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Book Club
Guide

Welcome!

Thank you for your interest in hosting The Core
Book Club in your community. This guide will provide you with some
creative tips, ideas, and resources 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 invitation 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. The
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 dividing into separate groups during your gathering time to foster discussion. (See Sample E-mail Invitations in the Book Club Resources section.)

4. Pick a Launch Date – Decide when you will get started, and 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 participants pay you directly or invite them to purchase the book online at
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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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 do not like to be caught off guard. Be sure to distribute the questions 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.
Agree to Disagree – Set the expectation up front that not everyone will have the same viewpoint and that this 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, which is okay, but remind folks to do so with respect and kindness.

Draw Out the Best in Folks – Consider conducting an icebreaker-style option at the beginning of the first few
sessions. This is a way to help everyone feel comfortable with each other right from the beginning. Simple questions
are a great way to start; for example: What is your favorite book? What did you eat for dinner last night? Where
would you like to travel to and why? What is your idea of relaxation? (See Icebreaker Ideas in the Book Club
Resources section.)
Make it Fun – Consider ideas to make the book club fun and easy. For example, if it is a burden for someone to host
every time, work out a rotation 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 Book Club Theme Ideas in the Book Club Resources section.)

Decide on a 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. Consider posting on the Classical
Conversations, Inc. Facebook page to share your group’s key learnings and celebrate your efforts. Others may enjoy
learning what you are gaining and may 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 club 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 – Do not 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 engage everyone in the conversation.

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 as in life, there is no answer key for
every question. As the book club leader, the expectation for everyone is that we do not
have all the answers. The expectation is that we will explore the topics together and
people will have different answers based on their own personal situations. This is how
God made each of us 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, that is 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 to keep it simple.

Make It Fun – The most important ingredient of the gathering is to make it fun. 		
Whatever way you would like to achieve this—through fun icebreakers, 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
encouraged. Caring and educating our children is a hard and wonderful work. These
gathering times should be about lavishing encouragement among friends.
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Resources

BOOK CLUB

Icebreaker Ideas
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 Core Book Club on (date) at (time) at (location). At the meeting
you will discover what The Core is about, relax with friends, and learn something new. How great is that?
The Core: Teaching Your Child the Foundations of Classical Education is a book written by Leigh Bortins.
Here’s a quick snapshot of The Core:

Children are natural learners, and building a core foundation at an early age is critical to their success, both
educationally and in life. Yet academic excellence is lacking in many school systems throughout the country. In
this book, education expert and author Leigh A. Bortins incorporates the best ideas from classical thinkers and
gives parents the tools to revive classical learning.
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 (e-mail address) or (phone number) by (date).
Thanks! 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 Core and thought you would really enjoy it. We are going
to have a launch meeting on (date) at (time) at (location) 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 would
love to include some friends on the learning journey, too. Below is a quick snapshot about what the book
offers.
Quick Overview of The Core

Children are natural learners, and building a core foundation at an early age is critical to their success, both
educationally and in life. Yet academic excellence is lacking in many school systems throughout the country. In
this book, education expert and author Leigh A. Bortins incorporates the best ideas from classical thinkers and
gives parents the tools to revive classical learning.
Please let me know if you would 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 a copy of the book by visiting
ClassicalConversationsBooks.com.
I hope you can make it! RSVP to (e-mail address) or (phone number) by (date).
Thanks! 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 Core by Leigh
Bortins. I want to learn more about bringing out the best in my child’s learning. If you would like to find out
more about it, I am having an introductory meeting on (date) at (time) at (location). 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 Core Book Club

10. You get to spend time with friends and make some new ones.
9. You will enjoy a regular opportunity for 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 coffee!)
6. You will be encouraged by the group to read, discuss, and dive deeper into a great book.
5. You will gain new tools for learning how to bring out the best in your child’s learning experience.
4. You will discuss techniques to help your children expand their knowledge base.
3. You will learn methods to strengthen effective self-expression for your children.
2. You will learn how to use great books and historical documents to deepen your worldview.
1. You will smile more, have fun, lose weight, and look ten years younger. (Well, the smiling and having fun
parts are 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
ClassicalConversationsBooks.com.
I hope you can make it! RSVP to (e-mail address) or (phone number) by (date).
Thanks! 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 The Core Book Club meeting which is coming up on (date) at (time) at (place.)

A couple reminders:
Please be sure to bring your copy of The Core 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 chapter, please
come anyway.
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

8

C l a s s i c a l C o n v e r s a t i o n s . c o m

ICEBREAKER 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 their 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 thought starters
below.
Thought Starters 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 their favorite country.
The Mystery of History
Host a special icebreaker activity that invites folks to guess the historical figure whose name is 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.

10

C l a s s i c a l C o n v e r s a t i o n s . c o m

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

Read:
Introduction
Chapter One – “What’s Wrong with Education Today?”
Chapter One Questions
1. What does the word “classical” mean to you?
2. What is the purpose of education?
3. If parents are truly the greatest teachers for our children, how does that shape the priorities for your
day?
4. How does the purpose of education differ from the purpose of a classical education?
5. Author C. S. Lewis once said, “The only people who achieve much are those who want knowledge so
badly that they seek it while the conditions are still unfavourable. Favourable conditions never come”
(The Core, page 6). What conditions are challenging you with your own child’s education?
6. Leigh Bortins says, “Let’s resolve to be adults whom children like to spend time with, not because we are
“fun,” but because our kids know that we think it’s a great privilege and pleasure to be with them”
(The Core, page 7). How can you shape a family experience that creates privilege and pleasure together
in learning?
7. What has been your experience with studying “the classics?”
8. What milestones would you like your kids to achieve before high school?
9. How would you define a “successful” education?
10. From The Core: “Since the time of Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle, teachers believed the purpose of
education was to pursue truth, goodness, and beauty and to develop wisdom and virtue” (page 35). How
can we develop an educational experience at home that reflects those priorities?

Additional Reading

From the Writers Circle article series by Jennifer Courtney, Reflections from The Core:
“Back to School (Exploring the Classical Model)”

The school year has officially begun. In our home, this means that we have the privilege of diving into an
inviting pile of new books. Every year, I make it a personal goal to read a book about classical education and
I challenge all of the Oklahoma directors to do the same. This year, I would like to challenge all of our CC
families to read Leigh’s book, The Core: Teaching Your Child the Foundations of Classical Education.
If you are new to Classical Conversations, reading Leigh’s book will help to answer those questions you will
begin to have after the first meeting of your community. Questions like: “What have I gotten myself into?”
“What do I do with my children at home?” “How can I begin to give my kids a classical education when I
didn’t have one myself?”
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If you are a Classical Conversations veteran, you will be delighted to dive into Leigh’s vision for classical
education in our communities. Reading The Core will crystallize your understanding of why we employ the
methodologies that you have already followed in Foundations, Essentials, and Challenge classes.

