign. For 

instance, a B+ is 899-880. Note that the university doesn’t accept an A+ grade, which is just 

wrong. It should! The bottom 20% adds a minus sign. A B- is 819-800. There is no D- grade 

either, which is good. I agree with that.  

 

Your final grade will be calculated by adding up three point totals: your scores on Quizzes, on 

Tests (the Midterm and the Final) and from Bonus. Each Quiz is worth a maximum of 100 

points. The Midterm is 200 points, and the Final 300. How many bonus points you add onto the 

total of those grades, well, that’s up to you.  

 

The content of quizzes and tests will be tied directly to the exercises you’ve done, mainly word 

analysis. Sometimes the word will be in a sentence, sometimes not, but you won’t ever have to 

define a word outside of context, that is, deduce what it means without seeing it in a sentence. 

You’ll also be asked questions on quizzes and tests about linguistic principles we’ve studied in 

the textbook or Presentations. For the most part, the questions about these will be formatted as 

matching exercises. And for every quiz and test there is a detailed breakdown of what’s on it so 

you know exactly what and how to study. Those breakdowns are linked to the syllabus, and I’ll 

direct you to them as their scheduled date approaches. 

 

Now a bit of technical business. No makeups after the scheduled date for any quiz or test without 

providing me a proper excuse in advance ─ that means before the scheduled date! ─ and all 

makeups must be taken within a week of that scheduled date. Also, I give Incomplete grades 

only in strict accordance with university policy. But since this is the beginning of the term and 

our association is still young, I’m just going to assume you will complete this class on time in 

masterful fashion. Many students do!  

 

Finally, if you have any questions about course procedures or policies, please don’t hesitate to 

contact me by email (mark.damen@usu.edu). Indeed, if at any point during the term issues arise, 

write me immediately. Even though the nature of the class prevents us from having a direct 

connection in person, I hope we’ll build a collaborative relationship which feeds your interest in 

the study of language. I’m your ally. I’m here to support and assist you whenever things become 

difficult, but the one thing I can’t do is learn things for you ─ that’s in your hands ─ but I’ll do 

everything in my power to make the learning easier. Call on me whenever the need arises.  

 

And let me end with this warning. The biggest complication for students in my experience is 

getting behind with their work. Put bluntly, procrastination is all too often fatal in this class. You 

must give yourself time to memorize the required forms, which often means learning them, 

forgetting them, relearning them, forgetting them again, recalling them once more, forgetting 

them yet again, and finally getting tired of that and learning them for good once and for all. 
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That’s just the way the human brain works. You’ve got to beat things into your head if you want 

them to stick. Cramming forms right before a quiz is not the road to happiness. You may do well 

on that quiz, but you’ll soon forget those forms which you still need to know for the next quiz, so 

all you’re doing is doubling your workload in the future. Then you’ll be in big trouble, and all I 

can do is say “Don’t do it!” Let’s make a pact. You promise to stay up with your work, do it on 

time every time, and when you’re having trouble wrapping your head around some concept or 

memorizing this or that form, I promise to step in and make every effort to help you over that 

hurdle. Deal? Deal! I’m going to take that as an online pinky swear.  

 

To end this Presentation, let’s turn to a related but different subject, why a class like this even 

exists. Isn’t the point of speaking to communicate easily and effectively? Why should English 

speakers have to take a course about the difficulties inherent in their own language? How did the 

situation get so out of control that we have to study English just to understand it? Be assured of 

this, not all languages have the complications found in English, for instance, our bizarre spelling 

(which we’ll see is often due to the influence of French culture) and our convoluted grammar. 

Take a second to think about this. One of the first things foreigners learn to say in English is 

“How do you do?,” which makes no sense. How do you do what? Dance the tango? According to 

an anecdote my father told me ─ this might or might not be true, but the larger point is valid ─ 

during World War II when a certain Dutch official arrived in England fleeing the Nazis, he was 

greeted by Churchill. In his broken English the official said “How do you do?,” and after a 

moment’s silence added “And how do you do your wife?” Little linguistic landmines like that 

lurk in every corner of our tongue. Just think for a moment about the words “impregnate” and 

“impregnable.” You’d think that if a woman were impregnable, you could impregnate here. But 

no! She’s impregnable. These words look like they mean the same thing but they don’t.  

 

Nowhere are the difficulties our language poses seen more clearly than when foreigners wrestle 

with English idiom, for instance, the exchange student who was working at a restaurant and 

became quite confused when a customer ordered a pizza and said “Step on it!” Hmmm. A 

laundry in Rome has a sign that says in English: “Ladies, leave your clothes here and then spend 

the afternoon having a good time.” Ciao bene, bella! An English sign in a Japanese hotel reads 

“You are invited to take advantage of the chamber maid.” Please don’t! Another in Moscow 

declares “If this is your first visit to Russia, you are welcome to it.” Thanks but I already have 

one. Yet another placard in Zurich warns “Because of the impropriety of entertaining guests of 

the opposite sex in the bedroom, we suggest you use the lobby for this purpose.” What’s the 

German for “Get me outta here!” A Norwegian bar features this injunction: “Ladies are 

requested not to have children in the bar.” Check please.  

