A Classical Approach to History

by Susan Wise Bauer

The logical way to tell a story is to begin (as Kirg said to Alice) at the beginning, and
go on till you come to the end. Any story makes &snse when learned in bits and
pieces. If you were to tell your five-year-old ttery of Hansel and Gretel, beginning
with the house made of candy and cookies (becéass tikely to be the most interesting
part of the story to the five-year-old), then backup and telling about the
woodchopper's unfortunate second marriage, thepslg to the witch's demise, the
story isn't going to make a coherent whole in thiédts mind.

History is no different. Yet it's too often taughtsystematically, as a series of unrelated
bits and pieces: American history this year, artdmstory the next, eighteenth-century
France the year after that. By the time you gragtlidigh school or college, you'd
studied King Tut, the Trojan War, the Bronze Adw tise of the city-state and the
Exodus. Chances are you studied these subjeciaredt years, out of different
textbooks. You probably can’t put them into chrawstal order in your own mind.

Furthermore, you probably spent twice as much tmé&merican history as you did on
the history of the rest of the world combined. Aroa&n history is important for
Americans, but this myopic division of the currigod does the Founding Fathers a
disservice. Children who plunge into the studyh&f American Revolution with no
knowledge of the classical models used by JeffeasmhWashington and their colleagues
can achieve only a partial understanding of Amerigavernment and ideals. And
American history ought to be kept in perspectite; history curriculum covers seventy
centuries, America occupies two of those centuries.

A common assumption made by history programs sé¢efe that children can't
comprehend (or be interested in) people and evisiisnt from their own experience. So
the first-grade history class is renamed Sociafli8giand begins with what what the
child knows — first herself and her family, therr kemmunity, her state, her country,
and only then the rest of the world.

This intensely self-focused pattern of study enagas the student of history to relate
everything she studies to herself, to measureutares and customs of other peoples by
her own experience. If you begin your child withrdedf and only then move outwards,
you can easily give her the impression that shiee<enter of the universe, and that
history which doesn't directly coincide with hergpaular wants and preoccupations is
unnecessatry.

The goal of the classical curriculum is entirelifetient. The student learns the proper
place of her community, her state, and her coungrgeeing the broad sweep of history
from its beginning and then fitting her own timedapiace into the pattern.



How do you study history from the beginning?
We suggest dividing history into the following peis:

Ancients, BC 5000-400 AD

Medieval/Early Renaissance, 400-1600
Late Renaissance/Early Modern, 1600-1850
Modern Times, 1850-Present

Spend one year on each period, starting with thaefts and working your way up to
Modern Times. You can begin this cycle in any gr&jgend sixth grade on the Ancients,
seventh on the Medievals, eighth on the Late Reaace period, and ninth on Modern
Times. Or start in first grade and finish in fougitade. Whenever you finish, start over
again and cover the material in greater depth.

Don't feel that you need a "history text." Insteask a chronological survey of history as
your base text and collect resources from youafypand from home school catalogs.
For elementary students, our favorite history sytigel'he Usborne Book of World
History. Middle-grade students can use Kingfisher Illustrated History of the World,
while high schoolers should u$ae Timetables of History.

These texts will introduce you to countries, cialiions, and personalities. Now go to the
library (and scan home education catalogs) for stipmy materials. Write book reports
and compositions, do projects, color maps, anceegerbattles with toy soldiers. Middle-
grade students can begin to read simplified sowsael as retellings of tHéad and the
Odyssey, and original documents such as the Declaratidndgpendence and the
Constitution. Older students can read more diffioulginal sources — Aristotlelsthics,

the Federalist Papers.

The library is packed with colorful, informative dfascinating books on everything
from ancient African civilization to the beginninggthe Atomic Age. So don't tie
yourself to a text. Tell the story of history touyachild — from beginning to end.



