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For more than three decades, I have had the honor to lead students in the study of 
Plato’s Dialogues. They are among the works in which I take the greatest delight. 
And more than most texts, these exchanges Socrates has with his interlocutors 
open the world to students, challenge their preconceptions about how and what 

to think, and clarify both the challenges and risks of seeking the truth. 

That honor was confirmed recently when I had a chance to be in Athens for a day. 
To stand in the shadow of the Parthenon, to look out over the Agora where Socrates 
taught, was tried and then died, and to walk that same ground stirred in me a renewed 
reverence for the life Socrates lived and the example he set for all of us who teach. 

Socrates was not merely a practitioner of teaching. His mode of teaching opened new 
ground. On one level, he set the standard for what we call philosophy—the love of 
wisdom. For Socrates, philosophy was a way of life, its social expression a culture of 
questioning and discovering, its personal calling a willingness to seek the truth fearlessly 
and to exhaust all he had for the sake of his students. His students were his friends; some 
accepted his friendship, others did not. But the way he spent his days, the mode of 
teaching he unflaggingly practiced, and the way he died—ever faithful to what is true, 
ever true to his beloved city, and ever loving to the friends who cherished his life and 
teaching—were all a gift of love to everyone and everything that held his allegiance. 

He was an unlikely protagonist at the heart of Athens, one of the three historical pillars 
of our civilization, alongside Jerusalem and Rome: He was pug-nosed, paunchy, and 
bald. Only the son of a stone mason, he was not even well traveled, as he never left 
Athens except to defend her on the battlefield. How did he earn a heralded place in 
our history?  He did what you do: he spent each day teaching, a commitment he kept 
with unmatched energy. 

THE CALLING
Socrates, our teacher
Andrew J. Zwerneman
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The view from Mars Hill into the ancient Agora, 
where Socrates taught, was tried, and died.



Against a mounting tide of disorder in Athens, his stellar 

commitment impelled him to live counter-culturally.  He 

resisted domination in all its contemporary, prominent forms. 

Since he took no fees for his teaching, and as he neither 

sought nor held public office, his days were marked by 

poverty.  Rather, he tirelessly and generously gave of himself 

to help others become better. And that gift of himself rested in 

focused, personal attention to every student as he carefully 

engaged each one-on-one. 

His teaching method was distinctive. Socrates did not lecture, 

nor did he list out the things one ought to know and believe. 

He admitted that there are limits on what he could know; he 

challenged everyone to recognize that there are limits on 

what we can know as well. He declined making speeches 

and discreetly discouraged his interlocutors from pursuing 

power, wealth, and fame. His teaching competitors, the 

sophists, practiced the exact opposite on all matters. In their 

hands, rhetoric in all its expressions was a means to an end 

identified entirely with earthly gain and divorced from truth, 

goodness, and beauty. Again, to teach as Socrates taught 

is  to be counter-cultural. 

Positively, Socrates employed a simple, streamlined method: 

he carefully and attentively led a rigorous conversation with 

each person he met with the intent to help that individual  

see more clearly, understand better, and live better. But 

simple and streamlined ought not be confused with easy. For 

example, it takes reading all ten books of Plato’s Republic 

to arrive at the clarity Socrates is attempting regarding the 

question that emerges early on, “Is it better to live justly or 

unjustly?” The question may seem an easy one. Yet, the 

answer does not come easily: for resistance to evil is hard, 

seeing the fuller reality by which we measure our answers is 

yet harder, and trying to convince individuals and society in 

general to live by the truth, no matter the cost, may well be 

the hardest of all.

In all of Plato’s Dialogues, the lines of questioning 

Socrates used included direct challenges to his students’ 

misperceptions, shallow thinking, and strong attachments.  

He discerned his acquaintances well, questioning each 

according to his background, his ability to reason, his 

ambitions and appetites. In other words, he adapted his 

questioning to work for each individual. This mode of 

teaching, with its loving attention to the individual student 

and to free but rigorous questioning, is what we call 

Socratic teaching. I say loving, even though, of course, the 

line of questioning was interrogative—it was often difficult 

to endure. It was loving because Socrates questioned his 

student entirely for the student’s good and, because each of 

us belongs to the other, for the good of the city as well. 

Socrates, his way of teaching, and his reasons for teaching 

are at the heart of what we mean by liberal education.  In 

its etymology, liberal means free, as a man is free who is 

independent and independent-minded enough to think on 

his own.  Socrates wanted each person he encountered to 

have that kind of freedom. The stakes of freedom could not 

have been higher. According to Socrates, education and 

political justice are directly related to each other.  Get the 

first right and the second more likely follows.  On the other 

side of the coin, a poorly educated people will most likely 

foment disorder. That was a cautionary tale for ancient 

Athens; it remains so for us. You and I could hardly accept a 

calling with greater importance.

Socrates personally experienced the impact of his culture’s 

moral and spiritual disorder. At the age of seventy, he was 

unjustly tried, sentenced, and put to death by the same 

city he had faithfully served.  Remarkably, when he had a 

chance to slip away from jail and execution, he declined it, 

remaining forever true to Athens, forever faithful to his friends. 

His last act as a teacher and a friend was to model how a 

just man faces death and, in this case, an unjust execution.  

Socrates left this world having attained no worldly wealth 

or power. Yet, his life was adorned with  love: his love for 

wisdom, for the work of teaching, and for his city and friends. 

His love was exceptional. It changed forever the way we 

understand what it means to teach and to learn.

Andrew J. Zwerneman serves as president of Cana Academy.
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A closer view of the Agora.
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ARRANGEMENTS
Frost’s ambiguous “difference”

toolkit

One of the most beloved and oft-read poems in 
American literature is Robert Frost’s The Road Not 
Taken. Yet, despite its popularity, it is often interpreted 
incorrectly. A critic in the Paris Review even tagged it 

“the most misunderstood poem in America.”¹ 

The most common mistake is to read Frost’s piece as an expression 
of a triumphant individual spirit—the kind needed to forge an 
independent path in life, to choose the life that no one else chooses. 
According to that interpretation, The Road Not Taken is the poetic 
precursor to Frank Sinatra’s My Way. 

The poem takes careful reading and a rigorous discussion led 
by a teacher who has thought through the complexities of Frost’s 
masterpiece. Below is a good strategy for leading your students 
into the poem, away from pitfalls, and towards an interpretation 
that is more plausible.

©2019 Cana Academy®

¹ https://www.theparisreview.org/blog/2015/09/11/the-most-misread-poem-in-america/
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The best way for a teacher to begin is to do what should 

be done with any poem: Read it several times. Study it 

carefully. Devise some good questions by which to lead the 

discussion. Here are some recommended ones:

1. Whose voice is speaking in the poem? 

2. Where and when is the poem situated? 

3. What are the images at the heart of this poem? 

4. What strikes your senses? 

5. Do you see any patterns or words repeated? 

6. What is the movement of thought from the start of the 

poem to the ending? And has the thought encompassed 

movement of time or space?

7. What is musical about this poem? Another way to put 

this question: what is the melodic structure of the poem?²

When you have reached a sufficient mastery of the text, 

make sure a copy of the poem is in the hands of each of 

your students. Then, have them follow along as you read it 

aloud.

Two roads diverged in a yellow wood,

And sorry I could not travel both

And be one traveler, long I stood

And looked down one as far as I could

To where it bent in the undergrowth;

 

Then took the other, as just as fair,

And having perhaps the better claim,

Because it was grassy and wanted wear;

Though as for that the passing there

Had worn them really about the same,

 

And both that morning equally lay

In leaves no step had trodden black.

Oh, I kept the first for another day!

Yet knowing how way leads on to way,

I doubted if I should ever come back.

 

I shall be telling this with a sigh

Somewhere ages and ages hence:

Two roads diverged in a wood, and I—

I took the one less traveled by,

And that has made all the difference.

The next step is for the students to work through the poem 

with you. Ask the students to do some counting: How many 

stanzas are there? How many lines per stanza? How 

many syllables in each line? Where are syllables accented 

(stressed) and how many accents are there per line? Have 

the students mark the accented syllables. 

We want the students to discover that the accents are 

not artificial or forced. Frost uses words as they would 

naturally roll off our tongues. For example, the natural way 

to say “Two roads diverged” is with stresses on “roads” 

and “-verged”—not on the others. One might stress “Two” 

in another sentence if, say, one were insisting that the count 

was incorrect: “TWO roads” versus “ONE road” or “FIVE 

roads.” In Frost’s poem, “Two ROADS diVERGED” with 

stresses on the second and fourth syllables is the natural 

way to say these words.

Having marked the accented syllables, each student 

should read some lines aloud without exaggerating the 

accents; rather, they should read the lines fluidly, naturally 

stressing the right syllables. It may take several tries, but 

the payoff is worthwhile as they begin to see and hear the 

natural rhythm of the language. 

What is the rhyme scheme of this poem? Students can use 

the alphabet and mark on their copies where lines rhyme. 

For example, since the first, third, and fourth lines rhyme, we 

place the letter A at the end of each, a B at the end of
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 the second and fifth lines, and so on. The rhyme scheme is 

ABAAB, then CDCCD, EFEEF, and GHGGH. 

The students should note the grammar as well: How 

many sentences are there? What punctuation does Frost 

use and how does that shape the meaning of lines? For 

example, later in this reflection we will touch on the use of 

an exclamation point in the third stanza and a dash in the 

fourth. For now, the students should at least take note that 

there are four sentences in this poem. Of special note, the 

first sentence contains the first two stanzas plus the first two 

lines of the third stanza. In other words, it is remarkably 

long. As it is, those lines are what Frost uses to express his 

description of the two roads. That sensual image occupies 

most of the poem.

Can we say whose voice is the poem’s? There is no 

evidence in the poem that it is anyone else’s except Frost’s. 

There is some historical evidence that he had someone else 

in mind.³ Let’s proceed under the assumption that he either 

is the subject of the poem or has captured the experience 

of another traveler, unnamed, under circumstances with 

which Frost is thoroughly familiar. 

Now, let’s break the poem down into lines or sentences. 

Here is the first line:

Two roads diverged in a yellow wood,

What does that opening image of a yellow wood tell us? It 

indicates the season of fall, for that is the time when leaves 

would turn yellow. If they do not know already, it is fine to 

tell the students that Frost lived, wrote, and farmed in New 

England where he would have known yellow woods as 

part of life each fall. 

