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Dr. Cephas T. A. Tushima
is acting Director of the PhD program at Jos 
ECWA Theological Seminary, Nigeria and 
an adjunct professor at Eastern University, 
Pennsylvania. In the 2016–17 academic year, 
he was the Fulbright Scholar-in-Residence 
at Geneva College in Pennsylvania. He 
earned his PhD in Hermeneutics and 
Biblical Interpretation from Westminster 
Theological Seminary. He is the author of 
The Fate of Saul’s Progeny in the Reign 
of David and Integrity Matters: Men 
of Honour in the Public Square and a 
contributor of the Baker Illustrated Bible 
Dictionary and the African Study Bible. 
Dr. Tushima is the president of the Hesed 
Resource and Development Foundation, a 
nonprofit committed to equipping African 
communities for sustainable growth and 
development.

Dr. Christopher Perrin 
is an author, consultant, and speaker who 
specializes in classical education. He is 
committed to the renewal of the liberal arts 
tradition. He cofounded and serves full-time 
as the CEO/publisher at Classical Academic 
Press, a classical education curriculum, 
media, and consulting company. Dr. Perrin 
is also a consultant to charter, public, private, 
and Christian schools across the country. He 
is the director at the Alcuin Fellowship with 
the Institute for Classical Schools and the 
former board vice president of the Society 
for Classical Learning. He has published 
numerous articles and lectures that are 
widely used throughout the United States 
and the English-speaking world.

Christopher received his BA in history 
from the University of South Carolina and 
his MDiv and PhD in apologetics from 
Westminster Theological Seminary. He was 
also a special student in literature at St. John’s 
College in Annapolis, Maryland. He has 
taught at Messiah College and Chesapeake 
Theological Seminary, and served as the 
founding headmaster of a classical school in 
Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, for ten years. He is 
the author of The Greek Alphabet Code Cracker 

and Greek for Children and the coauthor of 
the Latin for Children series, all published by 
Classical Academic Press.

C ON T R I BU T OR S

Dr. Lisa Eddleman
is from Houston, Texas and holds a BA in 
Liberal Arts and Government from the 
University of Texas at Austin, as well as a 
JD from the University of Texas at Austin 
School of Law, and a PhD in Philosophy 
from Rice University in Houston, Texas. 
Her doctoral work focused on the concept of 
human dignity in bioethics. Dr. Eddleman’s 
areas of expertise include ethics, bioethics, 
political philosophy and philosophy of law. 
Dr. Eddleman has taught ethics at both Rice 
University and Baylor College of Medicine 
in Houston, Texas. In addition to philosophy 
and law, Dr. Eddleman also holds a post-
graduate degree in Viticulture and Oenology 
from Lincoln University in Canterbury, New 
Zealand. Dr. Eddleman and her husband 
own and operate Sylvanus Estate, a small 
family vineyard in the Willamette Valley, 
Oregon. Dr. Eddleman became passionate 
about Christian classical education when she 
homeschooled her son, who now attends 
a Christian classical school in Oregon. Her 
current writing project is a textbook on the 
history of western philosophy, which will 
be used as part of the Rafiki Foundation’s 
Christian classical curriculum.
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Dr. David Diener
has worked in education for more than 
fifteen years, both as a teacher and professor 
and also as an administrator. His numerous 
speaking engagements have taken him 
throughout the United States, as well as 
to South America and Europe. He also 
has taught a wide spectrum of graduate, 
undergraduate, and upper-school courses 
in a variety of locations, including Bogotá, 
Colombia; Bloomington, Indiana; Stony 
Brook, New York; Fort Worth, Texas; and 
Hillsdale, Michigan. Dr. Diener currently 
works at Hillsdale College, where he is the 
headmaster of Hillsdale Academy and a 
lecturing professor of education. He and his 
wife have four children and are passionate 
about classical Christian education and the 
impact it can have on the church, our society, 
and the world.

 Dr. Diener holds a BA in Philosophy and 
Ancient Languages from Wheaton College, 
as well as an MA in Philosophy, MS in 
History and Philosophy of Education, and 
dual PhD in Philosophy and Philosophy of 
Education from Indiana University. He has 
published articles on Plato, Kierkegaard, 
and various aspects of education, and is the 
author of Plato: The Great Philosopher-
Educator (Classical Academic Press, 2015). 

Dr. Grant Horner 
is a full-time Associate Professor at The 
Master’s University in Santa Clarita, 
California. He specializes in literary and 
cultural studies, especially Renaissance and 
Reformation studies, philosophy, theology, 
art history, and film studies. He teaches 
a Medieval/Renaissance survey course, 
and upper division courses on Milton, 
Shakespeare, Poetry and Poetics, Epic, 
Dramatic Literature, Critical Theory (Pre-
Socratics through Derrida), Art History, 
Film Studies, classical Christian Humanism, 
Classical Latin, and Comedy. He also teaches 
Art History in Germany and Italy for 
AMBEX. Some of the languages he speaks 
includes Koine Greek, Anglo-Saxon, Middle 
English, Middle French, and Medieval Latin.  
Dr. Horner has been an invited lecturer 
at Caltech on “Western Representations 
of Consciousness in Art, Literature and 
Philosophy,” to Berkeley students on “Art, 
Philosophy and Christianity,” and numerous 
conferences in the United States on 
theology, the Renaissance and Reformation, 
philosophy, and the Arts. In 2011, he 
was honored to lecture in New College 
Lecture Hall at the University of Oxford on 
“Islam, Christianity and Western Liberal 
Enlightenment.” 

Mrs. Cheryl Swope
is the author of Simply Classical: A Beautiful 

Education for Any Child and creator of Simply 

Classical Curriculum, a classical curriculum 
designed specifically for children with 
unique learning needs. She is also editor of 
the Simply Classical Journal and the Classical 

Lutheran Education Journal. She holds a 
master’s degree in special education and a 
lifetime K–12 state teaching certification 
in Learning Disabilities and Behavior 
Disorders. She has created inclusion 
programs for special needs children in twelve 
public elementary schools, studied in a 
university Occupational Therapy program, 
and conducted numerous Individualized 
Education Plan (IEP) meetings. 

Mrs. Swope witnessed the benefits of 
classical education when she and her husband 
classically homeschooled their adopted twins, 
who each have special needs. The experience 
convinced her that classical education is for 
all children, and she seeks to make classical 
curriculum accessible to parents and teachers 
of special needs children.
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Mr. Ravi Jain 
began teaching calculus and physics at 
The Geneva School in Orlando, Florida, 
in 2003 and since that time has focused on 
understanding the role of math and science 
in a classical Christian curriculum. He has 
developed a unique integrated math and 
physics class that uses primary sources 
to discuss the narrative of discovery. His 
junior class, “The Scientific Revolution,” 
studies Kepler, Galileo, Pascal, and Newton, 
culminating in the Universal Law of 
Gravitation. He also teaches two senior 
classes: AP Calculus BC and AP Physics 
C. These classes lead the students through 
Faraday and Maxwell and culminate in 
Einstein’s groundbreaking 1905 manuscript 
on the relativity of space and time.

Ravi graduated from Davidson College in 
North Carolina, where he developed a keen 
interest in both the natural sciences and 
the humanities. While a political science 
major with a near minor in classics, he also 
took a rigorous course of science classes 
as a pre-medical student and became a 
teaching assistant in both the physics and 
classics departments. Directly out of college 
he taught math through AP calculus at 
Seminole Presbyterian School in Tampa and 
then worked at two different churches in an 
associate pastoral role while completing an 
MA from Reformed Theological Seminary. 

  He also earned a graduate certificate in 
mathematics from the University of Central 
Florida.

Dr. Carol Kranz
earned her MA in education with Distinction 
from the University of the Incarnate Word 
and her Doctorate in African Education, 
Curriculum and Instruction from the 
Uninversity of Central Florida. Carol 
brings to her current positions as Courtesy 
Associate Professor, UCF and Educational 
Representative and Consultant at The Rafiki 
Foundation, Inc. some thirty-three years 
of experience in the field of education. Dr. 
Kranz has also served as a long-term Rafiki 
missionary with her husband, Steve and 
as a lecturer for Bible Study Fellowship 
International. She has authored more than 
ten educational research articles and over 
thrity-four curricular courses for the Rafiki 
Institute of Classical Education. Carol, her 
husband Steve, and their indomitable dog 
Sweetie live near Orlando, FL. She is the 
mother of four and the grandmother of eight.

Mrs. Robyn Burlew 
is the Upper School Principal and Dean 
of Academics at the Veritas School in 
Richmond, Virginia. Her career spans some 
fifteen years in classical education. She first 
served as a 6th grade teacher, then as an 
upper school principal, and then as academic 
dean at Covenant Christian Academy in 
Harrisburg, Pennsylvania before taking the 
Upper School and Academic Head position 
at the Veritas School. Mrs. Burlew has 
three grown daughters who have all been 
classically educated. Mrs. Burlew excels at 
bringing classical, pedagogical principles 
to bear practically and effectively in the 
classroom. She is a committed mentor of 
teachers who devotes an entire day each 
week to faithfully observing classes and 
coaching teachers. Mrs. Burlew has a BS in 
Biology from Houghton College, where she 
also minored in Mathematics. She also holds 
an MEd from Covenant College in Integrated 
Curriculum and Instruction. 
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Rev. Tersur Aben
is professor of Systematic Theology and 
philosophy at the Theological College 
of Northern Nigeria, where he served as 
university president from 2009 to 2016. He 
earned his PhD from Calvin Seminary Grand 
Rapids, Michigan. He is an educational 
consultant with University of Mkar, and the 
Rafiki Institute of Classical Education in Jos 
Nigeria, a pastor in the Universal Reformed 
Christian Church (NKST), and a sitting 
board member of the International Network 
for Christian Higher Education (INCHE). He 
has written a number of articles and books. 
Rev. Aben and his wife, Suur, have two 
children.

Dr. Brian A. Williams
is Dean of the Templeton Honors College at 
Eastern University and Assistant Professor of 
Ethics & Liberal Studies. Previously, he was 
Lecturer in Theology and Christian Ethics 
at the University of Oxford and Director of 
Oxford Conversations, a collection of curated 
video interviews with leading Christian 
academics and scholars. He holds an MPhil 
and DPhil in Christian Ethics from the 
University of Oxford (UK), where he was 
a Clarendon Scholar; an MA and ThM in 
Systematic and Historical Theology, and a 
BA in Biblical Studies. He is currently an 
Alcuin Fellow and a Research Fellow with 
the Institute of Classical Education.
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C l a s s i c a l  L e a r n i ng 
a n d  A f r i c a

Dr. Grant Horner

One of the great ironies of history is that during the last century, in which classical education—its content, 
pedagogy, and ideals—was derided and abandoned, the West simultaneously viewed itself as more advanced than 
ever before, while killing more humans than in all previous wars combined. 

One hundred and twenty-five million people. 

This does not include the one hundred million deaths attributed to a particular political ideology: Marxism.

Ideas have consequences.

I would not argue of course that there is some one-to-one cause and effect relationship here—the world is far 
more complex than that—but once the West began to unmoor itself from the great Classical ideals of Goodness, 
Truth, and Beauty, and completed the break from Christianity as a largely universal and unifying worldview upon 
which all principles of virtue were built, and each human became a law unto themselves, it was surely inevitable 
that culture would slide more and more easily into foolishness and barbarism.

No one called education “classical” until after that way of educating was abandoned at the end of the nineteenth 
century. In the United States, what we are now calling the “renewal of Classical Education” is so named because a 
handful of Christian scholars and teachers have recognized that twentieth century American education is a disaster. 
It is a disaster because the content, pedagogy, and ideals of the ancient tradition of Western scholarship have been 
abandoned, leaving a terrible vacuum. No one believes in absolutes—therefore everyone can believe anything. 
Human nature being what it is, this has led to lies replacing truth, ugliness masquerading as beauty, foolishness 
replacing wisdom, and vice supplanting virtue. And yet, as Paul says, the fools will always profess themselves to be 
wise (Romans 1:22). 

Western education—in the US and in Europe—has replaced wisdom with mere knowledge. Because the 
Christian faith has been largely abandoned by the educated classes and the political leaders who support them, 
learning is no longer viewed as lifelong soul-formation through intellectual work but rather as twelve to fourteen 
years of a government-supervised process of gathering facts, developing saleable skills, and being indoctrinated 
into a secularized system of political and social values that have no ultimate philosophical grounding. The 
resulting graduates generally leave their educational institutions only slightly less ignorant than when they arrived. 
Sometimes they are more so. 

