Book Club
Guide

Welcome!

Thank you for your interest in hosting
The Question Book Club in your community. This guide will
provide you with some tips, ideas, and creative elements to make
your book club a success. We hope you will make it your own—with your
own unique qualities as a reflection of your group. Have fun!

7 Steps for Getting Started

1. Pick a Location – Decide if you will host the book club in your home, at your church, library, coffee shop,
or at a group of friends’ homes on a rotating basis. Ask for input from the group on what would work best for
everyone.
2. Decide Meeting Dates – Will you meet monthly, weekly? How long will your meetings last? Solicit suggestions from your group to decide what will work the best for everyone’s schedules.
3. Invite Friends – Spread the word in your local community through an invite by e-mail. Personal invitations
are the best for folks that you think would really enjoy the fellowship and conversations. Invite homeschooling
friends, neighbors, and non-homeschooling friends to participate. Ideal group size would be five to ten participants, but that can be flexible. If you have a group larger than ten, you may consider breaking off into separate
groups during your gathering time to foster discussion. (See sample E-MAIL invites for resources.)
4. Pick a Launch Date – Decide when you will get started—make it festive! Consider inviting folks to bring
special snacks or treats to kick off your book club in high style.
5. Order Books or Share Where to Purchase – You may either purchase books on behalf of your
members and have them pay you directly or invite them to purchase the book through our online bookstore,
www.ClassicalConversationsBooks.com.
6. Decide on Your Format – Will you offer childcare? Can folks bring friends? Will you have a fellowship time
at the beginning or the end? Will you offer refreshments, snacks, meals, themes? Will participants contribute to
the refreshments? Will you have a time for prayer requests and praises? What would make the book club a joy for
everyone?
7. Confirm Details – The key to a great book club is communication. Make sure you have everyone’s correct
e-mails to send out meeting reminders and book club updates. Confirm your meetings after you set each one
and send out a reminder a few days beforehand to touch base with your members.
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8 Great Tips for Success
Start and End on Time – Let’s face it, we are all busy. Be true to your word to start and end at a reasonable time.
Most book club meetings last no more than one and a half or two hours. If folks want to stay longer for fellowship,
make that part optional.
Send Out Questions in Advance – Folks don’t like to be caught off guard. Be sure to give The Questions out in
advance for each meeting so they can come prepared to share their ideas.

Encourage Everyone to Participate – Set the tone that everyone is learning together and that no one is an expert
on the material. Set a tone for grace that there is no right or wrong answer for anything. The book club is about
discovery and learning together.
Agreeing to Disagree – Set the expectation up front that not everyone will have the same viewpoint and that is a
good thing. If we all agreed and saw things exactly the same, it would be a very boring discussion. Set the tone that
we might disagree and that is okay. But remind folks to do so with respect and kindness.

Draw Out the Best in Folks – Consider conducting an “ice breaker” option at the beginning of the first few sessions.
This is a way to get everyone comfortable with each other right from the start. Simple questions are a great way to
get warmed up—for example, what is your favorite book, what you ate for dinner last night, where would you like to
travel to and why, and what is your idea of relaxation. (See Icebreaker Ideas in Resource Section)

Make it Fun – Consider ideas to make the book club fun and easy. Ideas might include: if it is a burden for someone
to host every time, make it a rotating basis to various homes, invite guests to bring snacks to contribute to the
hostess’s home, have themes for the snacks/beverages such as special teas, coffee and dessert night, chocolate night,
salty snack night, or pair with the season of the year. (See Themes for more ideas)
Decide on a Start and End Season – It’s helpful for people to know a specific period for the book club. Have a
definitive start date and end date – this helps people manage expectations for commitment. If your club decides to
continue on with another book, great, but be open to the fact that folks may not want to commit to more than one
season for a book club.

Share Your Insight – Consider posting your insights or what your group is learning within your own Classical
Conversations community to offer the benefit to the rest of your group. As well, consider posting on Classical Conversations, Inc. Facebook page to share your group’s key learnings and celebrate your efforts. Others may enjoy learning
about what you are gaining and be inspired by your efforts.
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The 10 Best Ideas for a
Happy Book Club
1.
2.
3.
4.

5.

6.
7.
8.
9.
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No Gossip – What happens at the book blub, stays at the book club. Making a club about
gossip is the quickest way to turn people off.
Keep it Positive – As the leader of the book club, it is your job to keep the tone light and
positive. This should be fun and a treat for everyone who participates.
No Hijackers – Don’t let any one person dominate the conversation. This is absolutely
no fun. Review this up front. The best book club experiences are when everyone
participates in some way. Try to draw out everyone to contribute.

Not a Therapy Session – You may want to share that the book club should be about
rich, engaging and inspiring ideas and conversations about the book you are reading.
You want people to share part of their lives together. Agree that emotional issues and
highly sensitive situations are best kept for therapy or for prayer requests at the end of
the discussion.
We Don’t Have to Have All the Answers – Just like in life, there is no answer key for
every question. As the book club leader, the expectation for everyone is that we don’t
have all the answers. However, we will explore the topics together and people will
have different answers based on their own personal situations. This is how God made
us all unique and it is a beautiful thing.

Grace, Grace, Grace – Agree to set the tone that the book club will be what people make
it. If participants do the reading and review The Questions prior to getting together,
great. If they don’t have time and they just show up to be encouraged – great too. Let all
conversations and words be grace-filled as we learn together.
Simple Is Best – Agree that we all have a lot going on, so keeping the gathering simple
will be the expectation. If someone wants to go above and beyond with an elaborate
spread, decked out house, or Powerpoint presentation, that is their choice. However,
the expectation will always be simple.