If you belong in either group, you will have clear answers to give your friends, family, and church members
about classical education. For the next several issues of Postcards, we will examine the need for the classical
model, the method of employing the model, and the core knowledge associated with the model (i.e., reading,
writing, math, geography, history, science, and fine arts). Let’s start the series by examining why we need
classical education (a brief summary of Chapters One and Two of The Core).
Why do we need classical education?
What makes it different from modern education?

1. Classical education teaches children how to think.
2. Classical education provides children with caring mentors.
3. Classical education prepares children to work to their true potential.
4. Classical education trains up leaders who participate in the great conversations of history.
Classical Education Teaches Children How to Think
In the digital age, our children are inundated with images and ideas. Now, more than ever, it is important
to teach them critical thinking skills. A classical education focuses on teaching children study skills instead
of subjects. These skills, along with the principles of logic, enable them to be lifelong learners and clear
thinkers.

Classical Education Provides Children with Caring Mentors
At the heart of a classical education is the relationship with parents, tutors, and other mentors who transmit
their knowledge and their wisdom. A modern education that employs computers and worksheets does not
build a relationship. When we commit to wrestling with a math problem, puzzling over a Latin paradigm, or
applying a literary work to contemporary issues, we communicate love and respect for our children while
transmitting the wisdom of our experiences.
Classical Education Prepares Children to Work to Their Potential
It has been said that teachers overestimate students’ experience and underestimate their abilities. Our
modern standards in literacy and numeracy fall far short of the expectations of previous generations.
(For literacy statistics, please see The Core Chapter One.) In contrast, a classical education is rigorous and
thorough.

Classical Education Trains Leaders Who Participate in the Great Conversations of History
Understanding classical languages and history allows our children to understand our culture. Our current
ideas did not drop out of the sky. Instead, they have deep roots in history and philosophy, in man’s previous
actions, theories, and discoveries. Discussing literature, debating philosophy, analyzing history, and
repeating science experiments allow students to join in this ongoing conversation of humankind, preparing
them to make their own discoveries, redeem the culture, and serve as ministers of the Gospel in any
vocation.
Relish your calling and savor the journey!
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Chapter Two
Read Chapter Two – “Why We Need Classical Education”
Chapter Two Questions
1. What does the integration of school, work, and family in your life look like, as part of the “home as
the hub” idea (page 41)?
2. Leigh says in terms of parent-led education that “Parents can do a great job – we just have to acknowl
edge our own deficiencies and learn alongside our children” (page 43). How does that idea extend to
your family?
3. How do you feel about doing the difficult things and rigorous learning that accompany classical
education?
4. What was your education experience like?
5. What is your vision for educating your child?
6. Describe what you think Leigh intends when she makes the statement, “It takes a wise parent to trust
that it is appropriate to teach their young child to argue well” (page 52).
7. In this chapter, Leigh describes how learning the grammar of a subject is an important skill for
building the “grocery store of the mind.” Share your thoughts on where you learn or use grammar on a
regular basis.
8. The goal of classical education includes offering a “broad freeing education that allows them to think
well and to be lifelong learners” (page 61). How do you envision fostering lifelong learners in your 		
family?
9. What do you see as the value in creating lifelong learners versus developing skills for a job?
10. Why is it important to restore our own educations while transforming our children’s educations?
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Chapter Three
Read Chapter Three – “How Classical Education Can Help You”
Chapter Three Questions
1. In Chapter Three, Leigh discusses sharing your passions with your family. “Be encouraged to think of
the things you like to do and then find ways to include your children more often” (page 63). What are
your passions and how could you share them with your children?
2. When you invest in your own family, how are you creating a legacy of learning?
3. What is your perspective on grades and testing?
4. On page 66, Leigh shares, “Home-centered education also encourages us to think less about a system of
grades and more about the human trying to learn a new skill.” How does this translate to the home
experience on an everyday basis?
5. Successfully asking and wrestling with difficult questions is part of the dialectic experience with our
children. Share your perspective on the idea of working through difficult ideas with your children.
6. How do you handle “not knowing” the answers your child may ask?
7. On page 79, Leigh believes that “the ultimate goal in a classical education is to lead a child through
knowledge and understanding to wisdom and virtue.” What are your thoughts on this idea and how does
this happen on a practical day-to-day basis?
8. What resources do you tap into for perspective on difficult issues?
9. What do you see as the role of technology and the Internet when it comes to educating children?
10. Leigh discusses the importance of academic skills that “allow us to appreciate truth, goodness, and
beauty by doing the work required to cultivate these qualities in our lives” (page 86). How do we
cultivate truth, goodness, and beauty with our children?

Chapter Four

Read Chapter Four – “Reading”
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Chapter Four Questions
1. What was your favorite book as a child and why?
2. What books do you think are absolutely essential for your child to read in the elementary season, 		
middle school season, and high school season?
3. To what resources do you look for finding great books for your family to read?
4. Leigh says, “If we want our children to love reading, they need to spend time with people who also love
reading” (page 89). How do we cultivate children who love books?
5. What books are you reading right now?
6. How are you challenging your own reading abilities? Leigh says, “The best way to improve your child’s
reading ability is by improving your own” (page 90).
7. What is the most difficult book you have ever read?
8. What is your perspective on reading aloud to your children, regardless of their age and abilities?
9. How are you creating a “feast of words” for your family with daily reading?
10. In this chapter, Leigh discusses the importance of reading and discussing literature together as a 		
favorite family pastime. How does your family discuss ideas from books in a way that is pleasurable,
yet meaningful?
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Additional Reading

From the Writers Circle article series by Jennifer Courtney, Reflections from The Core:
“The Core Chapter Four: The Core of a Classical Education: Reading”

I hope this article finds you enjoying some good books and some pleasant fall weather. In Leigh’s book The
Core, we will look at teaching your children to read. Leigh discusses reading instruction in depth in Chapter
Four. In future articles, we will address the other core areas of knowledge: writing, math, geography, history,
science, and fine arts.

Before we delve into teaching methodologies, let’s look at three important notes from The Core (page 90) on
reading:
“Children need to spend time with books in three ways:

1. Being read to from books above their reading level to increase speaking vocabulary.
2. Reading easy books below level in order to master common words.
3. Reading books at a comfortable level to gently increase the child’s reading skills.”
Read Aloud Time: A Family Treat
An important aspect of preparing children to read independently is reading aloud to them. Children can
comprehend stories well above their independent reading level. Reading aloud as a family not only builds
vocabulary and attention span, but it creates a love of books and a shared family culture. One of our favorite
aspects of homeschooling is our read aloud time as a family.
In my home, it works well to read aloud to the children in the mornings. We cuddle up comfortably in the
den with PJs and blankets and read while our breakfast is cooking. My younger children often color, build
with blocks, or work puzzles while we are reading. I allow the smallest ones to wander out after thirty
minutes or so. We have delighted in prairie life with the Ingalls family, we have explored the imaginary
worlds of Narnia, and we have traveled the world with the Swiss Family Robinson, Phileas Fogg, and many
others. (For a short list of read alouds and book lists for children, please see the resource list at the end of
the article.) I know these will be my favorite memories of homeschooling.
Reading Alone: Phonics Instruction at Home

