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The study of history is essential to 
the development of wisdom in our 
students. By understanding the 
past, they are able to understand 

the world for which they are responsible. 
Events are not identical today to what they 
were yesterday, but their contours should 
be familiar. However, they will only be so 
if our students are versed in what humans 
have done in generations and centuries 
before our own.

I owe my love for the field to a line of 
great history teachers; because of them 
I majored in it, have taught ancient and 
modern history, and continue to study it 
as I enter my seventh decade. Here are 
my best history teachers and some salient 
things they taught me: 

1969-70. 5th grade. Miss Edna 
Constable, Durham Academy, Durham, 
North Carolina. What a great year that 
was. Under Miss Constable’s capable 
leadership, we explored the history of 
our state. Among the most important skills 
I learned from her was how to write a 
narrative. In high school my teachers would require further skills, ones we identify with research; but, at the age 
of ten, I was asked to write some part of North Carolina’s history as a story. I chose the Tar Heels’ involvement

THE CALLING
History teachers and the way things are
Andrew J. Zwerneman
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in the Civil War, how they got their name (it is a point of controversy), and what significant roles they played. Miss 
Constable never pulled punches when it came to slavery, so she gave no quarter to romanticism about the era. At 
the same time, she showed me how to work through our history text and outline part of the state’s involvement in the 
Civil War in my own words, draw maps and pictures in support of the brief narrative, and summarize it as a class 
report. The maps and pictures were, at my age level, the kinds of things a historian develops. Maps have to do with 
geography, which directly impacts economics, culture, and proximity to other polities—and, in the case at hand, 
to other fronts in the war. Pictures provide the historian with imagery that situates for us the key figures, important 
buildings, weaponry, uniforms, and other elements important to the army. Reports discipline us to the heart of the 
matter, focus us on what is of lasting importance. As a student in advanced grades, I would continue to use all 
these skills. Later on, when I taught ancient history, I trained the students to write a brief history of each of the major 
civilizations we covered, replete with a story, pictures, maps, and oral report.

5©2019 Cana Academy®
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7th grade. Mr. Tom Bullard. Lynn Junior High School, 
Las Cruces, New Mexico. Mr. Bullard was an avid 
traveler. He fueled his passion for history with an annual 
trip abroad. I know he made only a modest salary, so 
it was a matter of thrift and self-sacrifice that he made 
those trips each year. His course was on world history, 
and among the cultures we explored was that of Japan, 
from ancient to modern times. One thing that stands out 
from that course is Mr. Bullard’s facility with language 
and his requirement that we learn something of the 
language from each culture we studied. To this day I 
can count to five in Japanese. When I teach history I 
require my students to master some sample of a relevant 
language. For example, when they first tackle Ancient 
Greece, I have them memorize the Greek alphabet, 
then recite it back to the class. A crisp dollar bill goes 
to the student who recites the run of letters faster than 
anyone else. That is good fun and an exercise that 
secures the alphabet in their minds for a long time—
maybe even a lifetime, as in my case, where even now 
I know the Japanese numbers ichi through go!

1973-74. 9th grade. Mrs. Blake. Lynn Junior High 
School, Las Cruces, New Mexico. Those research skills 
I mentioned earlier began to form under Mrs. Blake’s 
tutelage. Our subject matter that year was the history 
of New Mexico. I wrote my first formal research paper 
on  Pancho Villa’s raid on Columbus, New Mexico, in 
1916. I spent some time in the library stacks at New 
Mexico State University. As Columbus was only an hour 
and a half drive from Las Cruces, my father drove me 
there to take some photos where the raid occurred. The 
work could not have been more pleasurable, nor my 
imagination more stoked. One fascinating element of 
the episode is that President Wilson sent General John 
“Black Jack” Pershing with several thousand troops and 
a squadron of biplanes to search out Villa. The planes 
did not work well in the punishing desert of Chihuahua, 
Mexico. Despite the thousands of troops he led over 
the border into Mexico, Pershing, who would soon lead 
American troops to victory in World War I, failed to find 
the bandit and his men. I have not forgotten one particular 
lesson from that story: The comparative numbers and 
resources were overwhelmingly in Pershing’s favor, but 
the ability to hide in a region intimately familiar to Villa 

gave the latter the greater advantage. 

1977-78. Freshman year in college. Professor Nathan 
Hatch. University of Notre Dame. Colonial America and 
the American Revolution. I had always liked American 
history, but this course made me love it. Professor Hatch 
introduced us to many of the giants among Americanists, 
including Edmund S. Morgan and Bernard Bailyn. The 
course was largely focused on intellectual and political 
history, so the battles of the war were left for another 
course. But that was alright by me. Digging into the 
details of what Adams, Jefferson, Madison, and the 
other Founders thought about freedom, human rights, 
the responsibilities of citizenship, the best arrangements 
for constitutionalism, and other related topics was a 
story that forged in my mind historical lessons on the real 
possibilities and limits of justice. As part of the cultural 
component of the course, Professor Hatch led us into 
an exploration of religion at the Founding. I had always 
assumed that the Founders were largely Deist, but that 
was a false assumption, as the Christian element was 
far more prevalent. To this day, that tempers any critique 
I weigh of the Founding as entirely liberal.

