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G
reat teachers open up the world for their students. They lovingly point the way to newfound 

horizons and give their students the intellectual equipment they need to go as far as they can 

go. As this is the start of a new magazine for humanities teachers, I want to honor three teachers 

in my life. Each of them was different in age, appearance, and personality, but all three were 

impressive human beings who extended great gifts to me.

The year was 1965. Shepherd Knapp School—just outside of Worcester, Massachusetts, where my family lived—

was situated in a bucolic span of rolling farm hills. Miss Marsac was our first-grade English and homeroom 

teacher. We started and finished our day with her. She was young, with a hairdo like Mary Tyler Moore’s Laura 

Petrie. Miss Marsac always wore dresses, and they were always sunny. Each day she led us in an opening 

song, organized us into teams for games, made sure we cleaned up after lunch, and wished us well on the way 

to the bus back to Worcester. On snowy days she made sure we made it down the hills safely on our sleds or 

toboggans. Our little world was warm, friendly, fun and peaceful.

Then there was the world Miss Marsac opened up for us. Winnie the Pooh, Mr. Popper’s Penguins, Charlotte’s 

Web, and The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe were the roads in. She read each one aloud with a clear, 

sometimes dramatic voice. These great books were my first encounters at age six with imagery of arctic critters 

and barnyard life. I had not bumped into such situations of high improbability—penguins living in the house, a 

talking pig saved from slaughter by his talking, writing spider friend. I did not know the words “whimsy” and 

“foibles” at the time, but now I recall feeling the whimsy of Milne’s stories and the real appreciation I had for the 

human foibles personified in the party of creatures that inhabited the Hundred Acre Wood. They got into the kind 

of trouble we got into, and we observed their ways out of that trouble with wonder, relief and laughter. Apart from 

Bible stories, I had not experienced mystery, betrayal, death and resurrection as we saw them unfold in Narnia; 

nor had my imagination been drawn in by such a range of creatures— the mythical and modern, the pagan and 

Christian all mixed in together. 

THE CALLING
My greatest teachers
Andrew J. Zwerneman
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I do not recall a thing Miss Marsac ever said about the texts she chose 

for our English class. Still, I do remember something important. It was 

the unfamiliar that opened my eyes; it was the set of new worlds that 

attracted me. Miss Marsac’s voice carried us there. The journey was part 

of the experience she created each day with her song and lunch routine 

and games and sweet farewells, but the adventure was by far the best 

part and the one that sparked a lifelong love of story.

That was first grade. Four years later I attended Durham Academy in 

Durham, North Carolina. My fifth-grade English and history teacher was 

Miss Constable. She was a seventy-five-year-old spinster, the daughter

Her love for language caught my attention, and that paid off in short- 

and long-term ways. Twice I won the poetry composition contests she 

ran, each time proudly pocketing a crisp dollar bill. A year later, my 

family prepared to move again, this time to New Mexico. My tiny, 

formidable teacher showed up at our door with her pet poodle and 

presented me with a going away gift: a copy of Roget’s Thesaurus. I 

have used that gift thousands of times, precisely because words warrant 

the care that a quick comparative study provides, the wordsmith’s careful 

attention to detail, the craft about which Miss Constable expressed such 

wonder to her students. That thesaurus has accompanied my lifelong

of a Baptist minister from a small 

Carolina town. She shared a home 

with a friend of similar age, the widow 

of a former West Point commandant. 

They kept a beloved poodle, whom 

Miss Constable took around town with 

her on her off hours.

Diminutive at less than five feet, she 

had a preacher’s command of her 

audience. Like Miss Marsac, Miss 

Constable wore dresses, only hers 

were invariably milky blue and pearl 

colored. She wore dark, sturdy shoes. 

Her hair was curly and white and 

always “done” as if she had just visited 

the beauty parlor. She had black 

glasses that curved to a corner like a 

cat’s eyes. A consummate storyteller,

she told us that she once and only once had a chance to be married. 

A young suitor took her to the bridge over the river that ran through her 

small hometown; but he fell in, and, because he could not swim, she had 

to jump in and save him. That was it, she said; she could never marry a 

man who could not swim.

Miss Constable was a stickler for spelling and grammar but not out of 

an attachment to rules as such. Rather, she loved words, she savored the 

language, and when she read to us she would stop and wonder openly 

about the art that went into a phrase or a sentence. She expected 

her students to revere words, and that demanded good spelling and 

grammar.

On the other side of her teaching, Miss 

Constable led us into the history of North 

Carolina. The story of the Tar Heel state 

was a great ride. Among other things, 

it was my first foray into the Civil War, 

an experience deeply sobering for the 

brutality of slavery and the battlefield 

carnage. It was illuminating to read it in the 

late ‘60s, there in the heart of the South. 

Even as a fifth-grader, I was learning 

to draw connections, to see the world 

historically. Miss Constable made that 

happen.

colony was, but that the colonists who inhabited it just disappeared, was 

all a great wonder to me. And to stand there on the ground where they 

walked, to walk that ground, and to hear the reenactors tell the history of 

Roanoke was storytelling on a whole new level. 

On the bus ride back to Durham, Miss Constable called out for the 

students to listen up. She stood on the front seat and led a cheer. “Give 

me a C!” We yelled back in unison, “C!” “Give me an O!” “O!” “Give 

me an N!” And so on until we had spelled her last name. We loved her. 