Make it Fun – The most important ingredient of the gathering is to make it fun.
Whatever way you would like to do that – through fun ice breakers, rich conversations,
meeting at a coffee shop, having chocolate and strawberries, whatever is meaningful
– make it a joy.

Feedback Is Great – Ask for feedback along the way to involve folks in making the book
club great. Ask good questions: Is the meeting time/frequency working for everyone?
Are we allowing enough time for rich conversations and fellowship? Are there ways we
could make the book club better? Are folks enjoying it?

10. Encourage – The most important part of the book club is that folks leave the gathering
feeling encouraged. Caring for and educating our children is hard and wonderful work.
The gathering times should be about lavishing encouragement among friends.
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Resources

Icebreaker Ideas

BOOK CLUB

Theme Ideas

Sample E-mail Invites

Questions/Reading/Articles

Reminder E-mail

Printable Bookmark

SAMPLE E-MAIL INVITE #1
Hello Friend!

Are you interested in some lively discussion and great fellowship with friends?

Then join us for a launch meeting for The Question Book Club on (Time/Date) and (Location). At the meeting
you will discover what The Question is about, relax with friends, and learn something new. How great is
that?

The Question is a book written by Leigh Bortins that discusses teaching your child the essentials of a classical
education.
Here’s a quick snapshot of The Question:
As children mature, they learn by asking questions. For most children, this transition takes place in middle
school. Today’s schools choose this inopportune time to burden children with textbooks and answer keys instead
of encouraging their natural inquisitiveness. In The Question, Leigh Bortins shows parents and teachers how to
ask questions that generate discussion, spark curiosity, and build strong parent-child relationships.
Please let me know if you think you might like to join us so I can reserve enough copies of the book. I will
have copies of the book for purchase for $XX at the meeting, or you can order your copy of the book at
www.ClassicalConversationsBooks.com.
I hope you can make it! RSVP to firstname@website.com or (phone number) by (date).
Thanks again – I hope you will join us!
Your friend,

Suzy Supersweet
Phone
E-mail
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SAMPLE E-MAIL INVITE #2
Hello Friend!

I’m starting a new book club with a book called The Question and thought you would really enjoy it. We are
going to have a launch meeting on (time/date/place) and I hope you can make it.

I’m really interested in discovering how to bring out the best in my child’s learning experience—and I’d love
to include some friends on the learning journey too. Here’s a quick snapshot about what the book offers:

As children mature, they learn by asking questions. For most children, this transition takes place in middle
school. Today’s schools choose this inopportune time to burden children with textbooks and answer keys instead
of encouraging their natural inquisitiveness. In The Question, Leigh Bortins shows parents and teachers how to
ask questions that generate discussion, spark curiosity and build strong parent-child relationships.
Please let me know if you think you might like to join us so I can reserve enough copies of the book. I will
have copies of the book for purchase for $XX at the meeting, or you may order your copy of the book by
visiting www.ClassicalConversationsBooks.com. I hope you can make it! RSVP to firstname@website.com or
(phone number) by (date).
Thanks again! I hope you will join us—feel free to invite a friend, too!
Sincerely,

Joyfilled Julie
Phone
E-mail
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SAMPLE E-MAIL #3
Hello!

I’m starting a new book club and I would love it if you would join me. I will be reading the book The Question
by Leigh Bortins. I want to learn more about bringing out the best in my child’s learning. If you’d like to find
out more, I am having an intro meeting coming up on (Date/Time/Place). I hope you (and maybe a friend)
can make it!
You probably don’t need convincing, but just in case, here are a few reasons why you should consider it:
Top Ten Reasons You Should Join The Question Book Club

10. You get to spend time with friends and make some new ones.
9. You will enjoy a regular gathering with lively conversation.
8. You will get out of making dinner/laundry/homework for the night (hopefully).
7. You will enjoy Lobster Thermidor and escargot at every meeting (well, maybe not, but we might have
some awesome Chex Mix and coffees!).
6. You will be encouraged by the group to read, discuss, and dive deeper into a great book.
5. You will gain new tools to learn how to bring out the best in your child’s learning experience.
4. You will learn about the five common topics.
3. You will practice becoming the Master Question Asker.
2. You will learn something new.
1. You will smile more, have fun, lose weight, and look ten years younger (well the smiling and having fun
part is true).

Please let me know if you think you might like to join us so I can reserve enough copies of the book. I
will have copies of the book for purchase for $XX at the meeting, or you can order your book by visiting
www.ClassicalConversationsBooks.com. I hope you can make it! RSVP to firstname@website.com or (phone
number) by (date).
Thanks again! I hope you will join us—feel free to invite a friend, too!
Blessings,

Jubilant Janice
Phone
E-mail
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SAMPLE REMINDER E-MAIL
Hello Friend!

Don’t forget that The Question Book Club meeting is coming up on (date/time/place).

A couple reminders:
Please be sure to bring your copy of The Question with you.
This week we are focusing on (Topic/Chapter), so please be sure to look over that chapter prior to
the gathering.
As always, we are a grace-filled group, so even if you don’t get a chance to read the excerpt, please
come anyways.
We will be discussing The Questions below.
You may want to bring a notepad/pen to write with in case you or anyone else says something
profound (which will most certainly happen!).
We will be serving light refreshments. If you would like to bring something or if you have dietary
issues, please let the host know.
We would like to begin promptly at (time) so that we can end on time. If you would like to come early,
we will have fellowship at (time) to welcome everyone and enjoy snacks together.
If you have any questions or need directions, please let me know—you can reach me at (phone
number).
(Insert Questions for Discussion Here)
Thanks!

Sarah Superawesome
E-mail
Phone
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ICE BREAKER IDEAS
Favorite Book or Movie Share
Everyone has a favorite book or movie that they love. As a way for folks to get to know each other, invite
them to share their favorite book or movie and why.