1978-79. Sophomore year in college. Professor 
Bernard Norling. University of Notre Dame. The Rise 
of 20th-Century Dictatorships. This was the course 
that convinced me to major in history. The scope was 
challenging, the consequences of the subject ran 
through every major element of the century at hand. 
Professor Norling was a superb lecturer. His binders 
were filled with lecture notes, each page highlighted 
with different colored markers. I never learned the color 
code, but his lectures were among the best presentations 
I experienced in college. He was also a master at 
crafting good reading lists. One formative book was 
Stefan Zweig’s The World of Yesterday, in which the 
great essayist recounts the unprecedented flowering of 
German culture in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, 
then recounts the social and moral decline of that same 
culture following World War I. That order could be lost 
so quickly and so devastatingly devolve into disorder 
was forever burned into my understanding of history.
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1979-1980. Junior year in college. Professor Vincent 
P. DeSantis. University of Notre Dame. The Vietnam 
War. The academic year was 1979-1980, just under 
five years since the fall of Saigon and the haunting 
images of America’s last helicopter leaving the U.S. 
embassy and thousands of desperate Vietnamese left 
to the coming onslaught of the Vietcong. We were the 
children of The Greatest Generation, the one that had 
won World War II and had prevented the fall of South 
Korea to communist forces. Vietnam was our country’s 
first loss. It loomed large in our minds as something 
about which we had nagging questions and, as it ends 
up, a fair number of shallow explanations. For each of 
Professor DeSantis’ lectures, the library auditorium was 
packed—every one of the several hundred seats filled, 
students standing or sitting in the aisles. We wanted 
answers, and we listened more attentively, I believe, 
than in any course I took in college. In the end, we got 
something different than we expected. Among other 
things, we learned that America did not lose a single 
major battle in the war. We learned as well how the 
war reportage was skewed in the States. I will never 
forget the professor’s description of Walter Cronkite, the 
most trusted man in America, standing at battlefield’s 
edge, shouting into his microphone in order to be heard 
clearly over the raging battle. The only thing is, he was 
there a day after the battle, and the sounds the public 
heard were laid over his reportage. That a war could 
be lost through means other than military ones was a 
sober lesson that stuck with me.

1980-81. Senior year in college. University of Notre 
Dame. Professor Leon Bernard. Pacific Campaign, 
World War II. Nothing I studied in history was more 
challenging than trying to master the geography and 
names pertaining to the Pacific Theatre during World 
War II. The Pacific was largely unexamined territory 
for me; the Japanese names almost entirely new to my 
eye and all exotic to the ear. Additionally, my professor 
was the most exacting history instructor I ever had. He 
gave one exam halfway through the course, a second 
at the end. Each exam was a single question. We were 
to fill our blue books with everything we knew about 
the topic. One mistake in the answer translated to one 
lower grade; a second mistake, a still lower mark; and 

so on. It was a bit nerve-racking. Yet, I loved it. The 
topic was fascinating, the vision of American victory in 
the war a powerful draw. Still, the best thing about the 
course was the teacher. Professor Bernard had suffered 
a stroke years prior to my studying with him. He could 
be spotted across Notre Dame’s bucolic campus as 
he tooled along on one of those scooters built for the 
disabled. Yet, he was a force in the classroom, lecturing 
fluently, energetically, and compellingly for an hour at 
a time without notes and in a beautiful, resonant New 
Orleans accent. During the War he served as a Naval 
officer. So, when he spoke of the conflict with Japan, 
he wed his scholarship to his experience forged in 
battle. He was for me the closest I came to studying 
with someone like Thucydides, only Professor Bernard 
had retained his commission, helped win the war, and 
emerged a decorated hero. One great takeaway 
from the course itself: The professor laid out for us the 
devastation of the American fleet, starting with the 
losses we sustained at Pearl Harbor. Then he detailed 
the industrial force with which America built what would 
be the most massive fleet in world history. When at 
Midway we won our first major battle of the campaign 
in the Pacific, the momentum turned to America’s favor. 
I will always remember that the campaign was won 
with a combination of strategy and valor at sea and 
unparalleled productivity on the homefront.

Each of the important lessons my history teachers gave 
me formed how I understand the world. Their guidance 
in the field of human action fostered my moral and 
intellectual freedom and especially shaped  a growing 
sensibility about human order. All of us who teach could 
do no better than to help our students remember the 
past and by that recollection see the way things are.

Andrew J. Zwerneman serves as president of Cana 
Academy.
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Harvard’s great poetry scholar Helen Vendler once said that the arts 
“situate us on the earth.” 

In other words, the arts allow us to see our existence in this world more 
clearly. Working as they do in the realm of the senses, they deepen our 

sympathy for the human condition, help us feel what we ought to feel, direct our 
hearts towards what is worthy, and remind us of our place in the order of things. 

At its best, film accomplishes exactly what Vendler says of the arts in general: Great 
films widen and illuminate our experience through a host of key elements provided 
by the director, screenwriter, cinematographer, cast, and all the crew members 
who arrange the thousands of details that make up a film. 

The most immediate connection we experience in film is with the acting. Good 
acting arranges voice, body and movement, facial expression, interaction with 
others, and engagement with surrounding places and times. Actors arrange all of 
this in order to capture and represent to us the human experience. By drawing us 
into that arrangement, they illuminate our experience. They situate us on the earth.

9
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For my money, no actor does this better than Robert Duvall. 

This article is the first in a series of three articles on Duvall 

in which I will reflect on several of his most humane roles. 

For this first installment, let’s begin with his first film role: Boo 

Radley in the 1962 classic, To Kill a Mockingbird.

The film takes place in 1930s Maycomb County, 

Alabama, which, like most of the South at the time, is 

economically depressed. The black and white filming lends 

the portrayal an added layer of authenticity. The story 

centers on a court case concerning the alleged assault of 

a young white woman, Mayella Ewell, by a young black 

man, Tom Robinson. The accused is defended by Gregory 

Peck’s Atticus Finch, who takes the job out of a deep sense 

of responsibility for justice, knowing full well the crucible 

before him of defending a black man against a white 

woman before an all-white jury in this highly segregated 

southern town. Atticus is a widower with two young 

children, Jem and Scout (his tomboy daughter). Robert 

Duvall’s character, Boo Radley, is not involved in the case 

itself, but he lives next door to the Finch home. Near the 

end of the film, well after the trial is over, Boo unexpectedly 

becomes the Finch children’s protector against the vengeful 

Bob Ewell, father of the plaintiff.

Students would do well to watch and study the film as 

a work of art. An effective way for teachers to start this 

process is the following:

• Watch the entire film all the way through, either as a 

class or as an individual assignment.

• Then, explore sections of the film in great detail by 

going scene by scene and, within some scenes, frame 

by frame. 

• At each strategic juncture, ask questions that lead the 

students into the details of the scene or frame.