How could it be otherwise? True education is passing along culture to the next generation. The wise and 
knowledgeable teachers pass their learning on to their followers. But education also has the power to create 
culture—for better or for worse. In America it has fallen apart. 

African educators can learn from the twentieth century errors of Europe and the US, for we have obviously 
and arrogantly disposed of an ancient tradition that sought to educate the entire person—mind, body, and soul—
with the richest and most challenging and inspiring content, the most effective pedagogical method (asking probing 
questions while seeking truth), and the highest goal and purpose: the formation of “man, fully alive” which is the 
glory of God (Irenaeus, 2nd century BC).



10

Do not envy the ‘modern’ American education system, with all its billions of dollars. Do not wish you had our 
public schools, our colleges, our Harvard and Yale. Do not imitate them. The greatest ancient father of the church, 
Saint Augustine, knew what real education was, and what he described and practiced is the approach we now call 
“classical Christian education.” It looks nothing like the rest of twentieth century American schools. 

Augustine (354-450 AD) was always a central figure in the Western canon of great texts for over 1500 
years. Every educated person read him—he was ranked alongside Homer, Plato, Shakespeare. His works, from 
the Confessions to The City of God, have left an indelible mark on Western culture generally, and Christianity 
particularly—virtually all people calling themselves Christians try to claim Augustine as one of their own: Baptists, 
Presbyterians, Wesleyans, Catholics, even Eastern Orthodox. He wonderfully exemplifies what Oxford professor 
C.S. Lewis calls ‘Mere Christianity.’ But these days almost no one in the U.S. outside the Classical Education 
movement reads him. Most American Christians don’t even know he was born in the ancient city of Thagaste, in 
present-day Algeria—that he was North African—not European! But those of us who read him strive to understand 
his wisdom regarding humans and how our souls are formed by learning. We wrestle with his texts. We weigh and 
consider his ideas. We learn the highest and greatest things from him. 

Augustine was, throughout his life, a strong believer in the importance of language, logic, rhetoric, clear 
critical thinking, and the great power of reading and discussing ideas. He was a philosopher, a rhetorician, a 
teacher, an author, and a theologian of the highest order. He was a tremendous lover of Roman authors such as 
Cicero and Virgil, whom he loved deeply. Living at the end of the Classical Era and standing at the door of the 
coming Medieval period, he was, in every sense of the word, a classical Christian educator—a reader, thinker, 
writer, scholar, teacher, intent on forming young souls through the process of increasingly sanctified thought.

This is why he is so important to the classical Christian education movement which has exploded across 
the US in the last four decades. One single classical school in 1981 has now grown to over 350 schools—there is 
a hunger for real Christian learning! Augustine the African’s texts are taught in the upper schools of Rhetoric 
to fourteen through eighteen year olds—but his methodology, grounded in Grammar, Logic, and Rhetoric, the 
tools of learning which sharpen the mind and enrich the soul, is tightly focused on forming the souls of even the 
youngest students. Classical Christian schools teach the Bible vigorously, and we also study the great theologians 
from the modern world, the Reformation, the Middle Ages, and all the way back. But the FIRST theologian our 
young disciples encounter is the greatest of them all: Augustine.

This is why my colleagues and I follow him. And we invite you to join us. But don’t just follow us—follow 
Augustine with us. The roots of classical Christian education are not simply American, or European, or Western, 
or White: Augustine the African calls you to join him, to follow him, as together we work to renew truly, deeply 
spiritual learning.
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C l a s s i c a l  C h r i s t i a n 
E d u c a t i o n  fo r  t h e  Na t i o n s

Mr. Ravi Jain

When I first arrived as a teacher to the Geneva School in 2003, I saw it as a detour from my ultimate intention 
of becoming a foreign missionary. While I had great respect for the Christian community at the Geneva School, 
the approach struck me as ethnocentric and almost purposefully ignorant of other great cultures of the world. But 
it seemed that, in order to be an effective missionary, one would first have to understand how to minister to one’s 
own culture. So, devoting some years to deepening my understanding of Christianity in the West and the origins 
of contemporary Western culture would still be time well-spent. I had no idea fifteen years later how closely the 
themes of foreign missions and classical Christian education would reconnect.

I used to think of classical Christian education as the study of “Western” culture. But the West is not a 
monolithic concept. Is Egypt a Western country or a Western civilization? No, and yet it is one of the first cultures 
that young Geneva students are exposed to in second grade. Even Greece, while still in Europe, lies at its farthest 
edge. Many ancient Greek-speaking peoples were located in Asia Minor—even the city of Troy itself was there. But 
when one considered the “Christian” in classical Christian education, it was even less clear that this was a narrowly 
Western endeavor. For Jesus was born in Palestine and spoke Aramaic. Moreover, the entire background of the 
Old Testament is that of the Ancient Near East—Babylon, Assyria, Persia, and Egypt. Early Christianity also had a 
strong presence in these lands before the rise of Islam led to its decline. Christianity could in no way be construed 
as a narrowly Western phenomena, as there is evidence of it having reached India by the second century A.D. and 
China by the seventh century A.D. And of course, today Christianity is undoubtedly a global religion. Thus, what 
was meant by this term classical Christian education?

Ultimately classical Christian education seeks to pass on the cultural inheritance of the church, not merely 
the culture of some geographic region or particular ethnicity. In as much as the chief area of church growth from 
AD 800 to AD 1600 was Western Europe, a large part of Christian culture was developed there. Moreover, the 
emphasis on Greco-Roman culture in the West largely has to do with the milieu into which Jesus came. Because 
Greek and Latin were the dominant languages of that time, much Christian doctrine was framed in the language 
and philosophical notions which were also dominant then. On the other hand, these are not mere accidents of 
time and space or of language and philosophy. “But when the fullness of time had come, God sent forth his son, born of 

a woman…” (Galatians 4:4). The incarnation forever bound God’s message to a particular cultural context. But it 
was not that the gospel was Hellenized; instead it was the Roman and Hellenistic world which was Christianized. 
All truth is God’s truth as Augustine and other church fathers taught. Therefore, as every concept from antiquity 
was set before the light of Scripture and the scrutiny of the church, the dross was burned away, and the gold was 
refined. This gold is the cultural inheritance of the church.

As classical Christian education is today growing rapidly around the globe, I was initially puzzled at the 
development. I asked myself why Christians in China or Africa would be so interested in the history of the West. 
Only after visiting China and discussing classical Christian education with the teachers and leaders there did I 
fully understand the reason why. They are not interested in Western culture because it is Western. They are 
interested in their Christian inheritance which is the culture of the church. They want to understand how the 
origin of natural human rights came from the Christian doctrine of man made in the image of God. They want to 
understand how the concept of limited government was developed to curtail the destructive human tendencies of 
rulers towards sinful selfishness. They want to understand how Christianity was the cradle which nurtured modern 
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natural science. Chinese Christians no longer think science and democracy will make them happy. They see the 
decadence and rampant immorality in the West and wish not to follow it. Instead, they would like to recover the 
Christian roots of Western culture that gave birth to science and democracy.

Moreover, the story of Africa and its relationship to the West is a complex one as well. Many, when thinking 
of Africa and the West, immediately picture the Trans-Atlantic slave trade. But fewer know that slavery persisted 
in Africa for decades after it was outlawed in America and Europe. It was continued by the Muslim slavers who 
both preceded the trade with Europeans and outlasted it. Dr. David Livingstone in the late 19th century was one 
of the great British voices to sound the alarm that slavery was still continuing in these lands and must be stopped. 
In response to his call for the three C’s, Commerce, Civilization, and Christianity, many missionaries came to 
East Africa. Among other things they established schools. These schools and universities, originally established by 
missionaries, still have a legacy of being some of the best schools in the region. Moreover, Christianity boomed in 
Africa. Africa and China are on target for being the largest centers of Christendom in the world by 2030. Whereas 
in 1910 the Americas and Europe counted for 93% of global Christianity, by 2010 it only accounted for 63% with 
most of the rest living in Sub-Saharan Africa and the Asia Pacific region. 1 The Pew Research Center suggests that 
40% of Christians in 2030 will live in Sub-Saharan Africa, and other estimates place China in 2030 as the country 
possessing the largest population of Christians.

While classical Christian education in China and Africa still represents just a small fraction of Christian 
educational endeavors in those regions, it is a vision that is growing. The Rafiki Foundation in Eustis, Florida has 
planted ten classical Christian schools in ten countries in Africa, and they have a dream to plant one thousand. 
Originally started in 1987 by Rosemary Jensen, former Director of Bible Study Fellowship for 25 years, it is now 
led by Karen Elliott, a firecracker of an executive who has warm friendships with church and government leaders 
throughout Sub-Saharan Africa. A number of Geneva teachers have joined the Rafiki Foundation for a short trip, 
written curriculum for them, or even found a full time calling there. This is a relationship that Geneva is proud 
to have. Geneva is always honored to do whatever it can to further Rafiki’s mission of planting classical Christian 
schools in Africa.

Moreover, there is a new movement of classical Christian schools in China with a growing number sprouting 
up around that great country. The Geneva School has been privileged to have a handful of its teachers encourage and 
consult with schools there. Religious persecution in China has risen to a fever pitch, and the persecution is not just of 
Christians. A Christian human rights lawyer who met with President Bush years ago and began his career by defending 
villagers from government oppression died under very suspicious circumstances in a military hospital in February 
2018. See the March 26, 2018 Washington Post article entitled “A Lawyer in China Fought for the Vulnerable. Was He 
Killed for It?” The Christians in China are crying out for a real Christian education for their children. I have seen tears 
flow from the eyes of former Vice-Presidents of billion-dollar Shanghai banks, sorrowful that their children might not 
have a rich classical Christian education. One of the most influential Chinese pastors has urged every church there to 
start a classical Christian school. He has also said that the best help that Western missionaries can give to them now 
is to provide guidance in education. The Geneva School in Orlando, FL, is privileged to be in a position to help this 
growing movement and will continue to support them in every way possible.

Though many of us know Geneva only as a shining school for the Orlando area, it is also one of the key leaders 
for the international movement of classical Christian education. Pray for Christians in these regions—Africa, 
China, and around the globe—that they may have the grace to hold up under persecution. And pray also that God 
may answer their pleas to provide a robust classical Christian education that conveys the rich cultural inheritance of 
the church to their children.

1. Pew Research Center “Global Christianity—A Report on the Size and the Distribution of the World’s Christian Population”



13

O n  G r a d e s  a n d  G r a d i ng : 
A  B r i e f  H i s t o r y o f 

L e a r n i ng  t o  L ove  t h e 
Wro ng  Th i ng s

Dr. Brian A. Williams

Academic institutions are sites of profound human formation in which a student who journeys from 
kindergarten through college will spend seventeen of the most formative years of her life. Their normative 
practices and rhythms will help her gain knowledge and learn skills, but they will also form her affections and 
condition how she relates to herself and the world outside her mind. One of these normative practices is the 
reduction of assessment to a single letter or number “grade,” a merely modern practice unknown and unnecessary 
to Greek, Roman, Medieval, Renaissance, and Early-Modern educators.

This brief essay contends that educators should reconsider the usefulness of the grading system, which, unlike 
assessment itself, was not designed to aid student learning or facilitate instruction, nor to advance knowledge, 
wisdom, and virtue. Educators intent on these ends would never have devised the current system of grades nor 
the cumulative grade point average (GPA). Instead, the use of higher and lower “grades,” whether denominated by 
letters or numbers, was specifically designed to efficiently rank students against one another when competing for 
scarce prizes. Apart from this need, the practice seems unnecessary and detrimental, in at least the following ways.1 

Grades: 

• train students to love an extrinsic end (“good grades”) rather than intrinsic goals of education (wonder, 
knowledge, skill, wisdom, virtue);

• dissuade students from serious learning when it will not be rewarded with a grade;

• induce students to restrict the scope of their learning to what will be graded;

• increase competition and envy;

• tempt students to cheat, because cheating does not make much sense without grades;

• cause students to predicate their well-being on “good grades”;

• increase anxiety and depression;

• decrease wonder and delight;

1. See, for example, work by Alfie Kohn, including “The Case Against Grades,” Educational Leadership (November, 2011); Kohn, 
“From Degrading to De-Grading,” in What Does it Mean to be Well Educated? (Boston: Beason Press, 2004); Mary Smallwood, An His-
torical Study of Examinations and Grading Systems in Early American Universities. Harvard Studies in Evaluation, vol. 24 (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 1935); I.E. Finkelstein, The Marking System in Theory and Practice (Baltimore: Warwick & York. 1913); 
“Self-Concepts, Self-Esteem, and Academic Achievement of Minority and Majority North American Elementary School Children” in Child 
Development 89(4):1-11, April 2017.
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• discourage students from trying new, but difficult, subjects;

• distract students from a teacher’s meaningful and useful assessment;

• tempt teachers to replace meaningful and useful assessment with a single letter or number;

• force the teacher to adopt the role of a judge delivering a verdict on past action, rather than a coach 
offering useful assessment and instruction for future improvement;

• offer a pretense of objectivity, because different teachers usually assign different grades to the same work;

• increase the tendency for students to become rational consumers who go bargain hunting for the highest 
grade at the lowest cost of time and effort.