She had given us a gem, and she knew it. I for one have never stopped 

loving history.

Miss Constable and her poodle

love of poetry and writing, born in her classroom.

Her greatest gift, however, was the trip she 

led to Roanoke, North Carolina. There, we 

explored the Lost Colony. That Roanoke 

was real and that we know where the

6
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Sophomore year, 1974. I was a solid student but shy, and my father 

wisely required that I take Speech with Mr. Robert L. Gaines at Las 

Cruces High School. Bob Gaines was what his friends called him. I 

could never bring myself to call him that, even as I grew to adulthood 

and shared cocktails with my old teacher. He was the toughest man who 

ever taught me. And no wonder: he retired a master sergeant from the 

United States Marine Corps. A veteran of the Chosin Reservoir battle, 

one of the most heralded moments in the Corps’ history, Mr. Gaines 

went on to college and became a speech and drama teacher.  

He was a trim man, proud to still fit into his uniform years after he left the 

Marines. He wore a short, Amish-style beard and dark-rimmed glasses. 

His typical outfit: a muted-colored shirt and dark slacks, a bolo tie, and 

weathered but polished, low-cut, black, zippered dress boots.

He brought the hard-driving determination and sometimes the 

percussive voice of his Marine days to the job of teaching, but he 

always demonstrated great affection for his students. He loved giving us 

nicknames, sharing lunch, collaborating on projects, and laughing over 

a good story. As any good coach would, Mr. Gaines corrected what 

was wrong and only praised what went well. He was what we used to 

call a “straight shooter.”

At the beginning of sophomore year I was undeniably his worst 

student. With each speech, I lost control of my memory, my stance, my 

breathing—all evident in an outbreak of blushing and perspiration. It was 

all my classmates could do to not erupt in laughter. Of course, had they 

done so, Mr. Gaines, who always sat in the very back of the room while 

a student was delivering a speech, would have issued a stiff reprimand 

deep from the same iron will that kept him alive at the battle of Chosin.

Under his patient, expert coaching, my poor performance changed. By 

the end of my sophomore year, I was one of his best students. In my 

junior and senior years, he coached me to state championships in the 

American Legion Oratorical Contest.  

It was exciting to compete and win. But that was not the best gift Mr. 

Gaines gave me. In teaching me how to write and deliver a speech, he 

laid two life-changing foundations. 

For one thing, I learned how to organize my thought. The basics included 

leading into a topic, posing a thesis, establishing a plan for developing 

my point, then delivering that development and concluding it so that the 

entire presentation was coherent and persuasive. These were all part 

of the organization Mr. Gaines taught me to master. That skill got me 

through college and graduate school. It also prepared me to teach 

students how to write and other teachers how to train their students.

Secondly, Mr. Gaines patiently taught me until I was able to speak 

in public. My entire life’s work has demanded that I communicate my 

thought well, most of the time in front of others. As a journalist, campaign 

manager, teacher, head of school, consultant and professional coach, 

I have spoken on thousands of occasions; and speaking was always 

preceded by some measure of writing. Thus, the two great things he 

taught me have fueled each other, sustaining more than four decades of 

work and mission.

Story. Language. History. Writing. Speaking. These are the gifts my best 

teachers gave me. These gifts are the most important tools I needed to 

acquire as I journeyed into the wider world.

This piece was originally published on the Cana Academy blog, September 

6, 2017.

Mr. Gaines and Andrew Zwerneman
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ARRANGEMENTS
Focusing on what is real

toolkit

Teaching poetry is a difficult challenge in any time but perhaps 
especially in ours. Here is a good general strategy for leading 
students through poems.  Of course, begin by studying the 
poem carefully, read it aloud until you are comfortable with 

the language, and seek out support from a reliable commentator. 
In my experience, anything by Helen Vendler proves to be the best 
available. Her commentaries on Shakespeare, Dickinson, Frost, 
Heaney, and others are invaluable resources for teachers. You can 
find some of her lectures online as well. Her textbook on teaching 
poetry, Poems, Poets and Poetry: An Introduction and Anthology, is 
a complete resource for the poetry teacher.

When you are ready to lead your students in the study of a poem, 
you can cluster your discussion questions under 7 major questions:

1.  Voice.  Whose voice is speaking in the poem?  It matters who is 
speaking, just as it does in a stage play. Identifying who is speaking 
helps us understand the motivation for what is said or done. This does 
not mean we rely on an outside commentary on the poet’s politics or 
religion. Rather, we  follow the evidence of the poem —a standard we 
follow with each of the other six questions. The general rule of thumb 
in reading poetry is this: unless it is clearly evident that the poet has 
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developed another voice, we should assume that the 
voice of the poem is the poet’s. You can find examples 
of another voice in the poems of Robert Service: Take 
“The Black Dudeen,” say, where the poem is clearly a 
first-person account told in the brogue of a World War 
I Scottish-Canadian soldier. Service was a Canadian 
Marine medic in the Great War. He knew firsthand 
the trenches; he could describe in his own voice the 
panache of the common foot soldier; but he penned 
that wonderful poem with another voice.