One could also explore the other roles, camera angles 

and light, the use of music, the pacing of the film and other 

elements of arrangement. For this exercise, however, let’s 

just focus on Duvall’s acting.¹

In developing a strategy for leading the discussion, start 

with a few backdrop questions on what we know of 

Boo, how he is connected to the Finch children, and what 

connections he has to the townspeople involved in the 

legal case. Then, move on to questions of detail regarding 

Duvall’s portrayal of Boo in the scene that takes place in 

Jem’s room.

1. Before we actually see Boo Radley, what do we 

know about him? Who conveys that information in the 

film? What is the nature of the information: Straight 

reportage? Hearsay? Gossip? What is his overall 

reputation in Maycomb? 

2. Again, before Boo and the children are actually in 

a room together, what encounters do they have with 

each other? What do the children think of him? What 

do we think of him?

3. Now, let’s look at the short scene in which we see 

Boo. How is our attention initially turned to him? 

What can we see of him behind the door? How is he 

standing? Where is he looking? What is the effect of 

the shadow that mostly drapes his figure?

4. What is Boo’s response when the door is moved, when 

he is no longer in the shadow but now revealed in 

the light? Describe his face and other physical traits. 

What about him makes it believable that he rescued 

the children? What about him makes it believable that, 

while he lives next door, the children have not actually 

seen him?

5. What effect does Scout have on Boo in this scene? 

What evidence is there of that effect? Why does he 

focus his gaze on her? What is his expression before 

she smiles at him? What changes when she smiles at 

him? Look closely at his upper body and face. Be      

precise.

¹ The bulk of Duvall’s appearance in the film is in this clip: https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=iRmIef02Ajk
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6. How does Scout get Boo to approach the sleeping   

Jem? What do we see in Boo as he spends a moment 

by Jem’s side?

Possible answers to the six questions: 

Perhaps the first thing that strikes us about Duvall’s 

performance is that his Boo Radley says nothing—not a 

single word. Further still, his face is on the screen for only a 

few minutes. Yet, his presence looms over much of the story: 

as legend—the allegedly dangerous simpleton hidden 

away in the Radley home; as mystery—the invisible friend 

who leaves gifts for the children in the small hollow of the 

great tree between their adjacent properties; and as a 

surprising agent of justice—Scout and Jem’s stealthy but 

fatal defender against the vicious Bob Ewell. 

When we do finally see Boo—or “Mr. Arthur Radley,” as 

Atticus formally introduces him  to Scout—he is hiding in the 

shadows behind a door in the room where the injured Jem 

sleeps. Scout, Atticus, and the sheriff are all present. The 

door is pulled away so that everyone sees Boo in full light. 

He frantically shifts to his right. His movement away from the 

others only ends when the wall cuts off his retreat. His face 

is haunted, his eyes dark and full of fear, his body taut and 

cornered, his arms trembling. Though he is afraid, there is 

a physicality about Boo, which makes it believable that he 

got the better of the alcoholic Ewell. The fear and distance 

in his pale face make it easier to imagine his isolated life 

next door in the recesses of the Radley house. 

Just as believable is Boo’s change that occurs over the next 

twenty seconds of film: Under the searching, endearing 

gaze of young Scout, he returns the focus and looks only 

at her. At first he seems disconcerted that she does not 

recognize him. As he continues to look, there is just the 

slightest hint of softening around his mouth and eyes. Then 

it does dawn on her who he is, and she gently smiles. His 

countenance eases to a subtle but real tenderness. First, his 

left shoulder relaxes. Scout speaks two little words: “Hey, 

Boo.” Then, his head tilts back, his brow lifts ever so slightly. 

The softest smile forms on his face. He blinks lightly, slowly. 

After answering those six questions, the students will have 

worked over the beautiful, subtle details of Duvall’s acting. 

After that, it would be rewarding to explore the next set 

of frames—the ones where Scout takes Boo’s hand and 

leads him to Jem’s side: “You can pet him, Mr. Arthur. He’s 

asleep,” she reassures him. “You couldn’t if he was awake, 

though, he wouldn’t let you.” As Boo gently touches the 

head of the boy whose life he saved, the world is set right 

for a moment. No words. Just a touch and a look, each 

expressing an utterly convincing love that quietly transcends 

the hatred and violence that preceded this scene. As Scout 

indicates, this is a moment that is likely not to occur again. 

Yet, we sense that it is more than an unrepeatable moment. 

We glimpse here the completion of something precious 

and sacred. Whatever the characters in the scene and we 

ourselves once thought of Boo Radley, his place has been 

transformed, his humanity made more real. Robert Duvall 

does that for Boo, and he does that for the rest of us.

Andrew J. Zwerneman serves as Cana Academy’s president. Look for 
forthcoming articles on Robert Duvall’s performances in Tomorrow (1972) and 
Tender Mercies (1983).

Though afraid, there 
is a physicality about 

Boo, which makes 
it believable that he 
got the better of the 

alcoholic Ewell.
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In teaching, we are, of course, training our students in all the excellences of 
the mind, including what to know, how to understand, and how to collect, 
compare, and rank competing claims. All of this, we hope, culminates in 
wisdom. 

A genuine education is an education in feeling as well. What that means, 
however, and what weds human feeling to what is true and real is a difficult 
matter to comprehend. In fact, the very prospect that teachers would give 
weight to feelings or that we would ask our students how they feel in response 
to a great work of art is rejected by some as either below standards of genuine 
education or altogether at odds with the careful study of literature, studio art, 
film, or music. 

Fortunately, there are great minds who have thought through this matter and 
who can lend a hand to those of us who teach. One such mind is the British 
philosopher, Sir Roger Scruton. Earlier this year, Cana Academy’s Andrew 
Zwerneman interviewed Sir Roger on a range of topics, including the tricky 
challenge of taking feelings seriously. The full exchange between the two is 
available in podcast and blog post formats on the Cana Academy website 
(see links below). A particularly relevant part of the interview is reprinted here 
and is offered as a guide on how teachers can coach their students in this 
area. 