This last temptation regards knowledge, understanding, and education as the means for acquiring grades, 
which are seen as the end or telos of education. Grades become valuable commodities or academic currency that 
students bank and then trade in and trade up for other things like approval, honor, college placement, scholarships, 
and eventually a degree and gainful employment. This elevates “grade currency” above wonder, knowledge, skill, 
and wisdom—ostensibly the real ends of education. Most students, when asked what they would like to “get out” of 
a class, will answer, “a good grade.”

This appears to order a student’s affection to the wrong things. Aristotle asserts numerous times how 
important it is to learn virtue from an early age and that virtue is bound up with learning to feel pleasure and pain 
toward the right things in the right way, and vice with learning to feel pleasure and pain at the wrong things in the 
wrong way.2 By habituating students to feel more pleasure from getting good grades than learning, and to attach 
their self-esteem or shame to their GPA, educators risk nurturing them toward vice, inhibiting their intellectual 
flourishing, and undermining the true ends of our academic institutions. We want students to love what is truly 
worth loving—the true, good, beautiful, and the holy—rather than the arbitrary categories of a contingent system 
originally designed to efficiently rank them against one another.

The history of the origins and spread of various systems of grading, which now includes some amalgamation 
of letters, percentage scales, and the 4.0 system, is unclear and often unknown. It seems to begin with the late-18th 
century Cambridge chemistry professor who devised a numerical system for accurately ranking students competing 
against one another in the famous Tripos mathematical competition, which offered its winners significant fame 
and money.3 By the 1860s, Harvard University begins using a similar model to rank students’ end-of-year exams 
in order to determine the distribution of scarce financial scholarships. The American 4.0 scale appears to originate 
with Ezra Stiles, President of Yale University, who, in 1785, privately ranks his Hebrew language students into 
four general categories, which by 1813, Yale has apparently translated into cardinal numbers, 1–4, in order to rank 
graduating students based on their “leaving examinations.”4

By the middle to end of the 19th century, graded systems for ranking students were becoming normative, 
even though there was no uniform system of symbols, numbers, letters, or words. Yale moved between a 4- and 
400-point scale, while Harvard once used a 17,000-point scale in which students were awarded up to 8 points per 
day based on conduct and academic success. For all the relative significance of Harvard and Yale, the system of 
using letter grades seems to have come from Mount Holyoke College, which in 1896, combined letter grades with 

2. See Nicomachean Ethics 1099a7–22; 1104b5–1105a17
3. William Clark, Academic Charisma and the Origins of the Research University (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2007), 110; 

Christopher Stray (2001) “The Shift from Oral to Written Examination: Cambridge and Oxford 1700–1900,” Assessment in Education: 
Principles, Policy & Practice, vol. 8.1; Christopher Stray, “From oral to written examination: Oxford, Cambridge and Dublin 1700-1914.” 
History of Universities 2005, 20 (2): 86.

4. See Mark W. Durm, “An A is not and A is not an A: A History of Grading,” The Educational Forum 57 (Spring, 1993); Jack Schnei-
der and Ethan Hutt, “Making the grade: a history of the A–F marking scheme.” Journal of Curriculum Studies (May, 2013); Christopher 
Healy and Stuart Rojstaczer, “Where A Is Ordinary: The Evolution of American College and University Grading, 1940-2009,” Teachers 
College Record Volume 114 (July 2012); L. W. Cureton, “The history of grading practices,” NCME Measurement in Education 2.4 (1971).
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the 100% scale and short descriptive adjectives that resembled what we find on 19th century Prussian “grade cards” 
invented as rudimentary forms of communication to children’s parents.5 

Accurately ranking students against one another on a single exam, in a single course, or through a common 
sequence of core courses in a single school is difficult enough, but it became almost impossible after Harvard 
introduced the elective system in the 1860s, which allowed students to choose their own sequence and difficulty 
of courses. So even though it became impossible to accurately rank students’ academic achievements against one 
another within the university, and certainly between universities, the system originally designed to do so endured 
and permeated even grammar schools, where competitive ranking is unnecessary and inappropriate. This happened 
in part because as schools and classrooms swelled in size due to compulsory education, teachers found it easier and 
quicker to give students letters and numbers, however meaningless, than substantive assessment and instruction. 
Thus, grades enabled schools to increase class sizes while maintaining a veneer of individual attention.

In sum, systems for reducing assessment to individual letters, numbers, or percentage points were ad hoc 
improvisations designed to efficiently rank students against one other on single exams or over the course of a single 
curriculum in order to distribute scarce prizes. Eventually, they facilitate increased class sizes and rudimentary 
communication to parents and other schools. However, they in no way naturally emerge from nor are intrinsic to 
pedagogy, the ends of education, or the intellectual and moral formation of students, but rather tend to undermine 
these.

Educators in the long tradition of “classical” education always assessed students, and rightly so, but they 
did so like forward-looking coaches and trainers. They did not reduce assessment to a single letter or number 
that serves no pedagogical end. Therefore, educators and schools more concerned with student formation than 
student ranking should consider whether and how they use these merely modern systems that were unknown 
and unnecessary to our academic forebears. Instead, they should find ways to assess and instruct that are more 
intrinsically related to helping students move toward the life-long and joyful pursuit of wonder, virtue, knowledge, 
and wisdom. This will require separating assessment from grades or, in most cases, abandoning grades altogether.

5. See William Clark, Academic Charisma, 120.
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Th e  Na t u re  a n d  Vi s i o n 
o f  C l a s s i c a l  C h r i s t i a n 

E d u c a t i o n
Dr. David Diener

Defining classical Christian education is a difficult task. There is no exhaustive definition, and any attempt to 
encapsulate it in a simple formula will be necessarily reductionistic. There are, however, some important ways in 
which it differs from other educational paradigms, particularly with regard to its foundational assumptions and its 
goals.

From the time of the ancient Greeks up until the end of the nineteenth century, there was widespread 
acceptance of the set of foundational assumptions on which the paradigm of classical Christian education is 
grounded. The first of these foundational assumptions is the belief that the universe is an objective reality laden 
with objective values. It follows that our approvals or disapprovals of things in the universe are not merely 
subjective reflections of our own emotional states. Rather as we learn about the world around us, our task is to 
figure out how we ought to respond to it in a way that accurately aligns our judgments with its reality. As Ken 
Myers explains, “The classical model of education—as opposed to modern models . . . assumes a prescriptive 
understanding of human nature and the cosmos. It assumes that human beings, individually and socially, have an 
objective purpose that calls us to certain ways of life.”1 Education, in other words, is not concerned merely with 
teaching truths about the world but also with instructing students how they ought to live in response to those 
truths.

The second foundational assumption that grounds classical Christian education is the belief that education is 
not primarily job training but rather is directed toward the holistic formation of human beings. As Alfred North 
Whitehead claims, “The art of education is never easy. . . . It is the training of souls.”2 Arthur Holmes similarly 
argues that, “The question to ask about an education is not ‘What can I do with it?’ but rather ‘What is it doing 
to me—as a person?’ Education has to do with the making of persons, Christian education with the making of 
Christian persons.”3

The third foundational assumption of classical Christian education has to do with the unity of truth. Given 
that God is the source of all truth, knowledge should be viewed as a coherent whole. The study of God and his 
creation through the different disciplines therefore should be undertaken as a unified enterprise. John Henry 
Newman succinctly makes this point when he writes that, “All branches of knowledge are connected together, 
because the subject-matter of knowledge is intimately united in itself, as being the acts and the work of the 
Creator.”4 Taken together, these three assumptions form the foundation on which the paradigm of classical 
Christian education is grounded.

The classical Christian approach to education also is distinctive in terms of the goals (or purposes) toward 
which it is directed. Throughout the history of classical education, it has been consistently recognized that the 
primary purpose of education is to cultivate students into virtuous human beings who are equipped to live well. 

1. Myers, “Education and the Recovery of the Non-modern Mind,” 5-6.
2. Whitehead, “Technical Education and Its Relation to Science and Literature,” 53.
3. Holmes, The Idea of a Christian College, 25.
4. Newman, The Idea of a University, 75.
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The goal of classical Christian education, in other words, is to form people of virtue who are enabled to fulfill their 
purpose and live according to their created nature. For centuries it has been recognized that helping students to 
acquire knowledge cannot be the primary purpose of education since knowledge can be used for good or for evil. 
David Hicks goes as far as to claim that, “Where knowledge grows without wisdom and without reverence, it 
threatens both our humanity and our world.” Knowledge without virtue is worse than useless—it is pernicious, and 
the goal of education is therefore not merely to impart knowledge but also to nurture in students the virtue that 
they need in order to use their knowledge for the good.

Finally, classical Christian education recognizes that an essential component of cultivating human beings 
who are virtuous involves forming their loves, since ultimately what we value and how we live flows from what 
we love. The ancient Greek philosopher Plato, in fact, defines education in these terms: “There is one element you 
could isolate in any account you give [of education], and this is the correct formation of our feelings of pleasure 
and pain, which makes us hate what we ought to hate from first to last, and love what we ought to love. Call this 
‘education,’ and I, at any rate, think you would be giving it its proper name.”5 St. Augustine similarly recognizes the 
importance of the formation of loves, defining virtue (which is, remember, the goal of education) as ordo amoris, 
the ordering of love.6 Following in this tradition, James K. A. Smith argues that, “Our hearts are oriented primarily 
by desire, by what we love,” and that education is therefore “a holistic endeavor that involves the whole person, 
including our bodies, in a process of formation that aims our desires, primes our imagination, and orients us to the 
world.”7 

Classical Christian education thus recognizes that students’ loves will determine to a large extent the kind of 
people that they become. Given that the goal of education is to cultivate virtuous people who are equipped to live 
well, education must be focused on the proper formation of students’ loves.

5. Plato, Laws 653b6-c4.
6. Augustine, City of God XV, 22.
7. Smith, Desiring the Kingdom, 25, 39.
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Th e  Fe a s t
Mrs. Robyn Burlew

Imagine that we are two friends on our way to a grand feast. Our anticipation and excitement have grown 
since the day we received our invitations. We know that our hosts will have carefully planned an evening full 
of delicious food and wonderful conversation. The table will be set with their finest dishes, and the seating will 
be arranged for their guests’ greatest enjoyment. We will return home tonight with our bodies and souls filled, 
likely having asked our hostess to share the recipe for her tasty dessert. By tomorrow morning, we will be telling 
others about our wonderful evening, and we will be thinking of hosting our own dinner parties to replicate our 
experience for family and friends.

We, my teaching friends, are the hosts and hostesses of educational feasts, and our students are our invited 
guests. Our curriculum is the food, and our classroom is the table. Just as no host would haphazardly drop food 
onto the table, we must not thoughtlessly put our curriculum in front of our students. We must invite them to 
the feast. We must consider how the curriculum can be presented most delectably. We must enjoy our students’ 
company and then send them out filled and ready to share what they’ve learned with others. We must not be selfish 
hosts, looking to impress our students with our own intellectual riches or inviting only those who can return 
favors.

A classical education includes the finest ingredients of great books, meaningful assignments, and thorough 
study of the world. But the most carefully selected curriculum will fail to do its full work without a skilled and 
loving teacher. At the end of the day, the teacher is the curriculum. Jesus said that a fully trained student will 
become like his teacher (Luke 6:40). This ought to humble us, fill us with healthy fear, and spur us to become 
exemplary models for our students. To do this, we ourselves must grow in Christlikeness, for our highest goal is 
that our students be characterized by Christlike virtue. I will use three metaphors to help us to think in the right 
manner about ourselves as teachers. Teachers as servants, teachers as master craftsmen, and teachers as hosts.