2.  Setting.   Where is the poem situated?  Poetry 
situates us somewhere in the world. A good poem 
almost always illuminates our lives through the vehicle 
of one or more real, concrete places: a New England 
wood, say, as in Frost’s “The Road Not Taken”; a 
Chicago street in Sandburg’s “Chicago”; a cemetery 
in Emily Dickinson’s “Because I could not stop for 
death” (poem 479).

3.  Images .  What are the images at the heart of this 
poem?  We can understand poetry as thinking—not in 
concepts but in images. For example, a good poem 
usually has at least one or two strong metaphors or 
similes. A metaphor is a transfer of meaning between 
otherwise unconnected words. Take Psalm 23’s “the 
Lord is my shepherd.” The Psalmist uses “shepherd” 
to convey his experience of “the Lord” who cares for 
him. A simile simply uses “as” or “like” to help make 
the connection: for example, in Psalm 102, the psalmist 
expresses his loneliness with the line, “I am like the 
desert owl.”

4.  The sensorial or the sensual.  What strikes your 
senses?  The poem should make us see, touch, hear, 
smell and taste what is experienced and now, through 
the poem, conveyed in compact form. Good poems 
typically hit at least two of our senses—and early on. 
For example, three of our senses are struck by the 
opening lines of Frost’s “Out,Out”: 

 

The buzz saw snarled and rattled in the yard

And made dust and dropped stove-length sticks of 
wood, 

Sweet-scented stuff when the breeze drew across it.

These lines make us hear the sound of the saw and see 
and smell the changes it makes in the wood.

5. Patterns and repetitions.  Do you see any 
patterns or words repeated?  A poet uses these 
ingredients to bind the poem as a chef might bind a 
dish, so that one can sense that element all the way 
through. Example: “six hundred” is used six times in 
Tennyson’s “The Charge of the Light Brigade”—each 
time in the last line of the stanza. See the link below 
for an analysis of Emily Dickinson’s “Because I could 
not stop for death” where a pattern is interrupted, 
signalling an important turn in the poem: three times 
she recounts that she and Death “passed” a place; 
then they “paused” and an entirely new feeling and 
set of thoughts emerge.

6.  Movement .  Where, physically and or 
psychologically, is the poem at the start, and where 
does it end up?  Unsurprisingly, but importantly, a poem 
has a beginning, a middle and an end. We should 
take note of where we are at the start, where we are 
at the finish, and how we got there. For each turn of the 
poem, we should also ask when or where those turns 
occur, since a poem often hinges on some revolution 
of time or on a movement from one place to another. 
In either case, the movement of a poem is always at 
heart a progression of thought—as in the unfolding 
and completion of a meditation. Finally, it is useful to 
note the grammar of the poem, especially sentences: 
one follows the other. Internal to a sentence, one 
clause follows another and is shaped by punctuation. 
Those are details to which the students can and should 
attend. See the link below for my analysis of Seamus 
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Heaney’s “Digging”, especially for the movement, 
which takes us from his room to the farm fields of 
Ireland and back, from the present to the past and 
back. 

7.  Music. W hat is musical about this poem?  
Any poem has language that is just intrinsically 
engaging to the ear. Some poems, however, are 
more clearly structured along musical lines--such as 
Shakespeare’s Sonnet 18: 14 lines; each line has 
10 syllables, 4 accented syllables; rhyme scheme 
ABAB, CDCD, EFEF, GG; 3 quatrains + 1 couplet.

Under this question concerning musicality or 
melody, we are particularly looking for rhythm, 
which can be irregular or regular. If regular or 
approximately equal across the poem, we speak 
of the meter. When we examine a poem’s meter, 
we are looking for syllables that are stressed or not 
stressed.

These questions should serve you well. Let us know 
how they work for you and your students.

Examples of poetry analysis:

On Dickinson’s “Because I could not stop for death”

https://www.canaacademy.org/blog/
common-ground-for-great-texts-part-ii

On Heaney’s “Digging” 

https://www.canaacademy.org/
blog/2017/7/7/the-love-of-poems-in-a-
post-poetry-age-part-ii

11
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NEXT LEVEL
Coaching the reluctant discussant

Your student, whom we shall call Ted, just will not talk in class discussion. 
This is not good at all—not good for his intellectual development, not 
good for the spirit of the class, and not good for Ted’s evaluation. Rather 
than let Ted’s skill remain undeveloped, rather than let him fail and the 

class discussion be diminished, coach him up to some level of proficiency; then, 
keep coaching him to each next level he can reach. Here are eight practical tips on 
how to coach your reluctant discussant.

Tip 1. With kindness, meet with your student and ask him why he is not participating. 
If he is not doing his reading, and if there is not a clear extenuating circumstance—
like sickness or difficulties on the home front—find a way to get him to do his reading: 
“Well, Ted old pal of mine, you and I are going to form a reading club and get that 
reading done each day until you are reading on your own.”  (Maybe you and Ted 
can meet before school, at lunch or after school.) Or, “Well, I am assigning you to 
study hall and asking Mr. Dinkeldorffer (the monitor) to make sure you are reading 
your homework, and I am calling home to make sure this plan suits your parents.” 
Don’t punish him. It is best not to make learning a punitive matter. If he is doing his 
reading, try one or more of the remaining tips.

