
Outline:

Thesis Statement:  Grasping a firm overview of the definition, history, and methodology of Christian 

classical education is the first step to either implementing or interacting with this approach. 

Outline:

Introduction

I. Christian Classical Education: A Definition  

A.  What do we mean by “Christian” education?

B.  What do we mean by “Classical” education?

II. Christian Classical Education: A History

A.  The Medieval Trivium

B.  The Modern Movement

III. Christian Classical Education: A Methodology 

A.  Cutting With the Grain

B.  Working Backwards

Conclusion



Christian Classical Education: An Overview

According to statistics released by the Association of Classical Christian Schools (or the ACCS)

the number of children currently being educated in Christian classical schools is numbered in the tens 

of thousands (ACCS).  In addition to the hundreds of day schools which provide this training there are 

a growing number of home schools which are seeking to give their children a comparable education.  

As the government schools continue in their free-fall, movements like Christian classical education 

continue to grow in popularity.  Many parents (and others) are becoming increasingly convinced of the 

problems with government education (as evidenced by the continued growth of other educational 

options) but many don't know where to go once they've left the government schools.  While many 

parents have turned to some form of classical and Christian education many others aren't sure what that

even means.  Maybe you've heard the term, and maybe you haven't but chances are either you or 

someone you know is asking the question: what is Christian classical education?  As with anything it is 

important to start with the basics before making a decision.  Grasping a firm overview of the definition,

history, and methodology of Christian classical education is the first step to either implementing or 

interacting with this approach.  

In this brief paper, we will begin with a definition of Christian classical education which in turn lays 

the foundation to then examine the history and methodology of such an approach.  It is important to 

recognize at the outset that there is much diversity within this movement.  Not everyone will agree on 

all points.  Nevertheless, there is much agreement on the main issues and it is these things which we 

will seek to emphasize.  As we seek to define Christian classical education we must first understand 

what each of these two adjectives (“Christian” and “classical”) mean.  The first term “Christian” is 

often understood in a number of (sometimes contradictory) ways and thus warrants careful definition.  

Perhaps the most helpful place to begin is with a negative definition (i.e. understanding what Christian 
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education is not).  Douglas Wilson (one of the fathers of the modern day classical Christian education 

movement) has some helpful things to say about this in his various writings.  As he helpfully points out 

Christian education requires more than just adding a Christian flavor to a pagan dish.  As he puts it, 

“Some Christian schools take this same basic approach by using the same fundamental curriculum as 

do the government schools, but then adding prayer, a Bible class, or chapel” (Wilson Repairing 14).  

The claim to a Christian education goes beyond mere window-dressing.  In Christian classical 

education it is the word “Christian” which is the most important.  It shapes and effects everything about

what we do, why we do it, and how it is done.  What we are seeking to do is to live out the covenant 

commands of God in passages like Deuteronomy 6:6-7 which says, “And these words that I command 

you today shall be on your heart.  You shall teach them diligently to your children, and shall talk of 

them when you sit in your house, and when you walk by the way, and when you lie down, and when 

you rise.”  Thus, defined positively, a Christian education is an all-encompassing, constant process of 

covenant discipleship.  As we seek to train up our children in the light of God's Word according to the 

pattern laid out in Scripture we are doing Christian education.  Wilson sums it up well when he says, 

“A Christian school is not one which calls itself that, or even one in which all the occupants are 

regenerate people.  A Christian school is one in which the schooling itself is being conducted in a 

biblical fashion” (Wilson Repairing 15).

This brings us then to our second question: what do we mean by “classical” education?  Before 

answering this question we must recognize that this is one of the areas where there is much debate.  

While many people may use the term classical they do not all mean the same thing by it.  The 

definition which we will use in this paper reflects the views of one of these groups (represented 

primarily by the ACCS).  According to this understanding classical education relates to both content 

and form.  It relates to content in that it explains what is taught and it relates to form in that it explains 
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how it is to be taught.  More specifically, the content reflects the history and heritage of the West 

studied in the light of Scripture.  It focuses on the heritage of the classical world (Greece and Rome) 

and of the Christian West (in the Middle Ages and the Reformation).  It spans history and cultures to 

bring students to a greater knowledge of who they are and why they are here.  Richard Gamble (who 

uses the term “the Great Tradition” to describe this) puts it this way, “The Great Tradition embraces an 

enduring community of learning that values liberal education for its own sake; desires to educate for 

wisdom and virtue, not power and vanity; [and] is a gift to be received and passed into the future” 

(Gamble xviii).  Forming one's curriculum around the classical heritage of the West puts one in the 

midst of a “Great Conversation” about the most fundamental questions.  Guided by Scripture, this 

provides us with a rich array of conversation partners and teachers who can help to guide our thought 

and challenge our understanding.  The classicist does not see the past as a mere link in the chain which 

is only significant in that it brings us to the future, but rather as a foundation on which to stand.    