Who Am I?
Write names of famous people on paper and then tape one to everyone’s back. Participants ask “yes” or “no”
questions to discover who they are. Examples could be political personalities, celebrities, sports heroes,
people from the Bible, historical figures, and more.
Strange Question
Invite folks to answer a strange question when they introduce themselves at the start of the gathering.
Examples could be what you had for dinner last night, where you would love to travel, what’s the best
thing that happened to you this week, what you love about the season you are in, or the funniest thing that
happened this week.

Introduce Your New Friend
A fun way to get the group connecting is to invite the group to pair up in twos and learn the partner’s name
and a unique talent or interesting things about them. They will then introduce their neighbor to the group
and share some of the things they learned about their newest friend.

The Best Idea About…
As a unique exercise in thinking creatively, pick an issue that everyone can relate to in your group and have a
sharing session on best practices. For example, invite participants to share their best dinner idea when you
have almost no food in the house, the best way to get your kid to love reading, the best idea about getting
organized, the best idea on homemade Christmas gifts, or the best idea about saving money.
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BOOK CLUB THEME IDEAS
Listed below are a few sample ideas to add some pizzazz to your book club gatherings. Obviously, these are
optional, but here are a few creative twists on the meetings that would pair with specific chapter readings.
Make your book club a reflection of your participants and solicit ideas and input on what folks would truly
enjoy. As always, simple is best—but if you want to offer additional elements, here are few thoughtstarters
below.
Thoughtstarters on Themes for Book Club Gatherings

English Tea Party
Pair your conversations about reading and writing with a truly English tea party. Invite guests to share their
favorite teas, crumpets, scones, and desserts. Hats and gloves encouraged.
Mathematical Celebration of “Pi”
Make it a mathematical evening by celebrating all things “pi” or “pie.” Invite guests to bring savory, sweet, or
fruit pies. Or keep it simple, and have everyone chip in for pizza pie with sweet pies as your dessert.

International Geography Night
Celebrate geography and countries around the world by inviting all your participants to bring a dish to share
that represents their country of origin or favorite country.
The Mystery of History
Host a special ice-breaker activity that invites folks to guess what historical figure they are with a name
taped to their back. Invite guests to share their favorite historical figure or book about history.

Mad Scientist Night
As a way to enjoy science, consider sharing some beautiful images or YouTube videos about science in
nature. Other ideas might be to include a fun hands-on activity for parents to share with their kids at home
for the love of science. Ideas include make-and-take your own flubber, build a bridge contest, or duct tape
challenge activity.

Artistic Fun Night
As part of your conversations about fine arts, offer a simple art-themed activity for your participants. An
option might be provide tiny canvasses and paints for your guests to paint during the welcome time of your
evening. You could also invite guests to share a picture of their favorite piece of art and tell why they enjoy it.
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Q

uestions for Your Book Club Discussions

These are to be used as a jumping-off point for your book club gatherings. However, feel free to develop
questions of your own. The idea is to make your own book club a reflection of your personality, with your
own unique group.

Chapter One

Chapter One Reading:
Introduction
Chapter One – Why We Still Need a Classical Education
Chapter One Questions
1.

What is the most important question every parent should ask?

3.

What advice would you offer about the best way to handle questions and doubts about the
homeschooling/parenting journey?

2.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.

What has been the best advice you have received as a homeschooler/parent?

What has been your favorite Scripture for encouragement with the homeschooling/parenting journey?
When you have questions about homeschooling/parenting, where do you turn?

In The Question, Leigh Bortins says the purpose of classical education is “to know whose you are and
to know where you are going” (pg. 5). How do you keep this big picture idea in mind as you work daily
in the trenches of homeschooling?
In The Question, Leigh Bortins talks about the goal of education is “to teach our children to become
adults who can handle complex ideas in uncertain situations, with confidence” (pg. 6). How does this
idea get “walked out” in your days?

Leigh Bortins talks about how having a rich vocabulary and being able to use words well is a mark of
being educated. What are you or your student reading right now? What is on your “life list” of books to
read?
I love the quote from The Question that says “I do not want my children’s education to be so fastpaced and so abstract that there is no time to meditate on the fantastical. I do not want them to treat
glorious facts as mundane” (pg 9). What have you meditated on that was fantastical recently?

Additional Reading

Intro – The Question Expedition
https://www.classicalconversations.com/easyblog/the-question-expedition

Chapter One – Dorothy, Doubts, and Dialectic
https://www.classicalconversations.com/easyblog/dorothy-doubts-and-dialectic
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Chapter Two
Chapter Two Reading:
How the Dialectic Teaches Families to Wrestle
Chapter Two Questions
1.

Where does your family “wrestle” in homeschooling?

3.

When was the last time you went for a walk with your child?

2.

On page 25 in The Question, Leigh Bortins says “Before you can ask questions successfully, you will
have to get comfortable with tension.” How do you handle the tension of learning?

4.

What’s a good question to ask your student on a regular basis?

6.

How comfortable are you with asking questions and not having the answers?

5.

If you could ask Leigh Bortins any question, what would it be?

7.

What do you see as the “fruit” of homeschooling/parenting well?

9.

On page 24 of The Question, Leigh Bortins says “one of the hardest things about being a parent or
teacher is believing that truth will stand up to scrutiny.” What are your thoughts about this idea?

8.

When was the last time you laughed out loud during your day?

10. How do you teach your child to think?

Additional Reading

I Heart Aristotle
https://www.classicalconversations.com/easyblog/i-heart-aristotle
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Chapter Three
Chapter Three Reading:
Frequently Asked Questions
Chapter Three Questions
1.

What would you do today if you were confident God was with you?

3.

How do I honor God today?

2.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.