If you fall into a certain age group, you may be familiar with the whole language method of teaching reading
or the “look-say” method. In the 1950s, this method was adopted wholesale by the public schools as the
latest, greatest method for teaching reading. Unfortunately for the students who were taught using this
method, a drop in literacy and reading fluency followed. I was fortunate to live in a home in which my
mother recognized this method as the cause of her slow reading speed, so she instructed me in phonics
before I entered kindergarten. I credit my mom’s insistence on following this model with my literacy
success.
Throughout history, children have learned to read phonetically. The phonetic method employs classical
methodology. As we have learned, grammar age students (ages four to twelve) learn well through
memorization and recitation. Beyond learning to speak, the first memory work our children undertake is to
memorize the alphabet and then the sounds that go along with each letter.
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Reading Aloud: First Books
My oldest three children (ages eleven, nine, and six) have all learned to read while sitting on my lap. We
made our own flashcards for the letters and the letter combinations (sometimes referred to as phonograms). The only supplies needed are a complete list of the phonograms, a black marker, and index cards.
There are now many excellent phonics resources available to homeschoolers. One complete, classical
resource is the Writing Road to Reading, which we now carry in our bookstore.

Once children have mastered the sounds of individual letters and their combinations, they can begin to
practice reading independently. In order to read for fluency and mastery, children need to practice on very
simple books, books that are below their reading and their comprehension level. In my home, I like to use
old-fashioned phonics readers that practice a particular combination over and over until it becomes easy
(see Parent Resources section below). When you are selecting reading material for young students, make
sure the text is large and simple.
As children grow, they still need to practice their reading skills with literature below their reading level.
When my own children reach age eight or so, they encounter books in three ways daily:

1. Read aloud with mom. For this time, I select books that are above their independent reading level.
Sometimes I read to them. At other times, we listen to audio books, especially on long car trips.
2. Read independently below age level. Because I want my children to increase their reading speed and
comprehension as well as learning to love books, we pursue books of their choice at bedtime, in the car, or at
their siblings’ fine arts lessons or sports practices.
3. Read independently at age level. I choose quality literature for my children every year for them to
complete on their own at a pace of a chapter a day. I use these selections to challenge their reading skills so
they have access to more difficult ideas and vocabulary than our read alouds or “read for pleasure” books
offer.
Review: The Grammar of Reading

In conclusion, the classical method of teaching reading is to teach phonetically. Alongside reading
instruction, be sure to cultivate a love of great stories by sharing them as a family. If you have not previously
incorporated reading aloud with your children, this is the perfect season as we move into cooler weather. So,
grab your hot chocolate and a great book and settle in.
Parent Resources for Reading
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General
The Core: Teaching Your Child the Foundations of Classical Education by Leigh A. Bortins
The Writing Road to Reading by Romalda Spalding
Readers – for Phonics Practice
American Language Series by Mile-Hi Publishers (includes Fun in the Sun, Scamp and Tramp, Soft and
White, At the Farm, On the Trail, and Sounds of the Sea)
Read Alouds
Honey for a Child’s Heart by Gladys Hunt
The Book Tree by Elizabeth McCallum and Jane Scott
Courtney Family Favorites (there are way too many to name, but here are a few):
The Little House series by Laura Ingalls Wilder
The Chronicles of Narnia by C. S. Lewis
Around the World in 80 Days by Jules Verne
Treasure Island by Robert Louis Stevenson
Any of the literature selections from Challenge A and B
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Chapter Five
Read Chapter Five – “Writing”
Chapter Five Questions
1. What were your experiences with writing during your school years?
2. In the section called “Don’t Make Light of Small Things” (page 110), Leigh discusses the importance of
developing the building blocks of writing, such as sitting quietly, copywork, memorizing passages, 		
reading simple passages at or below grade level, building fine motor skills, and aiming for beautiful
handwriting. What has been your experience and perspective on these ideas?
3. Leigh reviews the basic structure of the English language on pages 118–119. What were your
experiences learning these concepts in school growing up? Discuss what you consider as their
importance today.
4. Where do you struggle with writing well? Where do your children struggle with writing well?
5. Leigh says, “Commitment is required to make word study a natural part of your home life…” and she
continues with, “It shows you can think” (page 120). Why is it important to model this learning for our
children?
6. On pages 123–124, Leigh shares a Punctuation and Capitalization Checklist. Were you familiar with
all of these ideas? Which ones do you struggle with or surprised you?
7. What are your “pet peeves” when it comes to writing, spelling, or punctuation?
8. Leigh says, “Classical educators want writing to be so natural and over-practiced that our students
continue to write for a lifetime, not just until they graduate” (page 126). What are your thoughts on
this?
9. How do we encourage lifelong writers who love the written word and its beauty?
10. Leigh says, “Imitation is the key to becoming a great author, or a great artist. Imitation is the key to 		
becoming a great anything” (page 128). How do we teach our children to become great imitators?

Additional Reading

From the Writers Circle article series by Jennifer Courtney, Reflections from The Core:
“The Core Chapter 5: The Core of a Classical Education: Writing”

I hope this article finds you collecting fall leaves with your children, wandering through corn mazes, and
savoring great books with a mug of apple cider in hand. My family has leaped fully into the joys of autumn!

This article is part of a series of articles looking at the core or foundations of classical education as presented
in Leigh’s book, The Core: Teaching Your Child the Foundations of Classical Education. In previous articles, we
looked at the reasons for pursuing a classical education, chiefly that the classical model works with a child’s
natural stages of mental development and teaches him or her how to think rather than what to think. In the
first core subject article, we looked at applying the classical model to teaching children how to read.
Now, let’s turn to the core of writing which Leigh outlines in Chapter Five of The Core. Teaching a child to
write classically involves following the trivium skills of grammar, dialectic, and rhetoric. To lay the foundations for writing in the grammar stage, the fundamental skills are handwriting, spelling, and copywork.
Then, dialectic students can progress to the technical vocabulary of grammar and analysis of sentence
structure. Finally, rhetoric students can hone their skills of expression by employing stylistic techniques that
allow them to express complex ideas.
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The Grammar Stage of Writing: Copywork and Dictation
When children are very small (ages four to seven), you must help them lay the foundations for writing by
establishing good habits. Small children must learn correct posture and the proper way to hold their pencil.
It is hard work to copy letters, so children (and parents) need patience, diligence, and lots of practice.
Preschoolers can start writing on a dry erase board or a magnetic doodling board using stencils (these are
generally available at office supply stores and educational supply stores). Using these tools is less tiring
to their hands than paper and pencil when they are very small. Children also need to spend time coloring
which develops the muscles and fine motor skills necessary for writing. My children color while we are
reading aloud or listening to Story of the World.