We see that there are two roads. They are likely 

crossroads. That image stands along with the colored 

leaves. Thus, with just two sensual details, we can already 

imagine the scene. That the roads “diverge” situates us in 

one more specific way: crossroads, of course, means that 

two roads meet at one point. With “diverged” we see

Can we say whose 
voice is the poem’s? 
There is no evidence 

in the poem that 
it is anyone else’s 

except Frost’s. There 
is some historical 
evidence that he 

had someone else in 
mind. Let’s proceed 

under the assumption 
that he either is the 

subject of the poem 
or has captured the 

experience of another 
traveler, unnamed, 

under circumstances 
with which Frost is 

thoroughly familiar.

©2019 Cana Academy®

toolkit

³ https://www.poetryfoundation.org/articles/89511/robert-frost-the-road-not-
taken. Figuring out what human experience this poem captures is a useful exercise 
in how to balance what we might know of the historical back-story with the 
independence a work of art holds.
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that the roads extend on in different directions. In our mind’s 

eye we look one way and then another. 

Finally, in that first line, let’s note the tense Frost has used, 

the past tense. That the roads “diverged” means Frost is 

leading us to the past—to some moment in the past. He has 

then situated us in a place and in a time.

What are the traveler’s next thoughts?

And sorry I could not travel both

And be one traveler, long I stood

These lines indicate more about the divergence. The two 

roads present a dilemma.4 He would, if he could, take 

both roads. Each is an attraction. But one man is only one 

traveler. The dilemma is underscored by the time spent 

pondering which road to take, indicated by “long I stood.” 

Since he cannot take both, he has to make a choice. 

Which one to take? It is not yet evident what the answer is.

And looked down one as far as I could

To where it bent in the undergrowth;

In these two lines the traveler continues his estimation of his 

choices, angling his eye down one road as a carpenter 

might measure a length of wood before he makes a cut. 

With the phrase “bent in the undergrowth” we get two 

more visual details: the one road bends--that is, it takes a 

turn down some distance away; and at the spot where the 

road turns, it is covered in undergrowth. In other words, it is 

not clearly visible; as a road one might travel, it is hard to 

discern. How does this make us feel about the challenge 

the traveler faced in choosing that road over the other? 

Does the difficulty of seeing the road’s direction, beyond 

the bend or because of the undergrowth, transfer to the 

choice he must make? It is puzzling why the choice takes 

so long, as indicated by “long I stood.”

Note that “And” starts the second, third, and fourth 

lines. How does the repetition capture something of the 

moment? The traveler wants to travel both roads. The 

thrice-stated “And” reflects that desire—as in, “I want this 

and the other.” It might also simply indicate indecision, a 

real possibility given the phrase “long I stood.”

Still, he does decide:

Then took the other, as just as fair,

And having perhaps the better claim,

Because it was grassy and wanted wear;

 

A choice is made. Having measured the one, he takes the 

other. But why? Is it better? Note that the language “just 

as fair” indicates no particular advantage but rather a kind 

of parity. Is there a “better claim” to the chosen road? The 

only indication is “perhaps” it has a better claim for it “was 

grassy and wanted wear.” Perhaps, in other words, it is the 

right choice because it seems less travelled as evidenced 

by the state of the grass. 

Yet, on the heels of introducing a possible advantage to 

the one road, Frost re-introduces the parity between the 

two:

Though as for that the passing there

Had worn them really about the same,

 

In other words, the foot travel of passersby had pretty 

well left the two roads in comparable shape. The one 

seems “worn” at “about the same” level as the other. His 

distinctions, then, are not sharp; the similarities he draws are 

not absolute: “just as fair” meets “perhaps the better claim”;

12
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“Though” heralds a qualifier that ends with “about the 

same.”

Then Frost seems to come to a clearer recognition about 

the choice of one road over the other. There seems to be 

no significant difference, as evidenced in this:

And both that morning equally lay

In leaves no step had trodden black.

The adverb “equally” is a more definitive term. And now it 

is not clear at all why the traveler chose one road over the 

other. All we know with certainty is that he made a choice. 

It is difficult not to conclude that the reason he made it was 

a matter of impulse. There simply is no other solid evidence 

to indicate clear grounds for choosing one road over the 

other.

The twelfth line of the poem concludes both Frost’s first 

sentence and his description of the scene in the wood. 

Now, he shares a thought about the road:

Oh, I kept the first for another day!

What are we to make of the exclamation point in this line? 

What meaning does that punctuation lend to the line? Is 

it an expression of good planning? Is it a proclamation of 

regret? It is hard to answer well. 

What of the next lines? Do they help us understand the 

prior line?

Yet knowing how way leads on to way,

I doubted if I should ever come back.

This is clearly a reversal in his account. Having declared 

his plan to return to the other road, these lines indicate he 

knew he would not return. Thus, one more rationale for the 

choice is gone. The interpretation that says he chose the 

one road over the other as a matter of impulse looks even 

more plausible now.

If the opening of the poem is stated as a reflection on the 

past, we see a shift in these next two lines:

 

I shall be telling this with a sigh

Somewhere ages and ages hence:

In other words, in the future the traveler will recount this 

scene and the choice he made. What can we gather 

about how he thinks he will be telling the story? Is that 

“sigh” a sigh of relief? Is it a sigh of sentiment, nostalgia, 

sweetness? A sigh of regret? The sigh of an old man? As 

the traveler imagines himself as an old man, “ages and 

ages hence,” we have to ask this: Will the old man sigh 

out of fatigue as old men do? Or out of resignation? Or 

because he is content, at peace, with his life? 

Ask the students how they interpret the sigh. Have them 

support their answers with evidence from the poem. Have 

them act out each kind of sigh and see if any one of them 

works satisfactorily. The ambiguity of that “sigh” is really at 

the heart of the poem, writ large across all four stanzas. 

Given the running ambiguity, there will not likely be one 

universal answer to the question regarding the sigh.

One final note on this point: The poem’s title, which is the 

first declaration made by Frost concerning the experience 

he unfolds, focuses on the road the traveler did not take 

and, as we learn later, will never take. How does that 

title weigh on how we understand the “sigh”? He did not 

choose the one road, and later we learn that he would 

never return to it. With good reason, then, readers might 

adopt an interpretation that says the traveler will sigh out of 

regret. At the same time, we have to keep in mind that up 

13
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to this point in the poem, there is no discernible difference 

between the roads. Then why, we ask, would the traveler 

feel regret? And if he does regret the loss of the road not 

taken, how defining is the loss? No answer to this question 

will be clear-cut.

We are now arriving at the final lines of the poem. Here, 

Frost invokes the opening line to begin his conclusion.

Two roads diverged in a wood, and I—

Once more, the choice between the two roads is before 

us. Then, having presented it, Frost feigns in the direction 

of something conclusive as evidenced with the use of 

“and I”as if to say, “and this is where I stand on the whole 

matter.” However, he pulls up short with a dash: in “and 

I—” the dash interrupts the forward flow of the poem. Is it a 

hint that the traveler does not know what to conclude and 

that is why he is hesitating before answering? Is it that he 

is simply stopping to carefully weigh the choice one more 

time--this time weighing what its possible or likely lifelong 

impact will be? Is he slowing things down as a matter of 

emphasis before he delivers a revelation of sorts? Taking 

the line by itself, and given the ambiguity throughout the 

poem, it seems impossible to answer clearly. Still, there 

are two lines left that may help us answer our open-ended 

questions.

Here is the penultimate line:

I took the one less traveled by,

That sounds conclusive. That sounds like a declaration 

that may dispel the ambiguity entrenched in his lengthy 

description of the scene at the crossroads, especially given 

the fact that he qualified all of his other estimations of the 

chosen road. Looking ahead to the future telling of his story, 

he now declares the one road was “less traveled.” That is 

a clear distinction.

However, we have to ask this question: What, now, is the 

evidence that the chosen road was less traveled? After all, 

in the first twelve lines of the poem—the lines in which the 

description of the crossroads is detailed—there is no clear 

case made that one or the other is less traveled. What 

allows this evaluation of the chosen road? The one factor 

that changes is that the traveler is imagining what he will 

think in the future: in other words, he is reframing his choice 

with the help of anticipated hindsight. How, then, we 

ask, would hindsight give him the clarity he lacked in the 

original moment? Again, on the surface, we have another 

unanswerable question.

He wraps the poem up with a final evaluation of the 

choice:

And that has made all the difference.

 

Again, the reader wants more clarity: Is it a good 

difference? Is it a bad one? Short of any further evaluation 

from the poet, the nature of the difference is unclear.

At this point, the students may well be frustrated. The heart 

of the poem might strike them as utterly elusive. However, 

there may be a better way to deal with the poem’s 

ambiguity. Let’s reflect on how we understand the words 

in the poem. Earlier, the caution was offered to allow the 

accents of words to be natural, accented in the poem as 

we would speak them in normal expression. What if we 

hold to something similar with the way we understand the 

“difference” that Frost places on his choice? If someone 

says “That made all the difference in my life,” that person 

usually means that the difference was a good difference. 

That is what most of us would recognize as the natural or 

normal way to understand the phrase.

With that in mind, let “all the difference” stand in its

14
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normally recognizable meaning. Then, the “sigh” is less 

likely understandable as an expression of regret; it more 

likely expresses recognition of something that will work 

out for the better. Perhaps there is an element of relief: It 

was hard, after all, to know which road to take, but now it 

looks like the chosen road will prove to have been a good 

choice, the kind of choice that helps shape a good life, 

perhaps in an important way.

Someone might object to letting the normal meaning 

stand. What if the “difference” that the traveler’s choice 

made is more a matter of the loss of the one road, having 

not chosen it, rather than some benefit the chosen road 

brought him? After all, the poem is titled The Road Not 

Taken. That seems like solid grounds for holding back 

from confirming the “difference” as clearly a good one. 

It seems reasonable, plausible, to say “We just don’t 

know. The poem is so ambiguous, including the phrasing 

concerning the “difference” that the choice made. Fair 

enough. The case for a more hopeful interpretation of “all 

the difference” has to overcome that objection.

Besides the typical understanding of the phrase “all the 

difference,” is there any other evidence we can weigh 

regarding the choice in the past, that it is somehow related 

to a good outcome? In terms of evaluative words found in 

the twelve lines of description, we have no clear evidence, 

no clear positive evaluation of the chosen road. Yet, 

there are these elements worth noting: The scene at the 

crossroads is bucolic; the opportunity to travel along the 

chosen road is a fulfillment, even if partial, of the desire 

to travel; the traveler lives a long life or least expects 

to; and there is a sense that life will end up connected 

to that day at the beautiful beginning--not merely as a 

matter of chronology, but as a life that has grown, fed by 

the  wellspring provided long ago by that choice at the 

crossroads. Beauty. Fulfillment. Long life. Connectedness. 

These factors are all good and all gathered together in the 

traveler’s reflection.

