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Intro: 
 
In these past four years in the Classical Christian Education fold, I have been frankly 
delighted to discover over and over that Classical Christian teachers are “a different 
animal.” I myself am a product largely of traditional public education for the first 
twelve years of my schooling, but then a small liberal arts college for the next four. It 
took awhile to detect the tectonic difference between the teachers in these two 
different systems. (And, full disclosure, my best teachers in grades 1-12 broke the 
mold of what I’m about to describe.) 
 
But: most of the teachers I had as a boy were specialists of one thing. They taught, 
with varying degrees of competence, English, or Chemistry, or Geometry, or Art, 
Band, Choir or Theater. Occasionally – very occasionally! – you might stumble upon 
some other interest or ability in a teacher’s life, usually by accident, and often 
accompanied by almost delighted embarrassment: “I didn’t know you played the 
oboe! You garden?!? How long have you been a triathlete? Did I see you getting 
signatures on a petition in front of Krogers yesterday?!” It’s as if we, as students, just 
assumed that our teachers were one-trick ponies who slept under their desks at 
night and maybe were let out on weekends to visit aging parents? 
 
The structure of our curricula did nothing to dispel this impression. Teachers taught 
one thing. They were clumped together in departments under an acknowledged 
reigning expert, The Department Chair. Yes, there was the odd “project assessment” 
for which students gamely enlisted all art skills they did or didn’t have to produce 
garish posters about the nitrogen cycle or timelines of the French Revolution or 
credulity-stretching portraits of Cyrano de Bergerac. That was about as cross-
disciplinary as it got. When the bell rang and you left one classroom, plunging into 
the wildebeest stampede that is a public high school passing 3-minutes, you were 
also changing mental gears, leaving “Paradise Lost” behind and heading for “The 
Quadratic Equation.” 
 
But in college, I encountered Theater professors who also played the banjo and put 
together gourmet dishes with produce from their organic gardens. My advisor 
taught painting and also wrote published childen’s stories. Another Art professor 
one day plunked Bonhoeffer’s Cost of Discipleship down on my studio table and said 
simply, “I dare you.” And when her family’s house burned to the ground, I got to 
meet her 8-year-old son and give him a new basketball to replace the one that he 



had lost. In short, I was tasting what it was like to live real life with interesting 
people in an academic community. 
 
And that is right there at the heart of what Christian Liberal Arts and Sciences (or 
Classical Christian Education) is about. We aspire to be, not merely experts in one 
area, solid teachers, each within our own silo, staying respectfully in our own lane, 
but multi-faceted, constantly learning, alert and interested full-orbed human beings. 
We do not accept as reasonable a school day in which we greet a few acquaintances 
at the door on our way in to our rooms in the morning; then teach our stuff; maybe 
see a few people at lunch; repeat for the afternoon, then wave Good-bye on the way 
out the door, headed home. Nope.  
 
At Covenant in Charlottesville, we like to say that we aspire to be “a community of 
scholars into which we invite students to apprentice.” Over-blown rhetoric? Turns 
out, No! It’s real. Not perfect; a ways to go yet, Yes. But it’s real. We are in each 
other’s business. We read good stuff and share it with each other. We have frank and 
sometimes thorny discussions about things that matter. We pray for and with each 
other and walk with each other through the good, the bad and the ugly sideways.  
 
And we are teaching more and more cross-disciplinarily. And that is growing out of 
genuine relationship. The more we know, trust, even like (!) each other, the more 
cross-disciplinary teaching makes sense. 
 
When I first came to Covenant and heard about this aspect of CLAS education, I was 
intrigued but skeptical. See, this is how I’ve always thought, and, when allowed, 
acted. Before, when coming up with some sprawling idea of “this cool thing we could 
do” that colored way outside the lines, I would be met with, sometimes admiring 
bemusement (“Not sure how you think up that kind of stuff… But, Cool!” Kind of like 
meeting a sword-swallowing CPA who tap dances while speaking Portuguese…. 
Cool!); more often there would be a glazed look and frozen smile that signaled, “Oh 
No. This is going to take work. And time. And is going to be hard to grade. And I’m 
already up to my eyeballs with my 4 preps…. Ugh.”); and sometimes, outright 
hostility: “Can’t you just do what you were hired to do?” Yes, I have had that said to 
me to my  face, with glaring exasperation. True story. 
 