When children are ready to write with pencil and paper, they can begin to use a very basic handwriting
curriculum like Handwriting without Tears or A Reason for Handwriting. They must first master the lowercase and uppercase letters before beginning to copy words and then sentences (around age six or seven).
Once they can copy sentences, children should practice copywork and dictation. Copywork involves copying
a sentence or a short passage from the board or from a book. Practice with both is ideal. If you do not have
a chalkboard or whiteboard at home, it is a good idea to invest in one. We purchased a large sheet of shower
board from a home improvement store and mounted it our schoolroom with mirror brackets (for a total
cost of $15).

During copywork, students should pay attention to capitalization and punctuation. I assign my children
passages of dialogue so that they can learn how to punctuate quotes. They copy poems so that they can learn
the rules for punctuating and indenting lines of verse. Classic collections of children’s poems are easy to
find. In addition to copywork, children should practice dictation. During dictation, children must figure out
the spelling, capitalization, and punctuation for themselves which makes it a different skill from copywork.
Many spelling curricula offer dictation resources such as Spelling Plus and its companion resource Dictation
which we carry in the CC bookstore.
Although these activities may seem tedious to us as adults, they are critical skills that prepare children to
write articulately and elegantly later. Our Founding Fathers and authors like Shakespeare all began their
writing careers with copywork that exposed them to quality writing styles.
The Dialectic Stage: Learning to Write by Imitation

One of the great follies of a modern education is that modern educators often encourage creative writing
and self-expression before children have any life experiences which supply the material for the writing
or any word tools which supply the method of writing. Alternately, a classical education pursues the
time-tested method of learning to write paragraphs and essays by summarizing source material and
rewriting it.

In other words, we give the students the content. Then, students build their word banks by adding quality
adjectives, strong verbs, prepositional phrases, subordinate clauses, and adverbs. Because older grammar
stage children (ages nine to twelve) have not necessarily built a large vocabulary, we give them word lists to
start with and then teach them how to use a thesaurus. In our Essentials and Challenge courses, we follow
the methodology of the Institute for Excellence in Writing which encourages this imitative method.
Students can practice their writing skills with any source material. I have had my own children summarize
the Veritas Press history cards that we use in the Foundations program, the Classical Conversations science
cards, Aesop’s fables, and short fairy tales. They can then use their outline to write their own version of the
original material. Finally, they can use their word lists to enhance their composition.
18
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Just as smaller children needed daily practice with handwriting, older children need weekly practice with
writing. Children ages nine to ten can reasonably be expected to summarize and rewrite a quality paragraph
each week. Children ages eleven to twelve can write two or three paragraphs a week.
The Rhetoric of Writing: Organized, Analytical, and Elegant Compositions

As our children progress to the rhetoric stage of writing (ages thirteen to eighteen), they will have enough
skills and practice to begin writing without a model or source. Instead, high school students should be
encouraged to write about all of their subject studies: history, science, philosophy, literature, and so on.

In the dialectic stage, students begin to write without a model by presenting opinions in literature and
current events or by summarizing and reporting on science facts. These compositions begin to look like the
five paragraph essay which includes an introductory paragraph, a thesis statement including three topics
that will be discussed, three topic paragraphs, and a concluding paragraph.
As they transition to the rhetoric stage, students move away from summarizing facts and move toward
analytical writing. For example, in literature, students move from book reports, which report the
background, characters, plot, and theme, to comparing two works of literature or analyzing the worldview
of a classic novel. In history, students move from summarizing important WWII battles to arguing that the
Allied victory depended primarily on D-Day and Hiroshima.

Rhetoric students’ writing should be well organized. Their points of argument should be thoroughly
supported from the source material. Their sentence structure must be more complex and their diction more
elevated. In their conclusions, rhetoric students should move beyond mere summary to an evaluation. For
example, what lessons can we learn today from analyzing Brutus’ decision to assassinate Julius Caesar? (To
assist your students with this difficult skill, have them pay close attention to quality sermons. Pastors almost
always conclude their sermons by asking the congregation to change their thinking or behavior.)
Learning to argue persuasively and write eloquently requires the same character qualities that we asked
of small children when they were learning to form letters: diligence, patience, and practice. Older students
must be encouraged to wrestle with difficult ideas and to revise, revise, revise.
Summary: Modern Confusion vs. a Classical Vision for Writing

As classical home educators, we must shed the modern cultural notions that writing, like fine arts, cannot
be judged. There are standards for good writing. When these standards are not followed, we produce bad
writing. Although writing is a creative experience, it is not a mystical, formless process. We can learn the
tools of writing and teach them to our children.
Parent Resources for Writing (Resources available in the Classical Conversations bookstore)
The Core: Teaching Your Child the Foundations of Classical Education
by Leigh A. Bortins
IEW’s Teaching Writing: Structure and Style Kit
CiRCE Institute’s Lost Tools of Writing

The PreScripts series, which reinforces memory work learning and cursive mastery. Learn more at www.
classicalconversationsbooks.com/prescripts.html
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Chapter Six
Read Chapter Six – “Math”
Chapter Six Questions
1. When you were in school, what were your experiences with math as a subject?
2. What challenges do your children face with math?
3. In Chapter Six, Leigh discusses the importance of memorization and over-practicing of math skills. 		
What is your perspective on this?
4. Leigh says, “The best way to teach the basics is to constantly ask your children to identify why they do a
math problem the way they do” (page 131). Have you ever tried this idea? How do you feel about it?
5. In this chapter, math is compared to a foreign language that we need to immerse ourselves in. What is
the best way to become fluent in math?
6. Leigh discusses the importance of going slow with math, understanding how it works, and mastering
the basics. In a society built on speed, how do we apply this in our homes?
7. What is your opinion of students using calculators for math?
8. On page 134, Leigh gives a checklist of habits to develop strong math abilities. For your family, which of
these do you think are the most important, the most difficult, and the easiest to use at home?
9. What is your opinion about teaching our children the habit of mental math skills? How do we practice
this regularly at home?
10. What math resources have you used or do you love which help build a love of math at home?

Additional Reading

From the Writers Circle article series by Jennifer Courtney, Reflections from The Core:
“The Core Chapter 6: The Core of a Classical Education: Math”

Would you call yourself a math person? Years ago, I would have called myself a literature person or a
language person. I graduated with a degree in English and a minor in French. I always liked math, but after
high school calculus, I never took another course.