Tip 2. Designate him the summarizer. Tell him the day before a discussion that 
you are going to call for a volunteer and that he should step up. Then, ask for a 
volunteer and make sure to call on him. You could try calling on him cold, but that 
might backfire. It might not, though. You need to make the call, based on what you 
know of your student. And that means you need to know your student. Attend to him 
and let that knowledge inform your practical judgement about how to coach him.

13
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Tip 3. Build on his writing skills. Point out to him what he already 

knows how to do: organize his thought for a paragraph or 

an essay. Then, have him work up discussion points as he 

would a topic sentence or thesis and, in either case, with 

supports.  You could help him identify a key passage to zero 

in on and on which to form a contribution.  Then, have him 

formulate something along these lines:  “I think Character X 

did zeta for the following reasons: 1, 2, and 3.” Or, “I think 

this is what the writer means when he describes justice; and 

I have 2 main reasons why I think so: reason 1, and reason 

2.” Then, tell him, “Great! I want you to contribute that in 

class tomorrow. And be ready for follow up comments or 

questions.” Then, discreetly, look to him in seminar and call 

on him: “Ted, you wanted to say something?”  When he 

makes his point, if no other student responds, ask a follow 

up question—to clarify or elaborate—or, if you agree, say 

so and why. Then, ask if anyone agrees or disagrees. Try to 

get a mini discussion revolving around Ted’s contribution.

Tip 4. Give him a passage-based question to answer as 

he reads the assignment that night. Then tell him to listen 

up for questions and comments related to that passage in 

tomorrow’s seminar.  And in the seminar, make sure you ask 

a question that opens the door for your student’s contribution.

Tip 5. Have a pre-class meeting. Get a feel for any 

thoughts he has on the text. Tell him he is onto something 

really good and to bring that up in class. Then, be sure to 

ask a discussion question that reflects your meeting: in other 

words, deliberately ask a question for which you know he 

is prepared.

Tip 6. After you have put one of these strategies in play, 

keep your eye open during the discussion for the slightest 

body language from your reluctant student and meet his 

body language with acknowledgement: “Ted!” Or “Ted? 

Something to add?”  After class, be sure to encourage what 

Ted did well, and tell him to keep it up.  

Encouragement is only as real as the 

goal is reachable; it is yet richer when 

the bar is set to a higher, though still 

reachable, level of achievement.

Tip 7. Hang in there with Ted. It may take several or even 

many coaching sessions to get Ted to the point where he 

is voluntarily talking, talking more than once, and willing to 

field challenges to what he says. When Ted does something 

well, tell him so after class is over or later in the day when 

you see him on campus. In other words, encourage him.  

In class and in private, point out ways he can improve. 

Encouragement is only as real as the goal is reachable; 

it is yet richer when the bar is set to a higher, though still 

reachable, level of achievement.

Tip 8. Remember that a big part of teaching is coaching. 

Here are 5 qualities great coaches share:

 They are attentive to their students and understand  

 all they can about them.  

 They encourage what is right and build on it.

 They correct what is wrong and cultivate the          

 appropriate change.

 They coach their students by direction or by   

 modeling.  

 They are constantly coaching their students to the  

 next level of proficiency.

Be a 5-Star Coach! Ted, for one, will be better for it.

14
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FOUR SCORE
Brief history assignment

A good way for students to complete a unit on history is to write a brief 
narrative.  History students need to develop a command of resources, 
original and secondary. They also need to develop the skill of giving 
a coherent account of an era, event, or major figure. The following 

exercise affords the students an opportunity for both.

This is a final assignment on ancient Greece, a narrative project most suitable 
for students from grades 5-8. It is recommended that they have 5-10 hours to 
complete the project, including time in class so that the teacher can oversee the 
progress and coach the students along the way. A teacher could well adapt this 
assignment for more advanced students by developing it as a research project.

Students should utilize the following resources: a good textbook; photographs of 
artifacts from ancient Greece; maps; the Greek alphabet; selections from great 
works of literature, found either in the textbook or handouts; and notes from class 
lectures and documentaries presented by the teacher. Other resources, including 
ones found online, may be used as determined by the teacher.

FINAL ASSIGNMENT

Write a Brief History of Ancient Greece. The goals of your brief history are to 

17
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answer the following: What were the main elements of Greek 

civilization? What were the main elements of Athenian decline? 

What extended Greek influence even after Athens declined?

THE PLAN

Your brief history should be about 15-17 pages long.  It is best if 

you only draw or type on one side of each page of paper you 

use. The paper should be 8.5 x 11 inches.

Front Cover. 1 page. A drawing of a major figure. Use one of 

the images in your textbook as a model. The figure may be a 

mythological or historical figure from ancient Greece. Include 

the title of your history and your name.

Section I. Geography. 1-2 pages. A map of major Greek 

city-states, regions, and sacred places. Use a map from your 

textbook as your model. The narrative begins. What is the Greek 

terrain? What city-state was the center of the greatest flowering 

of Greek civilization? Where is Athens located and how is that 

geographic situation important to its development? The Piraeus. 

What role did it play?  Include a map of Athens and the Piraeus.

Section II. Religion. 1-2 pages. Gods of the Greeks. Include a 

picture of a chart of the major deities and their relationships.