What if you could get a glimpse of how God sees you?
What would an extraordinary parent do today?

What if I lived my life as if I were an extraordinary person?

What if believed that I was exactly where God wanted me to be right now?
How can I bring out the best in my family today?
What if I trusted God completely today?
What gets you out of bed each day?

10. What could I do today that would make me smile?

Additional Reading

The Extraordinary FAQs
https://www.classicalconversations.com/easyblog/the-extraordinary-faqs

Chapter Four and Five
Chapter Four/Five Reading:
Reading, Writing and Math

Chapter Four/ Five Questions
1.

What is your favorite “R”—reading, writing, or arithmetic?

3.

What’s the funniest homeschool or parenting advice you have ever received?

2.
4.
5.

What book bonded you with your child the most?
How can we cultivate a love of learning?

How can we blaze a big trail of ideas for our kids?

t h e

q u e s t i o n

b o o k

c l u b

g u i d e

13

6.

What little things in homeschooling or parenting have made the biggest difference?

8.

How do we spark “big thinking” in our children?

7.

What’s your favorite question to ask your child?

Additional Reading

3 Big Ideas about the 3 Rs
https://www.classicalconversations.com/easyblog/three-big-ideas-about-the-three-rs

Chapter Six/Seven/Eight
Chapter Six/Seven/Eight Reading:
Math/Geography/Logic

Chapter Six/Seven/Eight Questions
1.

What is the subject you struggle with the most in homeschooling?

3.

Leigh says in The Question that “our inability to ask questions is a result of our lack of curiosity”
(pg 111). How can we keep cultivating curiosity in our students?

2.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.

What is your favorite Scripture to recall when you struggle with fear in homeschooling?

Leigh says in The Question that “Sometimes, the journey of discovery is more important and valuable
than the discovery itself” (pg. 125). Have you found this to be true?

Formal logic is sometimes called “math with words.” Leigh says that logic “improves our very selves,
making us more of who God made us to be than we ever supposed we could be. Logic empowers us to
be truly in the image of God” (pg. 142). What has been your experience with logic?

What subject has surprised you the most in your home education/Classical Conversations experience?
What learning has been the greatest joy in life with Classical Conversations?

What advice would you offer someone struggling with the “not knowing” of a subject?

How has the study of geography enhanced your education? If you haven’t studied geography, do you
feel this is important? In The Question Leigh says, “A mental map of the world is essential because it
gives your student the context in which he can understand history, stories, political events, or his
immigrant neighbors” (pg. 112).

10. Has your family studied a language? What language do you feel is the most beneficial and why? What
are your feelings about studying Latin?

Additional Reading
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What’s Your Big Hairy Monster?
https://www.classicalconversations.com/easyblog/whats-your-big-hairy-monster
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Chapter Nine/Ten/Eleven
Chapter Nine/Ten/Eleven Reading:
History/Science/Fine Arts

Chapter Nine/Ten/Eleven Questions
1.

Who was your hero as a child?

3.

Is the idea of a “hero” old fashioned or obvious to you?

2.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.

What qualities make a great hero?

What are some easy ways we can share heroes with our kids?
Besides Christ, who is your favorite hero of the Bible?
Besides Jesus, who is your favorite hero in history?

What will it take to raise the next generation of heroes?

How do you stay reminded of your important task of raising a hero?
How do we raise our kids to be heroes?

10. In The Question, Leigh says, “Humans by definition, are created in the image of God to be imitators.
Paul tells the Corinthians to imitate him as he imitates Christ” (pg. 160). How are you imitating our
greatest hero, Christ, today?

Additional Reading :

Who Is Your Hero?
http://www.classicalconversations.com/easyblog/who-is-your-hero
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T

rticles from The Question Online Book Club

he Question Expedition

“I do not want my children’s education to be so fast-paced and so abstract that there is no time to meditate on
the fantastical. I do not want them to treat glorious facts as mundane.” —Leigh Bortins, The Question

Sometimes I think about homeschooling as if it is an expedition. Each year is an adventure all its own with
stories, lore, key learnings, and discoveries. We prepare and plan to the best of our abilities, but as with any
expedition, we never know what we will experience until we walk through it.

This year we are embarking on the expedition of the middle school years. As I remember those days from
my youth, I think of it as a virtual fun house of emotions—hormones, wanting to be more grown up, but still
feeling like a child. Below all of this stormy change was the academic pressure of preparing for high school
and beyond.

In this season, I see my son beginning to explore the boundaries of his world. His questioning and argumentative spirit has awakened this year. Things about which we never argued have suddenly become material
for heated duels. With a bittersweet heart, I see he is grateful for a weekly day away from me under the
guidance of his Challenge tutor. Yes, I treasure other inspiring folks that can pour into him. And yet, I most
want my pouring to be the priority.

Finding Answers in The Question

When I held Leigh Bortins’ newest book The Question in my hands, I felt as though it was written especially
for me. Actually, I felt that way about all of her books, but this one comes at an essential time. I think back
to my early days of homeschooling, with sweaty palms and nervous heart, reading her first book, Echo in
Celebration. I spent countless sleepless nights underlining and starring all of my favorite passages. When
I was further along in the journey, Leigh’s next book The Core helped me to fill in more of what I did not
understand about the grammar of classical education. Now as I stake a path through the middle school
years, once again Leigh is there to coach me with The Question.
As I read this book, I felt a sense of nurturing confidence underscoring the chapters. Through the pages, I
gathered a tone of, “Keep going, you can do this. Take heart, dear one. This adventure is worth it. So worth
it.”