Now, at home with my children, I get to delve into numbers all over again. There is something satisfying
about lining up an equation and solving the puzzle. The news is full of talk about how American students
must do better in math and science competitions with their international peers. Yet American math education is experiencing a crisis as educators abandon time-tested methods for teaching arithmetic, algebra, and
geometry, the building blocks for higher math.
As Leigh notes in Chapter Six of The Core, the educational crisis in math can be shown just by looking at the
index of recent math books. She quotes educational commentator Diane Ravitch:
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In a comparison of a 1973 algebra textbook and a 1998 “contemporary mathematics” textbook, Williamson
Evers and Paul Clopton found a dramatic change in topics. In the 1973 book, for example, the index for the
letter “F” included “factors, factoring, fallacies, finite decimal, finite set, formulas, fractions, and functions.”
In the 1998 book, the index listed “families (in poverty data), fast food nutrition data, fat in fast food, feasibility study, feeding tours, Ferris wheel, fish, fishing, flags, flight, floor plan, flower beds, food, football, Ford
Mustang, franchises, and fund-raising carnival” (page 136).
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As Christians, we should sit up and take note. If we believe God has created a well-ordered universe that
follows mathematical laws, then we should desire to learn the language in which He has written it and teach
it to our children.
When my first child Ben was born, I decided to begin tutoring for the local high schools as a way of earning
income while staying at home. Every year, I witnessed the same curious phenomenon. At exactly the nine
weeks mark, I received frantic calls from parents who had the first progress reports in hand and were
desperate for a geometry tutor.
I learned two important lessons about math in those years. One is that our modern way of teaching
geometry does not work for our brains. Students had not been prepared for the study of geometry in their
previous years of math. Their brains simply could not learn all of the technical vocabulary of geometry,
memorize formulas, practice calculations, and prove that the formulas are true simultaneously.

Students struggled with proofs because they simply were not at the dialectic or rhetoric stage of geometry.
If they had memorized the definitions of diameters, chords, rays, line segments, and isosceles triangles in
previous years of math, they would have been prepared. They would have been even closer to success in
geometry if they had also memorized formulas for calculating perimeter and area and practiced simple
calculations with these formulas. Then, they would have been prepared for the higher order thinking
involved in proving that a formula or theorem is true.
The second lesson I learned is that being a lifelong learner is truly rewarding. In my own geometry class,
I could complete proofs. I was fairly adept at seeing the logical steps to get from the beginning to the end
and to come up with right answers. However, as an adult geometry tutor, I truly understood how to write
these elegant mathematical arguments. What a joy! This was a good reminder to me to be diligent in other
subjects that I do not understand as well, like macroeconomics.
In the previous Postcards issues on reading and writing, we looked at the skills associated with each stage
of your child’s mental development (the trivium: grammar, logic, and rhetoric). Understanding how to
progress through these steps in math is equally important. To begin at the beginning, very small children
must begin with math memory work.
Preschoolers

Read lots of counting books until children can count to twenty (this is important so that they associate the
written numbers with the counting sequence).
Count with your children while you push them on the swing or jump on the trampoline.

Play math games. When my children were very small, I drew large numbers on pieces of construction
paper and had them place the corresponding number of toys on the paper.
Grammarians (ages four to twelve)

Work on math memory work every day. Children ages four to eight can practice their Foundations skip
counting songs. Children ages eight to twelve should practice reciting multiplication tables. Although you
may not see why six-year-olds should memorize the formula for the area of a triangle, they will thank you
later.
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Develop good math study habits (The Core, page 134).
Even when math problems come easily to a child, they should develop these habits as preparation for high
school math studies:
Work on math lessons as a daily habit.
Drill and practice for speed and accuracy.
Move slowly through foundational ideas by over-practicing concepts.
Demonstrate neatness when writing a problem.
Learn inverse operations for additional practice and to check answers.
Learn to create and explain problems to demonstrate competency with a concept.
Do not permit calculators until trigonometry.
Copy every problem and each step in order to self-check the work.

Although the disciplines of teaching and learning math may seem difficult at times, it is worth the struggle.
Consider the vision of God’s world that we open to our young mathematicians. Perhaps some of them will find
fresh truths in the universe for worshipping the Creator like Johannes Kepler,* who wrote, “The diversity of
the phenomena of nature is so great, and the treasures hidden in the heavens so rich, precisely in order that the
human mind shall never be lacking in fresh nourishment.”
*Johannes Kepler lived from 1571–1630. He is best known for discovering the laws of planetary motion. To
learn more, see the Classical Conversations Famous Scientist cards.
Parent Resources for Math

The Core: Teaching Your Child the Foundations of Classical Education by Leigh A. Bortins
Quick Flip Arithmetic by Classical Conversations MultiMedia
PreScripts Cursive Words and Drawing: Math Terms
“Why I Use Saxon Math” by Leigh A. Bortins

Understanding Mathematics: From Counting to Calculus by Keith I. Kressin
Using John Saxon's Math Books by Art Reed
Saxon Teaching Tapes
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Chapter Seven
Read Chapter Seven – “Geography”
Chapter Seven Questions
1. What were your experiences with geography during your school years?
2. Why is learning geography an important tool for our children?
3. Leigh says the first step to restoring geography education is to teach students to memorize maps. What
is your perspective on this and how does this work at home?
4. On pages 152–157, Leigh gives us a checklist of skills and benefits that children will reap from 		
drawing maps at home. She further shares that adults “make light of these skills because we take them
for granted” (page 157). What is your perspective on these thoughts and skills?
5. To what resources do you look for developing a geography education for your family?
6. On page 157, Leigh shares about geography education, “This simple skill will transform your ability to
read, think, and participate as a global citizen.” How do you see this happening with your family?
7. Have you ever tried drawing the world from memory or by referencing a map on paper? How about
trying it now with the lessons described on pages 153–156?
8. What are some easy ways to incorporate a geography education into your everyday habits?
9. How can you incorporate geography into other subjects such as literature, science, math, history, and
Bible studies?
10. Leigh says parents can model “getting the world map into their heads” as a way to show our kids the
value and benefit of acting as a knowledgeable global citizen. What are some ways for us, as parents, to
enhance our own geography educations?

Additional Reading

From the Writers Circle article series by Jennifer Courtney, Reflections from The Core:
“The Core Chapter 7: The Core of a Classical Education: Geography”

Raise your hand if you had a course in geography in school. I suspect that very few of us would be able to
raise a hand honestly. My own encounters with geography were spotty at best. I once made a map of the
state of Oklahoma out of Jell-O for an Oklahoma history course and I remember a handful of quizzes on
unconnected geography terms.

The other day, I leafed through a third grade geography workbook in the home education section of a local
store. I was astounded to see that the geography course was actually a course in reading map legends of
imaginary cities. The student assignments were to draw maps of places in their own neighborhoods or
towns. Surely we need to recover the lost tools of geography!

Geography was once a subject that existed in its own right and required students to memorize countries,
capitals, mountains, oceans, rivers, lakes, and geographic terms like peninsula, bay, and plateau. This study
has all but vanished, having been replaced by social studies courses in which students learn how to read
map legends and create maps to local places of interest. Instead of teaching young children about the
wonders of the larger world, they restrict them to the narrow vision of their own neighborhood.

It is a curious paradox that educational leaders claim to be preparing students for a global economy while
neglecting to teach students about the places on the globe. Just as students of history must be familiar with
important events and people, classically educated students must be familiar with the places. Students of
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geography who have learned the location of Orléans have a more complete understanding of Joan of Arc.
Students who can find the exact location of the Swiss Alps will both understand and enjoy reading Heidi
more completely. Students who know the countries of Africa will connect with news stories about wars and
natural disasters. Perhaps they will even choose a mission field.