 Section III.  Arts. 2-3 pages. Pottery. Include photographs of 

two Greek pots, one early, one later. Compare the two in terms 

of artistry and utility. Homer. What is an epic poem? Include 

a line or more from either the Iliad or the Odyssey. How was 

it performed? Drama. Include a diagram of a Greek theatre. 

Recount the roots of tragedy in the Greek word for goat and the 

Dionysian cult. Include a chart with the Greek alphabet. 

Section IV. Politics. 3 pages. Compare and contrast Sparta 

and Athens. Politics. Military. What in particular was Greek 

democracy? Its root meaning. Athenian democratic culture, 

including who participated, how much property the typical 

citizen owned, and what the practices and attitudes of Athenian 

democrats were according to Pericles’ Funeral Oration. The 

Persian War. Compare the two sides of the conflict. Why did 

the war start? Include a small map of the War. Why the struggle 

over Ionia? What key battles brought victory to the Greeks? 

What role did the trireme play? Include an image of the trireme. 

Include a map/diagram of the Battle of Salamis. Describe the 

Greek foot soldiers, the Hoplites.

Section V. Economy. 1 page. Major sources of Athenian wealth. 

Pottery. Navy. Delian League. Include a small map showing 

where Delos is relative to Athens.

Section VI. Science/philosophy. 3 pages. Science. Archimedes. 

Democritus.  Architecture. The Parthenon. The Agora. Include an 

image of the Parthenon. Philosophy. What are the root Greek 

words for our term philosophy? Who were the major figures? 

What were the Academy and the Lyceum? Save details on 

Socrates’ life, trial and death for next section.*

PD-old-70

PD-old-70

Section VII. Athenian decline. 2 pages. The Peloponnesian War. 

Why the name Peloponnesian? The two sides. Include a map 

of the Peloponnesus, the Aegean Sea and Ionia. Their relative 

strengths. Where was the victory sealed for Sparta? Include a 

map of Sicily and Greece. What was the impact of the war on 

the Athenians? Rise of the tyrants followed by a corrupt form of 

democracy. The trial of Socrates. Why was he on trial? What 

did he actually do in Athens? How big was the jury? What was 

the vote? What was his sentence? 

Section VIII. 2 pages. Did Athens ever rise to greatness 

again? Recount Philip of Macedon’s defeat of Athens. What is 

Hellenism? Recount Alexander’s conquests and the spread of 

Hellenism. Include a map of his conquests. 

*Note that the first letters of the first six categories (Geography, Religion, Arts, Politics, Economy, Science) form the 

acronym GRAPES--a useful tool to help the students keep their observations of any civilization organized.

18
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W
hen choosing expository texts for your students, the most important criterion to 

follow is this: Great expository texts from the past illuminate historical reality, 

including our own. They form a body of knowledge that helps students understand 

the world for which they will be increasingly responsible.

Take Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics. He leads his readers in an immensely fruitful exploration of the 

world of human action. First, he gathers up the most representative and recognizable examples of 

human choices and behavior. Then, he teaches his readers to categorize, compare, and rank what we 

find so that we can determine how to act.

What is the end or purpose of human action, he asks? His answer is happiness. All men pursue 

happiness. But what is happiness? he continues. It must have to do with some good. Among the most 

important human goods, which one emerges as best? Some people see pleasure or wealth as the 

highest good. Others see honor. But don’t humans aim for pleasure, wealth and honor in order to 

achieve something else, something higher and more lasting than these ephemeral goods, some self-

sufficient good?  For Aristotle it makes sense that what is best for humans has to do with what is highest 

in our humanity, and what is highest has to do with what is lasting. Where do humans encounter the 

lasting? 

Carefully, case by case, comparison by comparison, Aristotle gently but clearly brings us to the human 

mind. He highlights for us the mind’s natural affinity for what is knowable, its capacity to account 

for things, to articulate what it observes, and to reason according to principles. Finally, he leads his 

readers to appreciate the human mind’s rather remarkable capacity for discerning the right thing to do 

in the midst of changing circumstances.

Deftly, Aristotle both answers his question regarding the best kind of happiness, the best kind of life, 

and provides an account of what it means to be a human. A life marked by some significant measure 

of study on matters of greatest importance is the highest kind of good and the most lasting kind of 

happiness. Anyone, even those of us with responsibility for practical matters, will make better decisions 

and live a more worthy life if informed by reflection on the most important matters. In all this, Aristotle 

anticipates St. Augustine’s insight that our minds place us just below God in the order of things.

TO THE POINT
Why Aristotle’s Ethics still works

toolkit
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He also anticipates the tradition of classical education 

where each student engages serious study as a foundational 

formation, a preparation for acting in the practical world 

and living well. 

Aristotle also affords the reader some highly useful tools 

by which to measure moral action. Among his lessons is 

the one on his famous “mean”—a middle ground between 

excess and deficiency. Courage, for example, lies between 

recklessness and cowardice. As the mean, it is a kind of 

bullseye—the spot where the moral person should aim. 

Students love working through the moral excellences. They 

delight in aiming for the bullseye. They find it useful and 

pleasurable to work out good examples and to apply 

Aristotle’s ethics to contemporary problems and puzzles.