These thoughts remind me of a passage from Romans 8:18-19 (KJV), “For I reckon that the sufferings of this
present time are not worthy to be compared with the glory which shall be revealed in us. For the earnest
expectation of the creature waiteth for the manifestation of the sons [and daughters] of God.”
I know God is using this time to prepare our children for great things. I cannot wait to see what He will do
in the homeschooling days ahead. I watch with eager expectation to see how His will is revealed within the
hearts and minds of our sons and daughters.
16
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Expedition Question—Join the Conversation with The Question Book Club
Will you join me on an expedition? For the days ahead, I invite you to join me as we journey through
Leigh’s book with The Question Book Club. Month by month, we will explore a chapter of her amazing
book, The Question. My hope is that it will be a dynamic discussion on how these ideas unfold in our days.
Together, let us see what God will reveal in our hearts and minds as we wrestle with these important
questions.

Homeschooling has to be one of the most difficult, yet most rewarding expeditions of our lives. I know the
view from the beautiful trails will make the long journey more than worth it. I believe this is the kind of
expedition that will make all the difference in our children’s lives.

One Great Beginning Question:

“What is the most important question every homeschooling parent should ask?”

D

orothy, Doubts, and Dialectic

Chapter One – Why We Still Need Classical Education
“Our job as parents is to restore our own education as we translate our vision of quality academics into
small daily deeds. In this way, education is transformed from an endeavor rewarded by grades for short term
memory into the gift of a lifestyle of learning.” —Leigh Bortins, The Question (pg. 14-15)

I recently went to see The Wizard of Oz movie with my son at the theater. There is something amazing
about seeing it on the big screen, along with the fact that I am no longer completely terrified of the Wicked
Witch. This time, I paid careful attention to the language of the film, picking up on points I had not heard
before.
When Dorothy first begins her journey, I noticed Glinda the Good Witch said, “It’s always best to start at
the beginning.” Right. I know that seems obvious, but think how overwhelmed Dorothy was with Munchkins, Technicolor, witches, and shiny red shoes. Who wouldn’t be lost in the sparkly shoe part?

One thing I appreciate about the Classical Conversations approach is to begin with something simple that
everyone knows. The idea is to start at the beginning to make sure everyone understands where we are
headed. We take the definition or the grammar and then begin to build from there.

Recently, I was substituting for the tutor of a Challenge A class. We were reviewing the Distributive
Property. We used easy examples and everyone got the idea. However, when we added fractions, negative
numbers, and variables it suddenly became very tricky. We went back to our original easy example that
formed the basis of understanding. A scary problem became not so scary when we remembered how we
had started and where we were going.
In Chapter One of The Question, one of first sentences explains that the purpose of classical, Christian
education is “to know whose you are and to know where you are going” (pg. 5). Right. That seems obvious,
right? Everyone knows that. Or do we? In reality, I think I need to etch it into my homeschool walls. With
all of the minutiae and my own inadequacies flaunting themselves daily, I get distracted and off the path
on which I so desperately want to stay. I forget why I am doing this.
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“Whose are you and where are you going?”
As I consider this question for my own family, I cling to the promises of Jeremiah 29:11 (KJV), “For I know
the thoughts that I think toward you, saith the Lord, thoughts of peace, and not of evil, to give you an expected
end.”
I get so distracted by things of my own ego. I get wrapped up in things of this world such as awards, test
scores, achievement, and pride. I want my neighbors to stop asking me when my son is going to go to a
real school. I want them to recognize how great this homeschooling thing is. But they do not. My ego still
nags.
I have to keep that one good question in front of me, “whose are you and where are you going?” I imagine
that all of the daily effort in our homeschooling journey is leading toward what the Lord has planned for
my son, and that one day, I will look back at the path to see that these days were a mighty equipping for
what God had intended all along. Until then, I will trust in Him to guide my footsteps.

Like Dorothy, when we are setting off on our amazing adventure of homeschooling, it is best to start at the
beginning. It is important to remind ourselves daily, “I am His and this is where we are going together.”

The difficulties will come. The doubts will come. But remembering the important question as our compass
makes the bad days not so scary.

One Great Question to Ponder:

“Whose are you and where are you going?”

I

Heart Aristotle

Chapter Two – How the Dialectic Teaches Families to Wrestle
“Imagine the doors of a storehouse of knowledge being thrown open and a wealth of knowledge being available at your child’s ready disposal because you taught him how to ask the essential questions and that it was
productive to ask them.” —Leigh Bortins, The Question (pg. 34)
Have you ever wondered if you are more like Aristotle or Plato?

Okay, I admit it, I have. I recently came across a funny article that offered a quick quiz to discover if I was
more like Aristotle or Plato. Purely unscientific, the article asked me how I eat pizza, what kind of car I
drive, whether I like football, and if I own a dog, among other questions. (In case you are wondering: I eat
pizza tip first, SUV, yes, and yes.)

While the survey was truly dorky, I loved learning more about the personalities of these amazing thinkers.
It also caused me to consider that these greats might be more kindred spirits than lofty academicians in
pillar-columned temples. Well, maybe they are that too, but I discovered I had more in common with them
than I thought.
18
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Aristotelian if you take a walk to learn calculus, or if you like to wrap yourself in a sheet to practice
geography or do Latin declensions while singing an opera style song…” But I digress.

In The Question, Leigh Bortins talks about how classical rhetoricians such as Socrates, Aristotle, and Cicero
used a systematic approach to lead students through a subject. These tools are called the five common
topics—definition, comparison, relationship, circumstance, and testimony. When I first read about these
ideas, they did not feel “friendly” to me. In other words, they were nice to think about, but not to do. They
were for Aristotle and his robe-sporting learners—how could an ordinary homeschool mom like me use
them?
Then came what I call, “a situation.” Recently, my son and I were working through negative numbers in
math. He simply did not get it. We started with the very basics by defining them. We defined them with
songs, we compared them to positive numbers in games, we looked at relationships in videos, practiced
them on paper. Still, he did not get it. We went back over it again. I could see the frustration mounting. We
worked on it, then let it go, played some more, then rested. We pressed on. Day by day, I saw him start to
understand—slowly at first, with only the adding and subtracting operations of negative numbers.