AZ: “A culture,” you say, “is the collective practice which renews our visions 
and extends our sympathies into all the corners of the heart. It is the ongoing 
record of the life of feeling, which offers to every new generation the examples, 

NEXT LEVEL
Taking feelings seriously
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images, and words that teach it what to feel.” Well, that 
quotation is full of wonderful terms, pregnant words. 
Let’s start with that phrase “the ongoing record of the 
life of feeling”: what do you mean by that?

RS: Well, by “feeling” there I principally mean, of 
course, the feelings that bind us to each other. Feelings 
like love, anger, and desire, which shape the human 
world and also shape the character of the people who 
participate in it; and these feelings can be merely crude, 
almost animal, reduced to spontaneous reactions 
without thought, or they can be elevated to a higher 
level so that they become a form of thought, a form of 
meditation. And I think it’s especially important for us in 
the world in which we live that we try to cultivate feeling 
in such a way that it really does involve understanding 
of the other and recognition of all the complexities that 
might ensue from whatever gestures we make. I see 
culture as a fundamental part of educating emotions 
in that way, not just from examples, although examples 
are very important in novels and stories and so on, but 
through providing the words for giving us a sense of 
how language should be used in difficult moments and 
so on.

AZ: Elsewhere you talk about sympathy, and am I 
correct in drawing this conclusion that sympathy would 
be something like the core, or the gathering feeling or 
response to the other, as you put it? 

RS: Yes. I mean, what it means literally in the Greek 
etymology is feeling, even suffering, with another. And 
yes, sympathy is a form, like so many of our emotions, 
it’s a form of judgment. You don’t feel sympathy for 
the villain in the story, you feel sympathy for his victim 
perhaps, and it’s one of the ways in which we explore 
the human world with a view to making judgements.

AZ: So, you would say, in fact, there are things we 
ought to feel and things we ought not to feel.

RS: Oh yes, absolutely. I mean, that’s what moral 
education ultimately is, I think. 

AZ: Well, let’s say that we present to our students a poem 
or a painting, or maybe even a stage performance; 
would it be appropriate to ask the students, “How does 

that painting make you feel?” or “How did you respond 
with feeling towards that poem or that play?” 

RS: That is a perfectly reasonable question, as long 
as you make it clear that the poem is not about him, 
the student, the reader; it’s about whatever it’s about, 
and too much obsession with what you’re feeling can 
occlude your observation of the thing itself. And I think 
we live in a world in which there’s a constant pressure 
to sentimentalize everything and make it always look as 
though feeling is what everything is about. 

AZ: Right, sometimes we would say to a student that 
“it’s more important for you to let the author or the 
painter pull you into his world rather than you his work 
into yours.”

RS: Absolutely. Yes, and you know you should 
approach works of art in a spirit of humility. This guy 
who has painted this picture or has written this poem, 
he did it for a purpose in order to draw attention to 
something other than you, something that caused him 
to respond in this vigorous way, and he wants you to 
understand its significance.

AZ: Feeling doesn’t stand alone, as you explain it. 
There are thought, imagination, judgement, as you put 
it, vision; and so is this, in a sense, a cooperative effort 
between the mind and the passions, or the mind and 
the heart?

RS: Well, yes, inevitably all feeling involves a judgement, 
a judgement of the world. What if I respond with anger 
to a certain remark? It’s not just that I’m arbitrarily 
responding with anger, I’ve judged that that remark is 
offensive, and that means I put it in a broader context 
in which I am able, or try at least, to distinguish the 
offensive from the inoffensive and have a conception 
of why the offensive is something that I should react to.

The transcript of the full interview and the podcast on which it is based 
are here:

https://www.canaacademy.org/blog/an-interview-with-sir-roger-
scruton

https://www.canaacademy.org/sources/episode-3-an-interview-
with-sir-roger-scruton
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Top ten documentaries for teaching history
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The Cana Academy team has compiled a list of the top ten documentaries for history teachers 
in middle-school or high-school class settings. 

The list below is not ranked according to quality; rather, the films are listed roughly in order 
of historical chronology or by geographic area covered in each documentary.¹

1. Empires: The Greeks - Crucible of Civilization 
Episodes: 3 
Approximate Runtime: 3 hours

In a 200-year period, the Ancient Greeks transformed 
their world with unprecedented advancements in 
politics (including the invention of democracy), science, 
philosophy, drama, poetry, pottery, seamanship, 
trade, and architecture. These influences shaped the 
development of Western civilization and continue to 
impact our world today. Empires: The Greeks is an 
engaging and informative survey of this remarkable 
moment in history.

¹ A note of caution: Some of these documentaries contain disturbing content that 
may not be suitable depending on the age of the students. The films on WWI 
and WWII are more graphic than those on the Civil War and the Revolutionary 
War, and some show images of the Holocaust that are especially disturbing. The 
film on the Vietnam War also contains violent and graphic photos and video 
footage. Shoah discusses in vivid detail the horrors of the Holocaust. We advise 
teachers to screen the documentaries before showing them.
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2. A History of Britain 
Episodes: 3 seasons, 15 episodes total
Approximate Runtime: 15 hours

Masterfully written and narrated by historian Simon 
Schama, this documentary covers British history from 
3100 B.C. through 1965 A.D. Since it is so lengthy, it 
might be most helpful to use certain parts of the series 
only. Each season, and even each episode, can stand 
on its own as an instructive look at that given period in 
British history.

3. Liberty!: The American Revolution 
Episodes: 6 
Approximate Runtime: 6 hours

This documentary is an accessible but instructive 
exploration of the revolution that forged our country 
and changed the world. Liberty! covers the Revolution’s 
humble origins, key figures, events, and consequences. 
It combines narration, images of historic places 
and maps, and actors playing the various important 
historical figures of the time, a method that makes the 
history come alive for the viewer.

©2019 Cana Academy®16
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the revolution that forged our country and changed 

the world.
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4. The Civil War
Episodes: 9 
Approximate Runtime: 11 hours 

This documentary is a simple but strikingly effective 
combination of photographs from the era, voiceover 
narration—sometimes by actors portraying key 
historical figures—and commentary by contemporary 
historians. The series is accompanied by a beautiful and 
moving soundtrack that helps capture the emotional 
force of the war.