But, at Covenant, the invitation – the mandate, actually – was not only to teach like 
this, do this kind of thing, but actually to lead the rest of the school into experiencing 
more of what it could mean. I felt as if I had come home to a place I’d never been 
before. 
 
And so, we have included a one-minute introduction of the godwit (a Mid-Atlantic 
shore bird) by a student ornithologist, using rapid-fire used car salesman-like 
enthusiastic words, projected photo images and a watercolor depiction done by the 
student – and all this during our Spring Arts Showcase program. That evening 
opened, incidentally, with a projected, looped series of fractals, visualized by upper-
level Math students. Our Painting students turned the lyric of a song written by one 



of our singer-songwriter English teachers into a black-and-white graphic novel-style 
series of panels, now hung overhead in our main hallway. Observations of animal 
skeletons and habitats were the launch place for a Middle School Visual Art project. 
In my Painting class last fall, our first project out of the gate was a “Big, Messy 
Portrait.” The human face strikes terror into the heart and hand of most visual 
artists, and not without reason. So… Perfect! Let’s start with that! Into the deep end 
of the pool we go…!” The students had to pick a person from their own life who 
really meant something to them – so the stakes actually went up even higher. They 
had to do a dozen sketches, interview them on a host of topics, get their signature. 
Their final assemblage portrait had to include a full-body drawing, a shoulders-up 
portrait, an object or rendering of an object important to the subject. They had to 
incorporate some text and the signature somehow. The color choices, shapes, 
textures, composition and media choices had to contribute to expressing who this 
person is. And they were not allowed to use commercially produced art supplies: no 
Winsor-Newtons out of the tube! They had to pretend that “paints on canvas” had 
not been invented yet, “so, what pigments can you find in the world around you? 
What kinds of binders will make them stick to…. What kind of ‘grounds’?” And it all 
had be be roughly 4’ X 4’! See how many aspects of inquiry, thought, research and 
synthesis are involved in that one? 
 
By invitation from our History Dept Chair, I got to introduce Western Civ 
sophomores to Greek architecture via a quick “History of the Column,” starting in 
ancient Greece and ending up in our own colonnade. It has become quite common 
now for students to remark, for example, in A Capella class, “Oh, wait! We were just 
talking about this very thing in English Lit….”  It has become almost routine now for 
adults to sing next to or take on supporting roles on stage with students. Why 
wouldn’t they? Or students ask, “Mr. King, did you catch what they said in Chapel 
today? Do you guys, like, set each other up or something?”  
 
Easy answer: Yes. Yes, we do. Because, more and more, we’re doing that thing called 
cross-disciplinary education. We are educating you together. And it’s a blast. 
 
And the Arts can take the lead in your school, too, in helping other teachers grasp, 
then experience – although, sometimes, it’s the other way around: experience first, 
then better understand! – how good this can be. Let’s face it: having multiple circuits 
running at once can be scary for some people. Fine. Not everyone is naturally wired 
for this. And that’s why God has given the Creatives to the world.  
 
And I’m not even kidding. I’m perfectly serious: they need us. They need us to notice 
things; to make interesting, but not immediately apparent associations. To get a 
vision for something that doesn’t exist yet, and No, we’ve never done it before, but 
wouldn’t it be cool if you brought this piece from your area, and you add in that 
piece from your course, and we string it together along a storyline; then we can see 
if someone can hear a soundtrack to this, and…” You get the idea. Most people don’t 
think like that. But for those who do, it’s just “that thing they do.” And the whole 
community is better for it. Often way better. We become more whole, both as 



individuals and as a community. We become a little less fragmented (“dis-
integrated”) and contribute another piece of hopeful evidence that maybe this old 
fractured world of ours is held after all; that the Holder of all things is purposeful, 
and beautifully, fractally “ordered” in His designs. Lord knows we need some potent 
reminders of that these days. 
 
So, how might you lead the way in turning over some new ground in your own 
school community in cross-disciplinary education? 
 

1. Humbly. Innovators can come across as very full of themselves when they are 
excited by a new idea. Be gentle; be patient; coax and encourage. Invite to 
“give it a try” with something small and bounded before you start lobbying 
for the elimination of Department boundaries. Although….  Remember: of all 
the sterling qualities of Jesus that Paul could have called the Philippians to, 
he chose humility as his sine que non. 
 