Then he got it. It became easier for him. His confidence soared. Sometimes it takes wrestling with
something over a long period of time before it becomes easy. I did not know it at the time, but looking back
over the steps we took, we were actually using Aristotle’s technique to learn about negative numbers. Yes,
I’m Aristotle and I didn’t even know it.
Those five great tools that Leigh said were available to learn any subject, actually worked. The more I
began to look at my own homeschooling day and how we tackle learning something new, the more I came
to understand these tools are naturally intuitive. My guess is that you are already using them. See, you can
be Aristotle, too.

What is amazing is how this framework guides a student through a deeper place of understanding. We can
take any subject, any problem, any question and begin to know it with these tools. As my son moves closer
to high school, I sometimes do not feel smart enough to support him on the path. But when I look at the
resources with the five common topics, it makes the learning not so scary.
These tools allow us to break down any difficult subject into manageable parts. It may take time and
patience to work through them, but what a gift to give our children—to know that they can learn anything.
We do not have to be intimidated by hard subjects, we simply use our tools, break them down, and learn
them one bit at a time.
The title of Chapter Two in The Question makes me smile: “How Dialectic Teaches Families to Wrestle.”
Through our learning struggles, I have come to see how beautiful it is to wrestle. To see that learning is
not always a “yes” or “no,” “get it and move on” type experience. It is through the daily toils, day after day,
looking at something, seeing it from different places over time that we come to know a subject deeply. The
struggle can be beautiful.

In learning something new, sometimes we do not always get it right. The wrestling teaches my son that
even if he does not understand, that is excellent, too. In fact, it might even be better, because now we get to
explore a subject in a fresh way when it is hard. It is good to wrestle. It is also good to be like Aristotle.   

One Good Question:

Where does your family “wrestle” in homeschooling?
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T

he Extraordinary FAQs

Chapter Three – Frequently Asked Questions
“The next time you meet someone new (any adult) don’t ask what he does for a living; instead, ask what he likes to
do in his free time. You’ll either make him speechless or he won’t stop talking.” —Leigh Bortins, The Question (pg.
47)
I always thought I would be Lois Lane.

One of the greatest seasons of my life was when I got my first real job at my hometown newspaper. It was the
1980s and I wore business suits every single day—feeling smart with my journalist’s notepad and leatherette
briefcase.

That summer I interviewed farmers, politicians, and business owners. I flew in a helicopter to cover the
controversial chemical treatment of the local lake. I attended beauty pageants, plays, parades, and city council
meetings. I also helped design the paper (by hand, no computers), developed photos, took the paper to the
printer and, yes, even delivered the paper. My job was to ask questions all day long and it was incredible. Still to
this day, I love asking questions.

In The Question when I saw that Leigh Bortins called the third chapter “Frequently Asked Questions,” I thought it
was an “amen sister” kind of moment. Usually, FAQs are the “basement” of every book, relegated to somewhere
at the end and typically overlooked—the virtual red-haired stepchild of the paperback. But that’s Leigh—able
to keenly look into the hearts of homeschoolers and deeply understand we have lots of questions. Yes we do and
thank you.
You see, I am the type that actually reads the FAQs. I want to know what other questions people have. In fact,
that is what I love so much about the Classical Conversations community—I know I am only a week or so away
from my day to ask more questions of other veteran parents on the homeschool path. Or if it is more urgent, I
am only a Facebook post away from having the help of the smartest minds around the world. (Side note: if you
have not “liked” the Classical Conversations, Inc. page on Facebook—you are missing out. Join us!)

When you think about it, there is a sort of openness of the spirit when we ask questions. It says, “I don’t have it
all figured out” or “I want to do this well, can you show me?” or “Help?!” What a relief to know that questions are
such an important part of the journey in homeschooling.

?

Unfortunately, my questions about homeschooling tend to go to the “dark side.” If I had to amend the FAQs
section of the book, here are the FAQs that I would ask:

The Dark FAQs
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• What do you do when you get tired?
• What do you do when you don’t feel smart enough to homeschool?
• How do you know your homeschooling is working?
• How do I get off the comparison trap?
• How do I homeschool with excellence without overdoing it?
• What do I do with my ego?
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• Will my child still like me when he/she grows up?
• What do I do with my shallow self—wanting my kid to have things like prom, homecoming, and typical high
school stuff?
• How much is enough?

Even though I ask these questions, there is a part of me that already knows the answer. My son and I have a joke
that is not really a joke. Well, maybe it is. It is a joke that has a whopping truth to it. We always say that the best
answer for questions of the heart is “to pray and read your Bible.” It is true. If you go back through my Darth
Vader style questions, that is the answer—every time.

I noticed that when I prayed about my dark questions, better questions started to come to mind. When you look
down, that is all you see. But when you raise your standards and look up—look to Him—you can find thoughts
that draw you closer to what God would want us to think about. With that in mind, here are my spirit-inspired
FAQs:

The Best FAQs

• What would you do if you were confident God was with you?
• What if you could get a glimpse of how God sees you?
• How can I honor God today?
• What would an extraordinary homeschooler do?
• What if I lived my life as if I were an extraordinary person?
• What if I believed that I am exactly where God wants me to be right now?
• How can I bring out the best in my family today?
• What if I trusted God completely?

I noticed that my dark FAQs were really about fear. They were not about bringing goodness to my spirit and my
homeschooling path. So I know when the dark questions come, they need to be given to God. Because when we
lay down our fears before Him, then the good work can begin. By discarding the darkness, the light can shine
through. The best questions make my soul sing. The light-filled questions energize me. They give me joy to ask,
even when I do not know the answers. But I cannot wait to find out.