5. The Great War and the Shaping of the 20th                 
    Century
Episodes: 8 
Approximate Runtime: 8 hours

This appropriately titled film covers what we now refer 
to as World War I. This was a war of many firsts: the first 
truly global conflict, the first use of chemical weapons, 

the first use of the bombing of civilians, and the first 
genocide. As the narrator states, “The Great War was 
a great tragedy, for it was not an end but a beginning, 
ushering in history’s most violent century.” The Great 
War is a comprehensive and insightful course of study 
on this most important of modern historical events.

17
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6. The World at War 
Episodes: 26 
Approximate Runtime: 22 hours and 30 minutes 

Covering the most catastrophic and deadly war in 
human history, this lengthy, detailed documentary 
begins with the “rebirth” of Germany after WWI 
and Hitler’s rise to power. Using real footage and 
interviews with people who were alive at the time of 
World War II, which make for a compelling narrative, 
the documentary moves chronologically through the 
entirety of the war. It is more of a macro-view of the 
war, a larger scale film than Ken Burns’ The War (see 
below), but it is packed with an ample number of 
personal views contained in its many interviews.

7. The War
Episodes: 7
Approximate Runtime: 14 hours and 30 minutes

This documentary, another by filmmaker Ken Burns, 
covers the Second World War from the viewpoint of the 
United States, specifically viewing the war through the 
perspectives of four American towns. It delves into their 
experiences—those who fought and those who served 
on the homefront.  As the narrator of the film states, 
“The greatest cataclysm in history grew out of ancient 
and ordinary human emotions—anger, arrogance, 
and bigotry, victimhood and the lust for power; and 
it ended because other human qualities—courage, 
perseverance and selflessness, faith, leadership, and 
the hunger for freedom—combined with unimaginable 
brutality to change the course of human events.” This 
film shows the humanity of those who fought.
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8. Inside the Vietnam War
Episodes: 3
Approximate Runtime: 2 hours and 20 minutes

This work lives up to its title. There are no interviews with 
historians, there is only narration over real footage of 
the war and interviews with Vietnam veterans. The end 
result is a riveting and heartbreaking look at this war. 

The Vietnam War was not a typical war, not in the 
way it was fought, not in the way it was seen back 
home, and not in the way it is now remembered. This 
documentary captures all of that.

9.   A Life Apart: Hasidism in America
Episodes: 1
Approximate Runtime: 1 hour and 30 minutes 

Over the last century, many remnants of Jewish 
communities settled in America; one of these 
communities is that of the Hasidic Jews. This 
documentary is an inside look at the Hasidic Jewish 
community in the United States: how they began, how 
they live, how they separate themselves for the sake 
of survival, and how their separation from mainstream 
society has impacted the way they live. 

A Life Apart is a case study. It focuses on three Hasidic 
families primarily. That might seem too narrow; but, since 
family identity is so critical for the radically traditional 
life that Hasidic Jews live, this selective narrative ends 
up being an effective way to tell their story.

19
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10. Shoah
Episodes: 4
Approximate Runtime: 9 hours and 30 minutes

Created by Claude Lanzmann, this film is a nine-hour-
long, detailed, personal examination of the Holocaust. 
Shoah is entirely comprised of interviews with survivors 
and witnesses plus footage of the towns and the camps 
where the Holocaust was carried out. As Lanzmann 
himself stated, “This film goes from detail to detail. The 
details are what matters”: what it was like for the few 
who survived, what it smelled like and looked like for 
those who lived near the sites of extermination, what it 
felt like for those who were indirectly involved, either 
by driving the trains transporting the Jews to their death 
or by cutting the hair of the Jews before they entered 
the camps. As one critic states, “[Shoah] is an act of 
witness.” It bears witness to the atrocity that was the 
Holocaust and to those who were part of it. As such, it 
is harshly real and accurate. 
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TO THE POINT
Improving discussion questions
on expository and historical texts

When teachers lead discussions on great expository and historical texts, it is crucial 
that they ask good questions that lead the students into the arguments, analyses, 
and historical content of those texts.

Below is an exercise in improving the relevant kinds of discussion questions. A text 
is named, followed by a weakly formed question. Then, a brief explanation of why the question is 
weak is offered and examples of better questions provided. 

This exercise is designed for teachers of secondary students. The first three texts are from Ancient 
Greece. The fourth is from British legal and political history. The final three are germane to American 
studies.

THUCYDIDES’ HISTORY OF THE PELOPONNESIAN WAR

Weak question: While the debate between Cleon and Diodotus feigns justice, what is it about 
their arguments that reveals a basic absence of any higher purpose than self-interest?

What is wrong with this question?

Possible answer: The question has already done the important thinking for the students. It is better for 
the students to discover what the text is saying and then trace how that thesis emerges from the text. 
Generally, giving them a question that leads them to see right away what is going on undermines 
the goals of critical reading and thinking by the students.

Better question: Compare and contrast the arguments of Cleon and Diodotus.

Better question: Who, if either, has the better argument—Cleon or Diodotus? Why?

21
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PLATO’S APOLOGY

How is Socrates’ defense of himself, at heart, a 
defense of philosophy?

What is wrong with this question?

Possible answer: This question loads too much up front. 
It requires of the students that they start with a highly 
directive, interpretive premise regarding the Apology, 
and that premise is a point of serious debate. There is 
a lot said in the dialogue, both about and between 
Socrates and the jurors. The common factor is that they 
are all Athenians. A more fruitful line of questioning 
would lead the students into a discussion of how 
Socrates perceives himself as an Athenian and how he 
perceives his city, especially given his trial, conviction, 
and punishment.

Better question: Is Socrates guilty of the charges? 
If so, of which charges is he guilty and how? If not, 
why not? Offer evidence.

Better question: What does Socrates mean when 
he says the unexamined life is not worth living?  

Better question: The jurors convict Socrates; then 
they propose death as his punishment. Why does 
Socrates counter-propose that the city provide him 
with meals at the Prytaneum? 

ARISTOTLE’S NICOMACHEAN ETHICS

Weak question: How does Aristotle avoid being a 
relativist?

What is wrong with this question?