©2019 Cana Academy® 15
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There is, then, a unity to the whole reflection, mirroring 

the unity of the traveler’s life, partly lived already, partly 

imagined, shaped by a decision at the crossroads and 

confirmed by a future reflection on how things will turn out. 

If we hold to the interpretation of “all the difference”that 

is positive because it is the natural meaning and because 

no rival interpretation has a clear advantage, the unity 

is lovely as it extends from the yellow wood to the day 

when an old man can say that his choice was a good and 

important one. 

Now, if we allow for the unity between the choice and the 

goodness of the traveler’s life, maybe we should revisit the 

impulse behind the choice and ambiguity that frames it. 

Maybe we should ask of that impulse - is it lovely, too, in its 

own way?

First of all, we cannot forget this fact: There was no clear 

rationale for choosing one road over the other—not, at 

least, in the first twelve lines. Only in hindsight is the chosen 

road lauded as “less traveled.” And only then does it rise 

to significance. Because any distinction between the two 

roads was initially blurred over, we must conclude that the 

immediate cause of action was impulse. It is reasonable 

for the readers to react to that kind of motivation as we do 

to the persistent ambiguity that runs throughout the poem, 

including the ambiguity created by the title. Time and 

again, we want more clarity; time and again, clarity seems 

to slip through the fingers of our reason. One might find 

that these factors of impulse and ambiguity make the poem 

ultimately incoherent. Or, one might think the poet has 

created a sophisticated form of mockery, subtly pillorying 

indecision, second-guessing, and hindsight. After all, the 

poem’s declarative part near the end seems entirely at 

odds with the descriptive part. This interpretation would 

keep pointing back to the crossroads and to the fact, as 

presented in the first part of the poem, that the traveler 

simply faced a choice between two options, a choice 

where neither road was better than the other. That is all 

there was. Any later declaration of the chosen road as the 

better choice will not cohere with the original description of 

options; the declaration seems to rest on hindsight alone--

in other words, on what seems to be an entirely subjective 

reframing of the choice. 

Is there a plausible, even better, alternative? Yes, but it 

will require a more generous treatment of impulse and 

ambiguity. In this line of thought, we accept that impulse 

and ambiguity are key factors in how Frost has conveyed 

the experience at the heart of the poem. Further still, 

precisely because of these two factors, we accept that 

what happened and what the traveler anticipates will 

happen are simply beyond our ability to entirely explain. 

Finally, rather than treat these factors as overly subjective 

and the poem as overly opaque, we see them as 

expressive of a genuine experience.

Why this more generous approach? Life, we know, has 

moments just like those that Frost presents. They are part of 

our condition. Sometimes, for example, we cannot say why 

we love this person or the other, or why our taste goes to 

one thing over another, or why our eyes or hearts turned 

at a particular time and caught what they caught just then. 

Sometimes, we measure our past favorably, even though 

we held no such thought at the time and even though at 

later times our regrets compete with our gratitude. And we 

know that our memories can change over time--memories, 

say, in which some past choice takes on additional 

weight. In other words, sometimes hindsight affords us a 

confirmation of what was not or could not be confirmed in 

the distant past. 

Arguably, Frost’s The Road Not Taken captures all 

that. And if it does capture all that, then what the poem 

illuminates is real and true.

©2019 Cana Academy®16
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This is one in a series of exercises on asking questions. The format 
is simple: we take a weak question on a great text and form 
better questions. The immediate impact is to improve how we the 
teachers lead a discussion. The ultimate benefit is for our students: 

improving our questions guides them into the text, directs their attention 
to details, arguments, passages, comparisons, puzzles, and any other 
element on which they should focus. The hard work required to probe 
deeper, ask further questions, discover insights, draw good conclusions, 
pull a variety of evidence together, argue for an alternative interpretation, 
compare passages or compare the text at hand with another, is still the 
students’ responsibility. These tasks, however, will be more fruitful if we 
ask better questions. 

Let’s take a look at an example. Below are some weak questions about 
Mark Twain’s classic novel, The Adventures of Tom Sawyer. What 
follows after is an explanation of why they are weak and some better 
questions to ask instead. 

The Adventures of Tom Sawyer, Chapter IV

• Should Tom have misbehaved on Sunday?

• Why did Twain craft a protagonist who is so clearly unheroic? Is it because 

he was irreligious himself?

• What would you do if you were Tom? How would you try to win Becky’s 

eye? Would you do what he did?

NEXT LEVEL
Tom Sawyer: asking the wrong questions
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What is wrong with these questions?

Possible answers: On one level, the first question is not very 

interesting. It is a fairly shallow expedition to evaluate Tom 

Sawyer’s moral character as he prepares for Sunday school 

and later as he shows off for Becky. On another level, the 

question takes us out of the story by having the students 

make the case for or against Tom’s disobedience.

The second question distracts us with a question about 

authorial intent that is, at the same time, a leading question. 

An authorial intent question almost always pulls the reader 

away from the text; we want questions that lead students 

into the text. Added to this problem is the attempt to add 

on a concern about Twain’s religiosity. That, too, leads the 

students away from the text. Twain is not Tom, and by asking 

questions of this nature, we cause the students to identify the 

voice of a character with the author. This is poor training. 

The third set of questions is simply not relevant to the 

discussion.

With this particular episode in the novel, we want the 

students to direct their attention to the picture of Tom that 

is evident in the details: what he does, what he thinks and 

says, where he is, with whom he relates, how others respond 

to him. Note the opening of the chapter with its language 

of “benediction.” It is a glorious Sunday, resplendent with 

sunshine. It is also marked by one funny event after another.

Tom is full of boyish distraction, evidenced first by his struggle 

to memorize his Bible verses—this, in spite of the fact that 

he has selected the shortest ones he can find, the “Blessed 

are...” lines from the Sermon on the Mount. This is funny, and 

we want the students to appreciate it, not judge it. (The humor 

of the Sunday setting is carried all the way through to the last 

line of the chapter when Tom names David and Goliath as 

the first of Christ’s disciples.) Then, under the motivation his 

sister supplies—a promise of some wonderful prize—he digs 

in and completes the Sunday memorization. His reward is 

a coveted “barlow” knife. That should be a delight to the 

students as well.

Washing is the next Sunday task. Again, Tom has a mind 

different from his superior’s. This is where he tries to pull a fast 

one (the first of several in this chapter): he tries to deceive his 

cousin. And again, Mary makes sure the work is completed. 

Yes, he attempts a false execution of the bath. Mary corrects 

him, and it is well-deserved but not harsh or cruel; she is 

maternal in her manner, resolved and attentive to detail. 

She then attends to his Sunday best, about which he is even 

more upset; in fact, he loses his temper, especially in the face 

of having to put shoes on. Again, Mary leads him forward: 

“Please Tom—that’s a good boy.”

Then there is Sunday school, whose leader is described in 

great detail. The description makes us laugh; it also makes 

us wonder how that man could lead that group of children 

in Bible study. Among the events that follow, guests arrive, 

including a pretty girl, whose name we learn two chapters 

later: Becky Thatcher. Tom is smitten at first sight and acts 

accordingly, expressing himself in buffoonish roughhousing, 

then scheming a Bible procurement as means to impress. 

This latter intrigue does not end well. 

And so the funny chapter on Sunday ends, funny mainly 

because of Tom’s antics and shortcomings, which, though 

not very much in line with the formalities of the occasion, are 

not altogether unsympathetic. Two chapters later, having first 

rejected Tom’s overture in the form of a peach, Becky takes 

an interest in his artwork. To put that another way: Tom fails 

the first time but succeeds on the second try.

• Better question: How does Mary respond to Tom’s 

resistance to his Sunday responsibilities? 

• Better question: What roles do Mary and Becky play in 

motivating Tom—at home, then later in Sunday school?

18
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Sometimes, selecting a history textbook can be a great 
challenge. Textbooks are often marked by overly technical 
language and ideological perspectives. To help our 
colleagues in the selection process, we have assembled a 

list of twenty of the best books for high school teachers of history. 
For all their variety, they are, at the same time, all resources that 
we have found to be exceedingly helpful, either for deepening 
one’s own knowledge as a teacher or for use in the classroom 
with students. The recommendations below are separated into 
six categories: Ancient, Medieval, Early-Modern European, 
Modern European, American, and Other. The books included 
in this list are by no means intended to be representative of the 
only important topics relevant to students of history; nor does the 
list exhaust all important historical eras and events. Rather, all of 
the books included in this list are compelling, rich, and informative 
and have been found by the members of our team to be excellent 
sources of historical knowledge. The list has been separated by 
chronological era simply for the convenience of the reader.

19

FOUR SCORE
Top books for teaching high school history

©2019 Cana Academy®

toolkit



four score

©2019 Cana Academy®

Ancient:

A War Like No Other: How the Athenians and Spartans 
Fought the Peloponnesian War 

Victor Davis Hanson

ISBN: 978-0-8129-6970-2

As it raged, the Peloponnesian war ripped apart the 
ancient world for three decades. At the heart of the 
conflict stood the primary actors of Sparta and Athens; 
but the war involved their allies and conquered 
territories as well. This is the war that led to the downfall 
of the glorious empire of Athens. It is a war that still 
has things to teach us in the modern world. Hanson, a 
renowned military historian and classicist, reminds us 
why history is important by pointing out the timelessness 
of the events that took place in the now distant ancient 
world. He masterfully demonstrates how the events 
leading up to the Peloponnesian War, the causes, 
the characters involved, and the execution of the war 
itself are timeless; they are distinctly recognizable and 
events like them have been seen repeatedly throughout 
history since then.

A War Like No Other is not just a retelling of the events 

of the war; it is an in-depth interpretation of the war 
and its significance. In it, Hanson explores different 
aspects of the ancient world that are tangential to 
the Peloponnesian War in order to help the reader 
more easily and fully understand the conflict, despite 
being so far removed from it. The result is a dynamic, 
compelling, and meticulously researched treatment. 
It presents a wonderful resource for teachers who 
want to teach their students about this war, why it 
was important at the time, and why it ought to shape 
our understanding of the world for which we are 
responsible.

The Peloponnesian War

Donald Kagan

ISBN: 978-0-14-200437-1

With this book, Donald Kagan presents a detailed, 
comprehensive overview of the entire Peloponnesian 
War, taking his readers through each major event, 
blow by blow. In a way, it is the layman’s translation 
of Thucydides’ History of the Peloponnesian War; it is 
not actually a translation, but similarly to Thucydides’ 
account, it details the entirety of the conflict, including
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all the relevant actors, strategies, battles at land and 
sea, and the aftermath. Beginning with an overview 
of the Spartan and Athenian empires as they stood 
at the brink of the war after the defeat of the Persian 
empire, Kagan delves into these two major players, 
their alliances, their rivalries, and the building tension 
that would cause the outbreak of the war. 