2. Start with an initiative between just two of the Arts areas. You’re already 
cousins, so “keep it in the family” at first. But be sure to let your whole school 
know what is going on, who is doing it and why. Sometimes we have to tell 
people, “That is so cool! Over there… See that? That’s cool!” Seriously, we all 
have such a bad case of separatitis that we often don’t even see, let alone 
rejoice in what’s going on right in front of us. Help ‘em out! 
 

3. Make small observations of what others are doing in other parts of the 
school. Pay attention! Your colleagues are people, too; so, no surprise, they 
feel seen, known, appreciated when someone, perhaps unexpected, notices 
what they are doing and thanks them, compliments them. Relationship 
building 101. But it’s not some slick, sleazy strategy – like cheerily calling up 
your friends to see how they’re doing, but you’re actually recruiting them to 
sell Amway under your pyramid. This has to be the real deal: honest 
appreciation! Someone does an especially fine figure drawing of an athlete’s 
musculature; share it with the AD! “Thought you’d appreciate this…” A 
student is reciting a Gerard Manley Hopkins poem for her English class later 
in the day while waiting for Choir to start, and you catch it. Shoot the English 
teacher an email of your favorite Hopkins poem.  Like it or not, we guard both 
our turf and our comfort zones. Fear of the new is real and dies hard. It’s 
melted by trust, a slow melting over time and repeated experience. Foster 
those relationships! Do not “despise the day of small beginnings….” 
 

4. Ask your school’s administrators to carve out some time (Gold, I know!) for 
this kind of brainstorming, all together, at least as a division faculty. Make the 
exercises themselves fast-paced, varied and fun. Don’t freight it with too 
much “must do.” At least 80% of the ideas will never see the light of day. Fine. 
A few of them will! As you do this, you’ll start to see right away those for 
whom this kind of thinking is easy, fun even. And you’ll also be able to tell 
who is skeptical, hanging back, resistant. Also fine. Start with some willing 



partners to try some things and let the rest of the school watch. And, I 
promise you, this is what will happen: on Round 2 (or 3 or 4…!), some of the 
shyer ones will step forward just a little and admit, “Okay, I wasn’t sure at all 
what you were even talking about at first. But I saw what you did last time. 
And it was… good. Yeah. Cool even. I’d be game to try something, too. But 
small! No grand operas telling the tragic story of the discovery of particle 
physics!” Much brainstorming; a few simple steps forward.  
 

5. Finally, assess honestly. Nothing is ever perfect; everything could be 
improved for “next time.” Debrief thoroughly and honestly all the way 
around the table without trying to sell something as better than it was. Hype 
kills longevity. Your colleagues are more skeptical than they realize about 
cross-disciplinary teaching, and that’s true even if they want it to work! 
Evaluate transparently and thoroughly, dialing down the “all-or-
nothing/perfection-or-fuggedaboudit” attitude. Virtually nothing is perfect 
on the first pass. You do want a “next time!” 

 
So, is all this cross-disciplinary teaching just a cute CCE gimmick? A bell-and-whistle 
fad that asks a lot but doesn’t deliver much? Does it matter? 
 
No, I don’t think this is just the next teaching fad. And Yes, I think it does matter. 
Think of the kind of person you want to send out the door of your school, diploma in 
hand. Do you want to graduate a skilled technician with a good amount of 
knowledge in just an area or two? Or is your portrait of a graduate able to think, and 
observe and associate and creatively ideate from several angles around a challenge? 
And not just solo, but in collegial company with others, as part of a real community? 
Are your students more likely to be sweatily worried about only “what’s on the test,” 
or are they genuinely interested, alert, inquiring of the world around them. Are they 
bored and checked out, or “all in”? 
 
Or better, what kind of person would you rather do life with in the case of each of 
those pairings? Ten or fifteen years down the road from now, could you see yourself 
being friends with this one? Why? 
 
This from a recent graduate: “Thank-you for the ways you lead, challenge and 
encourage students…. I’m so grateful for the ways you integrate the arts into 
everyday life. I never considered myself an “artist” before I took your class. But now 
I find myself recognizing beauty and art in places I never saw them before.” 
 
That’s who we want to send out into this world. And we will achieve that best when 
we do it together. 
 


