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On my short list of must-reads for humanities teachers is Flannery 
O’Connor’s The Teaching of Literature. It is part of a collection 
of ten wonderful pieces of hers, entitled Mystery and Manners. 
O’Connor crafted this essay expressly for teachers; she is, then, a 

teacher of teachers on the subject of fiction. Collectively, her essays represent a 
great mind and expansive heart—those of the kind of teacher who can guide us 
well because she opens up the world in ways that are insightful and compelling. I 
have selected a handful of lines from The Teaching of Literature and present them 
here with commentary. There is no substitute for reading the entire essay, but these 
selections offer a good first taste.

#1. On authorial intent.

“If you’re studying literature, the intentions of the writer have to be found in the 
work itself, and not in his life.” 

This is a countercultural idea, of course, since much of what passes for 
interpretation today focuses entirely on the author’s intent. Against that tide, 
O’Connor encourages us to get inside the story, absorb all the details packed 
into it by the author, and work outward from there. Storytellers deal in fiction, 
she reminds us, not expository or historical writing. To direct our students to the 
author’s intent through biography, cultural or intellectual history, or some other 
extraneous source would generally distract them from the story at hand. 

Let’s take one example: Hemingway’s Old Man and the Sea. There is simply 
nothing about the author’s political views, drinking habits, or tragic ending—to 
name three familiar areas of his biography—that is vital to understanding the 
protagonist or setting of the story.

THE CALLING
What Flannery O’Connor teaches us about fiction
by Andrew J. Zwerneman 
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Hemingway loved Cuba and deep sea fishing, 
of course. However, we are pulled into the story 
not by the knowledge of Hemingway’s passions 
but by the force of his storytelling. He draws us in 
by detailing the old man, his thoughts, the sea he 
charters each day, the boat he mans, and the epic 
struggle to catch the great fish and haul it home. 

In other essays and in her letters, O’Connor speaks 
her mind about a range of topics, and there, as in 
The Teaching of Literature, she tells us about her art. 
In her fiction, however, she lets the details and the 
story speak her “intention.”

#2. On the “business of fiction.”

“It is the business of fiction to embody mystery 
through manners.”

O’Connor recognizes that our existence is 
contingent—that we are when we need not have 
been. She understands that humans participate in 
every level of reality. Each human life is connected 
to and finds itself in the larger order of things, an 
order where trees are grounded in the earth but 
point heavenward, where our finitude is measured 
by an infinite presence glimpsed in the open sea or 
the skies above.

She also recognizes that mystery is perceptible 
through manners—our language, religion, history, 
customs, and all the things that make up the fabric 
of community, that keep us together against all the 
things humans do to offend, betray, and dominate. 
Mystery also means that people are the occasions 
of mystery. Ordinary people, even the most unlikely 
people, play out the human condition, the drama 
of life lived between love and hatred, redemption 
and abandonment, life, death, and life beyond 
death. In each genuine story, the condition that we 
share is there for us to see: both the bigger reality 

evidenced in the characters and the compact 
human experiences where transcendence takes its 
place in our lives.

#3. On being true to the way things are.

“The storyteller must render what he sees and not 
what he thinks he ought to see, but this doesn’t mean 
that he can’t be, or that he isn’t, a moralist in the 
sense proper to him.”

According to O’Connor, it is a mistake for us to 
seek out the moral, as if we could distill the story’s 
essential meaning. Rather, meaning is in the entirety 
of a story, in all of its details taken together under 
the particular form of the story. The storyteller has a 
gift for seeing the details, how they come together 
as a whole, and how they illuminate our human 
experience. The teacher, in turn, guides students 
into those details, coaching them on how to attend 
to the form of the story built with those details. That 
attention is the inroad by which the students can 
recreate the experience presented in a fictional 
work.

We can see in her stories what O’Connor teaches 
us in her essay. Take “Parker’s Back,” for example. 
At the story’s center is O.E. Parker: carnal, profane, 
heavily tattooed, rebellious towards all authority. 
At its climax, Parker procures one final tattoo: the 
image of a Byzantine Christ on his back, an area, 
which, up to this point in his life, has been free of 
imagery. He does it out of “impulse”—perhaps a 
divine nudge, for the acquisition of this final tattoo 
is preceded by a strange vision he has of the sun 
transfigured and by his equally strange encounter 
with a burning tree. 

Parker does it also out of a nagging impulse to 
please his wife, Sarah Ruth. That, it turns out, is a 
matter of exceeding difficulty. She is a woman who 
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is ever “sniffing out sin” and a disdainer of all 
symbol—ardently rejecting church buildings, color, 
imagery, and anything that represents progress.
Sarah Ruth is icy-eyed, pale, lean, with skin like an 
onion’s: not at all Parker’s “type.” She berates him 
for his flaws, suspects him of yet more, and nearly 
starves him with her abysmal cooking. Parker is at 
a loss as to why he pursues her, marries her, and 
stays with her. Still, as with the other major turns in 
his life, he feels the “impulse” working—in this case, 
towards Sarah Ruth. Parker is hopeful that his latest 
tattoo will finally please his severe wife. There is a 
kind of plausibility to his hope, for there is no getting 
around the connection between his visions, the 
unexplainable desire to please Sarah Ruth, and the 
acceptance of the Byzantine Christ on his back; they 
are all intertwined in Parker. The stage seems set for 
redemption, a second chance, a reconciliation.

When Parker reveals his back to Sarah Ruth, 
however, she bitterly rejects the tattoo. “God don’t 
look like that,” she declares. He “don’t look” like 
the image of Christ? He “don’t look” like Parker? 
Exactly. For her, God looks like neither one. That is 
her response. How do we respond? Embedded as 
it is in the man’s flesh, the difference between the 
image of the Byzantine Christ and Parker is almost, 
if not entirely, indiscernible. And while Sarah Ruth 
makes an angry, summary dismissal of the image, 
the reader has been drawn in by the sway of 
accumulating details. In the face of all that happens 
with Parker, we suspect that in his tattooed back 
more than ink has met human flesh.

One more significant detail is added to this 
culminating experience: We read that Sarah Ruth 
not only rejects Parker’s tattoo, she beats him until 
his back bleeds—that is, until the image of Christ 
present there is bloody. The last we see of Parker, 
he is leaning against a lone pecan tree and “crying 
like a baby.” The last we see of Sarah Ruth, she 

is looking out at Parker, “and her eyes hardened 
more.” What are we supposed to do with this? On 
the one hand, the detail of the blood seems to make 
the convergence of Christ and Parker complete. On 
the other hand, when we see Sarah Ruth’s response,  
it is hard not to conclude that Parker’s acceptance 
of the image of Christ, his obedience to the impulse 
he felt, and his offering to his wife are altogether a 
failure.

This ending is what O’Connor sees, not something 
else. I think she is being true to the interplay between 
mystery and manners in Parker. She simply cannot 
tidy up the clash between sinner and judge, nor 
paper over the confrontation with and potential 
mediation by the image of Christ. If mystery is at work 
in this profane man—in his impulse, in his response, 
and in the tattoo on his back—Sarah Ruth has to 
face it. And so does the reader. To see it for what it 
is, to write it as real, to be true to that confrontation, 
to acknowledge that the image of Christ is a sword 
that divides—that is what O’Connor means when  
she says that the writer is “a moralist in the sense 
proper to him.”