Kagan covers the root causes of the war, the decisions 
of the various powers to go to war, all the various 
invasions, the leaders and their brilliant or devastating 
decisions, the battle strategies, other events that 
impacted the conflict, and the eventual collapse of the 
Athenian Empire. He also provides numerous maps, 
covering geography and the battles; those will prove 
especially helpful to students. The writing is fast-paced, 
its analysis both scholarly and accessible.

Medieval:

Medieval England, 1000-1500: A Reader

Emilie Amt (ed.) 

ISBN: 978-1551112442

While not a history book in the traditional sense, this 
book is an extremely useful resource for teachers of 
medieval era history. It is a collection of all the most 
important political and historical documents, first-hand 
accounts, and other relevant writings. Editor Emilie Amt 
has arranged these documents carefully, dividing them 
chronologically, sorting by century, and providing an 
introductory overview of each one to ensure the reader 
understands the context and importance of each entry.

From the Domesday Book to the translation of the 
Bayeux Tapestry, the early documents included help 
students understand life in early Medieval England, 
precisely at the time of the momentous Norman 
Invasion that changed the course of history. Documents 
like John of Salisbury’s Policraticus help students 
understand what people at the time expected of their 
monarchs and help them trace the development of 
theories of kingship over the years. The Constitutions 
of Clarendon, Assizes of Clarendon, and the Magna

 Documents 
like John of 
Salisbury’s 
Policraticus 

help students 
understand 

what people 
at the time 
expected 

of their 
monarchs...
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Carta, among others, are crucial for students to 
follow the development of the English legal system, 
the foundation of modern English and American law. 
Covering documents from five centuries of Medieval 
English history, this reader is an indispensable resource 
for teachers of medieval history, providing all the 
crucial documents and accounts in one place.

Medieval History: The Life and Death of a Civilization, 
second ed.

Norman F. Cantor

ISBN: 978-0023190209

This book presents an in-depth, extensive investigation 
of medieval civilization. Providing not only information 
about the political, social, and economic developments, 
it delves also into the religion and artistic culture of the 
era. The result is an incredibly detailed and full picture 
of medieval civilization that seeks to understand the 
politics and social environment of the time in an honest 
and unbiased manner. 

Cantor begins with a historiographical outline and 
overview of the various periods of medieval history 
and the issues that dominated and differentiated 

each of its distinct periods. The rest of the book is 
divided into nine parts, spanning from the decline and 
fall of the Roman empire, through the changes over 
the following centuries, ending with the death of the 
medieval world and the birth of the Renaissance. 
Within the nine parts, every subject is covered, from 
the political developments in kingship and the papacy, 
to the various reform movements that took place all 
over the medieval world, and the rise and fall of 
dominions and ruling families that took place during 
the second through fourteenth centuries. This book is a 
deeply rich source for teachers of medieval history. It 
contains helpful maps, illustrations, and chronological 
lists. Selections can be used for understanding 
particular centuries, or it can be read in its entirety for 
a comprehensive understanding of the emergence, 
life, and eventual collapse of the culture at the heart 
of the era.

Early-Modern European:

The Era of the French Revolution, 1789-1799: Ten Years 
That Shook the World

Leo Gershoy

ISBN: 978-0898747188
©2019 Cana Academy®22



The French Revolution, as the title of this book suggests, 
was a destabilizing event that not only uprooted the 
society and institutions of the country in which it took 
place but had a profound impact on the development 
of the entire Western world. This idea is the focus of 
Gershoy’s brief yet informative study of the French 
Revolution. 

Born from long-festering resentment and discontent 
on the part of the lower classes, the French Revolution 
was an attempt to overthrow the corrupt regime long 
marked by excessive privilege. A very different sort 
of revolution than that of the American colonies, the 
French Revolution is a thought-provoking and important 
subject for those studying history. Its causes, goals, 
excesses, and impact are all fruitful topics for study; 
each is covered in this book. Gershoy understands 
both the necessity of the revolution and its own decline 
to corruption, its profound impact as well as the ways 
in which it failed to live up to its original goals. The 
first half of the book is a chronological study of the 
decade of the revolution itself, and the second half is a 
collection of relevant primary source documents and 
narrative accounts from the era. Gershoy has selected 
not only the key political documents but also sources 
like newspapers and pamphlets, which give the 
reader an inside view on the tangible sentiments of the 
time. This book is a useful source for history teachers, 
including an account of the revolution and its impact 
on the West, along with the key primary sources to 
complement that narrative. 

Citizens: a Chronicle of the French Revolution

Simon Schama

ISBN: 978-0679726104

In this narrative of the French Revolution, Simon Schama 
covers in depth not only the revolution of 1789 but 
the bloody Reign of Terror that succeeded it as well. 
One of the primary arguments Schama makes in this 
comprehensive account of the French Revolution and 
everything it contained is that even from the beginning, 
violence was a dominant feature; it was not just a side 
effect, it was a motivating factor. 

Schama’s work in this book is thorough, well-
researched, and articulate. He understands the 
motivations behind the Revolution—how it was born 
from the ever-growing understanding of the rights of 
men and citizens, an understanding that prevailed in 
much of political thought in the 18th century West. 
However, he also views the revolution with unclouded 
eyes, clearly understanding its excesses and the bloody 
violence it contained, factors that have poisoned the 
revolution’s legacy. With this book Schama presents 
another important point of view for studying this historic 
period, providing a somewhat more critical voice on 
the subject than Gershoy. It is thus a helpful resource 
for teachers of this period who want to have a full 
grasp of the French Revolution.

Schama’s work in 
this book is thorough, 
well-researched, and 

articulate.
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Modern European:

The Guns of August: The Outbreak of World War I

Barbara W. Tuchman

ISBN: 0-345-47609-3

World War I is notorious among historians and non-
historians alike for the complexities of its origins. This is 
the subject Tuchman tackles in The Guns of August in 
a careful, detailed, and compelling manner. Though 
it is a work of history, this book reads like an exciting 
drama as Tuchman weaves the narrative, delving 
into the backstories of the important players and their 
various motivations. Despite its substantial length, this 
book covers only the origins, outbreak, and first year of 
the massive conflict. It is split into three major sections: 
“Plans”, “Outbreak”, and “Battle”. 

Tuchman opens her dramatic narrative with the funeral 
of England’s Edward VII,  attended as it was by 
representatives of each of Europe’s major powers who 
would soon be at war. She then delves into the complex 
characters, motivations, alliances, rivalries, hopes, and 
aspirations that are the foundation of the outbreak of 

the Great War, particularly the events of that fateful 
August of 1914. Tuchman’s narrative is built on excerpts 
from original documents, including telegrams and 
letters that especially help the reader hear the voices of 
some of the figures at the heart of the pertinent events. 
Along with the narrative, The Guns of August contains 
maps and photographs to help students visualize and 
understand the war. This engaging and exciting read 
will help students understand how this conflict started in 
discrete sectors of Europe, then spiraled out of control 
into the first world war.

[Tuchman] then 
delves into 
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The Russian Revolution

Richard Pipes

ISBN: 978-0679736608

According to historian Richard Pipes, the Russian 
Revolution is arguably the most significant event of the 
twentieth century. In this comprehensive examination, 
Pipes does not simply address the struggle for power; 
he examines the revolution as a massive overhaul of 
the entire Russian society, for the revolutionary leaders 
sought to establish a new political system, a new 
economic system, and new institutions both formal and 
informal. 

The Russian Revolution took place in the midst of World 
War I and was, at the time, overlooked by many other 
Western entities. However, its repercussions would 
extend across the globe to impact the development 
of the twentieth century. Pipes studies the revolution 
in light of this, examining its origins, the key players, 
the changes it underwent—especially with each 
leadership turnover—and its long-term effects. He 
focuses on the people that played the most formative 
roles, their ideas and where those ideas originated, 

the actions that they took to trigger and direct the 
revolution, and their individual motivations at each 
stage. This book covers events from the beginning 
of the fall of the old czarist regime through the take-
over of the Bolsheviks. Pipes introduces his readers to 
Russian society and culture, a much needed element 
for most with little or no understanding of the land that 
gave the world Lenin, Trotsky and Stalin. The maps and 
illustrations included are an equally helpful resource, 
orienting us across the massive and unfamiliar Russian 
political geography.

The Making of Adolf Hitler: The Birth and Rise of Naziism

Eugene Davidson

ISBN: 978-0826211170

Eugene Davidson’s The Making of Adolf Hitler 
investigates the rise to power of one of history’s most 
notorious figures—a “foreign-born, ill-educated, and 
unprepossessing” man who would create and lead 
the Nazi movement. How Hitler built the movement 
that upended the Weimar Republic, politicized the 
German nation at every level, and mobilized a 
national economy to develop the war machine that 
would launch the second world war in his lifetime, is a
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history that all students should engage. Davidson’s work 

is a masterful account of events that lay at the roots of the 

bloodiest set of events in human history.

Davidson recognizes that there is not one single cause 

of Hitler’s meteoric rise. He leads his readers to weigh 

a complex weave of key factors, including these: the 

dissolution of social order in Austria and Germany from the 

time of Hitler’s birth through the post-World War I period; 

the terms of the Versailles Treaty, resented by the German 

people and invoked effectively by Hitler as grounds for 

German aggression; the intensive German military culture 

rooted in the courts of the two Kaiser Wilhelms and a force 

that quickly re-emerged in the 1930’s under Nazi rule; and 

Hitler’s dark vision, documented and disseminated in Mein 

Kampf. By examining the convergence of Adolf Hitler’s 

personal story with the instability and volatility of German 

politics, Davidson helps the reader comprehend the birth 

and rise of Nazism. This history is an excellent resource for 

teachers and students who want to understand how Hitler 

gained support and ushered in the horrors of the WWII 

era.

Inferno: The World at War, 1939-1945

Max Hastings

ISBN: 978-0-307-95718-4

World War II, the second global conflict witnessed 
by the twentieth century, was a war of almost 
incomprehensible magnitude, fought across the 
globe, involving peoples of all kinds and in all sorts 
of capacities. In this comprehensive work, Hastings 
covers the six years of the war from a specific 
perspective: the human experience of the conflict. This 
work is entitled Inferno to capture how many people 
experienced the war - as an outbreak of hell on earth. 
Hastings covers the European and the Pacific theaters, 
beginning with the invasion of Poland and ending with 
the war’s aftermath, following the surrender of Japan. 