We must see ourselves as servants. Not our students’ slaves, fulfilling their every whim, but as servants 
who look to meet their needs. When we choose to use our authority, resources, and time to meet the needs of 
our students, we are serving them well. Here again we take Christ as our example. He did not give people what 
they wanted, he gave them what they needed. Of course, we are not omniscient and will not perfectly assess our 
students’ needs. Still, we must look to do so wisely and with discernment. If a student is not working diligently, 
is he discouraged or is he lazy? Does he need encouragement or correction? Knowing our students well will help 
us make correct responses to their actions. As servants considering their greater needs, we must have long-term 
perspective. How can we equip and educate them not only for a college entrance examination but for a fruitful life? 
We must motivate them in ways that prepare them for life rather than simply for more school. If we motivate them 
to study by feeding their pride about high grades, they may, indeed, study for the next test, but they will also be less 
virtuous people. We would have disserved them.

Teachers must also be the master craftsmen of learning in their classrooms. Our students are not passive 
people whose minds we simply fill with information. They are little apprentice learners—or big apprentice 
learners if they are older students! We are the master learners in our classrooms. We must help our apprentices 
become skilled in all the arts that their education includes—the liberal arts as skills with words and numbers, the 
fine arts as skills with aesthetics, and the common arts with skills that sustain life and make us comfortable. Just 
as an apprentice shoemaker sits beside his master honing a single skill on scrap leather while the master makes 
fine shoes, our students have small tasks that will accumulate to facility in the greater arts. Assignments must be 
carefully designed to practice individual skills that will be combined into larger and more complicated assignments 
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as our students mature. For instance, handwriting practice leads to automaticity that enables them to later write a 
sentence without thinking about letter formation; sentence writing then becomes automatic so that they can write 
entire papers without much thought about either letter formation or sentence construction. Teachers must be the 
master writers, giving students their apprentice assignments in handwriting and sentences. The apprentice admires 
the teacher for his ability to write with apparent ease and is motivated to do his exercises because he can see that 
they lead to meaningful writing.

I shall end where I began, with the idea that a teacher is the host of a feast. We must, like any good host, 
prepare for our guests. We must plan what will be offered; we must prepare what is nutritious and tasty; we must 
present it beautifully. Our students should feel welcome in our classrooms, for hospitality is a large part of Christian 
teaching. As much as is in our power, we should make our classrooms places of peace, comfort, and beauty for our 
students. We must delight them with stimulating conversation, not just with us but with their classmates who are 
their fellow guests at the feast.

Host, servant, master craftsman. Good Christian teaching will be much more than these, but it will never be 
less. Let us humbly see ourselves as the real curriculum in the classroom. Let us become more and more like Christ 
so that our students, when they are fully mature and like their teacher, may also be like Him.
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Wh a t  i s  t h e  G re a t 
C o nve r s a t i o n?

Dr. Lisa Eddleman

Discussions of classical education often reference “the Great Conversation” in Western thought. What 
is the Great Conversation, and why is it so important to classical Christian education? The term “The Great 
Conversation” was coined in the 1950s by professor Robert M. Hutchins to describe an ongoing dialogue about 
the deepest human questions, spanning not only time—over 2500 years—but also subjects of inquiry: science, 
mathematics, theology, and philosophy. Across the millennia, as the Great Conversation has continued, thinkers 
have built on one-another’s theories, argued ideas, and answered objections to their views. This rich exchange of 
ideas, this ongoing dialectic [critical investigation], says Hutchins, is at the very heart of Western civilization:

“No other civilization can claim that its defining characteristic is a dialogue of this sort…The spirit of Western 
civilization is the spirit of inquiry…The exchange of ideas is held to be the path to the realization of the potential of 
the human race.”1 

While the Great Conversation is peculiar to the West, says Hutchins, it is universally relevant for two reasons: 
first, Hutchins argues, and rightly so, that one simply cannot have a thorough understanding of the history and 
culture of the West without some fluency in the Great Conversation.

“We believe that everybody, Westerners and Easterners, should understand it, not because it is better than 
anything the East can show, but because it is important to understand the West.”2 

Second, Hutchins emphasizes the fact that the aim of the Great Conversation, like the aim of a liberal arts 
education, is human excellence; in turn, the very idea that every human being should have the opportunity to 
develop human excellence is rooted in principles born out of the Great Conversation.

“This Western devotion to the liberal arts and liberal education must have been largely responsible for the 
emergence of democracy as an ideal. The democratic ideal is equal opportunity for full human development…”3 

Most would agree that Hutchins is right on this second point as well. Although in the course of human history 
the democratic ideal of equal opportunity for full human development has shamefully been denied to many—
ethnic and religious minorities, women, the poor—that ideal is most certainly rooted in the Great Conversation, 
specifically Western philosophical thought.

Classical Christian Education and the Seven Liberal Arts

What do we mean when we speak of “classical Christian education?” In The Liberal Arts Tradition: A Philosophy 

of Classical Christian Education, authors Kevin Clark and Ravi Scott Jain summarize the aim of a classical Christian 
education as follows:

“The classical Christian educational tradition embodies just the kind of holistic and fully integrated curriculum 
that a thoroughly Christian understanding of human nature demands…[It] aims at cultivating fully integrated 
human beings.”4

1. Hutchins, “The Great Conversation,” introduction to the first edition of Great Books of the Western World, p. 48-49
2. Hutchins, p. 48
3. Hutchins, p. 50
4. Clark and Jain, p. 3
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A classical Christian education is grounded in the traditional seven liberal arts studied by the ancient Greeks: 
grammar (reading and writing), dialectic (logical reasoning), rhetoric (persuasive writing and speaking), arithmetic, 
geometry, astronomy and music. For the ancients, the liberal arts “were not merely subjects to be mastered, but 
sure and certain ways of forming in the soul the intellectual virtue necessary for acquiring true wisdom.”5 Robert 
M. Hutchins, editor of Britannica’s collection Great Books of the Western World, puts it this way:

“The aim of liberal education is human excellence, both private and public (for man is a political animal). Its 
object is the excellence of man as man and man as citizen.”6 

A liberal arts education, says Hutchins, is an end in itself, undertaken “for no other purpose than it would 
help [men] to be men, to lead human lives, and better lives than they would otherwise be able to lead…it is the 
education of free men.”7 Classical education is more than a method or collection of subjects—it is an intrinsic part 
of human dignity and is necessary for full human development.8 Classical Christian education, then, strives to 
cultivate human excellence by nurturing and developing man’s God-given gifts: the spirit of inquiry and discovery, 
the ability to reason, and the desire to create beauty.

What is Philosophy?

Broken down into its Greek roots of philo and sophos, philosophy literally means “love of wisdom.” This 
literal translation is indeed an apt description of the intellectual discipline of philosophy, which, at its core, seeks 
wisdom about the world and man’s place in it.Why is this distinction between knowledge and wisdom important? 
Because it gives us insight into the discipline of philosophy. Philosophy seeks to answer the “big” questions about 
the universe and man’s place in it. Philosophy—the love of wisdom—considers questions about the nature of 
reality, knowledge, truth, and beauty. It also considers questions about the nature of man, what it means for man 
to live well and how we ought to treat one another. With the aim of answering such questions and making value 
judgments, “philosophy depends on an objective and ordered reality that has both a quantitative and a qualitative 
aspect to it ..”9 Indeed, philosophy has played an essential role in the Great Conversation that has shaped man’s 
thought through the ages, across science, theology, politics, and law.

Why is Philosophy Integral to Classical Christian Education?

In seeking answers to the deepest and most fundamental human questions, philosophy certainly shares a good 
deal of overlap with both science and theology. As human beings, we are continually learning more about the 
nature of the world and the universe, particularly as we use God’s gifts to develop technology that augments our 
senses, allowing us to see out into the farthest reaches of the cosmos and down into the tiniest particles of matter. 
As Christians, we look to the Bible for guidance in making value judgments regarding the nature of man and his 
place in the universe, what it means to live well as a human being, and how we ought to treat each other. It would 
seem, then, that between science and theology we have it covered! So why the need to study philosophy? Why is 
philosophy considered integral to a classical Christian education? Consider these four reasons:

• First, one of the aims of a classical Christian curriculum is to take part in the Great Conversation of 
Western thought, from ancient through modern times. To meaningfully partake of this conversation—
to both understand it, contribute to it, and benefit from it—requires a firm understanding of Western 
philosophical thought. One cannot fully grasp either the history or the great achievements of the West—
intellectual, scientific, literary, political—apart from the context of the great and influential philosophical 
thinkers.

5. Clark and Jain, p. 1
6. “The Great Conversation,” introduction to the first edition of Great Books of the Western World, p. 49
7. ibid.
8. Hutchins, p. 50
9. The Liberal Arts Tradition, p. 91
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• Second, Western philosophy and Christian theology have been tightly bound over the centuries. 
The ancient philosophers Plato and Aristotle have been enormously influential in Christian thought, 
particularly in the Middle Ages. Likewise, great Christian theologians such as St. Thomas Aquinas have 
greatly influenced philosophical thought.

• Third, philosophy trains the mind to reason. Our reason, like our faith, is a gift from God. To engage 
in philosophy is to think critically, to argue logically, and to justify claims by appealing to reasons. 
Philosophy teaches us how to construct a valid argument and how to evaluate the arguments and reasons 
offered by others. It is an embrace of our God-given reason.

• Fourth and finally, as people created in the image of God with certain inalienable or natural rights—
life, liberty, the pursuit of happiness—it is vital to recognize that such freedoms only came into being, 
and only exist today, within the framework of pluralistic democracies formed from Enlightenment-era 
(17th and 18th century) philosophy born of the horrors of Europe’s 30 Years War (1618-1648). Only 
through secular guarantees of religious freedom, built upon philosophy, has humanity been allowed 
to worship God free from state coercion. The idea that man has a natural right to practice his religion, 
which governments might be able to violate but cannot take away, is an idea born entirely out of Western 
philosophical thought and exists today only in democracies founded upon Enlightenment-era principles.

Five Branches of Philosophy

Now that we have in hand a good working definition of philosophy, broadly speaking, how do we 
categorize philosophy’s diverse questions, such as “What is the nature of reality?” “What makes something 
beautiful?” or “What is a just society?”

In the same way that science can be organized into different categories such as physics, biology, chemistry, 
astronomy, and geology, philosophy can be broken down into several different branches or categories. While 
in this article, we will not consider every branch of philosophy, it is useful in following the history of the Great 
Conversation to be familiar with some of the major branches of philosophy, along with some technical vocabulary 
that goes with each branch.

Metaphysics: What is the nature and structure of reality?

Metaphysics is the branch of philosophy concerned with that which transcends, or is beyond, the physical. This 
branch of philosophy shares a good deal of overlap with both science and theology. It is worth noting that, in the 
history of Western thought, it is only recently that science, theology and philosophy have been thought of as entirely 
distinct fields of study. Metaphysics is concerned with deeply fundamental questions such as: What is reality? How 
do I know I exist? What is the nature of time? Metaphysics also has to do with things like first causes (How can 
something come from nothing?), universals (What makes a bird a bird?), and other abstract concepts such as identity 
over time (Is an acorn a tree? Am I the same person at age 90 that I was at age 12?).

Epistemology: What is the nature of truth and knowledge?

• Closely connected with metaphysics is epistemology. Epistemology seeks to understand the nature of 
truth and knowledge: What makes a claim true or false? What constitutes knowledge about a particular 
thing? What is the difference between belief and opinion? When are our beliefs rational? What kinds of 
reasons justify our beliefs?

Epistemology also figures heavily in the other four branches of philosophy. Each and every time we make a 
factual claim (this desk exists) or a normative claim (it is wrong to lie), we are relying on underlying assumptions 
about what is true and what we can know.
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Aesthetics: What is the nature of beauty?

What makes a painting beautiful? What makes a piece of music good? Why are some books considered 
literary classics and others merely entertaining? Do all of our pronouncements about art merely come down to 
opinion or taste, or is there a set of criteria and principles for beauty? It is worth noting that aesthetics concerns 
more that our assessment of art, music, or literature. Aesthetics is an important branch of philosophy that is deeply 
connected to questions concerning the nature of “the good” and what it means to live well or flourish as a human 
being.

Ethics: What makes an action good or bad, right or wrong?

Ethics concerns normative claims (value judgments). When we say that an action is good or bad, or right or 
wrong, we are making a normative claim. When we make a normative claim, we are doing something more than 
merely expressing an opinion: we are claiming that it is true that murder is bad, or it is true that stealing is wrong. 
Normative claims are justified by reasons. Reasons include such things as evidence, logic, and the appeal to some 
kind of authority. In other words, when we make a normative claim, we are reasoning from a specific authoritative 
standard of behavior.