#4. On our condition.

“It seems that the fiction writer has a revolting 
attachment to the poor, for even when he writes 
about the rich, he is more concerned with what 
they lack than with what they have…His concern 
with poverty is with a poverty fundamental to man. I 
believe that the basic experience of everyone is the 
experience of human limitation.”

“Just as in the sight of God we are all children, in the 
sight of the novelist we are all poor, and the actual 
poor only symbolize for him the state of all men.”

These lines from O’Connor go hand-in-hand with 
her line regarding how a writer sees. If the writer’s

7©2019 Cana Academy®



©2019 Cana Academy®

attitude is one of faithful attention to what he sees, 
his most basic observation is that we are poor. To 
be poor means that our very existence is contingent. 
We are all limited, in need of others, incapable 
without grace of getting the job of living done. Life 
imposes itself as occasions of poverty. In each case, 
we have to respond: we either accept that which 
transcends us or bend the moment to some lesser 
or greater expression of evil. The most basic shape 
of the human condition, then, is the tension between 
the gain and loss of our lives as we respond to 
our limitations. That shape is rooted in the poverty 
O’Connor says is “fundamental to man.” Poverty, 
in this understanding, is both a condition and a 
response.

What then, does O’Connor mean when she 
says that “the actual poor only symbolize for [the 
writer] the state of all men”? Let’s return to “Parker’s 
Back.” There, the heart of the matter is not so much 
whether Sarah Ruth did the right thing in rejecting 
her husband’s new tattoo, it is what exactly she sees 
at that moment. Everything depends on the ability 
to see. God either looks like Parker’s back or “God 
don’t.” Sarah Ruth says the latter out loud, and by 
doing so she presses the readers to consider for 
themselves the same question. Parker is very much 
a man of the flesh—and not just in appearance. But 
what really bothers Sarah Ruth is the same thing that 
hits the reader: right there in the flesh of his back 
is something that belies almost everything else we 
know about Parker. It just seems too much for us 
to recognize anything more than merely the man. 
By all acceptable standards, “God don’t look like 
that.” By all parochial convention, God could not 
lack so much; he simply cannot be that poor.

Yet, the story does something to us: it broadens our 
sight. Because of the image of Christ on Parker’s 
back, because the two are now indistinguishable, 
and because the one’s blood suffices for the other’s, 

we are impelled to think that God does look like 
Parker. The key is that tattoo, that image of Christ 
and all the meaning it gathers over the course of the 
story. Without the image of Christ, the task of seeing 
God in Parker is much harder. True, throughout the 
story, he follows what seems to be a divine impulse, 
and collectively the impulsive moments bring him to 
the pecan tree at the end. There is, then, evidence 
of a transcendent purpose all along to which Parker 
is responsive. Ultimately, however, the concrete 
means by which we are impelled to make the 
definitive connection between God and Parker 
is precisely the image of Christ tattooed into his 
back. Parker needs that image. He is utterly reliant 
on the embedding of Christ’s image in him. His 
poverty is finally defined by that reliance, as is his 
transformation through the incarnating of the image. 
Parker has nothing else to give Sarah Ruth but his 
newly imaged back. He is at the end of his rope, 
barely hanging on, just waiting on her acceptance. 
In other words, Parker’s poverty is both his condition 
and his response. 

We all recognize the kind of man Parker is. The hard 
part is recognizing the mystery he lives out. To put 
it another way, the difficulty is in conceding that 
what we see there is real and true, that it is the way 
things actually are. Of course, we also recognize 
what kind of woman Sarah Ruth is. The force of 
O’Connor’s story gives evidence of the force of her 
expository insights: it lies in the pull and push between 
Parker and Sarah Ruth, between his impulse and her 
judgment, between the mystery we see working in 
his final tattoo and how she cannot or will not see 
it. If we are looking back and forth between Sarah 
Ruth and Parker, if we feel the hardness of her eyes, 
and if our eyes cannot help but return to the face on 
Parker’s back, marked as it is by his blood, then the 
story has worked its “business” on us.

Andrew J. Zwerneman serves as president of Cana Academy. 
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ARRANGEMENTS
Robert Duvall’s Jackson Fentry in Tomorrow

by Andrew J. Zwerneman

As with any good work of fiction, a classic film contains a selection of 
details arranged in such a way that we are drawn into an imaginative 
world. In that world, our experience is illuminated, our vision expanded. 
All the important details are worth noting in a great film, but the ones 

that are arguably most accessible to us, the ones that most importantly engage 
us, are found in the acting. Last month I wrote on Robert Duvall’s Boo Radley in 
To Kill a Mockingbird. Here, I want to draw everyone’s attention to his portrayal 
of Jackson Fentry in Tomorrow, a film that, while lacking the popularity of To Kill 
a Mockingbird, has at its heart a performance as beautiful as any Duvall has 
given us. Like To Kill a Mockingbird, Tomorrow is filmed in black and white, its 
screenplay by Horton Foote. 

Students of this film would do well to watch the entire film and look closely at Duvall’s 
acting: What voice does he adopt? What do his clothes and routine convey 
about his circumstances? How does Duvall position himself in his surroundings 
and among other people, especially Sarah, the other major character in the 
story? How are his expressions distinctive to the different settings, marked as they 
are by chronology, location, and relationships? In the beginning and ending 
of the film, the narrator wonders aloud about Duvall’s character. What is it that 
makes him wonder? At several critical junctures in the story Duvall’s character 
finds himself confronting the law. How is that evident? What is his motivation?
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With those questions in mind, let’s take a look at 
some details in the film. They should help provide 
initial answers to the questions above.

Based on a William Faulkner short story, Tomorrow 
takes place in rural Mississippi, in the first part of 
the twentieth century. How do we know the time? 
The central character is Jackson Fentry, and he is 
the son of a widowed cotton farmer. Later in the 
film, we learn that Papa Fentry fought in the Civil 
War under Generals Jackson and Longstreet and 
looks to be in his sixties or seventies.

With the exception of his father, who calls 
him Jackson, everyone we meet calls Duvall’s 
character by his family name. Fentry is exceedingly 
poor, evidenced most noticeably by his worn out 
clothes. There are many tears in his shirt and pants; 
some of them expose his white long johns. We see, 
too, that the leather upper of his right boot is partly 
unseamed.

The opening of the film captures for us the tail end 
of a trial. We hear an attorney making the closing 
argument in defense of his client, H.T. Bookwright, 
a local resident accused of killing a man. The 
victim is Buck Thorpe, a young ne’er-do-well, as 
the lawyer explains, who tried to run away with 
Bookwright’s daughter, whereupon Bookwright 
shot him.

As we listen to the attorney, Fentry’s attentive face 
peers out from the back row of the jury. The camera 
then shifts to the jury room. A tall, black-suited man 
who might be the foreman or maybe just a very 
vocal juror forcefully recounts in his own words 
the defense attorney’s argument: that Thorpe had 
it coming and that Bookwright had the moral high 
ground. Fentry concedes one point, agreeing that 
“Yes sir,” someone at some point was going to kill 
young Thorpe. The imposing juror reels on Fentry 
and demands, “So what do you want? What do 

you want!?” Fentry clearly feels the pressure of 
this demand. He is the lone opponent to the all 
but unanimous perspective that Bookwright acted 
justifiably because Thorpe was a bad man. We 
feel Fentry’s discomfort, the burden of the stand 
he takes. He cannot even lift his eyes and look 
squarely at the angry juror. With his gaze angled 
away, he musters an answer: “I can’t hep it. I ain’t 
gonna vote Bookwright free.”