Because Hastings discusses this war by focusing on 
the human experience, he does not include as much 
detail about the specific battle tactics and movements 
as other historians. However, the overall effect of the 
narrative is a comprehensive global view of the conflict 
that examines the war and its effects on humans in every 
area to which it stretched. Unimaginable brutality 

. . .this is the primary 
focus at the heart of 
Hanson’s study of 
the Second World 
War: how was it 

that all these various 
pieces blended into 

one war.
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was commonplace throughout the long war. Hastings 
describes such horrific events unflinchingly. Yet, that they 
were common during these years in no way diminishes 
how tragic they were for each individual who endured 
them, a fact Hastings is successful at explicating. The 
end product is a comprehensive overview of WWII, 
including maps and photographs, that is accessible 
to young historians—say, tenth to twelfth-graders. 
The reader is left with a deeper understanding of the 
brutality, the paralyzing fear, and the grief this war 
entailed.

The Second World Wars: How the First Global Conflict 
Was Fought and Won

Victor Davis Hanson

ISBN: 978-0465066988

Victor Davis Hanson offers a compelling twist on 
World War II accounts. WWII, he argues, was in 
reality a series of wars, which is why Hanson has 
chosen to title his monumental work on this subject 
The Second World Wars. Because of this conflict’s 
geographic, demographic, economic, and tactical 
scope, the tens of millions of people across the world 

engaged in different wars. Who fought and how the 
fighting unfolded, what weapons were used, how local 
weather impacted the fighting, which countries were 
hardest hit, which powers co-operated effectively with 
others, which economies were productive—all these 
factors shaped the variety of experiences during the 
war. Colloquially, of course, the event is referred to 
as a single war in which the forces of good battled 
the forces of evil across the globe. And this is the 
primary focus at the heart of Hanson’s study of the 
Second World War: how was it that all these various 
pieces blended into one war. This book is not strictly 
speaking a comprehensive overview of every aspect 
of the Second World War. It is not even always 
organized chronologically. Instead, it is separated into 
seven parts, within which major representative battles, 
methods, campaigns, strategic decisions and the 
like are investigated. By examining the war this way, 
Hanson is able to more effectively seek the answer to 
his primary question of how all these various efforts, 
military and civilian, stretching across the world, came 
to comprise a single war. 

Through his study of the conflicts that raged for six years, 
Hanson also arrives at another somewhat unique 
conclusion: despite the massive casualties caused by 
the efforts of the Axis powers, they were never in a 
position to win the war. Along with this, Hanson also 
examines the ways in which the conflict, or at least 
parts of it, could have been prevented had different 
strategies been used to shorten the war. Perhaps most 
importantly, Hanson offers a study of the lessons we can 
learn. World War II cost more lives, devastated more 
cities, and exhausted more resources than any other 
war in history. It also unleashed the most destructive 
weapons in history and opened the way for their far 
more lethal successors. How does humankind avoid 
similar outbreaks? Hanson’s analysis is a worthwhile 
answer for all teachers and students.
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Gulag: A History

Anne Applebaum

ISBN: 978-1400034093

In spite of its great importance, the Gulag, the Soviet prison 

system that lasted almost a century, is not fully understood 

by many today. Anne Applebaum’s work will fill that void 

for teachers and students. The Gulag was instituted directly 

after the Bolshevik Revolution and soon became a powerful 

and brutal weapon wielded against both the known and 

potential “enemies” of the revolution. It never lost that 

function. However, it took on an added role starting in the 

year 1929 when Stalin began to use the camps as part of 

his industrialization schemes. As Applebaum points out, this 

new use of the Gulag system coincided with the take-over 

of the judicial and penal system by the Soviet secret police. 

This combination of events led to the creation of the Gulag 

as it existed for the rest of the twentieth century: a weapon of 

the tyrannical and brutal Soviet rule. The camps continued 

to grow in number and size. By the time of Stalin’s death in 

1953, around eighteen million people had passed through 

the Gulag, many sustaining illness, injury, or premature 

death. Though the Gulag system changed in scope after 

the death of Stalin, it remained a tool of the Soviet system 

for the rest of the century, marshaled to intimidate, silence, 

and “re-educate” the so-called enemies of the Soviet 

government, including anyone expressing democratic or 

Western ideals. 

Applebaum covers how the camps began, the intricacies 

of how they operated, how they evolved over time, how 

they were eventually dismantled, and their dark impact on 

Russian civilization. Through her utilization of eyewitness 

accounts and first-hand records, Applebaum weaves her 

narrative in a manner that is both informative and moving.

American: 

The Ideological Origins of the American Revolution

Bernard Bailyn

ISBN: 0-674-44302-0

The historical period surrounding the American 
Revolution is a well-spring of topics for research 
and debate. As an event that disrupted the course of 
modern history, the American War for Independence 
is simultaneously complex as a field of inquiry and 
crucial for American students as citizens. In this book, 
Bernard Bailyn, one of academia’s most important 
Americanists, tackles one particularly complex aspect 
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of the Revolution: its ideological origins. In doing so, he 
offers a vital set of insights to any reflective American—
young or old.

Bailyn focuses on what the revolutionaries said and 
wrote and traces where these ideas originated, 
how they developed over time, and how they had 
changed from their original iterations to fit the unique 
circumstances of revolutionary America. Revolution, 
of course, meant revolt against Britain. It also meant 
the replacement of British governmental institutions 
with our own. As Bailyn explains, the fledgling 
American republic was not merely the latest model for 
political order—it was original precisely because of 
its foundational ideas. Bailyn deftly leads his readers 
to see the origins of how the founders conceived 
of equality, freedom, rights, governmental limits, 
federalism, and other central ideas at the heart of the 
American Revolution. This book is an indispensable 
source for teachers who want to understand and teach 
the period of the American Revolution and Founding.

John Adams

David McCullough

ISBN: 0-684-81363-7

The American Founding Fathers were a fascinating 
group of men.  Their writings, their ideas, and the men 
themselves have been the source of much historical 
study and literature. Many of these men were polymaths 
- farmers, lawyers, businessmen, and military men who 
had turned their sights to the world of politics with the 
birth of the American revolutionary movement. They 
led the revolution as both American patriots and British 
traitors, risking much to lead from the helm, stirring 
the hearts and minds of the people to greater ideals, 
hopes and aspirations. John Adams was more than 
one among their number; he stood out for exemplary 
character and thought. Among other reasons, that 
is why he is an apt subject of David McCullough’s 
award-winning biography, John Adams. 

Though this book is a biography of a single man, 
it presents a broader resource for teachers of 
Revolutionary era history as it covers in detail the years 
before, during, and after the Revolution, since this was 
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the lifespan of the man in question. McCullough’s 
work in this biography is rich and compelling; though 
it is substantial in length, the flowing narrative style and 
captivating content of the book make it quite readable. 
McCullough brings to life the stubborn, brilliant, and 
sometimes unpredictable man of conviction that was 
John Adams, a man utterly devoted to the American 
Revolution and to the country it birthed. Adams was 
devoted to his family as well, particularly his wife, 
Abigail. Beginning with the years leading up to the 
Revolution, continuing through Adam’s political career, 
and ending with his death, McCullough traces in great 
detail the life of this man, providing a lively narrative 
of the political-cultural environment of the time. This 
book is aptly described on its cover as “history on 
a grand scale - a book about politics and war and 
social issues, but also human nature, love, religious 
faith, virtue, ambition, friendship and betrayal, and the 
far-reaching consequences of noble ideas.” As such, 
it provides a captivating and enlightening read for 
teachers and students.

Battle Cry of Freedom: The Civil War Era

James McPherson

ISBN: 978-0-19-516895-2 

This work of James McPherson’s is a monumentally 
comprehensive investigation of the American Civil War 
era. It is arguably the most important text on the subject. 
Beginning with the state of the nation in the 1850s, 
McPherson diligently traces the complex politics of 
the time - the changing alliances between parties, the 
emergence of new parties and new factions, and the 
shifting platforms of each political group. The institution 
of slavery and its political, economic, and cultural roles 
are carefully weaved through McPherson’s account 
of the web of rivalries and alliances. McPherson 
masterfully demonstrates how the intransigence 
that catalyzed the war was created. After carefully 
explicating its origins, McPherson then delves into the 
war itself, tackling every aspect of it: military, social, 
and political. 

McPherson omits no aspect of the devastating tragedy 
of the Civil War - a war in which, as McPherson states, 
both sides “professed to be fighting for freedom.” 
The extent of detail may well make the Battle Cry 
of Freedom a significant challenge for high school 
students. However, it is an excellent resource for high 
school teachers, and we recommend that anyone 
teaching the Civil War era read this text in preparation. 
Students and teachers alike will find the rich set of 
maps McPherson includes helpful.

McPherson omits no 

aspect of the devastating 

tragedy of the Civil War 

- a war in which, as 

McPherson states, both 

sides “professed to be 

fighting for freedom.” 
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The War That Forged a Nation: Why the Civil War Still 
Matters

James McPherson 

ISBN: 978-0-19-937577-6

This collection of essays from McPherson is a wonderful 
resource for teachers of American history. As the title 
suggests, the main focus of the book is to both detail 
how the Civil War created the nation as it exists today 
and to convince the reader of why that war is still 
relevant and thus ought to be studied and understood.

Each of the essays in this book probes what the war’s 
lasting influence has been. Each one can stand alone; 
however, the essays are sorted so that each one flows 
to the next cohesively. This makes the book a useful 
tool for teachers who want to select a few from the 
collection—either for their preparation to teach or as 
readings for their students. Covering topics from the 
justice of the war, to the damage done to the nation 
as a whole, to slavery, and the environment in postwar 
south, this book helps teachers and students discover 
answers to the most fundamental questions surrounding 
our greatest national crisis.

This Republic of Suffering: Death and the American Civil 
War 

Drew Gilpin Faust 

ISBN: 978-0-375-70383-6

Perhaps one of the most significant legacies left by the 
Civil War was the stunning amount of sheer carnage, the 
focus of Drew Gilpin Faust’s This Republic of Suffering. 
Faust, who specializes in the history of the old South, 
wrote this book to explore how the American Civil 
War shaped the country’s understanding of death. This 
moving and carefully crafted narrative zeroes in on 
this single aspect of the war, detailing how Americans 
coped with the staggering amount of bloodshed and 
what that death-toll meant for the future of the nation. 

Faust carefully and sensitively names, identifies, and 
numbers the massive loss of human life. She carefully 
examines the efforts soldiers and civilians relied upon 
as a means to cope with the unprecedented (in 
America) loss of life.