Isn’t that what our Father wants from us? To lovingly ask the best questions so that He can smile back and say, “I
can’t wait to show you the answers today.”

One Good Question:

What would an extraordinary homeschooler do today?
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T

hree Big Ideas about the Three Rs

Chapters Four and Five – Reading and Writing
“As parents and teachers, we can form intimate bonds with children by loving the books they love and listening
carefully to their ideas.” —Leigh Bortins, The Question (pg. 76)

Legend has it that the expression of the “three Rs” was a cocktail party toast gone wrong. According to urban
legend, Sir William Curtis, a London politician in the late 1700s, coined the expression infamously, disclosing his
lack of intelligence and for which he was later painfully mocked.
For me, to focus on the three Rs was the very first advice I received as a homeschooler. Everyone said, “Just focus
on the three Rs of reading, writing, and arithmetic and that’s it.” I love that advice. That was such a relief. I might
not be able to do everything well, but doing three things was definitely within my reach.

In those early days of homeschooling we did focus on the three Rs. We read lots of great books. We picked out a
simple math curriculum and completed a page a day. We kept a nature journal and recorded our thoughts about
what we saw. It was not fancy, but it was perfect.

Big Idea Number 1: Little Things Are Big

Those little things of reading, writing, and arithmetic done well are huge. Here is a bit of treasure from The
Question about the small things: “It is often the case that the greatest of achievements are built upon the seemingly
smallest of skills. ….Students who write and read well also reap the rewards of living richly knowledgeable, imaginative, and creative lives” (pg. 92).
Is that not our greatest hope for our kids—that they will live richly knowledgeable, imaginative, and creative
lives? What a gift to show them how to do that well through the basics.

Big Idea Number 2: Blaze a Big Trail

Even though my son is twelve, almost thirteen, we still read together aloud at night. Lately, we have been
reading Edgar Allen Poe stories and it has been fun to wade through the lush, waist-deep language of Poe’s
writings. While the stories are riveting, the language is what I call “chewy”—meaning it requires concentration
with every word and sentence structure.

I was not sure if he was enjoying it, or even comprehending the story line until recently. We were having a
discussion about someone’s personality and he said, “Oh Mom, he speaks like Edgar Allen Poe writes. Depressing,
but fascinating.”
Great writing does that to you. It creates a shorthand language, a kind of little secret speak, a means of connection only found through stories and books. My hope is to give my son lots of stories, thoughts, and dreams
through excellent books. I want to bathe him in fascinating experiences through reading—blazing a big trail of
ideas to draw from in life. I do this because I know my own ideas are not enough.
22
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Leigh says in The Question, “Our lifetime of experience is not enough to equip our children and to answer these
questions and to become good leaders. Instead they must experience vicariously the joys of lifetimes so that they can
approach the world with empathy” (pg. 75).

Big Idea Number 3: Cultivate Big Thinkers

This year, I am grateful to watch the “thinking fireworks” happen. Within the Challenge program, part of our
daily work is to discuss big ideas where I ask my son lots of questions and he thinks his responses out loud. Out
of this come big ideas about creation, evolution, faith, science, moral dilemmas, worldviews, and more.

We have had amazing discussions. I see my son “try out” thoughts and then work his way through them. Our
literature discussions have allowed us to see issues from all sides, from the smallest to the biggest thoughts,
from what God would think to what a child would think. It has been an awesome practice in thinking big. What
a gift—the time and space to think vastly, to consider new perspectives, to debate them within safe walls where
the stakes are low and the reward is high.

Thanks Sir William

Despite Sir William’s buffoon-style moment, I am grateful for his three Rs that we are still talking about today.
My guess is that we will continue to love and uphold the three Rs as important despite what technology or
politics may bring.
We have learned many things through homeschooling, without question. But I think the thing I have loved
the most is that we are on a “thinking journey”—that no matter what difficult subject we encounter, we have
learned how to think.

One Good Question:

How are you cultivating a big thinker?

W

hat’s Your Big Hairy Monster?

Chapters Six through Eight – Math, Geography, and Logic
“Teach your student to use these resources to find information about a concept he does not understand. Parents can
model this habit for their students simply by being willing to say, ‘I don’t know the answer. Where can I go to find
out?’” —Leigh Bortins, The Question (pg. 110)
There is always a big hairy monster in homeschooling. It is the scary thing that dominates your thoughts and
keeps you up at night. When I first began homeschooling, it was more generic—like wrecking my kid’s life or
forgetting something important, like how the government works. As things progressed, the monsters became
more specific.

When I began Classical Conversations, my big hairy monster was the timeline. Seriously, how would my then
nine-year-old ever be able to memorize 161 events in history? We struggled the first year, but by the third year
even the dog could recite the timeline (that is, if she could speak).

t h e

q u e s t i o n

b o o k

c l u b

g u i d e

23

Later, it became the Essentials class and diagramming sentences. This was more grammar than I ever knew
existed in mankind. I had enrolled my son, a fourth grader, in what felt like a high school level grammar course.
He would never get this. Until, he did—little by little, practice after practice, sentence by sentence. He stealthily
became a little grammar ninja and I was his ninja master. (Actually, I was just really good at following the guide
and asking The Questions that went with it.)
At the beginning of Challenge A, the monster was geography. “Drawing the world from memory? Really? I
don’t think so.” But, here we are doing it and now we are drawing ears, hearts, mouth, teeth, lungs, and brains
from memory, too. I have shared this with my neighbors who are dentists and doctors. They are completely
impressed. They cannot believe my son can do this from memory.