The term classical, as we've already noted, extends to form as well as content.  The particular form is 

reflected in the idea of the classical Trivium.  The Trivium is composed of three “subjects” which are 

grammar, dialectic (or logic), and rhetoric.  In her landmark essay, The Lost Tools of Learning Dorothy 

Sayers explained the use of the Trivium with these words, “The whole of the Trivium was in fact 

intended to teach the pupil the proper use of the tools of learning before he began to apply them to 

“subjects” at all.  First, he learned a language [...] Secondly, he learned how to use language [...] 

Thirdly, he learned to express himself in language” (Wilson Recovering 150).  So then by classical we 

mean an approach to education which structures the curriculum around the classical Trivium of 

grammar, dialectic, and rhetoric.  A helpful definition (which covers both the form and content) of 

classical education then would be, “a particular pedagogical approach together with an emphasis on 

passing on the heritage of the West” (Wilson Case 84).  
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With this working definition of what a Christian classical education is, we must stop to ask ourselves: 

where did this come from?  We have already hinted at the history of this approach as we have sought to

define it, but a few more words about its development are in order.  First, we must understand where 

the medieval Trivium came from and what it was designed to do before we turn to briefly examine the 

history of modern classical Christian education.  Andrew Kern does a helpful job of putting the Trivium

in context when he explains that the West, from the time of the Greeks onward, understood: 

“education is the cultivation of wisdom and virtue by nourishing the soul which feeds on truth, 

goodness, and beauty.  The process then of education is nourishing the soul and the means are 

the seven liberal arts.  The seven liberal arts are divided into two categories: the Trivium (which

are the three arts teaching one how to use words) and the Quadrivium (which are the four 

mathematical arts)” (Kern).    

The Trivium then, functioned as part of a broader pedagogical system which aimed to educate the 

“whole man”.  The foundation of learning then was in learning how to learn.  As Sayers puts it, 

“mediaeval education concentrated on first forging and learning to handle the tools of learning, using 

whatever subject came handy as a piece of material on which to doodle until the use of the tool became 

second nature” (Wilson Recovering 151).  Thus, the study of Latin (for example) is significant not so 

much because of the language which is studied as it is because of the skills which are developed 

because of it.  Latin is not the end in and of itself but rather the means to an end.  It educates because it 

allows the child to learn how language works so that he can in turn learn how to use language.  The end

goal of education is not then (as the moderns think) a way to equip children to get jobs and make 

money, but has as its goal rather the end of preparing them for life as complete human beings.  Wilson 

sums up the task of education well when he says, “We cannot say that our job as educators is done until

the children have been taught how to learn for themselves and how to express what they learn.  In 

short, they are prepared for life” (Wilson Recovering 97). This is the end, and the Trivium is the means.

4



For centuries, the medieval Trivium functioned as the core of education in the West.  However, during 

the 19th and 20th centuries the Trivium came to be increasingly marginalized and forgotten as new 

methods, techniques, and philosophies carried the day.  While never entirely disappearing classical 

education of any sort (and particularly Christian classical education) was almost forgotten.  The modern

rebirth of Christian classical education finds its roots (or at least its recent roots) in America in the 

1980's.  During this time parents throughout the country were hesitant to place their kids in public 

schools which they felt did not reflect their values or academic goals.  The homeschooling movement 

was one response to this struggle and the Christian classical education movement was another.  