Possible answer: This question is too leading. A major 
interpretive effort has been done by the teacher before 
the students get a chance to think it through on their 
own. It is better to ask them questions that direct their 

focus to the key elements of Aristotle’s explanation of 
nature, justice, law, and friendship. 

Better question: Aristotle’s concept of justice is 
puzzling. What is just, he says, changes from place 
to place but has the same force everywhere. What 
does he mean? 

Better question: What role does the good man play 
in Aristotle’s standards for justice? 

Better question: Why, according to Aristotle, is 
friendship vital to political order? 

Better question: Which binds political order better 
— friendship or law?

MAGNA CARTA

Weak question: How did the authors of the Magna 
Carta give expression to an early version of the 
laissez-faire perspective?

What is wrong with this question?

Possible answer: The students will not be in a good 
position to parse out the use of laissez-faire as a 
descriptive phrase or school of thought. They can 
read the document and detect intelligently what was 
accomplished.  

Better question: What exactly did the Magna Carta 
limit, on the one hand, and what did it expand, on 
the other?

Better question: The Magna Carta is not the final 
word in the advancement of constitutionalism in 
Britain, but in what ways did it advance limitations 
on government and protection of individuals 
against the state?
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JAMES MADISON’S FEDERALIST PAPER #10

Weak question: Does Madison adequately 
anticipate the development of America’s chief 
political parties?

What is wrong with this question?

Possible answer: The secondary student trying to 
understand the American Founding should be led 
to look to the immediate reasoning and practice of 
the Founders. The students need to get to the case 
Madison makes. 

Better question: In the face of factions, what, 
according to Madison, should be done?

Better question: By Madison’s account, what is 
the challenge posed by factions? Why are they a 
particular threat to the American republic? What is 
the best way to meet the challenge?

U.S. CONSTITUTION

Weak question: How, with the Preamble and its 
call to provide for “the General Welfare”, do the 
Founders provide a foundation for welfare policies 
from the New Deal forward?

What is wrong with this question?

Possible answer: This is too ambitious. Students cannot 
be expected to know later welfare policies when they 
are only studying the Founding. Even when, in their study 
of 20th-century American history, they encounter the 
development of the welfare state under FDR, they are 
very unlikely to have before them historical documents 
where the Preamble is cited as a foundation for the 
New Deal. It is good for students to recognize what 
is in and what is not in the Constitution. What kinds of 
rights, for example, do we find? Is there any economic 
system named there?

Better question: What does “the General Welfare” 
mean in the Preamble?  

Better question: How does the Constitution limit 
government? How does it empower it to serve the 
general welfare?

Better question: How does the Constitution protect 
liberty?

Better question: Are the rights enumerated in the 
Constitution negative or positive? 

MARTIN LUTHER KING, JR.’S “I Have a Dream” 
SPEECH

Weak question: How does the speech offer a way 
to undermine the corporate sector, the status quo 
among the political parties, and the cultural elite?

What is wrong with this question?

Possible answer: The question distracts the students 
from what King says he wants to accomplish. His 
vision might well have been a threat to all three 
targets mentioned in the weak question, but the text 
of the speech draws us into other matters. The teacher 
should not look beyond the speech to possible ripple 
effects. Rather, as they study the text, the students need 
to be directed to its content. King beautifully lays out 
our historical heritage, which provides a foundation 
of principles to change our laws and ennoble our 
culture. The students need to focus on those rhetorical 
elements.

Better question: What respective roles do the 
Declaration of Independence, the Constitution, 
and the Gettysburg Address play in King’s speech?

Better question: Does King see a continuum between 
the founding and the Civil Rights movement? Or is 
it perhaps more accurate to describe what he sees 
as a break?
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Better question: King invokes a handful of classic 
sources. What are they? How does each one add 
to the rhetorical force of his speech? 

Forming better questions on great texts is the foundation 
for great discussions. Classic works in philosophy, 
theology, politics, and history are important to our 

culture and to our students, precisely because those 
texts ask us the kinds of things we all need to ask and 
answer. When our students can enter into those texts 
with greater clarity, they read better, discuss more 
intelligently, and reach greater understanding. Better 
questions help us guide them there.

©2019 Cana Academy®24

Guides on several of the texts referenced in this 
article are available in the Cana Academy Shop. 
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At the heart of teaching young writers to work through a classic piece of imaginative 
literature is training them to focus on details. This goes for writing as well. One of the 
best ways for students to polish their reading and their writing skills is for them to write 
descriptively.  

Below is a great strategy for teaching descriptive writing. It comes from Cana Academy’s writing 
guide titled Writing Well, Thinking Clearly.¹

Illustration Utilizing Description

Young writers benefit especially from exercises in descriptive writing as it requires attention to detail 
and thoughtful reflection on a character, event or place. It takes them back to the text to inventory 
important details that they may have missed on their first reading. It is thus an exercise in careful 
reading as well. 

A descriptive paragraph is developed through the specific observation of the senses:  sight, hearing, 
smell, taste, and touch. The detailed account of those sensory perceptions informs the reader of the 
imagined world and causes him to feel a particular way. In the example below from A Tale of Two 
Cities, every sense but taste has been employed by Dickens to draw the reader into the imaginative 
moment. Have the students find them:

The Dover road lay, as to him, beyond the Dover mail, as it lumbered up Shooter’s Hill.  He 
walked uphill in the mire by the side of the mail, as the rest of the passengers did; not because 
they had the least relish for walking exercise, under the circumstances, but because the hill, 
and the harness, and the mud, and the mail, were all so heavy, that the horses had three times 
already come to a stop, besides once drawing the coach across the road, with the mutinous 
intent of taking it back to Blackheath. Reins and whip and coachman and guard, however, 
in combination, had read that article of war which forbad a purpose otherwise strongly in 
favour of the argument, that some brute animals are endued with Reason; and the team had 
capitulated and returned to their duty.