More challenging, but no less engaging, is the layer Aristotle 

adds to our consideration of the highest measure of human 

action—a measure that belies a legalistic approach. The 

ultimate standard for Aristotle is not a rule; it is not even what 

we would call the natural law. Rather, it is what is right by 

nature where human nature has as its measure the truly good 

man. That is, in order to do the right thing, one should look 

to what the good man does, the individual who lives out 

and perfects in his life what our nature is. In this, Aristotle 

anticipates the ultimate standard in Christian ethics, the 

person of Christ, and the saints who by careful discernment 

follow his way. Aristotle also lights the way for seeing the 

vital importance of leadership in almost any grouping of 

human beings.

As Aristotle speaks of intellectual and moral excellences, 

he covers a third area many students have never carefully 

considered as an excellence: friendship. Just as he leads us 

through an exploration of the range of human happinesses, 

he introduces us to the variety of friendships humans can 

have. Some are founded on shared pleasures—as in friends 

who make each other laugh; others are established on the 

basis of utility—as in business partnerships. But the highest 

friendship has to do with the highest in us, and that is our 

ability to know and do what is true and good. To lovingly 

preserve the highest in our friends, and for our friends to 

lovingly preserve the same in us, makes for the best kind of 

friendship.

Young people have a natural desire and capacity for 

friendship, so they delightedly take to this exploration of 

Aristotle. They love to sharpen their understanding by way 

of his examples, to debate the nature of friendship under his 

guidance, and to reflect on their own friendships.  

Less familiar and often a source of puzzlement is Aristotle’s 

notion that friendship has political consequences. As students 

probe more deeply what Aristotle has to say about friendship 

as a kind of love necessary for a healthy polity, they start to 

see things present and missing in the world they occupy. As 

Aristotle explains, where the community is ordered by a love 

of things we hold in common, there is less of a need for laws 

to mediate our relationships.

In our case, the things we Americans love have included the 

truth that all men are created equal and other founding truths 

we hold to be “self-evident”; the Constitution; the memory 

of our greatest sacrifices in war; the immigrant experience 

many of our families share and the hope for freedom and 

opportunity that the Statue of Liberty represents. We could 

mention our history of pioneering and invention as well. 

Under Aristotle’s tutelage, the students become more aware 

of the kinds of things that have historically bound us; they 

begin to see as well why Americans increasingly have come 

to rely on law.

All of this is to say that Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics 

shapes the students’ understanding of human happiness, 

reason, moral freedom, love, and justice. They understand 

themselves and their world more deeply, and their power 

to weigh and measure things in the realm of human action 

increases as they make their way through the text.

That is why Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics is a great text. 

That is what is meant when we say great texts from the past 

illuminate the world today and prepare students to take 

responsibility for its future. As such, it is what we are looking 

for in a great expository text.

to the point
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GOOD WORDS
 Crafting assignments

O
ne factor that affects how our students write is the writing assignment itself. How well an 

assignment is structured can make a critical difference in how a student performs. Here are 

some tips on constructing a good writing assignment:

1. Stick to the text. Call your students’ attention to some specific element in the text. It can 

range in scope, but it should keep us focused on the text. 

2. Ask a good question. Ask a question or a set of questions that spurs wonder about that element. The 

focus should not be on a factual matter, nor on an obvious yes or no kind of question. Indicate directly or 

indirectly the richness or complexity of the matter.

3. Keep it limited. Set a limit on the scope of the inquiry. The rule of thumb is that the topic needs to be 

manageable within the relatively short span of a student essay. We are not asking the students to write, say, 

a thesis paper, nor even a research paper.

4. Help the student plan. Set a time frame for completing the assignment. 

EXAMPLE 

On Sophocles’ Oedipus the King

Having read the story of Oedipus, we have to shake our heads about how far he fell.  This follows tip 1.

What causes the fall?  On the one hand, in what sense is it his fate?  On the other hand, in what sense is it 

his own doing?  Compose an essay in which you detail both causes.  In the process carefully explain how 

great he was.  This follows tips 2 and 3. 

Brainstorm for one hour. Form two columns in which you list the major elements in each of the two causes.
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Then, take thirty minutes to set the essay up in outline form.  

Formulate a thesis. Indicate clearly to the readers what your 

supports are going to be.  Check with your writing instructor 

before proceeding.  Set out three-five major supports with 

textual evidence for each.  Set down a topic sentence for 

the concluding paragraph. Spend two hours writing the 

essay and a half hour on proofreading. This plan reflects 

tip 4.

Sophocles has given our students a 

story of great depth. It is not easy to 

sympathize with the fallen Oedipus. 

Yet, that is the reader’s challenge; and 

that is why we do best to craft an essay 

assignment that leads the student back 

to the text to explore in greater reflection 

one of literature’s great characters.

UNHELPFUL VERSION OF OUR EXAMPLE

On Sophocles’ Oedipus the King

Given the crimes, the unfolding of the investigation, and the 

two options for punishment—exile or death—decide what 

Oedipus’ punishment should be. 

This version is not entirely problematic. It speaks to the text, 

particularly to the fact that Oedipus did something wrong 

and that there really were two possible forms of punishment.  

The chief flaw in this version is that the assignment distracts the 

student away from the story that Sophocles presents to us. 

The primary job of the reader is to understand who Oedipus 

is, what his life is, what fate he has been given, what choices 

he has made and why he made them, what role he plays 

in the salvation of the city, and what horror and grief he 

experiences at the epiphany of his actions. This character’s 

life is a puzzle. It takes some considerable effort to come 

to terms with his “fate” and his responsibility. He longs to 

save his parents from the prophecy concerning his future by 

fleeing his home; yet, while in flight, he kills a man in anger. 