Ethics also seeks to understand our moral duties or obligations—how we ought to treat one another. Some 
moral obligations are called negative obligations or obligations of forbearance (you ought not kill an innocent 
person). Other moral obligations are called positive obligations (you ought to give food to a starving person).

Finally, ethics also encompasses individual rights. When we say we have a right to something, it means we 
are entitled to it. As with obligations, rights claims can be characterized as positive (human beings have a right to 
healthcare) or negative (human beings have the right to be secure in their own property).

It is sometimes helpful to think of rights and obligations as two sides of a coin: if I have a right not to be killed, 
you have an obligation not to kill me. There is an ongoing debate in philosophy regarding whether rights are prior 
to obligations or obligations are prior to rights.

Social/Political Philosophy: what constitutes a just society?

What is a just political system? What justifies the authority of the state over its citizens? What is a fair way to 
treat citizens? What makes a particular law just or unjust? How ought the government distribute resources such as 
wealth, food, housing or healthcare? These are the kinds of issues taken up under the heading of Social and Political 
Philosophy.

Over the course of human history, from ancient to modern times, there have been many different ways of 
justifying various political systems. Examples include the divine right of kings, the natural rights of man, the social 
contract, majority rule, and the appeal to equality. Social and Political Philosophy provides tools for understanding 
and evaluating different ways of ordering a society and justifying the state’s authority over individual citizens.

In Conclusion

It is this author’s hope that this brief discussion makes clear the prevalence and importance of philosophy. On 
the scale of the world stage, philosophical thought has influenced scientific study, theology, politics, and human 
history. Yet philosophy’s profound influence is not confined to the larger scale—philosophy permeates everything 
we do in our daily lives, from the laws we must obey to the way we buy and sell goods, to the way we evaluate a 
book we have read. Philosophy is as fundamental to one’s education as mathematics, science, or reading, yet few 
students are fortunate enough to study philosophy at all outside of higher (tertiary) education. May Africa’s students 
be among the fortunate few who benefit from the study of philosophy; and above all may they savor the joy in 
engaging in the exercise of one of God’s greatest gifts to human beings: our reason.
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Th e  R ole  o f  C h r i s t i a n 
E d u c a t i o n  i n  Na t i o n a l 

D e ve lo p m e n t
Dr. Cephas T.A. Tushima

Introduction

An ancient Chinese proverb says, “All men are born equal, but they are educationally different.” This 
traditional wisdom of the ancient encapsulates a truism that spotlights the distinction between nations that are 
progressing and those that are regressing, between nations that are developed and those that are underdeveloped. 
Societies that are concerned about their future, therefore, invest heavily in the education of their young people. As 
another well known adage says, “If you are planning for a year plant rice, if you are planning for a lifetime plant a 
tree, if you are planning for posterity educate a person.”

This essay stems from the concern that the secular, progressive approach to education, and especially its 
watered-down version, a colonial relic that has been run in Nigeria, is grossly inadequate to propel the country 
toward meaningful development. Thus, I seek here to make a case for a trans-generational investment in Christian 
education as a contribution to national development. I will, therefore, discuss the holistic approach to education in 
traditional African societies, the key features of Christian education, and the Christian school and nation building.

Holistic Education in Traditional African Societies

When African peoples lived in traditional societies, the education of young people was done in a holistic 
fashion. By holistic I mean that concerted efforts were made to prepare and equip the individual with every 
necessary knowledge, skill, and orientation for living in the society in which he or she was raised. This involved 
helping individuals socialize and integrate into the general culture, have an ethical and moral compass for life, be 
oriented towards the spirituality of the culture, and being helped to acquire the skills necessary for survival in the 
physical world. All this began in the early stages of enculturation at the nuclear family level, but continued through 
the extended family setting and other larger societal structures like age-grade fraternities. Simply put, the education 
of the young in the traditional African society was integrated, not compartmentalized; community-based, not 
individualistic; hence the African saying, “It takes a whole village to raise a child.”

The westernization of African societies has had both positive and negative implications. The transplanting 
of secularized and post-Christian progressive educational approaches of Western countries in the last century 
into African societies has denied these latter societies the ethical and moral moorings that had undergirded the 
development of the former. The implications of this are manifest in the magnitude of moral decadence and 
the monumental corruption that is plaguing every facet of most African societies. This is why a truly Christian 
education has become imperative for the re-vitalization of our societies.

Features of Christian Education

The rural-urban, migratory trends that characterized our land in the last 100 years are having the unintended 
consequence of destroying traditional communities in which children are raised. Urbanites no longer have the 
“village” that would raise their children. Besides, those who work in Western-type economies spend more than a 
third of their day away from home. If children have the nine to ten hours of sleep they need per day, they would 
be fortunate if they are able to spend two meaningful hours with their parents per day. Children are, as a result, 
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left to be raised by teachers (at school where they spend at least one-third of their day), other children (nannies or 
house girls), and televisions or other electronic media. The Christian school, therefore, becomes a critical factor in 
providing the “new village” that will furnish the child with its socialization platform, ethical foundation, spiritual 
formation, and life skills.

Early childhood education is crucial because it is the point at which children receive their life and worldview—
the framework through which they perceive reality, the world, and their place in it. Worldview is determinative of 
how a person lives. The Christian school imparts a biblical worldview, thereby laying a solid foundation for moral 
probity and integrity.

Furthermore, it is also important that even the knowledge about the physical world (whether in the 
humanities or in the sciences) be acquired from a biblical perspective. The person learning in this kind of 
context is able to understand the Creator-creature distinction, which is very foundational for wholesome human 
relationship to the created realm. Such an understanding affords one the right perspective on the divine mandate 
given to humanity at Creation (Genesis 1:28). An inadequate understanding of the Creator-creature distinction 
leads to either of two things: the worship of creation or the abuse of creation. Examples of the worship of creation 
abound in almost all traditional societies. This phenomenon is returning to advanced economies in different 
forms such as extreme leftist environmentalist activism, extreme animal rights advocacy, and new age religions. 
Abuses of creation are also found in almost all societies. Examples of these include the depletion of the ozone 
layer and increasing the toxicity of our atmosphere by the huge outputs of carbon emissions, deforestation, and 
other activities that are resulting in desertification and the diminution of natural watersheds and the concomitant 
attenuation of surface water supply sources.

A proper understanding of the Creator-creature distinction makes one to be neither an abuser nor a worshiper 
of the earth. It makes people to understand their role as stewards of God’s creation, and to use it in such ways that 
are both sustainable and renewable.

The Christian School and Nation Building

I find no words to describe my perplexity at the level of decay in the moral fabric of our Nigerian society 
today. This spiraling degeneracy has brought us, as a nation, to a dangerous precipice. Such a turn of events cannot 
continue forever. Looking ahead, I can see three possibilities, any of which could be our lot in a short time to come. 
These include a total dissolution of the polity as we know it with the concomitant chaos and breakdown of law 
and order; a radical revolution that will bring untold massacres and turmoil; or a true spiritual awakening that will 
sanitize and transform the polity. My prayer is for the last of these options. The Bible says, “Righteousness exalts a 

nation, but sin is a reproach to any people” (Proverbs 14:34). We have seen the reproach of sin as a nation—Nigeria that 
in the past was a darling of the world has become a laughingstock among the nations. This is where the Christian 
school becomes imperative.

A truly Christian school orients its students to understand all of life as service to God. Such students would, 
therefore, view their vocations as calling, thereby obliterating the secular–sacred divide, that root of contemporary 
societal degeneration. When this happens, we will be keeping hope alive for the next generation, even if ours is a 
wasted generation. In this direction, the classical Christian education curriculum offers the most viable option for 
social renewal.

Conclusion

That Nigeria is in desperate need of change is no secret. Yet our national leaders are either completely clueless 
as to how to initiate it, or they lack the integrity and the will power to charge forth with it, even though it was 
the change mantra that was used to entrap the populace into the quandary they have found themselves in at the 
moment. However, all hope is not lost. The church of Jesus Christ remains the abiding hope of the world. More 
particularly, Christian (classical) education offers an alternative that will rebuild our communities from the ground 
up for true transformation.
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Vi s u a l i z i ng  a  K e nya n 
C l a s s i c a l  C h r i s t i a n 

E d u c a t i o n
Dr. Carol Kranz

A tree is a perennial plant anchored in the ground by roots; it has a wooden trunk with branches supporting a 
crown of leaves. The trunk and crown are the visible portion; they are an outgrowth of the roots. And though they 
are rarely visible, the roots are essential for a tree to mature and produce luscious foliage for years to come. These 
large, fruitful canopies are the result of a deep root system that nourishes the tree’s superstructure.

Classical Christian education is like a tree. It, too, grows from a deep root system that produces a stable trunk 
supporting a luxurious crown. What are the roots, the trunk, and the crown of classical Christian education? This 
paper is a brief introduction to the basic terminology and concepts of classical Christian education. It will describe 
the underlying principles and trace how they produce essential proficiencies through godly, liberal learning in 
order to cultivate students of virtuous character who are well-equipped to live productive lives. 

The Roots of classical Christian Education 

Classical Christian education can be likened to a tree, and the roots which anchor it are three-fold—a biblical 
worldview, the classical paradigm, and the national goals of education. The first portion of the root system, a 
biblical worldview, refers to a set of beliefs that are formed in a person’s mind by what the Bible teaches about God, 
Creation, Humankind, Moral Order, and Humankind’s Purpose. To have a biblical worldview is to look at the 
world spiritually and mentally, as God does. What the Rafiki Education System (RES) attempts to do by adopting 
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a biblical worldview is to provide biblical answers to the questions that arise regarding these five topics and how 
these answers relate to the various subjects in the classroom. A biblical worldview is the first part of the root system 
of a classical Christian education.

The second section of the root system is the classical paradigm known as the trivium. The word trivium comes 
from the Latin prefix tri meaning three, and the Latin root via meaning way or road. The word literally means “the 
three-fold way or the three-fold road.” The trivium refers to the three stages, or ways, of learning that coincide 
with a child’s cognitive development. These three stages are the grammar stage, the logic stage, and the rhetoric 
stage. The first years of primary schooling in classical education are called the grammar stage because they build 
essential foundational knowledge. In the primary school years, the mind is ready to absorb information, and so the 
focus is on learning rules of phonics and spelling, the vocabulary of foreign languages, rules of grammar, the stories 
of history and literature, the facts of mathematics—the list goes on. This information makes up the “grammar,” 
or the basic building blocks, for the second stage of education, the logic stage of the middle grades. Students 
in grades 7 to 9 are ready for more challenging work. Facts and concepts, which previously had been accepted 
without question, are now openly analyzed and frequently debated. Students’ abilities to reason are honed and 
sharpened, and everything is turned into an exercise in critical thinking and reasoning. In the high school years, 
students advance to the rhetoric stage where self-discovery and expression are the paramount concerns. Rhetoric 
students learn to use their knowledge to perceive wisdom, pursue virtue, and proclaim truth. They learn to express 
themselves in a convincing and winsome way as their cognitive abilities blossom into the full flower of maturity. 
The classical paradigm of the trivium is the second section of the root system.

The third portion of the root system is the Kenyan national goals of education. The RES promotes an 
appreciation of nationhood and patriotism, and encourages peaceful, harmonious co-existence among the different 
communities, races, and religions of Kenya. The RES equips the whole person—mind, body, and soul—to support 
the economic and social growth of Kenya. These goals are accomplished through daily lessons in Kiswaili, Kenyan 
history, and the inclusion of Kenyan songs, dance, and games in its materials.

The Trunk of Classical Christian Education

As students progress through the grammar, logic, and rhetoric stages of a classical Christian education, they 
receive carefully written lessons that build within them strengths and important learning tools. There are five 
essential proficiencies forming the trunk of the tree paradigm: 

1. critical thinking skills

2. communication skills

3. scientific and quantitative reasoning skills

4. self-directed learning skills

5. information literacy skills

The RES, especially in the logic stage, imbues students with the ability to think critically. Students learn to 
apply analytic thought to a body of knowledge, evaluate arguments, identify relevant assumptions or implications, 
and formulate coherent arguments. The RES throughout the grammar, logic, and rhetoric stages hones students’ 
ability to communicate in a clear, winsome manner. Students learn to write cogently, to speak articulately, to 
communicate appropriately, and to work effectively with others. Throughout their studies, students are taught 
scientific and quantitative reasoning skills. The RES develops their ability to understand cause-and-effect 
relationships, define problems, use symbolic thought, apply scientific principles, and solve problems with no single 
correct answer. Additionally, students learn the skills involved with self-directed learning. They learn how to 
work independently, take initiative, and manage a project through to completion. Finally, students become adept 
at handling information. They learn how to access, evaluate, and use a variety of relevant information sources 
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including technology. These five proficiencies form the trunk of the classical Christian education model.