Faust details how Americans, left in the unsettling chaos 
and confusion of the post-Civil War world, struggled 
to comprehend what their lives could mean. She 
concludes that the nation was transformed by 
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four score

the carnage of the war: On the one hand, having 
suffered personal loss, many Americans took on some 
transcendent purpose. On the other hand, the scar left 
by the war has never healed. The struggle to understand 
war, the death it brings, and moral landscape it shapes 
even after the war has ended is one that Americans 
still face generations later. Faust beautifully crafts her 
account of this sensitive subject. Hers is a work both 
deeply moving and humane.

Band of Brothers: E Company, 506th Regiment, 101st 
Airborne from Normandy to Hitler’s Eagle’s Nest

Stephen Ambrose

ISBN: 0-7432-2454-X

With this account of the Easy Company of the 101st 
Airborne Division of the United States Army, Stephen 
Ambrose offers a close-up view of a discrete group 
of courageous men who fought, suffered, and died in 
World War II. It is clearly highly specific in its subject 
matter, so it does not present a full history of WWII; 
yet, it is both useful and compelling as a narrative as it 
gives the reader a tangible view of war and its ability 
to bring out both the worst and the best in men.

Easy Company of the 101st Airborne Division was 
repeatedly tasked with difficult and important missions 
of the highest order. Between 1942 through 1945, 
they sustained a level of casualties that reached almost 
every man—from the original members of the company 
through the waves of replacements. Ambrose draws 
upon interviews, personal records and letters to tell the 
story of these brave men. The moving personal stories, 
combined with the fast-paced, action-packed events 
— at times thrilling, at other times harrowing or tragic—
all make for a thoroughly captivating account. While 
only a subsection of World War II, Band of Brothers is 
a highly illuminative window into the broader struggle 
and the men that saved our civilization.

The Savior Generals: How Five Great Commanders 
Saved Wars That Were Lost - From Ancient Greece to 
Iraq

Victor Davis Hanson  

ISBN: 978-1-60819-342-4

Another work of prolific military historian Victor Davis 
Hanson, this book covers a unique topic. Rather than 
dealing with a historical era, this text covers a select 
number of military generals from different historical 
periods, specifically generals who saved the respective 
war efforts, and subsequently the polities at risk. Each 
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of the generals Hanson chose for this book were 
brought into the war at a tipping point. This means 
they had little to no advantage of momentum towards 
a win; nothing besides their genius and leadership 
can then be credited for their success. These five men 
were not “men of the hour” before the war started, not 
favored by political leaders; rather, they were the ones 
who did extraordinary things in the face of disastrous, 
seemingly hopeless circumstances. Hanson covers 
over a thousand years of history by choosing generals 
from the ancient world through the modern world. The 
select five are: Themistocles, Flavius Belisarius, William 
Tecumseh Sherman, Matthew Ridgway, and David 
Petraeus.

Through the generals’ stories, ancient and recent, 
Hanson communicates the timelessness of human 
nature and warfare. Technology, he argues, is not the 
deciding factor in war; it is not essential to leadership, 
nor is a new social science or a new way of thinking. 
Human nature is set, and the great leaders of the 
ancient era have the same essential characteristics as 
modern ones. In the end, it is the quality of humans, 
specifically the quality of leaders, that determines the 
outcome of wars. Teachers and students would do well 
to examine the case Hanson makes for that position.

The Western Heritage, vols. A, B, & C, 9th editions

Donald Kagan, Steven Ozment, and Frank M. Turner

ISBN: 978-0132252911, 978-0-13-173348-0, & 978-
0131963153

This series of three volumes is a wonderfully 
comprehensive overview of Western history. The 
three volumes cover every important topic within the 
history of Western Civilization, thereby providing a full 
narrative of the West. The texts are readable—entirely 
accessible to high school students. They provide 
excellent resources for teachers: maps, original 
documents, photos, and replicas of art—classic works 
chosen for their centrality in the history of Western art 
or because they capture for us imagery of historical 
figures. The three volumes can be used as textbooks 
for a history course, or sections of them can be referred 
to for general knowledge on any subject under the 
umbrella of Western history.  

Each of the chapters contains summaries of the most 
important topics covered plus discussion questions. 
Both of those resources  may be of use to teachers.
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This article is broken in two parts, each an interview with our two master teachers, Mary 
Frances Loughran and Jeannette DeCelles-Zwerneman. In these interviews, Mary 
Frances and Jeannette discuss the benefits of reading aloud to children, suggestions 
for how to decide which books are appropriate for different age groups, and more. 

Please note that these interviews serve as excellent guides and companion pieces to the 
Cana Academy Reading List Grades 1-8, available for free on the Cana Academy shop. 

INSIDE OUT
Interview: reading with your children
Mary Frances Loughran and Jeannette DeCelles-Zwerneman

PART 1: Mary Frances Loughran

Q: Why would you recommend reading aloud to kids at home? What was your experience in 
doing so?

A: Reading to kids at home gives children an opportunity to hear stories that they otherwise might not 
yet be able to read on their own. I also think it’s important for children to hear the written word, not 
just see it on a page. You can add more drama when reading aloud, and their imaginations can be 
enlivened and broadened with good literature.

I read to my children before bed at night and continued that practice from when they were very 
little through their senior year in high school to when no longer living under my roof. It gave us some 
great moments of shared experience - like watching a movie together but even better. Most often, 
we were reading things together that the youngest child could perhaps not entirely understand, but 
she has since told me that she actually did catch quite a lot - more than might have been expected 
or apparent at the time. 

Q: Any suggestions for how to read aloud to kids well (different voices, etc.)?

A: The more enthusiasm that you can put into the reading of a good story the better. I recommend not 
spending a lot of time talking about the story as you read unless the children are genuinely confused 
about what’s going on. Certainly, after you are done reading a chapter or part, some discussion
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Mary Frances Loughran

may be appropriate. I just don’t like to interrupt the story. 
I also think it’s a good idea to back off from a story if it 
appears that it’s not the right time; a parent can usually 
judge that pretty well, whether it’s a matter of the story 
being too sophisticated in content or in expression. In 
terms of expression, however, children are often able to 
understand more of the spoken word than they are the 
written word, so if the speaker reads aloud, following the 
punctuation and expression of the writing, the children 
listening can understand it better than if they were 
reading it themselves. Pausing to appreciate a beautiful 
description or a funny exchange can be delightful 
and can help nurture the listeners’ love of stories and 
storytelling. 

Q: How do you know/judge when a book is age 
appropriate? Kids often have different maturity 
levels and different capabilities even at the same 
age, so how do you judge what is appropriate for 
them to read on their own or have read to them and 
what is not?

A: Well, as I said, I think a parent is a pretty good judge 
of whether or not a child is ready for certain content 
or the vocabulary and sentence structure of a particular 
book. If you start a book and it seems like it’s not working 
out despite having given it a good shot, then put it down; 
you can pick it up later when they are ready, unless they 
really want you to continue, in which case it might be 
best to continue. 

All that being said, I think the appropriateness is truly 
not age-dependent. Parents should keep in mind again 
that the spoken word is more easily understood than the 
written word - a book you wouldn’t expect your child to 
read on their own they would most likely understand and 
enjoy when read-aloud to them. I am thinking here of 
Beatrix Potter’s stories which contain very sophisticated 
vocabulary; or Dickens whose sentence structures are 
very complicated; or Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings with its 
complicated story.

For independent reading, I typically screened everything 
that my children were reading by themselves. I would 
never have put anything on the bookshelves at home 
that I didn’t want them to read; the bookshelves were 
meant to be free and open to them. And I was always 
aware of the books they were getting from the library or 
from friends. If I wasn’t familiar with the book already, 
then I would read it myself either before they read it or 
while they were reading it. If I felt there was content that 
was questionable or that they weren’t ready for, I would 
make doubly sure to talk to them about what they were 
reading. 

Children differ on the effects that they experience from 
either reading or being read to. Just as some of us 
are more visually impacted and others of us are more 
impacted by words, one child might not be as affected 
by the written word while another child could be greatly 
affected by the written word; parents just need to know 
what kind of child they are dealing with. 
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Q: What are some ways that you can encourage 
kids to read on their own at home? 

A: I think reading to kids aloud helps quite a bit. Mom 
or Dad could decide whether or not they want to even 
have a child read a book on their own that they are 
enthusiastic about, one that was being read aloud to 
them. I would not discourage that as long as they don’t 
give anything away to the rest of the children still listening 
to the book read aloud. This is really the hope after all 
- that they get excited about reading. Some other ways 
to encourage independent reading are: Have a lot of 
good books around the house, model the behavior - it 
is important for parents to be reading themselves - and 
eliminate distractions. Distractions can be anything that 
would take the place of reading, like movies, TV, video 
games, etc. Reading for entertainment used to be a 
common pastime, but since we have introduced slicker 
and easier forms of entertainment, children will typically 
gravitate toward those, afterall they are easier and more 
immediate. That is why it’s perhaps the most important 
thing to eliminate distractions as much as possible if 
you want to encourage your children to read for fun. 
This is similar to thinking carefully about the kinds of toys 
you allow in your home: Ready-made toys undermine 
experimenting and creating and imaginative fun. They 
also lose their appeal rather quickly for those reasons. 
Good books never lose their appeal and require the 
active participation of the reader, drawing her into a 
new world of the author’s creation but one that also 
requires the young reader to use her own imaginative 
resources. 

Q: What if a kid is struggling with reading on their 
own, either because they don’t enjoy it or they have 
a hard time with their ability to read independently? 
What are some things you can do to deal with this? 
Is there any way to help kids learn how to enjoy 
reading?

A: The first thing is not to panic. I don’t have any statistics 

or studies on this, but my own personal experience has 
taught me that children will learn to read at different 
rates at different times; some will have difficulties 
and some will not. Those that do have difficulties will 
overcome most of them eventually; they might just be a 
little slower  to do so. It can be helpful to talk to a child 
about what makes reading difficult for her: Is it a matter 
of phonetics? Speed? Vocabulary? Comprehension? 
Identifying the particular issue can help in moving 
forward and creating a game-plan to help the child.

A parent can help a child to come up with some 
strategies for any of these challenges. Even children 
that have been labeled as having some learning 
disability can still learn to read; again, it may just take 
them longer. If you are asking a child to read things that 
are too difficult, then give him something else so that 
he can experience success. It is important that children 
experience some success so that they do not become 
discouraged and develop a dislike of reading. But 
be careful of giving them books that are too easy, too 
simple. Not only is that insulting and embarrassing, but 
they may become bored which also fuels a dislike for 
reading.

Having children read aloud to you is also helpful, and 
when they read to you don’t correct every single thing; 
it is important not to discourage them from ever trying 
again. When they are done reading to you, ask them 
what they remember, see if they can repeat to you what 
just happened in the story. Be careful of the group; 
children that have difficulties may need one-on-one 
attention. Again, don’t be too corrective, but all of that 
information can help you help them. 