Then again, even the killing is not cut and dry, since the 

circumstances suggest moral offense and potential mortal 

danger to Oedipus. Then, he arrives at Thebes to find it too 

in mortal danger. He saves it and finds himself rewarded as 

such a hero should be.  Yet, the reward is the undoing, the 

very heart of the “pollution” the savior becomes.  All this is 

to say that the play is layered, the experiences into which 

we are drawn, complex. The writing assignment needs to 

reflect those qualities in some reasonable measure.

Related to how we understand Oedipus is how we 

understand his exile. That he is exiled and that he does not 

die, at least not internal to this play, is only part of the story. 

It is actually worth exploring how, inside the story, he ends 

up exiled. It is better for the student to ask what happened 

and why. It is not helpful to ask the student to judge which 

punishment he warrants as if the story could be retold with 

a different ending. 

Further, his exile does not only stand in contrast to execution; 

it stands in contrast to his most recent role as savior-king. 

That is a very important contrast to explore. This is a great 

man, the greatest of men in Thebes. With the discovery 

of what he did, he experiences the darkest kind of turn in 

life, followed by complete removal from the civic order he 

once saved from existential threat. His wife is now dead, 

succumbing as she does to the dark news. His shamed, 

now motherless daughters must embrace a terrible new life 

as well, alongside their exiled father. This is an occasion for 

sympathy from the readers, not judgement.

Sophocles has given our students a story of great depth. Of 

course, it is not easy to sympathize with the fallen Oedipus. 

Yet, that is the reader’s challenge; and that is why we do 

best to craft an essay assignment that leads the student back 

to the text to explore in greater reflection one of literature’s 

great characters.

toolkit
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When teaching fiction, start from the inside and work out from there. Coach your 
students to pour over all the details the author has crafted into the story. Encourage 
them to allow the details to accrue so that by the end of the story we have taken 
in and experienced the world created by the author. We want the students to 

see, touch, hear, taste, and smell everything presented to the readers. And we want them to know 
everything they can about the characters as expressed in their words, thoughts and actions.

We can start with any great work of fiction. The one chosen for this exercise is James Agee’s Pulitzer 
Prize winning novel, A Death in the Family. Even if you are unfamiliar with the novel, the example 
below is intended to model how to approach almost any work of fiction.

The novel hovers around the death of Jay Follett, the father of a young family in Knoxville, Tennessee, 
in 1915. The span of the story is but a few days, although there are flashbacks to a few years prior. 
To understand those who are affected by Jay’s death, it takes some effort on our part. The characters 
warrant our focused attention. The effort to read carefully and discuss in detail their lives from the 
inside of the story is well worth it. Through our attentive reading, we gain a lot of details; the total 
picture gradually comes into focus. If we read the story sympathetically, the characters’ experiences 
illuminate ours. 

Let’s not try to recall the entire novel here, but let’s focus on a telling sample of how we might let 
it draw us in. Each chapter is best approached by asking questions to help us understand what a 
character does or says and why. In other words, our students should attend to action and speech 
and to what motivates them. If our students can answer questions along those lines, they will hit 
paydirt.

Below are two offerings. One is a brief summary of observations we learn from Chapter 1 in Agee’s 
novel. They are all detail-based, not highly interpretive. They are part of a kind of inventory we want 
our students to work up as they go.  The second offering is a set of questions a teacher might ask to 

INSIDE OUT
A strategy for teaching Agee
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To understand 
those who are 

affected by Jay’s 
death, it takes 
some effort on 
our part. The 

characters warrant 
our focused 

attention. The 
effort to read 
carefully and 

discuss in detail 
their lives from the 
inside of the story 
is well worth it. If 
we read the story 
sympathetically, 
the characters’ 

experiences 
illuminate ours. 

INSIDE OUT
A strategy for teaching Agee
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elicit the observations in the first offering. The two are 
presented here in this order in hopes that the questions 
will make more sense once the observations are noted.

There is a kind of “danger” in the bar, 

the kind that whiskey poses, a world 

apart from a little boy’s and all the 

more foreign and imposing for the fact 

that he is the lone boy in a barroom full 

of red-faced men...

1. What we discover. Chapter 1 gives us a window 
into the kind of man Jay is. As we slowly gather in his 
details, we are prepared to eventually experience 
the loss that his family will experience. We begin the 
chapter in the Follett home. Agee details the concerns 
Jay’s wife has over the movie Jay has chosen to attend 
with their young son Rufus. It is a Chaplin movie, and 
to her consternation, it is full of ribald slapstick humor. 
Rufus notes the gentle banter between his parents, and 
a loving trust—one that affords Mary the freedom to 
concede the night to her two guys. It is the first of several 
poignant scenes in which the husband and wife play 
out their differences and their love for one another.