The bulk of the movie follows that scene and is a 
flashback to twenty years prior. We travel back to 
find an answer to the question: Why can’t Fentry 
vote with the rest of the jury? As the movie shifts in 
time, a voiceover from the defense attorney tells us 
that the Bookwright case was his very first, and he 
is keen to know why he lost it—why, in particular, 
Jackson Fentry withheld a vote of not guilty, thereby 
causing a hung jury and a mistrial. “If any of us had 
known what I know now,” he says, “Jackson Fentry 
would never have been on that jury.”

In the first scene of the flashback, we see Fentry 
leave his father’s farm to take a job as the caretaker 
of a sawmill thirty miles away. It is winter. His life is 
isolated there as the mill is closed for the season. In 
fact, we never see the mill in operation, nor do we 
see the property owner, only his son who makes 
several brief appearances. As caretaker, Fentry 
is given quarters, a ramshackle house--really, just 
one dirty room with a potbelly stove and a spartan 
set of crude furnishings, including a bedframe with 
a well-worn mat, a small table, and two chairs. 
Water is available from the pump outside. When 
he needs to go into town, he is allowed to take the 
owner’s mule. Otherwise, he walks everywhere. 

Duvall’s Jackson Fentry says more than his Boo 
Radley does, but not much more. His voice is flat, 
nasal, and pitched deeper than Duvall’s normal 
speaking voice. Fentry is illiterate, simple, his face 
mostly expressionless. We see him smile in only a  

12
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“Duvall delivers his 
lines in a generally 
grey timbre...there-

by matching his 
surroundings, poor 
and dreary as they 

largely are.”
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few scenes, all of them within one brief section 
of the film later at his father’s farm. There is in 
Fentry’s manner none of the signature head and 
hand movement—wagging, stabbing, thrusting—
that we may recall from some of Duvall’s more 
effusive characters. Rather, Duvall delivers his lines 
in a generally grey timbre, varied only by a few 
extended vowels and the occasional pitch raised 
above the baritone he has adopted, thereby 
matching his surroundings, poor and dreary as 
they largely are.

The flashback that makes up most of the film is 
uneventful until Christmas Eve morning. Fentry is 
eating his breakfast before heading out on the 
thirty mile walk to spend Christmas day with his 
father. The trip is disrupted when, as he is rinsing 
his plate and cup at the water pump, the sound of 
a woman’s muffled moans catches Fentry’s ear. 
He finds the woman at the edge of the sawmill, 
on the ground, faint and distressed. Sarah—or as 
Fentry calls her, SAY-rah—is sickly, abandoned 
by her husband, scorned by her father and his 
family, and clearly well along in pregnancy. Like 
the Good Samaritan, Fentry springs into action 
and marshals what resources he has. He helps 
her inside his little house, where he stokes the fire, 
sets her up to rest, and tends to her.

As she recovers, Fentry and we become 
acquainted with Sarah. Her bright blonde hair 
and fair skin contrast with the dusty greys and 
sooty blacks of the room she now occupies. 
Where Fentry says little, she talks constantly. While 
his voice is deep and twangy, hers is soft and 
lyrical. Sometimes Sarah slips into a little song or 
reminisces about some past event that remains 
dear to her, sweetening the air with charming first 
person references: “And I said to myself, I said…” 
and then telling her story from that viewpoint.

13
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She wonders aloud her hopes and concerns: “I 
wonder where’ll I be after spring,” and, “I wonder 
whether it’ll be a girl or a boy.” 

All of this is one occasion after another for Fentry’s 
response. In each scene, he is ever so subtly 
responding to Sarah’s presence. When Fentry 
speaks, it is almost always the voice of concern: 
“You ain’t gettin’ cold are you?” His eyes soften, 
his lids settle as he watches and listens to her 
musings. In spite of their close proximity, living as 
they do in the one-room quarters, the closest thing 
to a charged moment between them happens out 
beyond the nearby woods, sitting in a grassy field 
where Fentry shares his hope to build a house some 
day. As usual, Sarah is talking on and on, and he 
is listening. At one point, she reaches for him and 
refastens a safety pin that holds the shoulder of 
his old shirt together. He is sitting just a bit higher 
than she is so that his eyes are looking down at 
her face, with faintly evident traces of tenderness 
and longing. She looks up at him, not longingly but 
knowingly: she knows this man has fallen for her. 
So far, he is silent about it so she need not confront 
the fact directly.

Then one day, by a fire where he squats and stirs 
a hot cast iron pot full of soaking laundry, and she 
sits, wondering aloud about the future, Fentry asks 
Sarah for her hand: “MAY-ree me, SAY-rah.” She 
declines, but it is not a matter of the heart; it is, she 
says, a matter of the law: “I can’t,” she explains. 
“I got a husband.” “He abandoned you,” Fentry 
protests, with a physical and moral firmness we 
will only see a couple of more times, each one in 
a scene in which what he cherishes most in life is 
directly imperiled. “Well, it’s against the law and...” 
Her explanation loses any steam it had and trails 
off in the face of Fentry’s solidity.

The film is really worth watching. For that reason, 

I want to refrain from recounting any more details 
lest the story be spoiled. My point in highlighting 
the scenes above is to provide a glimpse or two 
of Duvall’s acting. We simply don’t expect this 
poor, expressionless man to know what to do in 
the difficult situations that confront him. We do 
not anticipate his capacity of the heart. However, 
Duvall’s acting convinces us that Fentry’s care for 
Sarah is both his response to her dire straits and 
the development of real love. By tending to Sarah, 
Duvall’s Fentry makes us care more for her. By his 
understated but recognizably tender response to 
her lovely ways, we feel drawn in a direction that 
opposes the law. That tension between law and 
love, played out between competing claimants 
with Fentry as the unexpected measure, presents 
itself several more times in the film and, more than 
any other factor, shapes the human drama at its 
heart.

When the film directs us back to the conclusion of 
the trial twenty years after that fateful encounter at 
the sawmill’s edge, we see Fentry ride off on his 
mule, a representative group from the courtroom 
watching him depart. The voiceover, once again, 
belongs to the defense attorney. He utters in 
wonder, and I think admiration, about the holdout: 
“I could never have guessed Fentry’s capacity for 
love.” By the end of the movie, we also wonder 
about that capacity. And through the steady 
accumulation of details evidenced in Fentry’s face, 
voice, and actions, we are more than surprised at 
who he is and what he did. We are in awe. Even 
in the poor little corner of the world he inhabits, 
his love represents the expansive greatness of our 
humanity. Duvall does that for Fentry. He does that 
for us.

Andrew J. Zwerneman serves as president of Cana Academy. Next 

month’s Arrangements focuses on Robert Duvall’s Mac Sledge in the 

1983 film, Tender Mercies.
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Nothing is more important for a humanities teacher than 
mastering the art of leading a seminar discussion. It 
takes study and practice to do so. Along the way, your 
highest priority should be to ask yourself this question: 

“How am I going to lead—that is, start, drive and complete—a 
good discussion, full of participation and bearing important 
insight?” Good leadership will take your students to the next level 
of learning since your preparation, plan for the discussion, energy, 
and questions will provide the best learning culture for them. 