 

Not only is our language riddled with idiomatic eccentricities but it contains an immense 

vocabulary, something on the order 615,000 words, according to the Oxford English Dictionary. 

In all fairness, only 450,000 of those are in current usage, but if you start including scientific and 

medical terms, the number goes up into the millions. That’s a lot of vocabulary. Languages get 

by just fine with way less. French manages to scrape along with a mere 150,000 words, Russian 

with under 125,000. Here’s the real sign of how crazy our fixation on verbiage is. There’s a very 

popular book out there called a thesaurus. Do you know what a thesaurus is? It’s a fairly hefty 

tome that lists words which all mean the same thing. Stop for a second and ponder the insanity of 

that. Why do we need so many words? Why isn’t one enough? Satisfactory? Sufficient? 
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Adequate? Plenty? Copious? Abundant? Profusive? See? Ever laid eyes on an Italian thesaurus? 

They’re tiny, thin. Go Rome!   

 

Why is English so vocabulary happy? How did we get so drunk on terms? You can’t blame it on 

our German heritage. The native Germanic component of English is very small, both in the 

number and size of the words. Look at any page of English and you’ll find that something around 

eighty percent of the words on that page come from Germanic roots, but it’s all the little words, 

the “the’s” and “and’s” and “from’s.” Those are the core of English, the fuel that drives its 

grammar and syntax, but while they get used a lot, there simply aren’t that many of them. 

Conversely, very few of our big polysyllabic words are Germanic. Instead, most of those have 

been made from Latin and Greek roots, along with some input from other languages. And there 

are way more, like hundreds of thousands more of those big words, the majority of which have 

been cobbled out of classical elements. 

 

So what’s going on? How did that happen? Why did English come to have such a huge infusion 

of Greek and Roman components? To answer that question is easy. Just take a look back at 

English history. From the dawn of time, the British isles have been occupied by one group after 

another: the Celts, the Romans, the Anglo-Saxons ─ and it’s only with their presence that the 

English language itself finally arrived on the island ─ the Danes, the Normans, and even when 

the invasions stopped, the foreign influence did not. After the English at last turned the tables on 

the world and went out as conquerors colonizing places all around the globe, their language 

continued absorbing all sorts of terms from other cultures. That much exposure to foreign 

civilizations cannot fail to leave some sort of imprint on a language, and in the case of English 

the result was vocabulary. English turned into a giant, messy trading station that millions of 

words passed through every year. Some came and went; others stayed and took up residence.  

 

How does anyone learn this polyglot language, by all fair measures, a lumpy brew of expressions 

concocted from ingredients found on every corner of the globe, and worse yet, one replete with 

complex and nuanced expressions? Without being a native speaker ─ and that’s really the only 

solution ─ how do you explain that, when you say “He returned the cherries uneaten,” it means 

he didn’t eat any of them, but when you say “He returned the uneaten cherries,” that means he 

ate some of them. Just reversing those words alters the meaning dramatically. Or, if you’re “in 

possession of” something, you own it, but if you’re “in the possession of” something, it owns 

you. Add “the” and the meaning becomes the opposite. The same is true with “a.” Think about 

the difference between “living with pain,” a medical condition, versus “living with a pain,” 

meaning you’ve got a crazy roommate. Or try comparing your girlfriend to “Queen Mary” and 

she might be flattered, but compare her to the Queen Mary, an ocean liner, and you’ll find 

yourself floating at the bottom of the dating pool. Is it any wonder foreigners have such a hard 

time hooking up? 

 

But there is some reason for hope out there. If our grammar and idiom are all but impossible to 

explain to non-native speakers, other aspects of our tongue are at least somewhat more 

manageable. Spelling and vocabulary at least can be taught, assuming you’re willing to learn a 

little Latin and Greek. You don’t have to become fluent in those languages, though that wouldn’t 

hurt you one bit. All that’s really required is to grasp some features of the ancient terms which 

we’ve inherited from our classical predecessors. Just a teaspoon of that understanding can help 
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you get some taste for how our language works and why it is the way it is, for instance, the 

reason that the word “accommodate” has two c’s and two m’s but only one d and one t? This 

class will show you why.  

 

As you begin your cruise around the English language, your first stop should be the introduction 

to Mr. Ayers’ book, pages 1-14. When you’re done here with this Presentation, please read that 

introduction and do all the exercises on those pages. You’ll find the answers on the course web 

site. Also, if the origin of some word puzzles you or there begins to percolate inside your mind a 

curiosity about where certain words come from ─ and I sure hope it does! ─ email me and I’ll 

send you what we know about that word, assuming we know anything. Sometimes we don’t. I’m 

serious. Any time you have a question about the material in this class or etymology in general, 

feel free to contact me. Eventually I hope you’ll learn how to look up answers about words for 

yourself, but as I said before and I meant it, I’m here to help you figure how to better use a tool 

you wield every day all day more than any other tool you have, your language, English. Let’s 

enjoy that adventure together!  

 

And now I’ll end this video with something you’ll hear me say at the end of every Presentation: 

Happy Etymologizing! And I really hope it is!  

 

 

 