Different children also enjoy different genres or types of 
books. Trial and error can help children find what they 
like in literature. It is good idea to ask kids if they liked a 
book when you’re done reading it aloud to them. If they 
did, ask them if they are surprised by how much they 
liked it and if they want more stories like that.



Q: How do you handle mature ideas or content in 
books? How do you discuss them with your children 
(things like witchcraft, etc.)? 

A: Just talk about it, talk it through, make sure that they 
understand what has been read by them or aloud by 
you. This is also an age appropriate kind of issue. For 
instance, you could be reading a story to your children 
and some things that they are not mature enough to 
handle may just go right over their heads in which case 
you don’t have to worry about it. But if it doesn’t or if you 
aren’t sure whether it did or not, then have a conversation 
about it with all or some of them. Just be sure not to 
turn it into an academic exercise. Reading aloud to 
your children or your children reading independently 
for fun should be just that - for fun. It should be free of 
academic concerns.

This brings up another point: it is important that children, 
especially homeschooled ones, not have assignments 
attached to everything they read. For instance, every 
time they read a book they have to do a report or 
essay. If this is the case, then the enjoyment of reading 
is colored by how much they enjoy or don’t enjoy these 
other exercises. This is not to say that you shouldn’t ever 
have them do these exercises, but keep it balanced. This 
is really just a note of caution for homeschooling parents; 
parents of children who attend school I wouldn’t think 
would want to assign more work than what they already 
get in school. This also speaks to the question of how to 
help struggling readers. Make sure that whatever you 
do to help them doesn’t become burdensome; that’s a 
surefire way to make them hate reading. 

Q: Why is it important for kids to read on their own 
(not just be read to)? 

A: It depends on the reason they don’t want to read 
alone. Being read to is fun and not a lot of work, so it 
makes a great deal of sense that children prefer being 
read to. However, they do need to learn how to read 
on their own. Again, I think that a parent needs to make 

a prudential judgment about when to say yes and when 
to say no. One thing that is helpful is for a parent to read 
some of a book that the child is reading independently, 
and then have the child finish the chapter; however, this 
ought not be done with books that are designated for 
reading aloud - for those books the parent should read 
the whole thing aloud. But if there is another book they 
are supposed to read on their own, you could take 
turns reading. It is important that children learn how to 
read on their own as well as listen, it’s a very different 
experience and both are valuable. 

I don’t enjoy being read to very much myself because I 
never developed that kind of auditory sensitivity; I wasn’t 
read to much as a child and I find it very difficult to focus 
when someone is reading to me. Others might be just the 
opposite; that is, they might need more than the visual - 
they may need the auditory to help theircomprehension. 
You could encourage such children to read aloud to 
themselves; hearing it out loud can help them focus and 
understand it or enjoy it more. When I was teaching, 
I would often encourage my students that had trouble 
reading to read aloud to themselves or to someone else 
for comprehension, focus, speed, etc. It also sometimes 
helps them to follow their finger as they read. 

Q: What has been your experience in using both 
fiction and non-fiction books to accompany teaching 
certain periods of history? That is, what, if any, are 
the benefits of doing so?

A: Well, I just always want to do whatever I can to 
help a student use his imagination. When it comes to 
reading or studying history I mean imagination of the 
kind that helps him see what something was like, what 
it felt like and looked like, to see more clearly what 
happened. Reading a piece of fiction, if it is well written 
and accurate, can do that for children: help fill out a 
historical picture. 

There are some good history textbooks out there that 
may be sufficient when teaching history, but if you are 
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having trouble finding age appropriate texts for the 
period you want to study, then adding some historical 
fiction or biographies that are written in a narrative style 
can be really useful. Again, you have to be careful 
because not everything written in these types of books 
is accurate. Historical fiction still has to be accurate 
in that it ought not be anachronistic; it needs to be 
accurate in the details of the historical context; it should 
be believable, conceivable. If not, the value of reading 
it is lost.

PART 2: Jeannette DeCelles-Zwerneman

Q: Why would you recommend reading aloud to 
kids at home? What was your experience in doing 
so?

A: We began reading to our own children as soon as 
they could sit propped up on our laps, and that was 
when they were about 5-6 months old. We read board 
books that they could handle without destroying. We 
wanted them to touch the books and learn to turn the 
pages. We didn’t do this for any exalted educational 
purposes, I might add. We really were just sharing our 
mutual love of story and language with our children; it 
was just natural and unplanned, joyful and fun. In fact, 
reading aloud to my children became one of the great 
unexpected pleasures of parenting for me.

As they grew older (at about 2-3 years of age), we 
began reading to them every night for about an hour. 
Each night, we put aside all of our work and gathered 
to read in the living room. This created a body of shared 
stories and experiences, a shared sense of humor; you 
might say it gave us a shared consciousness. We were 
thinking about the same problems and the same stories 
and characters, and we were puzzling over them 
together throughout the day. I also noticed that my kids 
began working into their play time the stories we read 
aloud at night; sometimes, they rewrote the stories to 
their own tastes, which I thought was intriguing. They 
were developing their own stories, making use of the 

raw material they had received in our evening sessions, 
and this nurtured their imaginations and their verbal 
skills.

There was never anything irksome about this since I tried 
to choose titles I thought we would all be interested in, 
and I often gave the kids choices they could select from 
for the next reading.  I found I could read aloud books 
to them at an earlier age than they could read alone. 
For instance, I was able to read the Tolkien trilogy, Jane 
Austen, Dorothy Sayers and Charles Dickens when the 
kids were still young and when they could not have 
read those books alone because of the sophisticated 
vocabulary and complex sentence structures. I found 
this to be true pretty generally. This gave the kids 
exposure to a wider variety of new words without them 
having to worry about meaning. They just naturally 
and effortlessly picked up the meaning as I read those 
words in context, and they adopted them in their own 
speaking vocabularies. Reading like this to kids sinks 
them deeper into the language. They are surrounded 
by it and at home with its varying patterns and distinct 
sounds. For this reason, it tends to make them better 
writers as well. They are comfortably at home with these 
patterns and habits of speech. Additionally, reading 
aloud permitted me the opportunity to introduce them 
to more mature character development and plot lines, 
all of which would have been beyond their abilities had 
they been reading alone.  

Finally, I discovered that they learned how to sit still 
and how to listen carefully and concentrate, especially 
if I chose exciting and engaging literature. They didn’t 
want to miss the subtle plot movements. 

So, while we didn’t begin to read to them with exalted 
educational aspirations, we did discover important 
advantages to reading aloud over the course of time. I 
recently counted up the number of books we read like 
this, and the list exceeded 250 titles of substantial texts.
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Jeanette DeCelles-Zwerneman

Q: Any suggestions for how to read aloud to kids 
well (different voices, etc.)?

A: I always voiced the characters when I read aloud. 
Sometimes this meant I had to practice in advance. For 
instance, when reading The Adventures of Huckleberry 
Finn, I set aside some time during the day to practice 
the different dialects so I wouldn’t botch them when 
reading aloud. 

This marked an unusual investment of time, however. 
Normally, I could voice the characters without any 
practice at all. I just had to be attentive to who was 
speaking; I did that by visually keeping ahead of the 
paragraph I was reading aloud. I also tried to keep 
a step ahead visually just in case something off color 
arose. On occasion, I was reading books I hadn’t read 
myself, so I needed to keep just a sentence or two 
ahead. 

Furthermore, I noticed that there was an increasing 
level of joyful anticipation about the evenings’ reading 
sessions when I cut off the sessions at suspenseful 
junctures. They would anticipate the next move in their 
daily conversation and in their games. 

In general, my goal was to make the literature come 
alive so that my kids could see and hear and feel what 
was going on. I used whatever helped them join the 
world of the story. When we were first reading stories 
that involved horses, for instance, I secured some riding 
lessons for them so they could imagine how a horse 
moves beneath the weight of the body, how it smells 
and how it behaves when saddled.

Q: How do you know/judge when a book is age 
appropriate? Kids often have different maturity 
levels and different capabilities even at the same 
age, so how do you judge what is appropriate for 
them to read on their own or have read to them and 
what is not? 

A: Unfortunately, like most parenting issues, there is 
no manual on how to judge these matters. Over time 
I developed a general instinct for the right age to 
introduce various books, and I started keeping some 
informal notes. We visited the library frequently and 
permitted the kids to make their own choices. These 
were leisurely outings so the kids felt at home there and 
even had time to partially read the books they were 
interested in before checking them out. We also visited 
bookstores regularly for the same reason. It was a 
natural and happy occasion to visit the local bookstores 
to linger and browse as they wished. 

We had one iron-clad rule: If they were reading a 
book and they ran into something they instinctually 
knew wasn’t commensurate with our family’s culture, 
they had to bring the book to us so that we could read 
the offending passage. This worked well; it protected 
them from literature that was too mature or simply 
inappropriate. When they did come across something, 

inside out



©2019 Cana Academy®

we treated those occasions as opportunities to talk 
through some issue they needed to understand. We 
made sure they knew they weren’t in trouble for having 
stumbled across something inappropriate. They 
also knew that just because they came across one 
passage that didn’t necessarily mean they couldn’t 
read the rest of the book. They just had to talk it over 
with us first. I think this gave the kids a good lesson 
in how to judge for themselves what they should and 
should not be reading. They developed a keen sense 
of judgment that has stayed with them. 

Even so, it is a good idea to collect a library of tried 
and true titles that your kids can consult at will. We 
have a vast library and a room dedicated to it. We 
made it a light, airy and attractive space so they 
would want to be there.  

Something else I discovered during our evening 
reading was that we could reread some of the 
truly important books when the younger kids were 
prepared. The older kids didn’t mind hearing those 
books again. That’s how we ensured that all of the 
kids received much of the same diet in reading. If the 
age gap was too great, my husband and I would 
divide our labors.

Q: What are some ways that you can encourage 
kids to read on their own at home? 

A: We took what was originally our garage, closed 
it in, and converted it into a library where we housed 
all of our private collections. We built shelves and 
continued to add to those shelves for their collections. 
We also gave them bookshelves for their bedrooms 
where they could house their special favorites. In fact, 
I can’t think of a room in our house that doesn’t have 
books within easy reach. 

Also, from an early age, every birthday and 
Christmas, they each received a gift of a book, 
selected especially for them and inscribed by us.  

Generally, we nurtured a reverence for books, for 
reading and for storytelling. When we went for 
long walks or a hike, we encouraged our children 
to tell us a story of their own making. This nurtured a 
sense of the shape of a good story and encouraged 
imagination and observational skills.