With all this in mind, how should you lead a seminar discussion? 
Here are nine good answers to that question.¹ In this article, the 
seminar discussion I have in mind is one on a classic text. However, 
the tips are generally applicable to other kinds of seminars—on a 
painting or sculpture, for example.

#1. Prepare thoroughly.

Read the assignment at least twice and, on at least one of those 
occasions, mark up your text. Then, brainstorm on it and get your 
notes together. Make a plan for the class: what the students ought 
to learn, what you can accomplish in the time allotted, and what 
your specific goals are for the seminar that day. Finally, and this

NEXT LEVEL
9 ways to lead great seminar discussions

15

¹ For Cana Academy’s rich and comprehensive exploration on this topic, see A Lively Kind of Learning: Mastering the 

Seminar Method, by Jeannette DeCelles-Zwerneman. 
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next level

is of the highest importance, decide on the right 
“pattern” for the discussion at hand. If you are 
leading a discussion on a short story, for example, 
try the Two-by-two pattern.¹ If you and your 
students are discussing an expository work, try 
Arguments: find them first, then evaluate or Line-
by-line.² Choosing the right pattern will make for a 
more fruitful discussion. In light of those conditions, 
formulate some good questions on which the 
seminar will focus.

#2. Establish your classroom environment.

Get to class on time. Dress and carry yourself 
professionally. Have your materials ready so you 
can begin immediately. Place on the board what 
you are going to accomplish that day. Direct 
your students to only have what they need for 
discussion on the table. Young people are such 
fun, but let’s face it: if you let them pile stuff on the 
table, bring unnecessary food and drink into the 
room, and have devices open, all of these things 
will be distractions during a discussion. Everything 
in a classroom should be ordered to learning, so 
make sure you have a streamlined vision for what 
your discussion environment should look like and 
lead accordingly. If you are clear and upfront with 
the students about your guidelines and about the 
ultimate goal being to learn, they will be able to 
respond to your rational appeal.

#3. Direct the seminar.

In other words, give helpful direction. Get things 

going with clear purpose. You may want to 
begin by recalling the previous day’s discussion;  
you might have historical information you want 
to provide prior to discussion; you could have 
one student summarize the homework reading, if 
it was fiction; or, on a particular day, you might 
have different students responsible for presenting 
various assigned passages.

However, the seminar discussion really starts here:

Ask your first question. The best questions point to 
something specific in the text. Do not begin with 
something like “What did you think of the reading?” 
The students should not have to wait long for the 
teacher to provide the first probing question of the 
seminar. If you succeed in getting your students to 
probe the text well, then you have directed well.

#4. Keep asking questions.

Once the conversation is up and running, keep it 
going by continuing to ask questions: Questions 
to clarify. Questions to challenge presuppositions. 
Questions to seek textual evidence. Questions 
that trigger altogether fresh starts—after all you 
may be in need of a fresh perspective if you have 
exhausted a passage or run into a dead end.

#5. Keep track of the conversation.  

Towards that end,  keep a legal pad nearby. This 
is not so, at the end of a discussion, we have a 
collection of answers and data that becomes the 
accepted class-wide interpretation of a particular

¹ A Lively Kind of Learning: Mastering the Seminar Method, by Jeannette DeCelles-Zwerneman, 18.

² Ibid, 16, 19.



17

toolkit
toolkit

©2019 Cana Academy®

part of the text. Rather, you should keep track so 
you can be attentive to where lines of thought have 
gone and what questions your students still need 
to ask in further discussions. However, do not keep 
copious notes, especially on the board. That is 
tedious for you and distracting for the students.

#6. Provide energy.

Be the leader. Model for your students how to 
engage the text and the conversation. Do not 
passively sit back and simply see what happens or 
wait for what might unfold, and do not allow only 
student comments and questions. Rather, let your 
mastery of the text, your plan for what should be 
discussed and known, your questions to instigate 
a fruitful conversation, and your dynamism all 
be vital to the discussion. Think of yourself as a 
mountain guide: your clients, the students, have to 
climb the mountain. They have to do the climbing 
for themselves, but you are the one who knows 
the way up and down; you are the best and most 
experienced climber in the room.

Sometimes it is good to stand up and move around 
the room. By moving around, you can foster some 
liveliness, add a little edge to the dynamic of the 
room, and break the habit of students only looking 
to the head of the table during a seminar discussion.

#7. Refrain from telling the students how to interpret 
the text.

Leading with energy does not mean running the 
seminar didactically. Foster lots of exchange 
among the students. Coach, but do not lecture and 
do not provide the answers where the students can 
do so themselves.                 

#8. Be liberal and critical.

Welcome all plausible interpretations at the table. 
Who determines plausibility? You do. Gently but 
clearly steer the students away from the implausible. 
Also, entertain only useful spin-off questions and 
lines of inquiry. As Socrates did, go where your 
interlocutor goes, meet him there, then guide him. 
However, do so with your plan in mind lest the 
discussion veer too far off track.

#9. Teach to the best students. 

Do not slow the seminar down in order for the 
slower students to catch up. Pull the slower 
students in efficiently. The performance of the best 
students is a tide that lifts all boats. You need to be 
mindful of all students, but the dynamic needed in 
a seminar is one that depends on the cultural drive 
of the teacher plus the best students.

Leading a seminar well is an art, one that requires 
preparation, technique, environment, purpose, 
attention, energy, liberality, and strategy. The nine 
tips above are great ways to help you meet those 
requirements and lead great discussions.

1717
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FOUR SCORE
Athens and the Peloponnesian War

19

For any of us who teach ancient Greek history, one of our 
greatest resources is Thucydides’ classic work, History of the 
Peloponnesian War. When being introduced to either the 
text or the war itself, it is helpful for students to learn the most 

salient facts having to do with the backdrop of the war—in particular, 
facts having to do with Athens. What follows are some of those 
key elements as offered by Cornell University classicist emeritus, 
Hunter Rawlings III. Professor Rawlings’ comments are adapted 
from an interview with Cana Academy’s Andrew Zwerneman on 
our podcast Classics. 

Peloponnesian War: who fought and for how long?

HR: The war pitted Athens, a great sea power, against Sparta, a 
very strong land power. It is an interesting war in the sense that 
these two military mights were not equal to each other at all, and 
that meant that the war went on for a very long time. It was difficult 
for Sparta to defeat Athens since Athens had control of the sea, 
and it was difficult for Athens to defeat Sparta because on land 
Sparta was virtually invincible, along with its allies. 
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So the war lasted twenty-seven years, and that is the 
most salient thing that all of us should keep in mind: 
This was not a short war, or a medium-length war; 
this was a very long war. Secondly, the war wasn’t 
fought eight thousand miles away from home, the 
way some of America’s wars in recent generations 
have been fought. The war was fought at home, 
almost daily during the campaigning season, and 
it involved almost all the citizens because all the 
citizens were expected to fight. An Athenian, for 
example, could be expected to be called up for 
battle between ages eighteen and sixty; you did 
not drop out of the military when you were thirty-
four or you had done five years.