As I look ahead to Challenge B, the monsters have turned into the twin “Ls”—Latin and logic. I thought Latin
would be easy for me, since I studied Spanish for a long time. However, if I were in Father Henle’s class, I think
he would pat my hand gently and say, “Next year, my dear. You’ll get it. Keep trying.” Thank goodness we have
three years to work on it. I do not even know what logic is. Some describe it as math with words. I thought we
already had that in story problems, but apparently not. This is a new and different sort of math with words.

The longer I homeschool, the more I realize how much I do not know. But instead of becoming fearful, I am
getting better at trusting the greatest Teacher of all, our heavenly Father. I am learning there are no shortcuts.
The path is to diligently do the work, to ask The Questions, and to keep showing up, day after day, with a curious
heart and a positive spirit. All the while trusting that as I lean on God, He will equip my family perfectly to do the
work He has called us to do.
In The Question, Leigh says, “We moderns want that special pill, that new video program, or that popular textbook
to take us to the depths of knowledge that can only be accessed by hard work. We want the path to be easy and
understandable. Yet as Christians, we should know that the path will be long and difficult” (pg. 95).
That is a hard truth. I think it is hard for me as a parent because I have to “not know” a lot. I have to ask
questions and then ask more questions. But I love to hang out in the learning. It is renewing to hunker down
into the work of doing something hard, but astonishingly interesting. The good news is that we do not have to
do it alone.

The same Father that is with us today will be with us tomorrow and the tomorrow after that, forever. I was
recently at a workshop where a seasoned homeschool dad shared some great wisdom. He shared that all
through Scripture, those who were called were not called because of abilities, but because of the heart. He said,
“Where we end as parents, God picks up. And that is the very best part.”
His power is made perfect in our weakness. Our kids are God’s kids first and I have to remember it is not up to
me alone. He will equip them perfectly, according to His plan for my child’s life. I know God is bigger than any
thing that is scaring me at the moment. He will carry us through.

So, I look at my monsters of the day and welcome them in. I know they will be entirely different by this time next
year. I am grateful for all I am given to learn in this moment. God has begun an amazing work in my family. I look
with excitement at what He will do next.
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W

ho Is Your Hero?

Chapters Nine through Eleven – History, Science, & Fine Arts
by Cara McLauchlan

“If we do not move our children to discover heroes to imitate, they will invent their own. That is what the
cultural icons have become…. If, however, I want my child to be pushed beyond the limits of his humanity in
the service of something good and noble, then I need my child to have genuine heroes, the real deals.” —Leigh
Bortins, The Question (pg. 160)
As a kid, my hero was Wonder Woman. With her lasso of truth, golden crown, and invisible jet, I thought she
packed all the qualities of the coolest heroine for an awkward middle school girl.

So when I asked my son who his hero was and he responded, “Captain America,” I understood. In our youth,
we look for heroes that do the impossible, the amazing, and the powerful things we could never imagine doing.
Obviously, Christ will be our best and greatest reference as a hero, but my son’s Captain America response got
me thinking about what sort of heroes I was inspiring him to consider.
Leigh Bortins says in The Question, “Heroes drive us, by their examples, to do what we would not consider
it possible to do, to be what we would not consider possible to be, to become what we had not considered it
possible to become” (pg. 158).

When I hear the word “hero” I think of people like Mother Teresa and the first responders from 9/11. I think
of the Founding Fathers bravely signing their names on the Declaration of Independence. I think of the type of
people who risked it all to ensure the freedoms in America that we take for granted every day. Especially, I think
of our Father, giving His only Son to die for my sins on the cross.

As a homeschooler, I sometimes forget that the learning subjects are not only about rich wisdom—they are also
laced with incredible heroes. Starting with the Bible, every subject we touch upon is a chance to discover heroes
and their qualities. Even though the heroes of the earth—the innovators in the fields of math, science, history,
fine arts, literature—will never have the perfection of Christ, all offer opportunities to discuss greatness.
Leigh continues, “We don’t just want our students to think about history well; we want them to act because of
history’s purpose in their lives. To do so, we must encourage them to have heroes. The idea of heroes seems so
old-fashioned to some, yet so obvious to others” (pg. 157).

I think the heroes I like best are the ordinary ones who do extraordinary things. When I say extraordinary, I do
not mean lifting cars off of babies or manhandling a burglar, although those are also great and noble things. I
think of the heroes who are quietly building God’s kingdom in small ways.

I think of Kathy, a woman in my church, who faithfully shows up each Sunday to sign for the deaf in our community. Her worshipful face and beautiful hands bring sermons and songs to life not only for me, but for others who
bask in the way words become expressions through signing.
I think of my friend, Chris, who has a heart and passion for orphans and widows in Haiti—how he began his
small nonprofit from nothing but an idea and a whispered prayer in his heart.
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He now builds schools and orphanages by equipping local pastors in Haiti. He is doing powerful work and he is
rescuing the lost, one by one, day by day, in the poorest country in the Western Hemisphere.

I think of my newest friend Susan, a military wife raising three children under the age of four as her husband
completes his third tour of duty overseas. Her brave faith is humbling as I watch her walk daily with the Lord as
her complete provision.
With that in mind, we get to be heroes, too. Our kids are always watching how we handle tough situations,
mistakes, and challenges. It is a daunting and yet awe-inspiring task that we, too, get to be heroes.

Leigh says in The Question, “As parents and instructors, we often teach our children through our own personal
histories. Whether formally or informally, we include our own history as something from which they can learn
to live, and live well” (pg. 144).

When I read that, I am reminded that homeschooling is not something to carry lightly. I want my family to learn
to live well. This is something that I believe is an important work not for me, but for God. In my heart, I believe
together we are raising the generation that will change things. We are creating the next generation of heroes
that will point to the greatest hero of all, our Father.
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