In The Core, Leigh Bortins explores some specific and simple ways to recover the lost tools of geography. One
fundamental skill to recover is that of cartography—having students draw their own maps. Prior to copy
machines, this was one important way in which students mastered geography. They drew their own maps
with only pencil, paper, and an atlas for reference. Even very young students can draw lines and blobs on the
paper to represent the Great Circles and the continents.
Here are the steps for beginning with your family:
Obtain a good atlas. Ideally, your maps should include the lines of latitude and longitude, the
continents, and oceans.
Give everyone paper and pencil.
Draw and label the Great Circles: Arctic Circle, Tropic of Cancer, Equator, Tropic of Capricorn, and
Antarctic Circle (younger children should use initials).
Draw seven “blobs” for the continents.
Label the four oceans: Indian, Arctic, Atlantic, and Pacific (The Southern Ocean, bordering Antarctica,
was recently classified as a distinct ocean,so families may choose to add this label as well.).
Repeat the project every week until it is easy.

Make the project fun for the whole family by listening to great classical music or literature while everyone
(including mom and dad) draws. For detailed instructions and sample maps drawn by students, see Chapter
Seven of The Core.
As children master the above material, you can add more details to one continent at a time. Have your
children draw one continent each week. They should work on improving the details of their outline of the
continent. In addition, they should label the countries on that continent and ten physical features such
as rivers, mountains, or lakes. Another time each week, have them review previous maps that they have
created.

If your children are in Foundations, they will practice these fundamental skills during your community day
and in geography camp (ages six through eight) at summer Parent Practicums. Children in Challenge A will
practice drawing world maps all year and will memorize countries, capitals, mountains, rivers, lakes, and
the definitions of geography terms. The map-drawing exercises outlined above will be excellent preparation
for Challenge A. If your child missed Challenge A, it is not too late. An older Challenge student can practice
drawing maps with their younger siblings or drawing maps of the continents in their Challenge readings.
Above all, approach geography with your family as an exciting new adventure of exploring God’s world
together. When classical, Christian students memorize the definitions of terms, they understand the variety
of God’s creation. When they learn a bit about a small country like Slovenia, they develop a heart for His
people. A child who does not know much about the world around him or her will have narrow horizons.
Like all other core subjects, geography opens doors and expands horizons. So, open the doors and let your
children walk through.
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Parent Resources for Geography
The Core: Teaching Your Child the Foundations of Classical Education by Leigh A. Bortins

Classical Conversations Connected Community has plenty of maps to memorize and trace.
Visit classicalconversations.com and login to CC Connected.

Classical Conversations Trivium Tables®: Geography, Cycles 1, 2, and 3:
www.ClassicalConversationsBooks.com/trtagecy1.html
www.ClassicalConversationsBooks.com/cy2getafokit.html
www.ClassicalConversationsBooks.com/trtagecy3.html

www.NationalGeographic.com and www.EnchantedLearning.com have lots of great maps and map games.
Use their maps to trace until your student is confident enough to copy from a map onto a blank piece of
paper.

Compact Atlas of the World. New York: DK Publishing, 2005. The Compact Atlas has many facts to add to
your maps besides political boundaries and physical features. This atlas is a great geography reference book
for home and classroom.

Chapter Eight

Read Chapter Eight – “History”
Chapter Eight Questions
1. What do you remember about learning history in school?
2. What interests you most about history and sharing it with your family?
3. Leigh says, “the more history you actually know, the more history you are able to enjoy” (page 168). 		
What do you think she means by this statement and is this true for your family?
4. In the history chapter, Leigh discusses memorization of world events, presidents, short stories, 		
reading, and copywork of historical paragraphs as key priorities for learning history (page 166). Would
you add any additional items to this list? What other ideas do you think are essential?
5. Leigh says, “While we emphasize the practice of skills, we need excellent material to practice on” (page
169). Where does your family find excellent history material?
6. Teachable moments abound both in life and in home education. Share an experience about how you
have been able to enjoy teachable moments in your family with history or any subject.
7. What strategies have worked well in your family for maximizing teachable moments?
8. On page 175, Leigh offers a list of strategies for developing competencies in history. Have you been 		
able to put into practice any of the ideas on the list? Which ones have worked particularly well for your
family?
9. What era of history do you find the most fascinating?
10. Leigh discusses the importance of the “little things that make history studies possible” with reading 		
and writing well (page 178). What do you think she means by this and how do we make the little 		
things a part of our days at home?
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Additional Reading

From the Writers Circle article series by Jennifer Courtney, Reflections from The Core:
“The Core Chapter 8: The Core of a Classical Education: History”

Through history, we see God’s unfolding plan for humanity. We learn about both the incredible triumphs and
the failures of humankind. As American historian David McCullough wrote: “History is a guide to navigation
in perilous times. History is who we are and why we are the way we are.” We read and remember so that we
may, in turn, act wisely.
Most of us do not need to be persuaded to study history the way we might need to be convinced to study
fine arts or Latin, but we need clear direction on how to study history classically.

For the grammar stage student (ages four to eleven), the answer is twofold: young students need to
memorize and recite key information, and they need to be delighted by good stories. This memorization
prepares grammar students to move into the dialectic stage (ages twelve to thirteen), when they begin to
analyze historical events. Learning the stories of history not only builds core knowledge, but also activates
and exercises students’ imaginations, which will then become fully engaged during the rhetoric, or poetic,
stage (ages fourteen to eighteen).

Classical Conversations Foundations students complete one part of the puzzle—the memorization of core
information—by memorizing a history timeline and the history sentences for each cycle every year. The goal
is to repeat the information often enough so that it sticks for life. At home, families complete the second part
of the puzzle—the enjoyment of good stories by reading good books together.

The four volumes of Story of the World by Susan Wise Bauer are a rich source of historical tales. These can
be supplemented with high quality picture books and historical novels if your family wants to dig deeper.
The novels from Challenge A and B can be assigned as reading coursework, or they can be read aloud to very
young children. Parents desiring more suggestions may consult the Cycle 2 Resource List on the Classical
Conversations Connected Community.
So, what does it look like to study history with younger children? Here are some practical suggestions from
the Courtney home. Every morning, we review the timeline cards and the history sentence for the week. We
usually do this at the breakfast or lunch table because I have a captive audience. If it is a really busy day, we
shift this activity to the car (where I also have a captive audience). At the beginning of the year, we review
the entire timeline every day. After a while, this becomes cumbersome and time-consuming. So, we pick a
place to start and move forward from there. We try to review the entire timeline once a week. Now that my
children are older, I sometimes put my eleven-year-old in charge of reviewing the history cards with my
nine- and six-year-olds so that I can tend to the needs of the baby. Directly after our CC memory work, we
turn to Story of the World.
While we listen to our history story, my children either color or play with blocks or Legos. After the story,
I ask them to repeat the story back to me or we discuss the questions that are in the companion guides.
Yesterday, my family listened to a story about Peter the Great and his attempts to westernize Russia. We
enjoyed the stories of how the Europeans were appalled by his rustic manners and dress, and we also had a
perfect opportunity to review our Cycle 2 history song about the Age of Absolute Monarchs (in which Peter
is featured.)
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Today, we listened to the story of how the Ottoman Turks were unable to conquer Vienna, which was the
home of the Holy Roman Emperor in the 1600s. We reviewed our Cycle 1 history song about Mohammed
and Islam, which included a snippet about the Ottoman Empire. Most of our work is accomplished through
conversation.
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Dialectic and rhetoric students must begin to think more deeply about history while reviewing core knowledge. In the Challenge programs, students reexamine and add to their core history knowledge by creating
history, philosophy, art, and music timelines of important people, events, ideas, and inventions. Students
debate history topics, such as the causes of slavery and statehood for Puerto Rico. To practice rhetorical
skills, students give music, philosophy, and art lectures. They perfect presentation skills by memorizing and
delivering both historic and original speeches. They write research papers about different historical periods
and topics. Building on core knowledge, students analyze history and practice the art of persuasion.
Let us delight in becoming wise by learning the lessons of the past!