With the length and the full citizen participation, 
this war was intense in a way that I do not think we 
can easily appreciate. Everyone involved, every 
day, for twenty-seven years—that takes a toll. And 
Thucydides’ history is designed to describe the toll 
it took, not simply on people’s lives—many many 
Athenians and Spartans died—but on morale, 
on spirit, and on ethics. And what he described, 
in essence, is the gradual degradation of Greek 
ethics during that war.

Athenian fatalities

We do not have good statistics, but Thucydides 
does give us some on the Athenian side, because he 
was an Athenian and, in fact, a general for several 
years before he was sent into exile. The numbers 
are very bad not only from the war but from the 
plague that struck Athens in that second year of 
the war. That plague was made more intense by 
the fact that the Athenians were now holed up 
behind their walls, not out in the countryside, but 
all of them forced inside the walls of the city by 
the Spartan army. That combination of war and 
plague decimated the Athenian population. The 
number of hoplites (that means infantry) lost in the 

plague itself was very high—something like a 
quarter of the hoplite population died, and that’s 
just from the plague. And then you have so many 
others dying—he had no idea, obviously, how 
many of the poorer citizens died, but it was a large 
number. They died particularly from being cooped 
up close to each other, so that the plague could run 
amok. It was highly contagious. In fact, Thucydides 
tells us in a brief passage, he himself caught the 
plague and survived it, which was unusual. And 
he says, for those citizens who got the plague and 
survived, there was a giddy feeling that now you 
were going to live forever, that since you survived 
that you were immortal. I just often think about that 
because he is describing himself when he says 
that, he must have felt giddy.

We think that the number of adult male citizens in 
Athens during the height of the Athenian empire was 
about fifty thousand. The number of adult females 
would have been somewhat similar. One or two 
children per family—they didn’t have large families; 
it was not a wealthy population. Then they had a 
number of resident aliens because Athens was a 
rich city, comparatively, so many people moved 
there even though they could not get citizenship. 
And then they had slaves; they owned quite a 
few slaves. So we think the population overall of 
Attica—the area around Athens—was maybe three 
hundred thousand, of whom fifty thousand were 
adult male, full citizens. Of that population, we 
think at least half died during this period of the war, 
either from battle or from the plague.

Athenian democracy

Athenian democracy began about 510 B.C., so 
about eighty years before the Peloponnesian War 
began. Think of the democracy as eighty-years-
old. Their democracy was vastly different from 
ours. They had what we call a direct democracy—

20
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in other words, the citizens came together and voted 
on all important policy. Unlike us, they did not have 
a representative democracy or a republic, where 
we elect people to make the major decisions for 
us. They would have found that a terrible form of 
government because it takes major decisions out of 
your hands as a citizen and gives them to someone 
else. For the most part, they chose their officials not 
by election but by lottery, and, for many of the 
positions, all citizens were eligible. So you might 
be a very poor man living in your neighborhood, 
but if your name is pulled out of a hat, you could 
wind up with a fairly responsible position in that 
democracy for one year. They limited their positions 
to one year; they did not want to have someone in 
office for a very long time. They were very worried 
about tyranny because they had had tyrants 
before the democracy. So we are talking about 
a government that began to grow in confidence 
during those eighty years. Certainly, building up a 
naval empire helped them feel confident because 
the people who rowed their ships that gave them 
their power were poor citizens.

Think of that for a moment: How can you sustain a 
democracy in a world that was mostly autocratic 
or tyrannical, as in Persia and Sparta; these were 
the typical forms of government at the time. The 
Athenians went in the opposite direction, and part 
of it is because poor citizens were responsible for 
Athenian power, and that gave them a confidence 
and a camaraderie that they would not otherwise 
have had.

Athenian citizenry

The Athenians divided themselves into four 
economic classes, and these were formal. So the 
highest class were typically very large farmers, 
farmers who had big land holdings—hundreds of 
acres, not thousands, but hundreds.

The first class, the top class, are the wealthy 
landowners. This class was very small.

Much of what was grown in Athens was the vine for 
wine and for oil of all kinds. The Athenians exported 
quite a lot of olive oil and also the pottery that held 
the oil. You’ve seen the beautiful pots in museums—
they became more valuable than what they were 
holding, namely the olive oil. The Athenians had a 
market—and it was a big market—and it extended 
through the Aegean sea and even large parts of 
the Mediterranean sea; that’s where their wealth 
came from along with their military empire.

The next class down were what we would call 
knights, that is men who served in the cavalry in the 
Athenian land force, and they had to be wealthy 
enough to support a horse and the training of 
a horse for the cavalry. It was a relatively small 
number of people.

Unlike Sparta which was sort of a full-time army, 
the Athenians conducted their military exercises on 
the side, so to speak, because they were busy with 
their own farms, their merchant jobs, and so on. I 
think it is fair to say that, for the Athenians, military 
service was required, but it was not something 
that occupied a large portion of their time. They 
were busy with other things, and the knights would 
have been busy especially, I think, with mercantile 
ventures.

The third class are the hoplites—the infantry—and 
they had to have enough wealth to own their 
own bronze armor, their shields, their swords, their 
spears. And that means they are roughly equivalent 
to what we would call a middle class.

And in the lowest class, which they called thetes, 
were the citizens who had the least amount of 
property. In fact, many of them owned almost no 
property, but they rowed in the Athenian fleet, they
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served on Athenian juries; they were paid to 
serve on the juries. That gave Athens a very strong 
democracy because there was nothing a poor 
man liked better than to sit on a jury that was 
adjudicating a case of a rich man. The juries were 
large, they were two hundred, or three hundred, or 
five hundred. We have twelve-person juries; they 
had two-hundred-person juries. Why? Because 
they wanted to avoid any opportunity for bribery, 
and they wanted a large number of citizens to serve 
and make decisions. It’s just almost impossible to 
bribe one hundred and one people, which is the 
number you have to bribe if you want to sway a 
two-hundred-person jury. And for capital cases, 
like the trial of Socrates for example, it was a five-
hundred-and-one-person jury, five hundred and 
one jurors.

Athenian empire

There is a very large change between the 
Persian Wars, which ended in 479 B.C., and the 
Peloponnesian War, which began in 431. That 
is a roughly fifty-year period; and, during those 
fifty years, the Athenians went from a smallish, not 
terribly strong, certainly not wealthy city, to an 
imperial city, a city with an empire built on a navy, 
with victory over the Persians. And that meant that 
the city swelled in population. We think the number 
of adult male citizens back in the Persian Wars was 
more like twenty thousand, and it was fifty thousand 
by the time of the Peloponnesian War. Then, more 
importantly, we think they went from roughly eighty 
or a hundred thousand overall population during 
the Persian Wars to three hundred thousand at the 
beginning of the Peloponnesian. So you see vast 
growth, built on military power and money, and 
those meant that many Athenians could go from 
being pretty poor to being at least capable of 
purchasing military armor, horses, and so on.

toolkit
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“[Juries] gave Ath-
ens a very strong 
democracy be-
cause there was 
nothing a poor 
man liked better 

than to sit on a jury 
that was ajudicat-

ing a case of a rich 
man.”
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July is the month when we commemorate the founding of America. It is, then, a 
good month to start prepping for discussions with your students on the Declaration 
of Independence. As with all historical documents and expository texts, asking 
the right questions is vital to leading a good discussion on this document. Here 

are some good discussion questions with possible answers—all adapted from Cana 
Academy’s guide, Leading a Discussion on the Declaration of Independence, by Mary 
Frances Loughran. 