Q: What if a kid is struggling with reading on their 
own, either because they don’t enjoy it or they have 
a hard time with their ability to read independently 
- what are some things you can do to deal with 
this? Is there any way to help kids learn how to 
enjoy reading?

A: I can’t think of a better way to break through these 
barriers than to read to them aloud and to have 
them read aloud to you. Two of my own children 
didn’t take to reading naturally, but once they began 
reading aloud to me, their love for words and story 
grew quickly. They began to voice the characters 
themselves in imitation of me, and their attitudes 
gradually improved. Often a young child’s difficulty 
with the mechanics of reading impedes their joy. 
Giving them multiple and private opportunities to read 
aloud to you encourages facility and confidence. 
Giving them just enough spare and patient correction 
to keep them afloat helps. In other words, not every 
error needs to be addressed; choose the essentials 
to build confidence.

The key is to keep it pleasurable and joyful. If reading 
becomes a drudgery, the child won’t read. In my 
experience, choosing texts that were engaging was 
critical. It was tempting to choose dumbed down 
texts I thought they could quickly succeed at reading, 
but contrary to my instincts I discovered that even 
if the text was technically more difficult in terms of 
language, they were more inclined to push ahead if 
the storyline was more sophisticated, entertaining and 
suspenseful. They wanted to know what happened 
next, and that drove them forward into more difficult 

41

toolkit



©2019 Cana Academy®42

terrain they might not otherwise have entered. 

Q: How do you handle mature ideas or content in 
books - how do you discuss them with your children 
(things like witchcraft, etc.)?

A: I tried to pace the introduction of evil according to 
the child in front of me. C.S. Lewis taught me something 
about this. I remember reading The Lion, the Witch, and 
the Wardrobe aloud to one of my children when she 
was pretty young, and she was very upset when Aslan 
was killed. That’s a violent and spiritually unsettling 
passage. But Lewis is an intelligent writer. He resurrects 
Aslan almost immediately and gives the young reader 
a scene of playful sport to break the spell of fear and 
sorrow. In other words, he permits the young reader to 
witness something evil, but the evil does not prevail for 
longer than a few pages. I think that was supremely 
intelligent on his part, especially considering the age of 
his readers. 

Evil is something that must be introduced slowly and 
incrementally. It’s important that young kids not be 
robbed of their innocence. Likewise, it’s important that 
they not read a steady diet of trivial, shallow writing 
that encourages a sort of banal vision of character and 
the world, where everything always turns out alright. 
We discouraged shallow reading material with one-
dimensional characters and encouraged material that 
exposed them to the world as it is. 

Q: Why is it important for kids to read on their own 
(not just be read to)?

A: Kids need to learn how to reimagine the text on 
their own as well, and reading aloud prepares them 
for this. Reading silently to themselves is just one of 
those necessary skills they should acquire. We have 
to remember that when we read aloud and voice the 
characters, we are cutting out an important interpretive 
exercise. We are making the first interpretation of the 
text for them; they need to have opportunities to do 

that for themselves as well. Teaching a student to play 
a piece of music on the piano by having her copy my 
hands might get the student started, but if I never taught 
her how to read the music herself, she would be forever 
dependent on my interpretation of that piece. At some 
point, she must learn how to read and how to interpret 
for herself. 

Q: What has been your experience in using both 
fiction and non-fiction books to accompany teaching 
certain periods of history? I.e. what, if any, are the 
benefits of doing so?

A: I think we need to be careful not to confuse the 
art of fiction with the discipline of history. I wouldn’t 
want to see an excellent piece of fiction, for instance, 
become an ornament to the study of history. The two are 
completely different exercises. For one thing, we cannot 
assess a piece of fiction in the same way we would 
assess a historical account. Fiction speaks to what could 
be; history is the study of what has been. We don’t 
demand historical accuracy from our works of fiction, 
but we would never permit historical inaccuracies from 
our historians. 

On the other hand, reading memoirs, diaries, 
biographies and original documents is very helpful to 
a thorough reading of history. Reading a document, for 
instance, on how time was typically kept in a medieval 
village is a useful way to lead the students into that 
period. Concrete details help children reimagine the 
period of time they are studying. For the same reason, 
visiting battlefields and other historical sites, attending 
museums and viewing original documents are all useful 
avenues into a study of history. Standing on the ground 
where Gordon so movingly saluted Chamberlain 
at Appomattox Courthouse is a great deal more 
memorable than merely reading about it in a textbook.
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TAKING MEASURE
Fostering a culture of learning

The first job of school leadership is to build a culture of learning. More specifically, 
teachers are commissioned to foster a love of learning among our students.  We 
employ a wide variety of means to accomplish that. What means we use ought to 
foster a genuine love of learning.  On the other hand, we ought to avoid using means 

in ways that dull or inhibit that love. 

Tests and quizzes constitute one means we use to see what the students know: that is the 
purpose of a test. Tests, of course, can be over-used; as such, they can play a disproportionate 
role in the culture of the school. Worse yet, in some cases, tests can be used for purposes 
other than seeing what a student knows: there, they are typically used to force the students to 
learn, to “hold them accountable,” as some would put it. 

When tests are used in that way, a mindset is at work that says “If I do not test the students 
on the material, they will not learn it.” That is one—perhaps the—major reason tests play a 
disproportionate role in schools. From the students’ perspective, there is a matching mindset 
that says “If the teacher doesn’t test me on the material, I won’t learn it.” 

Together, these two mindsets indicate a conviction that tests are punitive, and there is no more 
significant problem in the area of tests than that. How we use tests, how we talk about them, 
how we rely on them to know and evaluate our students directly shape how our students think 
about learning. We shouldn’t want our students learning mainly or only in terms of testing; so, 
we need to think through how we use tests carefully.
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Note that I am not talking about test anxiety. Test anxiety 
is a real phenomenon.  Rather, the heart of the matter is 
this: how students are habituated to think about learning 
is very much shaped by the way they are habituated to 
the primacy of tests.  

It is not that teachers intend to teach to the test, nor to 
foster a test-dominated mindset among the students. 
It is much more likely that the prominence of testing is 
simply accepted without critical reflection. This may 
be because our society is so attached to tests that it 
does not even occur to most of us that testing can be a 
problem. This may also be the case because tests are 
so intimately connected to grades, and our society is 
grades-dominated. However, as teachers we need to 
measure critically how we discuss and use tests among 
our students.

Here are some practical Do’s and Don’ts that can help 
us lead the learning culture of our schools in the right 
direction.

• Don’t tell the students “You need to know this, 
because it is going to be on the test.”

 » Do teach the material because it is important, and 
let the students know by your insight and energy 
how terribly interesting and important it is.

• Don’t give a test every time there is a unit completed.  
Don’t rely only or even mainly on tests when gauging 
what your students know. A test does one thing only: 
it tells you whether that student knew something or 
could do something that day in that hour.

 » Do rely on a real variety of tools to see what a 
student knows.

• Don’t announce how the whole class did on a test.  
How one student does is of no concern to the other 
students, and vice versa.

 » Do evaluate the exams substantively and let the 
students be coached by your comments individually.

• Don’t hand out a test today and announce the next 
one coming up in a short time, since it frames the unit 
of study as culminating in and or leading toward a 
test.

 » Do hand out the test and introduce the new unit by 
relating it to prior units/topics:  “You have seen x 
before, but now we get to study y or z.

• Don’t dismiss the real value of homework by only 
counting corresponding work—problem solving, 
exegesis, translation—on tests.  If you value it only 
there, your students will, too.  

 » Do regularly evaluate homework and give credit 
for it, so that students know its real value.  That they 
know its real value will be a fruit of your leadership 
of the classroom culture.

• Don’t assign test preparation as homework when it 
is obvious that the students will have to spend more 
than an allotted homework time in order to prepare 
well.  

An example of what not to do:  Deliberately assign a 
test day after a weekend, intending that the students 
will use even more time than they normally would 
use in preparing, precisely because the weekend 
affords them that time. 

Another example of what not to do:  Give exam 
preparation and a second homework assignment 
for one night, as if the students can somehow pull off 
twice the homework in the one allotted time period.

A third example of what not to do: Assign a quiz or 
test for a day after a Sunday or holiday.  Why not?
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For the most part, in order to do well on a quiz or test, 
one must study the night or day before the quiz; that 
is a fact.  If we assign a quiz or test for the day after 
a Sunday or holiday, the student’s hand is forced: he 
will have to study on that Sunday or holiday.  We 
are not talking about the amount of time it takes to 
study; we are talking about the strategically best 
time to study. If the students are calling for tests and 
quizzes to be scheduled on Mondays or days after 
holidays, precisely because they want to spend more 
time on preparing, that is a problem, not something 
to be encouraged. Remember: homework is limited; 
tests and quizzes are not occasions for expanding 
homework demands.

 » Do honor the school’s commitment to homework 
limits.

 » Do respect the students’ time, which is marked in 
part by liturgy and leisure.  Respect their freedom by 
affording them days off of study. 

• Don’t rely only on objective tools/scores in 
estimating a student’s grade. Don’t reduce a student’s 
aggregate work to a few hours’ performance on 
tests.

 » Do rely on all the categories on the written 
evaluation. Do evaluate the whole performance of 
the student.  

 

• Don’t use tests as a means of holding students 
“accountable.”  It is just that kind of direction that 
inclines students to think of learning as punitive: “I 
have to learn this because I will be tested on it.” 
Testing is not at the core of teaching.  Taking tests is 
not at the core of performance.  

 » Do teach so that students can learn.  Do pull the 
students into the faculty’s culture, which, again, 

does not have testing at its core, but rather the love 
of learning. Do foster thinking in its wide various 
manifestations and encourage it as being at the 
core of performance.

 

• Don’t quiz to prep for testing.

 » Do teach the material with interest and energy so 
the students know it is important and engaging.

 

• Don’t design tests to see what the students don’t 
know—where they are still weak. Don’t evaluate the 
tests in a way that places the emphasis on what they 
don’t know.

 » Do design tests that are intended to let students 
demonstrate what they do know.  Do evaluate them 
accordingly.

 

Finally, continue to think outside the box, brainstorm, 
create and foster fresh approaches to how best to build 
a genuine community of learners.

Don’t rely only on 
objective tools/
scores in estimating 
a student’s grade. 
Don’t reduce a 
student’s aggregate 
work to a few hours’ 
performance on tests.

toolkit



COMING SOON
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CANA ACADEMY MASTER TEACHER INSTITUTE

July 29-August 2, 2019   How to Lead a Seminar

Registration is open now: 

https://www.canaacademy.org/shop?category=Master+Teacher+Institute
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