GOOD WORDS
Descriptive writing

¹ https://www.canaacademy.org/shop/cana-writing-guide-writing-well-thinking-clearly-teaching-guide
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With drooping heads and tremulous tails, 
they mashed their way through the thick mud, 
floundering and stumbling between whiles as if 
they were falling to pieces at the larger joints.  As 
often as the driver rested them and brought them 
to a stand, with a wary “Wo-ho! so-ho then!” 
the near leader violently shook his head and 
everything upon it—like an unusually emphatic 
horse, denying that the coach could be got up 
the hill.  Whenever the leader made this rattle, 
the passenger started, as a nervous passenger 
might, and was disturbed in mind.

There was a steaming mist in all the hollows, and 
it had roamed in its forlornness up the hill, like 
an evil spirit, seeking rest and finding none.  A 
clammy and intensely cold mist, it made its slow 
way through the air ripples that visibly followed 
and overspread one another, as the waves of 
an unwholesome sea might do.  It was dense 
enough to shut out everything from the light of 
the coach lamps but these its own workings, 
and a few yards of road; and the reek of the 
labouring horses steamed into it, as if they had 
made it all (Dickens 7).

Because the students are not writing fiction, however, 
their composition will take on an analytical flavor 
when they write their paragraphs. While a writer of 
fiction will likely not provide a topic sentence for a 
descriptive paragraph, the students must.  

Young writers need to be directed to sensory 
observations as they read, and it is important that they 
be trained to recognize that these observations inform 
their feelings about the text at any given moment. For 
example, students might write of Gandalf:  Gandalf is 
an unfamiliar figure. They feel this strongly. They have 
never seen anyone like Gandalf, but the observation 
of the feeling remains unsupported unless the sensory 
details are provided. Coached by the teacher and 

directed back to the text, the students might unpack 
“unfamiliar” in the following fashion: Gandalf’s 
powerful carriage, authoritative demeanor, piercing 
eyes, and long hair and beard make him unfamiliar. 
By leading the students back to the text to inform 
their imaginations, this exercise directs them towards 
a closer reading. Having imagined the person of 
Gandalf in a more detailed and concrete fashion, the 
students have entered into Tolkien’s imaginative world 
more deeply.

One way to introduce students to this form of 
development is by reading aloud a descriptive 
passage (much like the Dickens passage above) from 
a text the students are currently reading. The students 
can then summarize the character or setting in single 
words or short phrases that are written on the board 
and discussed. As the students explain and textually 
defend their summary words and phrases, the teacher 
writes the textual citations and explanations under the 
appropriate description. The teacher can then point 
out that they have just written a skeletal outline for 
a paragraph.  Introducing the language of a topic 
sentence and supports, the teacher directs them to do 
the same on their own with another character, event or 
place.

In the descriptive paragraph, the opening sentence or 
phrase is followed closely by the topic sentence that 
introduces the unifying idea about the character, event 
or place to be addressed in the paragraph. That topic 
sentence will then be followed by supporting sentences 
that develop that description in greater detail. 

Example:

In Flannery O’Connor’s short story, “Revelation,” 
[topic sentence] the revelation of the story’s title 
fittingly occurs in a cramped, cheerless, ugly 
space that physically mirrors Ruby’s interior 
judgments. When Ruby Turpin and her husband
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Claud first arrive at the doctor’s office, Ruby 
immediately dominates the waiting room with 
her imposing figure, loud declarations and 
officious instructions.  The room is rectangularly 
shaped and narrow in size, and, since the 
seating is insufficient, Ruby must wait to be seated 
until another patient is called by the nurse. The 
room’s “inadequate” size is only accentuated 
by Ruby’s need to “reduce”; even the chair she 
eventually occupies must hold “her tight as a 
corset”(O’Connor 489).  One wall of the room 
is dominated by a giant, opaque, plateglass 
window through which only grotesque shadows 
of the outside world can be seen. The door is 
heavy and makes an unpleasant sucking sound 
as it tightly seals the patients inside.  There is no 
mention of a fan or open windows, and the one 
time the outer door is opened by a delivery boy, 
one feels a sense of release that abruptly ends 
when the door closes behind the departing 
youth. Gently bubbling behind Ruby’s bossy 
judgments are the saccharine notes of music 
jingling from a radio tucked somewhere behind 
the screen that sets the patients apart from the 
rest of the office.  The waiting room is dingy with 
cigarette butts and bloody cotton balls spilling 
from the green ash tray.  Outdated magazines 
are randomly cast on the coffee table in the 
center of the room, and an unsightly plastic fern 
is the only aesthetic adornment.  It is here in 
this cramped and ugly space that Ruby Turpin 
unwittingly awaits the revelation that might heal 
her narrow, cramped soul.

The above paragraph is just the beginning of something 
much larger since the student has not yet fleshed out 
Ruby’s interior life, but this is a good beginning for a 
student practicing description. The student is keeping 
close track of the sensory perceptions detailed in the 
opening passages of the short story, perceptions that 

will later be mirrored in Ruby’s interior dialogue. The 
reporting is done largely in the student’s own voice 
and vocabulary.  

When engaging in this kind of descriptive exercise, 
the students should use their own words as much as 
possible rather than quote directly from the text. It is 
important that they build a descriptive vocabulary of 
their own without straying from the meaning of the text. 
The skill of paraphrasing is a critical one, and this is a 
good opportunity for the students to begin developing 
that skill. This is also a good opportunity for them to 
learn how to effectively weave partial quotations into 
their writing.

The skill of 
paraphrasing 

is a critical 
one, and this 

is a good 
opportunity for 

the students 
to begin 

developing that 
skill.
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INSIDE OUT
Love & gravity in classic texts

One way that imaginative literature works on us is by illuminating our 
desires.¹ This fact is of the greatest importance. Why? Our desires are 
all connected, each one to the other, and what humans allow to be their 
central desire makes all the difference in the world. We are what we 

love. Our deepest longings direct our lives. How we allow desire to grow and give 
direction has direct bearing on how we relate to others. Desire that turns the human 
heart in on itself, everything from simple selfishness to the will to dominate, can ruin 
the human bond. Love, on the other hand, always seeks out the other’s good. It moves 
outward, connecting to each movement of the heart, each desire, as the dropping of 
a stone in a still pool of water launches a series of concentric ripples, ever widening, 
each ring born from the other. To use another image, love is the gravity to a good life; 
it draws all things to it, gives order to each thing; it is the force by which all things hold 
together.