The Crown of Classical Christian Education

The result of a classical Christian education that is rooted in a biblical worldview, the classical paradigm, 
and the Kenyan national educational goals and that builds essential life-long proficiencies is a young adult who 
blossoms into maturity. They are crowned in three important ways with disciplinary knowledge, a virtuous 
character, and a unified understanding of the world.

First, students trained through the RES have solid disciplinary knowledge. That is, they demonstrate a cogent 
understanding of the full range of academic subjects—the humanities, the arts, and the sciences. This is because 
classical Christian education believes children need to be taught numeracy and literacy and artistry. The result is 
a unity or wholeness for the individual, as God intended. The ensuing harmony directly impacts one’s ability to 
conceptualize, analyze, synthesize, and evaluate—abilities that are particularly important in an age where aesthetics, 
morality, and clear thinking are regularly challenged.

The second crown within the RES paradigm is the cultivation within students of a virtuous character. The 
virtues—prudence, justice, temperance, courage, faith, hope, and love—are the fruits of diligent attention and 
careful discipline throughout a student’s educational career. Together these virtues stand as sentinels that point the 
way to the good life. The RES is replete with virtuous models for students to emulate so that they are instilled with 
wisdom and integrity, with self-discipline and ethical behaviour, and with moral and religious values. They learn 
to love that which is beautiful, true, and good in art, music, literature, and other media. The theological virtues of 
faith, hope, and love, along with the cardinal virtues of courage, temperance, prudence, and justice, are just some of 
the fruits of a classical Christian education.

The third crown is that of a unified understanding. One of the key distinctives of classical education is the 
integration of subjects that results in a unity or wholeness of understanding. Integration cuts across subject-
matter lines and emphasizes making connections so students can engage in relevant, meaningful projects that 
are connected to real life. They learn how to tie all the fields of their studies—the arts, the humanities, and the 
sciences—together into broad understandings and to put these understandings to wise and practical use. The 15th 
century called this sort of person a Renaissance Man. Perhaps, no better example comes to mind than Leonardo da 
Vinci, a man in whom painting, sculpture, architecture, music, anatomy, botany, mathematics, engineering, and 
invention converged. Before the 19th century, teachers thought it important for their students to study broadly 
across the disciplines before specializing in any of them. This kind of education equipped students not so much for 
anything as for everything. This is what the RES prepares students to do and to become. Those who are educated 
through the classical Christian education model will be “like a tree planted by streams of water that yields its fruit in its 

season, and its leaf does not wither. In all that he does, he prospers.” (Psalm 1:3)
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E xc e l le n c e  i n  C h r i s t i a n 
E d u c a t i o n

Rev. Tersur Aben

Introduction

Christian education is based on the principle that humans were created to think and do great work for God 
in the world. God puts these abilities in us in potency, but they must be trained, taught, and sharpened. Christian 
education identifies, trains, and informs the potential God has put in us to think and do great work for God, all 
with excellence.

This paper examines three aspects of Christian education—its goal, its content, and its methodology. First, 
I will discuss Christian education’s goal as the means to actualize God-given potentials in each student to do 
excellent, positive, fruitful work for him. Nicolas Wolterstorff identifies the goal of Christian education as “not 
just the saving of lost souls but the renewal of life—and more even than that: the renewal of all creation.”1 Second, 
I discuss the content of Christian education. It takes the student beyond skills and intellectual growth to godly 
character. Myles Munroe describes godly character as a powerful force that leaders must have to fulfill their 
purposes, visions, and goals in life.2 Third, I will discuss the methodology of Christian education. It is the method 
God used with Abraham, Moses, and David. Jesus used this same method to teach his disciples. It is mentoring, 
the teacher nurturing both the love of knowledge and pursuit of godly character in the hearts and minds of the 
students.

The Goal of Christian Education

Most Christian educators agree that Christian education aims to increase knowledge and form godly character. 
Some deny that Christian education has a peculiar goal and would adopt any curriculum. Puritan founders of 
Harvard called for the kind of education that “[lets] every student be plainly instructed, and earnestly pressed, to 
consider well [that] the main end of his life and studies is to know God and Jesus Christ which is eternal life, and 
therefore to lay Christ in the bottom, as the only foundation of all sound knowledge and learning.”3 As Calvinists, 
these Puritans possessed Calvin’s enthusiasm for Christian education. Cornelius Plantinga, Jr. attests that Calvinists 
are generally enthusiastic about Christian education because “[Calvin] understood that God created human beings 
to hunt and gather truth, and that, as a matter of fact, the capacity for doing so amounts to one feature of the image 
of God in them (Col. 3:10).”4 Other medieval Christian thinkers employed Christian education and established 
universities in Paris, Oxford, Cambridge, and Spain to teach students truths about God, themselves, and the world. 
They believed that the Holy Spirit is the author of all truth, so they taught science, philosophy, and arts, etc. from a 
Christian, that is, biblical viewpoint.

Grounding in the Scriptures makes education Christian. Cornelius Plantinga, Jr. attests that the goal of the 
founders of Calvin College was to give young adults an education that is Christian all the way through, that weaves 
events in their lives together so “all the students’ intellectual, emotional, and imaginative activities would be 
permeated with the spirit and teaching of Christianity.”5 Abraham Kuyper delimits the scope of Christian education 

1. Nicholas Wolterstorff, Education for Life (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 2002), p. 10.
2. Dr. Myles Munroe, The Power of Character in Leadership (New Kensington: Whitaker House, 2003), p. 
3. “New England’s First Fruits,” quoted in Perry Miller and Thomas H. Johnson, The Puritans (New York: American Book, 1938), 702.
4. Cornelius Plantinga, Jr., Engaging God’s World (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Pub. Co., 2002), x
5. Yearbook of The Theological School and Calvin College, 1916-17, 36; cited in Plantinga, Jr., Engaging God’s World, xiii.
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thus, “there is not a square inch on the whole plain of human existence over which Christ, who is Lord over all, 
does not proclaim: ‘This is Mine’”6

Finally, Christian education’s goal is that students know and believe in God—not just knowing a set of 
propositions about God but having a personal relationship with God. Jesus shows this in his relationship with 
the Father. Jesus died believing that the Father would raise him from the dead on the third day. Jesus taught us to 
believe God, to obey God, and to die in God. Christian education must adopt a curriculum that teaches students 
to think and act like Jesus. The teaching of science, arts, and character formation aims to transform students into 
active partners with God in making all things new.

Early Christian missionaries did just this in Nigeria. They established Christian schools to draw students into 
personal, loving relationship with God and to be equipped to renew all aspects of life in Nigeria. On the other hand, 
the Nigerian government established free schools to give students skills for employment in industries. Because 
these government schools were free, some Christian parents withdrew their children from Christian schools and 
sent them to government schools. Then, Nigeria’s economy crashed, and the government introduced tuition into 
its schools. As such, many parents withdrew their children from government schools and sent them to Christian 
schools. Christian education is now thriving in Nigeria.

The question, then, is which curriculum accomplishes the goal of Christian education—government or 
Christian curriculum? This is a crucial question for Christian educators.

The Curriculum of Christian Education

Curriculum is simply the body of content the school authorities choose for their students. That decision is 
based on their goal of education. The goal of Christian education, recall, is to make students actualize potentials 
God has put in them. A curriculum also determines what not to teach, what to emphasize in class, and at what level 
a teacher shall talk about a subject. The Christian curriculum stipulates the subjects to teach students to actualize 
potentials God has put in them—be it commerce, agriculture, education, politics, or religion, etc.

Christian curriculum must integrate faith and learning, not simply transfer knowledge. It must integrate the 
truths of Scripture to teach students that they exist to serve God and humanity.7 To achieve this goal, Christian 
curriculum should prepare students for life, teaching to the age-appropriate learning style. The life of students is 
twofold: childhood and adulthood. Wolterstorff says, “it is irresponsible for a school to provide a student with an 
education that did not have, as one of its aims, to prepare him or her for future, adult life.”8 A Christian education 
must not emphasize the child at the expense of the adult.

How does one develop a curriculum that prepares the child to fulfill his or her mission in life? Which subjects 
should be included or excluded from that curriculum? Should it exclude sports or natural science or mathematics? 
Surely it would teach the Bible, but what about history, literature, and art? What about singing and playing musical 
instruments? Do these have a place in a Christian school? Schools that teach these subjects are liberal arts schools. 
Liberal arts schools that teach the whole spectrum of human learning in light of Scriptures are called classical 
Christian schools.9

Only curricula that integrates a Scripture-informed biblical worldview with other subjects warrants the 
title “Christian.” If a Christian school presents ideas that have occurred to humans and teaches them in light of 
Scriptures, students will be transformed. When students learn literature, philosophy, astronomy, art, religion, 
commerce, and science in light of Scripture they can fulfill their goal in life.

6. Abraham Kuyper, Souvereinteit in Eigen Kring (Amsterdam: Kruyt, 1880), 32.
7. Cf. Westminster Shorter Catechism.
8. Wolterstorff, Education for Life, p. 21.
9. Cf. The Rafiki curriculum of Christian education being taught at Rafiki Institute of Christian Education in 10 African countries.
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Christian curriculum should bring students in touch with essential issues of life and teach them to solve 
problems. It should introduce students to solutions that great minds have proffered to those problems. Since 
great minds are in different societies, students should be introduced to the literature of the world, in light of the 
Scriptures, to give balanced education to the students. If a Nigerian student wants to know about biochemistry, 
he or she should be introduced to creationism as well as evolutionism. The student would not have a full 
understanding of the structure and beauty of biochemistry if the curriculum excludes creationism. Education from a 
biblical worldview informs students that godly character is necessary for great work; it makes students stare deeply 
into their hearts and explore creation to find what benefits humanity.

Mentoring—the Method of Christian Education

What method should teachers use to make students actualize potentials God puts in them? There are three 
common methods of teaching: 

1. Lecturing 

2. Research

3. Discussion 

But I favor a fourth method which I call mentoring. I favor mentoring because it best accomplishes the goal of 
Christian education. Without mentoring, the other three cannot deliver a Christian education. Before discussing 
mentoring, let me elaborate on this.

Lecturing is best in teaching large groups of students. Many secular institutions see education as a training 
of people for industries. Governments, too, believe that education serves the country best if a large population 
of citizens is educated. So, they have democratized education for citizens at first degree. The consequence is 
overpopulation of students in universities. The student-teacher ratio in those universities can be 100:1. All that 
the teachers can do is lecture. Most teachers do not know their students so they cannot assess the intellectual and 
character development of each student.

The research method is used in practical programs at graduate or post-graduate levels. Students are assigned 
topics to research, and the teacher simply confirms or verifies their findings. The teacher can attend to many 
students at a time, but actually students learn without wise input. The teacher may guide students in the research 
process, but the student does the research and submits results to the teacher. 

The teacher hopes that the student would learn something new—possibly even make a new discovery. Such 
discovery may be published in academic journals for others to examine or reproduce. Note that while scientific 
studies favor research method, it does not form godly character in students.

The discussion method is used in conferences and workshops. Dr. Chip Kingsbery advocates it for African 
schools. The teacher puts students in small groups and sets a problem for them to solve. The study groups may get 
different results on a topic and those results may be collated into a body of knowledge on the topic. The discussion 
method advocates interaction and lets the teacher participate in the learning process. But the teacher has minimum 
influence on students.

I favor mentoring because it lets the teacher influence students’ actualization of potentials God has put in 
them. It is most effective in low teacher-student ratio classrooms. A teacher has time to learn the heart and learning 
styles of each student and so assesses the potentials and molds the character of each student to fulfill his or her task 
on earth.

Mentoring does not simply transfer information from teacher to student. Rather, mentoring helps students 
develop a personal relationship with God. The teacher shows students by example to have faith in God. Paul asked 
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Timothy to imitate his faith in God. When students imitate godly, wise mentors, they more naturally develop godly 
character and actualize potentials God has put in them.

Jesus used mentoring to teach his disciples about the kingdom of God and to show them how to serve God in 
the world. Jesus knew each disciple and molded the character of each disciple. Indeed, Jesus knew Peter and what 
he would do. Jesus knew John was caring, so he put Mary in John’s care. If Jesus used mentoring, then we should 
also use it to teach our students.

Through the mentor-disciple/student relationship, students are transformed into great vessels of God. Ben 
Carson says his teachers were mentors who showed him his gifts and how to glorify God in medicine.10 

Conclusion

This brief study identifies mentoring, when used in the context of a classical Christian educational system, as 
the most viable model of Christian education. Mentoring is not about information transfer to students; it is about 
character formation. It molds students into vessels that glorify God.