Parent Resources for History
The Core: Teaching Your Child the Foundations of Classical Education by Leigh A. Bortins
History Resource List for Each Cycle
Classical Conversations Connected Community
For Great American Documents and Speeches to Read or Copy
Words Aptly Spoken: American Documents. Seven Lakes, NC: Classical Conversations MultiMedia
Story of the World, Volumes 1-4. By Susan Wise Bauer, Charles City, Virginia: Peace Hill Press, 2004

Chapter Nine

Read Chapter Nine – “Science”
Chapter Nine Questions
1. When you were in school, what did you love about science?
2. Leigh says, “Understanding the classical sciences allows each of us to appreciate the beauty and the 		
harmony of the cosmos while equipping us to participate in the investigative process” (page 179). What
are your thoughts on these ideas?
3. How do we appreciate beauty and harmony in science?
4. The science chapter discusses the importance of teaching our children how to be “keen observers and
to know how to utilize all their senses as they discover how the world works” (page 180). How do we do
that?
5. How do we cultivate curiosity in our children?
6. How has your family “played” with science (for example: cooking, home projects, star-gazing, nature
journaling)?
7. Leigh shared the various categories of science on page 183. Which of these do you find most
interesting? Which do you find most challenging?
8. On page 186, Leigh discusses the importance of not just reading a science textbook, but going beyond
that with meaningful experiences over an extended period of time. What is your perspective on going
past a textbook science approach? How do we create that with our kids over time?
9. Are you a more “indoors” or “outdoors” sort of science family? Describe the “play” type of activities
during which you can make science meaningful as well as fun.
10. What do you think are the most important ideas to keep in mind when cultivating a love of science?

Additional Reading

From the Writers Circle article series by Jennifer Courtney, Reflections from The Core
“The Core Chapter 9: The Core of a Classical Education: Science”

Remember what it was like the first time you turned over a rock, discovering an entire world concealed
beneath it? Remember your squeals of delight the first time you touched a roly-poly and it turned into an
armored ball? Every fact our children accumulate about the world can be acquired with that same sense of
wonder—if we revel in the moment with them.
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I was the helper in my five-year-old daughter’s Foundations class this week when her tutor demonstrated
Newton’s First Law of Motion with a tennis ball and a super bouncy ball (very high tech and expensive
science equipment!). First, she recited the law several times and asked the children to repeat it. Then, she
rolled the ball across the room until it hit the wall. One of the little boys jumped up excitedly and shouted,
“An outside force acted on the ball!” They recited the law again and she rolled the ball again. This time, it hit
the table leg.
They recited the law again and she rolled the ball again. Then my daughter jumped into its path and
exclaimed, “I am the outside force.”

Most of them left the room knowing the law by heart, after spending five minutes squealing, giggling, and
marveling. Consider how we study science classically with our children. There are essentially three ways
children learn science: reading about science concepts and learning the technical vocabulary of science,
experiencing science through experiments and nature exploration, and encountering the ideas of important
scientists. How can we accomplish all of this at home?
Perhaps some personal examples will suffice. My nine-year-old daughter loves to draw. This summer,
I racked my brain for ways to incorporate her love for drawing into her core subjects. A friend of mine
recommended some simple nature readers for children by Christian Liberty Press. A light bulb went on! I
purchased the inexpensive nature reader and an even less expensive sketchbook from the Classical Conversations bookstore.
Several times a week, my daughter reads a short selection about fish, amphibians, reptiles, mammals, or
birds. In her sketchbook, she draws a picture of these creatures. This fall, she experimented with pencil
drawings, markers, crayons, and colored pencils. Sometimes she made realistic drawings. Other times, she
sketched cartoons with insects making hilarious comments to one another. Her summaries require her to
choose the most important or interesting aspect of her reading. She has to work on spelling, capitalization,
and punctuation as well (as an Essentials tutor I love to sneak in a little grammar).

After about thirty minutes she has created a priceless keepsake and learned much about nature. We have
wondered together as we learned that ants are shepherds of aphids and parasol ants grow fungus gardens.
We chuckled together when we learned that snails have only one foot, reminding us of the Dufflepuds in
C. S. Lewis’ Voyage of the Dawn Treader. I laughed aloud at her cartoon of fireflies speeding past a diner
sign which advertised “Today’s Special: Burnt Firefly.” This spring, we will finish the book and transition to
sketching what we can observe outside. As she grows older, I will present more challenging source material,
including the Classical Conversations science cards.

We want our children to be careful observers of nature, both outdoors and in their readings. In addition,
the grammar years should focus on memorizing quality information. The science memory work in Foundations has been carefully planned to prepare for lab sciences in Challenge I–IV. As Leigh Bortins says in The
Core: Teaching Your Children the Foundations of Classical Education, science work during the grammar years
should be “minimal, meaningful, and intended to be purposefully revisited throughout the students’ years in
school” (page 186).
As classical educators, we do not want our students to cram large amounts of information that will be
forgotten. Instead, we want to choose quality information and review so it will be stored for life.
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Finally, our children should be familiar with the scientific method through experiments. In Foundations,
very young grammar students should ask: “What did we use?” (materials), “What did we do?” (procedure),
and “What did we learn?” (conclusion).
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Older grammar students should complete the lab note sheets in the Foundations Guide, asking them to
record: purpose, hypothesis, materials, procedure, and conclusion. Just as memory work is practice for
thinking about complex concepts in high school science, lab note sheets are preparation for weekly lab
reports in physical science, biology, and chemistry.