Douglas Wilson helped to start Logos School in Moscow, Idaho in the early eighties (inspired by what 

he read in Dorothy Sayers' essay The Lost Tools of Learning) while schools like Cair Paravel in Topeka,

Kansas began around the same time with similar visions of providing children with a self-consciously 

Christian and classical education.  The work of these schools gained wider attention and exposure with 

the publication of Wilson's book Recovering the Lost Tools of Learning in 1991.  The response to this 

book was so great that the ACCS was founded to help the many who were expressing interest in getting

involved in the work of Christian classical education.  As Wilson put it, “In short, the Association of 

Classical and Christian Schools is an invaluable resource for those thinking about starting a classical 

Christian school, those in the middle of it already, and those associated with a more traditional school 

that is considering the classical model” (Wilson Case 90).  The past twenty years has seen the growth 

of various publishing houses and the publication of various resources and curriculum which have been 

used in both day-schools and home schools around the world.  A number of Christian classical colleges 

(such as New St. Andrews, Patrick Henry College, and New College Franklin) have been founded as 

well.  Now hundreds of Christian classical schools are in operation with many home schools using 

classical curriculum and resources.  We are truly witnessing a rebirth of Christian classical education 

and a rediscovery of the genius of the medieval Trivium.
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All of this begs the question: what is so remarkable about Christian classical education and why does it 

work so well?  To answer this, we will need to revisit our earlier discussion of the Trivium.  We said 

that the Trivium was made up of the study of grammar, dialectic, and rhetoric.  Each of these three    

disciplines were seen as foundational in the historic curriculum of the West, but by and large they were 

taught in a jumbled way.  In other words, a student might be studying grammar, dialectic, and rhetoric 

all at the same time or in a different order.  In contrast to this approach is what Wilson has called the 

“Sayers insight” which he describes this way, “In Dorothy Sayers' seminal essay, “The Lost Tools of 

Learning,” she argued that there was a precise correspondence between the elements of the Trivium and

certain stages of child development” (Wilson Case 135).  What Sayers realized was that children 

naturally grow (and learn) in a way that mirrors the classical Trivium.  In the first stage (what she calls 

the “poll-parrot” stage) the child absorbs facts and memorizes information with relative ease and 

pleasure.  This corresponds precisely with the grammar stage.  In the next stage (the “pert” stage) the 

student loves to argue and is constantly striving to see the connection between the bits and pieces of 

information which he learned in the previous stage.  The discipline of dialectic (or logic) trains the 

child to do this well and answers the precise questions which are being asked.  The final stage (or what 

Sayers called the “poetic” stage) is where students are concerned with how to communicate their ideas, 

emotions, and ambitions.  They want to come across well, and the study of rhetoric trains them to do 

just that.  What Sayers realized is that when the three parts of the Trivium (grammar, dialectic, and 

rhetoric) are applied to the three stages of childhood development (the poll-parrot, pert, and poetic) 

teachers are cutting with the grain.  The success of this approach should come as no surprise as it is 

anticipated in the Scriptures themselves.  As Wilson points out, “we are following the same (general) 

chronological order with the terms found in Scripture.  Knowledge is given to young children.  They 

are told to seek understanding.  If they seek understanding diligently, over time they will come into 

wisdom” (Wilson Case 136).  
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This brings us full circle.  At the end of the day Christian classical education will only work if it is 

conducted in accordance with biblical principles.  This is nowhere more true than when we seek to 

identify our goals in education.  If our education is to be truly Christian it must involve not only means 

but also ends, not only our approach but also our aim.  Ironically we must start at the end before we 

begin or we run the risk of missing our target.  What then is the goal of Christian classical education?  

When this question is answered we will know where to begin in the monumental task of educating our 

children.  At the end of the day our task is to train up Christian men and women who are equipped to 

glorify God and enjoy Him forever as they joyfully serve in their vocations in accordance with God's 

Word.  This goal is a lofty one, and only an ambitious academic plan could hope to reach it.  We must 

train our children in how to learn, how to think, and how to speak.  They must be equipped to engage 

with, and contribute to, the ongoing developments of our civilization and culture.  Classical Christian 

education must help them to fulfill their vocations by giving them the tools they need to succeed.  But 

at the end of the day we must recognize our own limitations and look to God for ultimate success.  In 

the final analysis knowing how to think well and communicate clearly is of no help to us or others if 

what we think and say does not reflect the truth and character of God.  Paul said it well when he spoke 

to Timothy about the source and substance of true education in 2 Timothy 3:16, “All Scripture is 

breathed out by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in 

righteousness, that the man of God may be competent, equipped for every good work”.    

Understanding the definition, history, and methodology of Christian classical education is the necessary

first step to interacting with or implementing this approach.  However, it is only a first step.  Much 

more could be said about the nature of education and the role of teachers, parents, students, and 

churches in this incredibly important task.  Not all will be convinced of the merits of this approach, and

others might find that it does not best fit their situation.  My only hope is that the readers of this paper
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will be able to make an informed decision about Christian classical education, and perhaps be inspired 

to put it to the test as they seek to educate their children to the glory of God.
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