Q: What makes a “people”? What made the colonists and the citizens of England a 
people? Why are they no longer a people? 

A: By referring to themselves as a “people,” those writing and signing this Declaration 
were declaring themselves separate from Britain. Inasmuch as they had come together 
as representatives of the thirteen colonies at this Second Continental Congress, they 
were united for a common purpose, even as each colony continued to think of itself 
as sovereign, as later expressed under the Articles of Confederation adopted in 1777. 

Colonists were united with Britain by a common language, a shared history, an 
adherence to the rule of law, and respect for their inherited customs and traditions. 
Historically, these are the elements that define and unite a people. However, the more 
than one hundred years of colonial experience had begun to unite the colonists as 
a people separate from their mother country. The pre-Declaration events, some of 
which affected only one or two of the colonies, increased this shared experience of 
living as subjects under an increasingly tyrannical government. This initial unity should 
not, however, be overstated; much of what was needed in the early years of the war 
depended on growth in unity and an increase in shared responsibility.

TO THE POINT
Great questions on the Declaration of Independence
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Nothing like colonial self-government in the wild 
vastness of North America had ever existed before; 
it was partly that new experience that initially fueled 
the thirst for liberty. Fighting for that liberty as a 
people, formed by their common experience, in 
turn further developed the growth of unity.

Students should understand, though, that even after 
the war and after the ratification of the Constitution, 
many states still considered themselves as separate 
and sovereign entities. In fact, Samuel Adams, the 
great advocate for liberty and independence, 
bristled at the phrase that begins our Constitution: 
“We the People.” He is said to have responded that 
it should have read, “We the States.”

Q: To what does the phrase the “laws of nature 
and of nature’s God” refer? What is an example 
of a law of nature?

A: The meaning of “laws of nature and of nature’s 
God” should be clear when linked to Locke and the 
selections the students have read. In brief, these laws 
are to be distinguished from laws of nations and 
states. They are not created; they are discovered 
through reason. Just as scientists have discovered 
laws that govern the movement of planets, 
experience and the use of reason have discovered 
self-evident truths regarding human relationships 
and governance. This principle acknowledges the 
conclusions of several theological and political 

writers reaching back to Aristotle and Plato and 
through the English and Scottish Enlightenment, who 
argued that human reason could be relied upon 
to guide human behavior and who believed that 
an objective order existed in the realm of human 
relations that could be discovered through reason.

Q: What does it mean to say that a claim is self-
evidently true? What is an example of a self-
evident truth? What makes a claim self-evidently 
true?

A: Defining self-evident using examples helps 
students understand the use of the term here. The 
self-evidence of a statement or belief lies in its 
reasonableness and its conformance to common 
sense or common experience. For example, if 
one knows the characteristics of a mammal and 
possesses a detailed description of a human being, 
it is self-evident that a human being is a mammal. 
No one person is more or less of a human being, 
as all share in the same nature, even though the 
degree of participation in an expression of one’s 
humanity varies from individual to individual.

Students should understand that few colonists 
would have argued that black slaves, women, 
and children were not human beings; rather, the 
argument centered on the capacity of each of these 
groups to fully participate in all expressions of our 
humanity.
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Teachers should discuss with the students the self-
evident truths enshrined in the Declaration, including 
why they were considered self-evident.

Q: What is the meaning of equality as expressed 
here in this document? Who is included in the 
references to “men”?

A: Students should note, “all men are created equal”; 
that is, in as much as we all belong to the species 
Homo sapiens, we possess equal potentialities. It 
is these potentialities, realized in some and not in 
others, that are collectively referred to as human 
nature. Therefore, just as any other object has a 
nature—possessing defining features—so too does 
the human being.

The use of the word “men” poses some challenges 
for the modern reader. At the time it was written, 
property owning white men had rights that exceeded 
those understood to be natural rights. It is arguable 
that the members of Congress did believe that all 
“men,” including black men and perhaps even 

women, were equal under nature’s laws—that is, 
under laws discovered, not promulgated. Because 
the Declaration was only asserting natural rights, 
not rights granted by a governing authority that may 
or may not flow from those natural rights, it can be 
argued that Congress laid the foundation for the 
end of slavery and for women’s suffrage. However, 
this is debatable and most certainly would not have 
been on the minds of all those writing and editing 
the Declaration.

Q: What are unalienable rights? If I have an 
unalienable right to life, does that mean that I 
cannot or should not give up my life? Have human 
beings always possessed these rights? Are they 
discovered? Invented? 

A: Unalienable (or inalienable) rights are not 
conferred by any constitution, law, or government. 
If they were so conferred, they could not be said 
to be unalienable. Even if a government does not 
safeguard or recognize the unalienable rights of an 
individual or group, those rights remain unalienable. 
Even criminals have not forfeited their rights but, 
rather, are prevented from the free exercise of their 
natural liberty. Although one may choose to forfeit 
his life in defense of his country, that right to life is still 
one that is unalienable.

Students should note the words “among them.” Life, 
liberty and the pursuit of happiness are not the only 
unalienable rights.

Locke cites the rights to life, health, liberty, and 
possessions. The Declaration uses the broader 
phrase “pursuit of happiness” with the knowledge 
that not everyone owns or will own property or 
possess health. What is guaranteed here, then, is the 
right to pursue—not necessarily obtain—the goods 
that are appropriate for the life of a human being. 
The goods required for living the appropriately 
human life are never bad since living according 
to one’s human nature is desirable and good. 
However, because of their religious commitments, 
the Founders disagreed about whether human 
nature was so depraved as to be wholly trusted. 
They agreed that other desires beyond what we 
need are more accurately described as wants and 
as such are not always rightly desired. Government 
cannot guarantee protection of the pursuit of all that 
any one individual may want since to do so could 
involve doing injustice to another. For example, the 
acquisition of what one person wants may infringe 
upon the needs of another. Natural rights are an 
extension of natural needs; they are not privileges 
and do not depend upon a grant by government.
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It is important for students to understand this last 
principle: Governments are instituted to protect men’s 
rights to pursue their needs and, to some degree, 
their rights to pursue their wants. Governments 
do not grant these natural rights and, therefore, 
cannot take them away. In that light, a criminal, say, 
imprisoned after a fair trial, has forfeited his right to 
liberty by his own actions.

The violation of consent of the governed was 
the initial and fundamental motivation for the 
Declaration of Independence. Teachers may point 
students to the list of abuses to discuss the violation of 
consent inherent in each. Consent of the governed 
is the keystone of constitutional government as 
understood by the Founders; it was an inheritance 
from Britain’s unwritten constitution.

English history chronicles the long struggle toward 
recognition of this unalienable right. Consent of 
the governed stands in opposition to the belief that 
kings and rulers govern as special representatives of 
divine authority. It is the people who grant power to 
a government to ensure their own protection against 
the law-breaker. Government has no power and 
no authority except that which is conferred upon the 
offices of government by the people. It is the people 
as trustor who establish the government as “trustee” 
for themselves as “beneficiaries” (Beitzinger, 174-
175). As soon as government ceases to provide 
effective defense, or itself becomes the law-breaker, 
the people withdraw their consent by whatever 
means are available to them.