Ask good questions, read good books, sketch, write, and observe. You and your children are well on the way
to thinking like scientists!
Parent Resources for Science

The Core: Teaching Your Child the Foundations of Classical Education
by Leigh A. Bortins

Christian Liberty Nature Reader by Florence Bass, Volumes 1–6. Arlington Heights, IL: Christian Liberty
Press, 1996 (originally published in 1894 as Nature Stories for Young Readers: Animal Life)
Lyrical Science (see www.ClassicalConversationsBooks.com)

Classical Acts & Facts® Science Cards by Classical Conversations MultiMedia

Classical Conversations Sketch Notebook by Classical Conversations MultiMedia

Chapter Ten/Eleven/Epilogue:

Read:
Chapter Ten – “Fine Arts”
Chapter Eleven – “Schedules and Resources for Classical Education”
Epilogue – “How a Classical Education Gives Us Skills We Need as Adults”
Chapter Ten/Eleven/Epilogue Questions
1. What comes to mind when you think of the words “fine arts?”
2. Why do you think it is important for our children to learn about and study the fine arts?
3. In the fine arts chapter, Leigh discusses the simplicity of the classical model by copying: “Copying 		
enables us to teach ourselves both the fine arts and the liberal arts” (page 200). What are your thoughts
on this idea?
4. Describe what your experiences have been with classical music. Did you enjoy it as a child? As an 		
adult?
5. Leigh says, “Enjoying music as a family is a simple way to harmonize beauty, mathematical principles,
philosophy, and word study all in a short lesson” (page 202). Discuss this idea and what that might look
like with your family at home.
6. What are your thoughts on athletics as a fine art? How do you incorporate athletics into your family
education (page 203)?
7. Which areas interest you most in the fine arts and why: drawing, painting, visual arts, classical music,
poetry, drama, athletics, or home arts?
8. What resources or experiences do you tap into for sharing the fine arts in your family?
9. What challenges do you see in designing a classical education model in your family?
10. What do you believe are the greatest benefits of a classical education for you and your children?
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Additional Reading

From the Writers Circle article series by Jennifer Courtney, Reflections from The Core:
“The Core Chapter 10: The Core of a Classical Education: Fine Arts”

“Why should my children learn about painting and music when they are really not interested?” You may
have had a friend ask you this question about homeschooling or perhaps you have even asked it yourself.

Studying the fine arts enriches the souls of our children and may spark an interest or talent in something
unexpected. More importantly, the arts were created and established by God. If we encourage our children
to pursue the arts, perhaps some of them will reclaim the arts for the glory of God. Maybe they will be part of
the next Renaissance.
In his book, The Creators: A History of the Heroes of the Imagination, Daniel Boorstin proposes that Western
Civilization has been prolifically creative in the arts because of the underlying Christian belief that we are
created in the image of God.
Therefore, since God is creative and a creator, so are people. In State of the Arts, Gene Edward Veith further
demonstrates that God ordained the fine arts when he commissioned Bezalel, the world’s first artist, to
oversee the construction and decoration of the tabernacle. (For further study, see Exodus 35.)

My family came to a much deeper appreciation of the arts when we studied the tabernacle, with its intricate
gold and bronze statuary, its final woven curtains of purple and gold, and the jeweled breastplate of the high
priest. As I have told my family and Challenge students repeatedly, God did not say, “Throw together some
goat skins over a wood pole and gather ‘round to talk to me.” On the contrary, He gave the Israelites precise
instructions for each minute detail of building the tabernacle and decorating it. Knowing that the arts are
important to God and an integral part of worship inspires me to learn more about all of the fine arts.

Most instructors in fine arts performance—piano, orchestra, drama, and dance—still emphasize the
classical model. Teachers instruct their students in the technical vocabulary of their particular discipline.
For example, my young daughter’s ballet instructor knows that she must start with the grammar of ballet by
showing six-year-olds the five ballet positions and by teaching them technical dance terms such as plié, jeté,
and chassé. When I look for instructors for my children, I seek out those who are passionate about passing
along the fine technical points of their art.
If you participate in a Classical Conversations program, your children have completed fine arts units on
drawing, tin whistle, music theory, painting and art history, and orchestra and composers. We can continue
to build on these experiences at home, especially in areas that are of particular interest to your child or your
family as a whole. Most of you live in areas with a wide range of instruction in the fine arts and plenty of
opportunities to attend performances and tour museums. Here are a few suggestions and personal stories
to get you started.

Drawing – A well-rounded education used to include instruction in realistic drawing. If you have access to
art classes, look for an instructor who teaches drawing and shading principles and who encourages students
to draw from life (still life and so on). If you prefer to pursue drawing lessons at home, read Mona Brookes’s
Drawing with Children. In The Core, Leigh also recommends Ed Emberley’s series of drawing books.
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Painting – Find an instructor who appreciates the value of learning from the masters by copying their
works. I have been fortunate to find an art instructor for my daughter who has had her copy paintings by
Vincent van Gogh and Jasper Johns, among others. At home, I can support her efforts by finding children’s
biographies of these artists and catalogs of their paintings.
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Music Performance – Look for a teacher who is committed to teaching solid music theory as well as
exposing children to classical composers such as Mozart, Haydn, Chopin, Debussy, Beethoven, and so on.
Children who enjoy playing are often proficient at teaching themselves popular music, but it takes a good
teacher to expose them to a wider array of music. I am grateful to my own piano teacher who recognized an
affinity between my playing style and that of Chopin, whose pieces I still enjoy today.
Poetry – Perhaps the most important key to appreciating poetry is not to be intimidated by it! Start when
children are very young by exposing them to nursery rhymes. Memorizing a poem is great for Foundations presentations. Copying and illustrating a poetry notebook over the course of a year is an excellent
handwriting activity. My two personal favorite poetry collections for young children are Eloise Wilkin’s
Poems to Read to the Very Young and Shel Silverstein’s Where the Sidewalk Ends (for days when you need
silliness and humor).

Museum Trips – A trip to an art museum can be informative and enjoyable if you do two simple things.
The first is to acquaint your children with the artists whose work you will see before you arrive. Check out
a simple children’s biography that contains reprints of the artist’s work, and discuss the artist before you
go. Children are much more receptive to familiar experiences than to strange ones. Then, if it is available at
your museum, pay the extra money for the children’s audio headset tour. When my family toured the Getty
Museum in Los Angeles, the children’s headset was more informative and interesting than the adult tour!

Performances – Again, keep in mind that children are much more receptive to familiar experiences. If you
are going to attend a performance of Shakespeare, read a prose summary of the play before you go. (We use
Tales from Shakespeare by Charles and Mary Lamb.) If you are going to an opera, ballet, or concert, read a
children’s biography of the composer and listen to selections of the music before you go. There are many
excellent picture books that retell the story. Try to choose performances that are more accessible to young
children such as Tchaikovsky’s “The Nutcracker” or the “1812 Overture.”
Experiencing the fine arts nourishes the soul. Our children need to contemplate and appreciate beautiful
words, music, movement, and paintings. In the words of Paul, “Finally, brethren, whatsoever things are true,
whatsoever things are honest, whatsoever things are just, whatsoever things are pure, whatsoever things are
lovely, whatsoever things are of good report; if there be any virtue, and if there be any praise, think on these
things” (Philippians 4:8, KJV).
Parent Resources for Fine Arts

Drawing with Children by Mona Brookes

PreScripts series by Classical Conversations MultiMedia

Classical Music for Dummies by David Pogue and Scott Speck. New York: Hungry Minds, Inc., 1997
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