10. Ben Carson, Think Big (Grand Rapids: Zondervan), p.68.
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C l a s s i c a l  E d u c a t i o n— 
Th e  B e s t  P re p a r a t i o n  fo r 

S T E M
Dr. Christopher Perrin

For some reason, the last month has featured a flurry of articles about the importance of STEM education and 
the relevance of the liberal arts. No doubt the country has become increasingly aware of the “global marketplace” 
and we continue to wince over our math scores in comparison to other developed countries. From time to time 
countries such as Finland (population 5.5 million) and Singapore (also 5.5 million) are cited as examples we should 
emulate.

During the last few years, the liberal arts have come under increasing scrutiny as many are questioning the 
value of studying English, history, philosophy, and the so-called “humanities” if we expect to produce graduates 
who will be able to compete in the global marketplace that seems to require more scientists, mathematicians, 
engineers, and computer programmers.

Well, this is not a new conversation or debate. In the United States, the debate started around 1890 with the 
establishment of the Committee of Ten, the national education committee that made a study of education in the 
US and made suggestions for improvement. That was the inauguration of the progressive era of education, in 
which the liberal arts came under scrutiny, suspicion, and then attack—for many decades. As one small example, 
progressive theorists critiqued the study of Latin as a subject good for . . . the study of Latin. In other words, they 
argued that the study of Latin had no “mental training” value, no transferable skill to other kinds of learning in 
other subjects. Latin was good for learning Latin, and not much else. 

I won’t attempt to rehearse the last 100 years of educational history, but I highlight the beginning of 
progressive education and one small example to point out that the current STEM conversation is nothing 
really new. It is rather a continuation of America’s argument about what an education is and should be. Is it the 
cultivation of a human being or is it job training? In what ways could it be both?

As America possesses a large strain of pragmatism, there is naturally always going to be a loud voice arguing 
for a practical education—education that is really more vocational training than anything else. It is the American 
pragmatist who asks of the English major, “What are you going to do with that?” and of Shakespeare “What is 
Shakespeare going to do for me?” It rarely occurs to the pragmatist to ask, “What will Shakespeare do to me?” 

But here is the paradox: One of man’s chief practical needs is not to be a pragmatist (that’s Chesterton by the 
way). Studying the liberal arts actually does impart a freedom of soul, mind, conscience, and spirit that makes men 
and women the best versions of themselves and thus, yes, better workers of all kinds—better scientists, engineers, 
and computer programmers. In fact, a liberally educated engineer (a rarity) appears today almost as a god. The 
engineers who can ask the large questions, integrate knowledge, work across disciplines, and write and speak 
beautifully and persuasively—they are the engineers who start companies or rise up as division managers and CEOs.

Might you find counter examples? Sure. We know well the stereotype of the English major waiting tables 
or working at Starbucks. What we don’t know well is the fact that English majors are also more likely than many 
other majors to be CEOs of Fortune 500 companies.
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Others more informed than I make these points well. This concept is the larger thesis of Tony Wagner’s book 
The Global Achievement Gap. His research shows that the skills that government, military, and business leaders want 
in their employees are the fruits of . . . a liberal arts education. His list of the seven survival skills needed today 
indeed is the fruit of a liberal arts education:

1. Critical Thinking and Problem Solving

2. Collaboration Across Networks and Leading by Influence

3. Agility and Adaptability

4. Initiative and Entrepreneurialism

5. Effective Oral and Written Communication

6. Accessing and Analyzing Information

7. Curiosity and Imagination

I should also cite the common (almost clichéd) examples of technological leaders arguing that liberal arts 
training is a part of what makes technology sing. Steve Jobs described Apple as the intersection of the liberal 
arts and technology. Mark Zuckerberg studied Greek and Greek philosophy. Damon Harowitz, the in-house 
philosopher at Google, has written an article entitled “Why You Should Quit Your Technology Job and Get a 
Humanities PhD.” What Horowitz says is insightful: technological work tends to keep one’s head down, focused on 
the particular. The humanities lift your head up to consider the larger world, the ideals that make us human, the 
general.

Yes, with college costs continuing to rise, there are competing calls for what education should be and for 
what students should major in. Senator Marco Rubio encourages students to think twice before majoring in 
Greek philosophy (like Mark Zuckerberg), but a professional chemist writes that she needs chemists with a liberal 
arts education. Let me offer what I think can help both sides of this debate: return to K–12 liberal arts education. 
College ought not to be the time at which one must choose between chemistry and classic literature. It is possible, 
and used to be common, to get a robust liberal arts education before college (and during college). Many classically 
educated college students I know are opting for double majors (yes, even English and chemistry).

We should also note that the liberal arts traditionally include the mathematical arts—arithmetic, geometry, 
astronomy, and music (the study of harmony and ratio), making it a false dichotomy to pit the “liberal arts” 
against science and math. This is a large weakness in the debate: we no longer know what the liberal arts are, nor 
why they are called “arts,” nor why they are called “liberal.” Without understanding the very words that we are 
using in debate, we are doomed before we begin. A good study of the trivium arts (grammar, logic, and rhetoric) 
would prevent this. I will conclude with two points. First, let me restate the point above. The liberal arts are not 
opposed to STEM education, but rather incorporate a good deal of STEM education—in particular mathematical 
and scientific education. My daughter graduated in a class of four from a local classical school. One graduate is in 
medical school, another is a PhD student in physical therapy, another is designing apps for the iPad with a tech 
company in Philadelphia, my daughter is studying for her master’s degree in counseling at Villanova University. 
Second, many predict that more than 50 percent of the jobs that will exist in the next ten years don’t exist now. In 
other words, we need to educate students who are nimble, adaptable, agile, and innovative—the fruit of a classical 
education.
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A re  C l a s s i c a l  E d u c a t o r s 
P ro u d  a n d  E l i t i s t ?

Dr. Christopher Perrin

Some of you may have read the recent (9/19) cover article by Dr. Louis Markos published in Christianity 
Today entitled “The Rise of the Bible-Teaching, Plato-Loving, Homeschool Elitists.”

The title certainly piques one’s interest, as does the subtitle: “How evangelicals are becoming the new 
champions of the pagan classics.” I like the article very much (indeed, I am quoted in it), but I can’t say I like the 
title. The article really doesn’t address the charge that there is elitism among classical educators, and the article 
discusses classical schools as much as, if not more than, classical homeschoolers. That said, the article is very well 
worth reading (though currently one cannot read the full article on the Christianity Today website without a paid 
subscription). 

Are classical educators elitist? Are their children? Some think so.

I have a friend, Ashley*, now a classical educator, who was once a student in our local classical school. Her 
mother approached her as she began ninth grade and said, “Now that you are in high school, your grades and GPA 
will be recorded and seen by colleges when you apply–so you should work hard to keep it high.” To which Ashley 
replied, “So I can be better than other people?”

Ashley, as a classically-educated ninth-grader, had been taught that education was for human flourishing and 
an offering and gift for every human being. At her classical school “grades” were downplayed and growth in virtue 
was played up. Perhaps she had grown in virtues of humility, industry, temperance, and love for truth. Now she 
was told it was time to…compete. To her credit—and virtue—she resisted. 

This anecdote illustrates not only the predicament of modern grading and testing practices but the criticism 
that classical educators are elitist. Grading does foster competition and competition creates winners and losers and 
winners are often boastful and proud. Ashley sensed this and wanted out of the game.

The irony is that while most classical educators regard education as largely consisting of the cultivation of 
virtue and humanity, their students do happen to excel on the SAT and other testing instruments. In other words, 
classical students are in the game, and they tend to score quite high. 

Now I can state this with one attitude or another. I can state this with gratitude and humility, and even with 
some concern, because an SAT score hardly represents a student’s full education. Or I can trumpet this fact every 
chance I get with a triumphant smile bordering on a sneer.

There is some good evidence that classically-educated students excel on standardized tests, and very well in 
college. This has been documented by the Association of Classical Christian Schools through a long, expensive, 
third-party study that tracked classically-educated students over many years. Students in ACCS schools score higher 
on the SAT than students in every other school category, including independent, private schools.

How does one even report this fact without being charged with pride or elitism? In this polarized political 
climate, we are all skilled at sniffing out arrogance and pride. We are generally suspicious of one’s motives and on 
the lookout for various forms of hubris and privilege.
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If the mere gathering of facts by the ACCS is hubris, then there is no conversation to be had, and we will stay 
in our corners, as our political and educational tribalism increases.

On the other hand, when pride does raise its ugly head, it should be called out, and the proud should repent. 

I am a classical educator, and an ardent advocate for the renewal of classical education. I have been humbled 
by my experience over the last 22 years in the renewal, but I am also tempted to pride at times. Let me, in what 
follows, try to describe why this is the case. Let me also try to tell you when I think the charge of elitism has merit, 
and when it does not. I begin with a little history of the renewal of classical education to give you context. Much of 
what has happened has humbled us; some of what has transpired tempts us to vain glory.

I joined the renewal of classical education in the United States in 1997, when I unexpectedly found myself the 
founding headmaster of a small classical school in central Pennsylvania. I was a headmaster for ten years until I left 
to lead Classical Academic Press full-time. The ride from that first day on the job as a headmaster has been wild to 
say the least —like riding a tiger.

It has been an exhilarating, and often exhausting, journey. There has been much gladness and a good deal 
to celebrate. There has also been noted sadness, disappointment, and folly. Like all forms of education, classical 
education is a human enterprise and its renewal has been human too. 

We can compare the recent recovery of classical education as a bridge-building endeavor. Over the last 30+ 
years we have managed to construct something like a swinging rope bridge back to this tradition of education. It is 
wobbly and narrow. A new generation is now at work on this bridge and rebuilding and widening it with sturdier 
wood. The next generation, we hope, will rebuild it with stone and greatly increase the traffic back and forth. 
For the time being we continue to hold on tight. Over the last 30 years, we have encountered a particular set of 
challenges, a few of which I will recount below. Please note that when I use the word “we” and “our” I don’t mean to 
imply that all or most classical educators are in view. I often have myself and many of my friends in view. There is 
a wide range of people engaging in the recovery of classical education today, including a growing segment of those 
serving the disadvantaged in our urban centers, as well as those serving in other continents.

The first difficulty is simple: We have tried to give what we don’t have. How do we pass on a meaningful 
liberal arts education that we don’t have ourselves? You can imagine the gaps, mistakes, and occasional folly to 
which this leads. You can imagine, perhaps, how imperfect and fumbling such a recovery must be. How do we 
teach Latin properly to our students when there is a great shortage of qualified Latin teachers? Logic? Rhetoric? 
The truth is, we often started to learn these arts ourselves while teaching our children. Generally, this nonetheless 
proved beneficial and good (though not always!) but it’s true also that many students were not taught these arts 
very well, especially in the early years of the renewal. It is better now, but we still need many more teachers and 
parents who are proficient themselves in these liberal arts. This difficulty has humbled us. What cause then for 
boasting?

So we have not been well-equipped to educate classically, yet we jumped in anyway. Many of us have learned 
by teaching, and have gradually become proficient or perhaps just sufficient. We have a long way to go, and there 
are few masters among us. There has also been some failure along the way–students who were taught poorly 
enough that they now have a distaste for or are indifferent to say Latin, logic, rhetoric, and Shakespeare. The same 
can be said about our teaching the “Great Books”—lacking deep training in these books means few are able to teach 
them in a great way. This, too, should humble us.

Another challenge: we have been fully-trained by our own teachers and have become like them (Luke 6:40). 
This simply means that having been patterned by 20 years of our own conventional education, we find ourselves by 
default teaching the way our teachers taught us. How does one shake off a pedagogical habit that one does not even 
recognize? This is another reason why the bridge back to the classical tradition is wobbly. Pedagogically, we are still 
learning what it means to teach “classically.”** What cause, then, for boasting? 
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For a long list or reasons too long to mention here, classical educators generally believe that classical education 
is the best education for their children. Sometimes, however, the way we classical educators criticise modern 
education has left us vulnerable to a charge of pride and perhaps elitism. Most of us appreciate public education in 
various ways even while we critique it and none of us (that I know of) would dismiss all other schools as without 
value. We have also been critical of ourselves. No doubt, sometimes when preaching to the choir we exaggerate our 
achievements as well as the deficiencies of modern public education. Some of our critics witnessing this may rightly 
call a foul.