Students may question whether consent to the 
Constitution was given once the majority of states 
ratified the Constitution in 1788. Furthermore, what if 
a state had not ratified the Constitution? Would that 
state have been forced to abide by the decision 
of the majority? Ratification as outlined in the 
Constitution was a one-time event. Those of us living 
in the United States since ratification have given our 

consent by behaving as enfranchised citizens. By 
participating in the ratification process, the people 
and the states agreed to abide by the results just 
as today voters abide by the results of lawfully and 
freely held elections.

It is important that the students understand that the 
revolution was not about money; in fact, it was 
not even about the right of Parliament to tax the 
colonies. The issue was consent, that is, the right 
of the colonists to be represented in Parliament. At 
the heart of consent of the governed is the belief 
that human beings are capable of self-government 
and only turn over the right to absolute self-rule in 
order to procure and ensure their liberty, not at its 
expense. 
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“At the heart of 
consent of the 
governed is 

the belief that 
human beings 
are capable 

of self-govern-
ment.”
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GOOD WORDS
Editing sentences for clarity

The most foundational element of good writing is the sentence. A well-crafted 
sentence is the most basic, complete expression of clear thinking. As the essayists 
William Strunk, Jr., and E.B. White explain, clear thought is largely a matter of what 
words belong or do not belong in a particular sentence and how the ones that do 

belong are arranged: “Confusion and ambiguity result when words are badly placed. The 
writer must, therefore, bring together the words and groups of words that are related in 
thought and keep apart those that are not so related.”¹ 

As teachers, we want our students to work up sentences in ways that avoid confusion and 
ambiguity. In other words, a top priority is clarity. 

One practical exercise that helps young writers develop their writing is to edit their 
sentences for greater clarity. Below are some editing strategies well-suited to meet the 
needs of students in the early stages of developing good writing skills. Of course, students 
at any level will find editing a great boon to their work. These strategies are part of Cana 
Academy’s comprehensive writing program.²

¹ Strunk and White, The Elements of Style, Fourth Edition, Pearson, 2000, page 28.

² These strategies are excerpted from Cana Academy’s guide, Writing Well, Thinking 

Clearly, by Mary Frances Loughran and Jeannette DeCelles-Zwerneman. The guide is 

available in our Shop: www.canaacademy.org/shop
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§ The Simple Sentence §

The sentence is a basic unit of communication 
in English, and every sentence has its purpose. 
Learning how to write clear sentences that decisively 
move the reader forward is a foundational skill. As 
the students’ thought becomes more complicated, 
they should be introduced to complex and 
compound sentences. However, the youthful and 
unskilled writer should be encouraged to employ 
the following guidelines:

• Write in short simple sentences that refer to 
concrete, sensual details, using this order:  
subject—verb—indirect object—direct object.

• Avoid generalizations and abstractions.

• Find characters and make them the subjects of 
strong action verbs.

§ Edit for Clarity §

The following are helpful tips for coaching the 
students in writing concise and precise sentences:

• Act as if you are writing poetry in which every 
word counts. Delete any words that do not 
add new and meaningful material. Ex: Her 
performance was flawless, without any 
mistakes.

• Avoid unnecessary compound prepositions.  
Ex: He walked out of the door.

• Replace redundant adjectives with powerful 
verbs whenever possible. Ex: The embarrassed 
student blushed and quickly hurried from the 
room.

• Try replacing a phrase with a powerful word. 
Ex: Despite the fact that I hate to eat dessert 

before my dinner, the chocolate brownie was 
too delicious to resist. The delicious brownie 
tempted me to abandon eating dinner first.

• Eliminate clichés. Ex:  very, truly, much, really, 
great, interesting, more and more, on and on, 
and then, a lot, exciting, and so, and then.

• Change negatives to affirmatives. Ex: Hazel 
decided not to abandon the quest. Hazel 
decided to persevere in the quest.

• Do not use disclaimers. Ex:  Even though many 
might disagree, Darcy is the one that exhibits 
the most pride in Pride and Prejudice.

• Do not write in fragments. Ex: Because he 
thought her beneath his position.

• Do not write in run-ons. Ex: Huckleberry and 
Jim travelled down the Mississippi they had 
many adventures.

• Do not run separate thoughts together in one 
sentence. Ex: Frodo and Sam were friends, 
so Sam wanted to help Frodo on his quest 
when he overheard the conversation between 
Gandalf and Frodo, and then Gandalf told 
Sam he would be going with Frodo, and so 
Sam agreed to never let Frodo out of his sight. 
This is also a run-on sentence.

A final word—

Good, simple sentences are not simplistic; rather, 
they are clearly written expressions of thought. 
When we coach our students to edit for clarity, 
we are training them to articulate more maturely 
what is on their minds. That means they can make 
better arguments, approach the works they study 
with more precision, and make better connections 
between what they think and what they say.¹

¹ For the goals of a good writing program, see Writing Well, Thinking Clearly, page 1.
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Among a teacher’s highest priorities when teaching fiction and drama from the inside 
out is to guide the students into the text, into the details crafted there by the authors, 
and into their imaginative worlds. Good questions will foster good discussions if 
the teacher maintains a disciplined and strategic focus on that vital content internal 

to the work. 

As a part of ToolKit’s ongoing effort to provide practical ways for teachers to master the art 
of teaching, below are a set of weak questions, intended to encourage the exercise of fine-
tuning. Each poorly structured question is followed by a plausible explanation of why it is 
weak. Then, given the explanation, better questions are offered. The questions are based on 
texts that represent a range of genres and levels of difficulty.

LEWIS CARROLL’S ALICE’S ADVENTURES IN WONDERLAND

Weak question: What virtues does Alice exhibit by the end of her adventure?

Finding the virtues exhibited by a character distracts the students from the story at hand and 
from the details that occupy its heart. It is far more important for students to have a good 
grasp of the story, gained by careful attention to the details. We want the students to enter 
into the story as a set of adventures; we also want them to tend to Alice’s thoughts and 
actions. Alice clearly experiences a change by way of a series of experiences. She is a 
wonderful character to explore, and better questions will lead students into an exploration of 
her actions and their motivations.

Better question: What does Alice learn about herself down the rabbit hole?

Better question: Trace Alice’s thinking from the beginning of her dream to the moment she 
awakens.

Better question: During the trial (right before she wakes up), what exactly does Alice 
realize about the world as she has experienced it down the rabbit hole?

Better question: What is it about her experiences down the rabbit hole that forms a 
foundation for the hopeful ending to the story, expressed in Alice’s joy and in her sister’s 
vision of Alice in the future?

30
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HARPER LEE’S TO KILL A MOCKINGBIRD

Weak question: What is wrong with Scout that she 
would have any sympathy for Mayella Ewell?

This question already assumes that there is something 
wrong with Scout, thereby planting a presupposition 
in students’ minds. A better question will instead 
lead the students to consider Scout’s perspective 
on Mayella as influenced by all the factors of her 
life, including, and perhaps especially, her father, 
Atticus.

Better question: What does Atticus mean when he 
counsels Scout to “walk in another man’s shoes”? 
How does that perspective influence Scout’s 
understanding of Mayella?

WILLA CATHER’S MY ÁNTONIA

Weak question: What mistakes does Ántonia 
make that lead to her miserable poverty?

Again, the way this question is worded plants a 
negative perception of Ántonia in the students’ minds. 
Also, the question defines her poverty narrowly, 
since who she is as a human being cannot be 
reduced to her material poverty. A better question 
will direct the students to consider details in the text 
that help form our understanding of Ántonia’s full 
character and her reasons for acting the way she 
does, whether she is making mistakes or not.