We see how human desire plays out in a myriad of ways throughout the great works of 
imaginative literature. Great writers open up the world of human experience and shine 
their light on our condition. And nothing is as important in the hands of the best authors 
as the field of human desire. Let’s look at several examples of that to see the workings 
of the human heart.

¹ This reflection is adapted from Andrew Zwerneman’s address on the occasion of commencement exercises for Chandler 
Preparatory Academy’s Class of 2019, Chandler, Arizona.
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Take Homer’s Iliad. When Priam sneaks through the 
enemy lines and appears before Achilleus, the man 
who killed his son Hektor, and begs him for Hektor’s 
body, Achilleus’ desire for revenge gives way to what 
he sees in the face of this aged supplicant: He sees 
his own father and allows that memory, that old love, 
to work on him and to order his desires so that he 
relinquishes the body he has smitten and desecrated. 
Homer illuminates that for us. 

Take Shakespeare’s Hamlet. We see Claudius and 
Polonius play poor Ophelia as the pawn, and we 
see Hamlet, caught off guard as he is, steeling himself 
against the spying so prevalent in the court and cruelly 
turning on Ophelia. We see Hamlet’s rage following 
the itinerants’ play within the play, a rage resulting 
in him running Polonius through with his sword and 
accelerating the mental then physical collapse of 
Ophelia—culminating in her drowning. Through all 
of this, we see anger and intrigue work the opposite 
effect to the order set in motion by love. Only after she 
is dead, only at her gravesite does Hamlet revisit his 
love for Ophelia. But it is too late: the regret can go 
nowhere. We might say that the concentric circles of 
Hamlet’s old love simply ended lifelessly. Shakespeare 
lays that out for us.

Take Austen’s Pride and Prejudice. Elizabeth Bennet 
cannot see Darcy for who he truly is, nor Darcy 
Elizabeth, although, arguably, he glimpses more of her 
stellar character than she does of his. Then, with her 
aching desire for her family to overcome the shame 
that her sister Lydia and Wickham have brought them, 
there in the midst of that longing, Elizabeth learns what 
Darcy has discreetly done to meet those longings. 
Her vision of him changes. It is as if she picked up a 
different lens and looked at him afresh. Then the desire 
in her heart is freed to meet his; it is freed to ripple 
out to a broader love for Darcy. Austen unfolds that 
change of heart for us.

Take Dostoyevsky’s The Brothers Karamazov. This crazy 
family is full of desires. And the disorder that prevails in 
their hearts is as great as any family’s. The connection 
of desire to desire would seem a catastrophe at every 
turn. Fyodor, the father of the family, desires to dominate. 
He desires love too, witnessed in his exchanges with 
Alyosha, but the prevailing desire is to dominate. Ivan 
longs deeply to make sense of the world, and his mind 
pondering the suffering of the innocent interrupts the 
desire in his heart for God, for God’s world. Dmitri 
desires with destructive force the carnal pleasures in 
life, desires to avenge his father’s cruelty, yet still longs 
for love, longs to solace the suffering innocent, longs 
for beauty—and all those desires are connected, 
though in a topsy turvy way. 

Yet, all is not lost. Out from the stormy waters of the 
Karamazov family steps the gentle Alyosha, no less a 
man of desire for his attention to love and peace. His 
own crisis comes to a fever pitch when his beloved 
mentor Father Zosima seems the occasion for scandal 
and the loss of faith. Alyosha placed his trust in a 
miracle that Zosima’s corpse would smell sweet, that 
death would be different for this great and saintly man; 
instead it stinks, and it stinks as does no other corpse. 
However, the veil is then pulled back. Alyosha’s 
desire for sleep overtakes him but connects him to 
something more than sleep. In a dream version of the 
wedding feast at Cana, Alyosha, though still in this life, 
encounters Zosima, though he now dwells in the next; 
the usual characters are there from the past—that is, 
from the Gospel story—but there is Zosima, recently 
added, and some from the present, from this life. The 
longings Alyosha has are met by Zosima’s promise 
that we can all be at the wedding feast.

From sleep, Alyosha awakens and leaves the 
monastery. He looks heavenward, then he bends 
earthward; and between heaven and earth all good 
things are held in his heart, each thing connected to 
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the other. He will not return to the closed world of the 
monastery but will seek out in the wider world each 
person for whom he is responsible and will love each 
one, serve each one. And interestingly, while Ivan 
suffers from the torment of knowing that the innocent 
children suffer, while Dmitri is finding his way to help 
the starving babe who haunts his dreams, Alyosha 
tends to a band of boys. Of late they have lost a 
friend to death, their friend Ilyusha. What should we 
do, the boys desire to know? And Alyosha’s answer is 
to remember Ilyusha. Remember the good things they 
have done, he answers. And remember always. And 
for right now, he says, we need to be together, talk 
together, and eat pancakes! This focus on memory, on 
goodness, on the future, profoundly moves the boys, 
encourages them, gives them a way to be friends 
and to live tomorrow and for the years to come. That 
is genuine encouragement and hope. Alyosha leads 
them to that. Dostoyevsky leads us to that.

Each of our desires is connected to the others. Each of 
us, as Father Zosima says, is responsible for the others. 
The key is to finding the love that rightly orders all the 
other desires. If we allow great works of imaginative 
literature, works that illuminate our experience and the 
condition we all share, to work on us, we find that the 
workings of love are the workings of our humanity. 

We find that love is the way to be in this world, to be 
together, to be one with the community of the dead 
and the living, to hold all things together in our heart 
and mind. 

Love is the foundation of hope, our future together. 
Love is the center of reality. Love is what makes us who 
we are. Love is the gravity that holds us to what is real 
and true, good, lasting, and beautiful.
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Love is the 
foundation of 

hope, our future 
together. Love 
is the center of 
reality. Love is 
what makes 
us who we 
are. Love is 

the gravity that 
holds us to what 
is real and true, 
good, lasting, 
and beautiful.
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