I argue that there is some good (including classical elements) amidst the bad in our public schools, and there 
is a great variety of quality among them. I would argue, too, that there is some bad amidst the good in classical 
schools. The bad that persists in classical schools and homeschools is another difficulty we continue to face. I recall 
one year as headmaster when I gathered the staff to study how to grow our school “from good to great.” After 
a few months of self-study, we determined that a “good to great” project at our school was presumptuous—we 
weren’t really good yet at all. How could we be good at delivering a classical education that we lacked ourselves? 
We changed the project name to “mediocre to good.” In retrospect, I think we were not even mediocre at that stage. 
What we attempted was very good; the attempt itself was limited by our ignorance and inexperience. Naturally, 
looking back it all seems clear: We were not masters of the liberal arts nor the great books. We required students to 
take too many subjects at a time. We assigned too much homework. We taught Latin and rhetoric badly.

Still, we all had to begin at the beginning, and so we did. We sought in fledgling ways to return to a robust 
study of grammar (largely through Latin), logic, and rhetoric. We started teaching a collection of “Great Books.” 
We slowly developed a warm collegiality among students, parents, and teachers. Slowly, we began to notice that 
through our fledgling efforts many students began to flourish in encouraging ways. Many not only “performed 
well academically” but displayed an inquisitive spirit and fondness for the books they were reading, the history they 
were learning, even mathematics. We kept at it.

Our greatest error, however, was to fall prey to a common temptation—to take ourselves too seriously. The 
temptation is understandable, but nonetheless lethal. We were giving our lifeblood to start these little classical 
schools, swimming upstream against the strong current of the culture, with tiny budgets, enduring those watching 
who thought us nostalgic, antiquarian, quixotic, and generally misguided. Noting this crowd of watchful skeptics 
all around us, perhaps you can understand this temptation to exaggerate the good. We doubled-down to make our 
schools successful, and sometimes we were animated by the prospect of proving the skeptics wrong. We all know 
how this works: Success (even when mediocre success) can be one’s downfall.

Chesterton says a man should take his mission but not himself seriously. He says angels can fly because they 
take themselves lightly. He quips that the devil fell from the force of gravity. Once we become grave, somber, 
and serious about ourselves we are done for. The Scriptures teach that “God opposes the proud” (Proverbs 3:34) and 
therefore any classical educator who becomes grave and proud on account of his success will be divinely opposed 
and then fall.

How do we fall? We become calcified, triumphant, defensive, easily offended, and joyless. We become serious, 
exacting, and critical of spirit. Schools that trumpet the superiority of the classical tradition with a brittle, dour tone 
will often start to dwindle, and good work and ideals will be spoiled. If the school atmosphere becomes smug and 
somber, fewer people wish to continue and fewer wish to come —no matter how strong the curriculum.

I hope the narrative above give you a sense for why and how we classical educators have stumbled as we have 
engaged the mission to recover classical education. We have reasons to be grateful and gratified, but not boastful 
and proud. Whenever we have displayed defensiveness, arrogance, condescension, and pride, we are guilty and 
should repent. Most of us have grown proud at times and have expressed such pride to others. This is a serious 
matter that not only injures others but hinders our own work and puts it at risk. When the critics point out such 
pride–sometimes called “elitist”—their criticism hits the mark. 
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Let me now turn to some criticisms of elitism that I think miss the mark. Some have called our expressions of 
enthusiasm for classical education, or reports of academic success among our students as expressions of elitism, as 
if we classical educators consider ourselves and our children part of a privileged, exclusive class. The words elite, 
elitist, and elitism should be clarified. “Elite” normally means “the choice or best of anything.” You can see how this 
can lead to a boastful attitude of “being the best” or gloating in one’s superior achievement or status. This we can 
call elitist–defined as “considered superior or best by others or oneself.” Elitism, then, is “consciousness of or pride 
in belonging to a select or favored group.” 

Success—even great success—need not be elitist. One can be a truly great violinist, say, and be humble and 
grateful. An elite violinist (one of the very best) need not be full of pride and display an “elitist attitude.” We, in fact, 
admire elite athletes, musicians, and artists, without automatically charging them with pride and arrogance. 

Therefore, if a classical school has (as one example) the highest SAT scores in a region, that in itself ought not 
lead to a charge of elitism. These students may be elite students in the sense of performing very well (or the best in 
their region) on these tests, but without being proud and condescending, or wishing to exclude or be better than 
others. The same could be said of the parents and teachers. Certainly, no critic should rejoice to see these students 
perform worse. Certainly, no student, parent, or teacher should boast and brag on account of something like an 
SAT score. Sometimes the charge of elitism seems to specify that classical education is preserved only for the 
wealthy and well-educated “elite” who can afford and provide such an education. This charge has some historical 
merit, dating all the way back to the Greeks and Romans who made use of slavery at times to ensure their own 
leisure and study. With the advent of Christianity, this practice was curtailed and education was gradually made 
available to virtually all (with some sad exceptions). Today, however, classical education is not the privilege of the 
wealthy only. While there are classical schools that serve a majority of upper middle and upper income families 
(like so many private schools in general), most schools serve a majority of middle income families who sacrifice 
greatly to send their children to these schools. Many thousands of middle-class homeschooling mothers have left 
the workplace to teach their children, forgoing a great deal of family income and personal accolades. There is a 
growing number of classical schools serving the urban poor. If the charge of “elitism” means “only for us wealthy 
folks”–well you won’t find many wealthy among us.

In my role as a consultant, I have traveled to more than 50 classical schools, and I speak and cavort about at 
some 10 classical school and homeschool conferences each year. In these places, I do encounter some pride among 
classical educators and parents. They are, however, a very small minority in my experience. The great majority of 
those coming into the classical tradition of education are humbled by it, the way one is humbled upon entering 
the New York Metropolitan Museum of Art with its permanent collection of more than 2 million works of art. 
The tradition of the liberal arts and the Great Books is dazzling, deep, long, and wide, and will never be mastered. 
Entering this tradition, like entering the museum, one feels small. Anyone who boasts that she has “got the Met” is 
delusional. Anyone who boasts she has “got classical education” is the same. It can’t be gotten, but only engaged.

I conclude, therefore, that sometimes we classical educators have displayed pride and an elitist or “superior” 
attitude. Please forgive us. Sometimes, however, the critics have charged us with elitism whenever we (or others) 
note the achievements of our students or the growth of the classical education renewal in general. Let us all forgive 
one another, turn from our pride, and truly educate the next generation.

*Ashley is not her real name. She is real, though, and an excellent educator.

** We have been working hard to learn what it means to teach “classically” and well. The annual conferences 
of the ACCS, SCL and the Circe Institute, provide helpful training as does ClassicalU–an online teacher training 
platform our company has developed.
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Th e  L i b e r a t i ng  A r t s
Mrs. Cheryl Swope

Some parents and educators have the misconception that classical education is only for “smart kids.” It is easy 
to understand why someone might think this way. Latin at age eight? Homer by fourteen? With such standards, 
one might reason, surely classical education is only for born geniuses—the brightest and best of our children. But 
what about those children who are not born geniuses? What about those who, far from being intellectually gifted, 
are living with cognitive challenges, language disorders, or physical disabilities? Does classical education have 
anything to offer them? Can classical education benefit any child?

No doubt Helen Keller’s concerned parents asked the same question back in 1887. Their young daughter 
was deaf, blind, and severely “behaviorally disordered.” Distraught and fearful for the little girl’s future, as most 
parents would be, the Kellers hoped that Helen might somehow receive an education. In the late 1800s, this 
meant a classical education. Helen Keller began her adapted classical education at the age of six with her private 
teacher, Annie Sullivan. Although no one could predict the eventual outcome, the Keller family embarked on this 
ambitious, beautiful journey nonetheless. And the world received captivating evidence that classical education truly 
can benefit any child.

As soon as language unlocked Helen’s young mind, Annie Sullivan taught Helen the same academic content 
other classically educated children learn, but through patient, untiring finger-spelling into Helen’s hand. From ages 
eight to ten Helen studied geography and history. She read of Greek heroes and the classical ancient civilizations. 
She enjoyed beautiful language through good literature. She read poetic selections from the Old and New 
Testaments, Lambs’ Tales from Shakespeare, Dickens’ A Child’s History of England, Little Women, Heidi, The 
Swiss Family Robinson, and countless other books which can still be found on the library shelves of any classical 
school today. Helen treasured her books: “I accepted them as we accept the sunshine and the love of our friends.”

From the ages of eleven to thirteen, Helen learned Latin from a Latin scholar and French in raised print. She 
studied more advanced histories of Greece, Rome, and the United States, as Annie continued to spell lessons into 
her hand. By age sixteen, Helen read works in the original Latin and German, and at age twenty she enrolled at 
Radcliffe college, where she read literature in French, studied world history, read poetry critically, and learned 
advanced English composition.

Looking back over her education, Helen wrote, “From ‘Greek Heroes’ to the Iliad [read in Greek] was no day’s 
journey, nor was it altogether pleasant. One could have traveled round the world many times while I trudged my 
weary way through the labyrinthine mazes of grammars and dictionaries ….” Helen received a remarkable classical 
education because her parents and her teachers bonded together to help her, and she persevered. Although her 
disabilities remained with her all her life, so did her love for literature: “When I read the finest passages of the 
Iliad, I am conscious of a soul-sense that lifts me above the narrow, cramping circumstances of my life. My physical 
limitations are forgotten—my world lies upward, the length and the breadth and the sweep of the heavens are 
mine!”

If classical education could give Helen Keller the tools to overcome great obstacles and embrace the “sweep of 
the heavens” so many years ago, why do less-severely challenged children with special needs fail to receive such a 
bountiful classical education today? The answer is simply historical timing. At the turn of the century, as special 
education grew in acceptance, classical education began to wane. In the 1930s, “the height of classical study in 
the United States in sheer numbers,” nearly one million students studied Latin annually. By the 1970s, so-called 
progressivism and experimentalism had come to dominate education. About this same time, just as classical 
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education had all but disappeared, the landmark special education legislation Public Law 94-142 passed in the 
United States. This law mandated public education for all handicapped children. Public, yes, but often much less 
effective and far less beautiful.

Today, much of “regular education” has strayed so far from the pursuit of that which is significantly true, good, 
and beautiful that many children with challenges and special needs who have been placed in remedial or even age-
based classrooms receive little that is inspiring, excellent, or formative. In the past, even “basic” education meant 
purposeful instruction in the three arts of language: grammar, logic or dialectic, and rhetoric. A good liberal arts 
education also involved the four arts of mathematics: arithmetic (discrete number), geometry (continuous number 
and number in space), music (number in time), and astronomy (number in space and time). These seven liberal 
arts developed the mind and provided the student with essential tools for learning. Intrinsic to his education, the 
student also studied history, good literature, and art, all for the formation of a strong mind and noble character. 
Throughout the centuries, catechesis—teaching the Christian faith—has also been urged alongside the liberal arts, 
for matters of the soul.

In some special education teacher training programs, not only do progressivism and pragmatism reign, but 
fatalistic, dehumanizing behaviorism dominates. The child’s mind and soul are forgotten.

The humanity of the child with special needs—the humanity of any child—must determine the education he 
receives. Some suggest that as many as one in four children have special educational needs. Each of these children 
is a human being, created in the image of God. Shall we assign all of these students to a menial, servile education 
and deny them the riches of a beautiful, humane, liberating education? And, worse, shall we base our deterministic 
placements on early testing, with no regard to what the child might be able to overcome with the aid of an excellent 
teacher?

Regardless of his challenges, any child is called to do more than receive services; he is called to love his 
neighbor. Even if he is never able to hold a full-time paying “job,” classical education can help the child with special 
needs bring purpose, love, or comfort to those around him. He is a student with lessons to learn, teachers to 
respect, and parents to honor. Perhaps the child will eventually prove incapable of progressing to advanced levels 
in one area or in every area; however, if taught slowly, patiently, and systematically, even those children who are 
identified with or suspected of having “special learning needs” can receive a substantial, elevating, and beautiful 
education. Any child is a son or daughter, brother or sister, grandchild, or friend, with the high calling of gracious 
and tender service, as God works through the child for His loving purposes.

Classical education can address any child’s challenges and cultivate in him a lifelong appreciation for lasting 
truth, beauty, and goodness. Be encouraged. Any child can receive these great benefits of classical education: greater 
self-knowledge, timeless tools for learning, a more disciplined mind, a love of study, and a dedicated life of service. 
Classical education is an excellent education and a beautiful gift to your child, so he can say with Helen Keller, “My 
world lies upward, the length and the breadth and the sweep of the heavens are mine!”
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