Better question: How does the image of the plow 
in the sunset call to mind Ántonia?

Better question: How does Ántonia endure the 
harsh environment of the prairie when others do 
not?

CHARLES DICKENS’ A TALE OF TWO CITIES

Weak question: What is the message of A Tale 
of Two Cities? Hope? Redemption? Sacrifice? 
Perseverance?

We want to discourage students from thinking that a 
work of fiction has a message, as this not only leads 
students away from the story itself but also limits a 
rich discussion of its characters and their motivations.

Better question: Carton has memorized John 
11:25-26 and repeats it often as he roams the 
streets at night. How does this passage work in 
this story? Explain.

SHAKESPEARE’S HENRY V 

Weak question: Is Shakespeare’s Henry V a good 
king?

We see only a limited range of kingly action in this 
play—chiefly Henry’s leadership in the invasion 
of France—and that is mostly the action of a field 
marshall. Is this sufficient evidence for the students to 
make an adequate assessment of Henry’s kingship? 
Probably not. We do not see him ruling the realm; 
almost all of his action has to do with expanding 
it by conquest. All in all, it is likely best to pare this 
question down or, better yet, to reformulate it with a 
different target. The students should start by visiting 
key evidence in the text.

Better question: How does Henry lead in the field?

Better question: How does Henry treat his 
enemies? How does he move his army to follow 
him? What does all that evidence tell us about the 
man Henry?
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Better question: What do Henry’s punishment of 
his friend Bardolph and his courtship of his new 
acquaintance, Catherine, tell us about him?

Better question: Compare and contrast Charles’s 
estimation of Henry with the Dauphin’s.

Better question: In the first scene of the play, the 
Archbishop of Canterbury says that the wild side 
of Henry’s character died with his father’s death. 
How do Henry’s actions, as we witness them 
in the play, give credence to the Archbishop’s 
statement?

Better question: How does Henry’s action as field 
general set the backdrop for the scene in which 
he woos Catherine? 

HOMER’S ODYSSEY

Weak question: Was it right or wrong for Odysseus 
to kill all the suitors? 

Weak question: How can we see Odysseus as a 
hero, given the brutality with which he restores the 
order of his kingdom?

Again, these questions urge the students to 
moralize about a complex character in complex 
circumstances. We need to ask questions that invite 
the students into the story and its world.

Better question: What is the condition of Odysseus’ 
kingdom upon his return to Ithaka and how does 
he attempt to set it right?

Better question: Compare and contrast Odysseus’ 
return to Ithaka with Agamemnon’s return to 
Mycenae, as described in Book XI. When 
Odysseus visits Hades, Agamemnon warns him 
to return to his home with stealth. Why is stealth 

necessary? What does Odysseus’ stealthy return 
reveal about him and the other characters?

FLANNERY O’CONNOR’S “PARKER’S BACK”

Weak question: Detail the development of O.E. 
Parker as a Christ figure.

It is best not to ask questions that use types, as they 
tend to undermine the students’ close reading of a 
character. It is also best not to train the students in a 
narrow way of reading. Once they are prompted to 
read a particular character as a type, the students 
are then tempted to rifle through the story in search 
of details according to the category, rather than 
reading the text on its own terms and amassing its 
details to form a full picture of a given character.  
When we direct students to the full range of 
details, we foster the deepest and broadest way of 
reading. Remember, Flannery O’Connor counsels 
that the meaning of a story is in the details—all of 
the details—that a writer packs into a story. Parker is 
better read as a stand-alone character in the sense 
that he is unique and not an example of a type.

Better question: What has happened to Parker by 
the end of the story?

Better question: What do you make of the turn 
Parker’s life takes when he sees the tattooed 
man? How is that related to the later impulses he 
follows, including the impulse to get the Byzantine 
Christ tattoo?

Better question: Sarah Ruth says of the tattoo of 
Christ, “God don’t look like that!” Does she mean 
the tattoo itself? Or Parker’s back? Or something 
else?
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AESCHYLUS’ ORESTEIA

Weak question: What is Aeschylus’ vision of 
justice as revealed at the close of the Oresteia?

It is best to avoid an exercise that invites the students 
to speculate on authorial intent, particularly in their 
treatment of imaginative literature. They are not in a 
position to articulate something as scholarly as this 
question demands. Ask them a question that invites 
them into the concrete details of the text.

Better question: What vision of justice emerges at 
the end of the Oresteia?

Better question: On the surface, Athena’s 
reason for deciding in favor of Orestes seems 
unjust. She says that she always sides with the 
male. Furthermore, the Furies seem to lose what 
was rightly and legally their claim on Orestes’ 
punishment. Based on the text, how can we make 
sense of Athena’s decision as a just outcome?

SHAKESPEARE’S HAMLET, Act III, Scene 1, 
following Hamlet’s soliloquy that begins with “To be 
or not to be” and is interrupted by his encounter with 
Ophelia, who is being used by the spying Claudius 
and Polonius.

Weak question: Why does Hamlet disdain 
Ophelia?

This question is predicated on an assumption and 
invites a shallow consideration of a thorny problem. 
Hamlet’s first address to Ophelia is not disdainful. 
The conversation turns quickly, however, as Ophelia 
plays her role and attempts to distance herself from 
Hamlet. Only at this point does Hamlet’s speech 
become harsh, even cruel. The students need to 
ponder the rapid shift in tenor. They should wonder 

if the anger is genuine or artificial or perhaps 
a combination of both. We know from Act I that 
Hamlet is playing out a strategy that involves a 
forced “antic” behavior. We also know that Hamlet 
is appalled that his mother wed so soon after his 
father’s death, and that repugnance has only grown 
with the knowledge that her new husband is the 
elder Hamlet’s murderer. Is Hamlet’s anger best 
interpreted as directed against Ophelia? Or is there 
something larger at work? We witness Hamlet’s 
cruelty towards Ophelia again later in the play, but 
he openly declares his love for her in Act V, albeit 
after her death. Given all of this, it is a complex issue 
and this weak question oversimplifies it.

Better question: Carefully examine the encounter 
between Ophelia and Hamlet. It seems to begin 
with sweet and tender greetings, but it ends with 
fury. At what point does the dialogue turn ugly 
and why? Make your argument from the text.

Better question: Does Hamlet love Ophelia? He 
says, “I did love you once,” and then, “I loved 
you not.” Make your argument from the text. 

Better question: Is Hamlet being honest in this 
scene, or is he lying? If he is lying, is he lying 
throughout the entire scene or only in part of the 
scene? If he is lying, why is he lying? Argue from 
the text.
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COMING SOON
Guides, Workshops, & Podcasts

CANA ACADEMY GUIDES

July, 2019  Leading a Seminar on Thucydides’ History of the Peloponnesian War

August, 2019             Leading a Seminar on Dante’s Inferno

COURSE

July 29 - August 2 Master Course on How to Lead a Seminar

CANA ACADEMY BROADCAST NETWORK

July, 2019

Sources 

An interview for new teachers with Andrew Zwerneman 2/2

Classics

An interview with Mary Frances Loughran on why our neighbors in need deserve the classics 

An interview with Jeannette DeCelles-Zwerneman on the joys of reading Dante’s Inferno
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