The movie theater is loaded with people and with 
the smells of their perfume, unwashed clothes, and 
tobacco. It is filled intermittently with their raucous 
laughter to which Rufus joins his own, although, in his 
youthful mind, he seems not to fully understand why 
they are laughing so. Still, everyone is laughing, and 
it is wonderful, so he does too. The movie is, as Mary 
predicted, ribald. It holds out the unexpected as well: 
Chaplin experiences one of his signature mishaps, 
which triggers a memory of Rufus’ own misfortune and 
resultant public shame. Both incidents involve soggy 

britches. The night’s entertainment is a double feature, 
but the western captures less of his imagination than 
does the Charlie Chaplin film. We note that Jay and 
Rufus arrive late into the western, then watch the entirety 
of the slapstick comedy beginning to end, and end up  
staying just long enough to see the part of the western 
they initially missed.

Upon leaving the theater, Jay leads the way through 
the Market Square section of Knoxville. The section is 
so named for the farmer’s market set up each morning. 
Farmers from the Powell River valley, where Jay grew 
up, bring their wagons in at the crack of dawn or even 
the night before in order to sell their produce, meats 
and dairy to the city residents. Rufus is highly attentive 
as he goes with Jay through the Market Square to a bar 
where Jay intends to have a couple of drinks. Jay, who 
knows the kind of people in the street and in the bar, 
is eminently respectful to each person he encounters. 
There is the near starving man gnawing a turnip and 
full of the kind of danger a desperate man poses; the 
woman nursing her baby (we cannot know why Jay 
averts his eyes until a page later after he first sees her); 
and his natural fit with the farmers in the bar. There is a 
kind of “danger” in the bar, the kind that whiskey poses, 
a world apart from a little boy’s and all the more foreign 
and imposing for the fact that he is the lone boy in a 
barroom full of red-faced men, reddened perhaps by 
farmwork and drink.

The two leave the bar and begin a slow walk home. 
In the idyllic night air, interrupted only by the thrill and 
melancholy of a passing train, the crank and rattle of 
a nearby car, we get glimpses of Jay’s tender feelings 
for his family, his real homesickness for the valley, and 
perhaps some kind of regret gnawing at him. The night 
is capped off with a little pact between father and son. 
The two share a roll of Lifesavers: for Jay, it is to hide his 
whiskey breath; for Rufus, the acceptance of the candy 
is a sign that he too will keep the trip to the bar a secret.

inside out
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. . .both kinds of questions 

speak to the humanity of the 

characters, and to the real, 

knowable world created by 

the author, the world in which 

the characters dwell, and into 

which the students are invited.

2. Questions we can ask our students. What 
exactly does Mary think and why, specifically of 
the ribald nature of his slapstick humor? What does 
Rufus think of what his mother thinks? How much are 
her concerns shaped by Rufus’ young age? How do 
Jay and Mary relate? What words best describe the 
tenor of their exchange? How is it she relents and 
allows Rufus to attend the movie with his father?

What is the theater like? What does Rufus take in 
through his senses? How does Rufus respond to it or 
think of it?  Where else in the chapter do we see him 
take in smells, sites, sounds, touch? How much does 
Rufus understand about the movie? When the adult 
audience laughs, why does he laugh? What is his 
response to Charlie Chaplin? What exactly is going 
on with him during the scene when Charlie forgets the 
eggs tucked away in his pants and sits on them? Why 
does Rufus recall the incident with his own soggy 
britches? How does he feel about that in the moment 
of the movie? Does that deepen his appreciation for 
Charlie Chaplin? 

Describe the details of Market Square. How does 
this appear and feel in comparison to the Follett 
house and neighborhood? Why does the man 
eating the turnip stare so at Rufus and Jay? What is 

Jay’s response? What does his physical action tell 
us about his attitude toward the man? What is Rufus’ 
mind about the man? How should we understand the 
man’s response to Jay? Why does Jay tip his hat to 
the woman in the wagon then quickly look away? 

What is the appearance, sound and smell of the 
market bar? Who is there? What do they look like? 
Who is Jay looking for among the faces? What 
happens in the bar regarding Rufus’s thoughts on 
“bragging” and on how the Powell valley men smile 
at him and how his father introduces him? 

Describe the walk home: the sounds and sites, 
specifically what stands along the streets going home. 
How are we to understand the LifeSaver exchange? 
Is this the first time? What does it mean anymore that 
his pop gives him a candy? What does Rufus think of 
his pop on the way home? What is on Jay’s mind? 
What does he feel for his son? What does he feel 
for his family? What is the tone of this scene: sweet, 
sad, ominous? Is there something wrong? Is there 
something sad about Jay? How does Jay show his 
affection for Rufus? What details of his father does 
Rufus take in?

The what questions might be points of difference 
among the students but should be easily mediated by 
the evidence in the text. The more challenging, and in 
some ways more satisfying, exchanges happen over 
the why questions, the more interpretive questions, 
the ones that help us tackle matters of motivation 
behind action, thoughts and words. Still, both kinds 
of questions speak to the humanity of the characters, 
and to the real, knowable world created by the 
author, the world in which the characters dwell and 
into which the students are invited.
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CANA ACADEMY GUIDES

March, 2019      Leading a Discussion on Gibson’s The Miracle Worker

TOOLKIT TOPICS

March, 2019      How to read a painting

       Coaching students to argue better

       Teaching history using maps

       How to let political philosophy illuminate political history

       Teaching young writers to outline

       Religion and fiction      

            

CANA ACADEMY BROADCAST NETWORK

March, 2019      SOURCES  Why Hellenism Still Matters
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