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TITLE: 
Self-Governing Citizens of Character: The Case for Classical Education 
 
PRIMARY POINTS: 

1. We need to regain the mission of public education: 
a. The success of a democratic republic depends on a self-governing sovereign (an 

educated and invested citizenry) 
i. It is more than just reading, writing, and arithmetic 

ii. We should expect more from our students… as citizens, not automatons. 
b. How do we support a system to meet that end? 

i. School Accountability  threatens school choice, especially for students who 
statistically perform low on the accountability measures. Accountability is 
necessary. However, we should measure what we value or risk only valuing 
what we measure. 

ii. Worthwhile School Reform  should be driven by careful attention to human 
nature and human history—not a reliance on technology to save us from 
ourselves. 
 

2. The Barney Charter School Initiative: 
a. Hillsdale College created the Barney Charter School Initiative in 2010, with the first 

two schools opening in 2012.  
b. It now serves 21 schools and more than 10,000 children.  
c. The BCSI Mission is  to promote the founding of classical charter schools and 

excellence in their teaching and operations, to the end that public-school students 
may be educated in the liberal arts and sciences  and receive instruction in the 
principles of moral character and civic virtue. 
 

3. The True, The Good, and The Beautiful 
a. Virtue should inform our culture, instead of culture informing our values 
b. We should not look to meet kids where they are, but lead them to what they should 

be 
c. Our ability to reason is only held back by the limitations of our facility with 

language 
d. Fear and hate are products of ignorance and sloth. Knowledge replaces the former 

and makes the latter detestable. 
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ACTION ITEMS: 
1. Ask more questions, particularly about content: 

a. Are children reading primary sources and texts? 
b. Are children simply being taught the mechanics and skills, or are they being 

challenged to consider questions of character, humanity, and virtue? 
c. Does the leadership understand what is going on in the classroom? 
d. How often has the curriculum changed? 
e. Can teachers teach, or is everything scripted out for them? 
f. How is student performance assessed? Do the students have to redo work until they 

get it right? Are grammar, punctuation, and spelling required in all subjects? Do 
they have to respond in complete sentences? Are the given word-banks or do they 
actually need to commit information to memory? 

g. If you aren’t familiar with the material the children are reading or studying in 
history, review it and see what the children might glean from the text. 

2. Don’t let data trump your own experience, insights, and understanding: 
a. Measure and act on what you value, otherwise you will end up valuing what is 

measured and acted out by others. 
b. Seek out the intangibles:  

i. Do students look adults in the eye, speak clearly, and act respectfully? 
ii. Are teachers acting as the role models they are supposed to be at all times? 

iii. Is there a joy present along with a reverence for learning? 
c. We are losing our ability to appreciate nuance and depth. Investigate before 

branding something a success or failure before  hearing the story. 
d. Is the message in the building about career and college readiness, or is it about the 

cultivation of citizenship, virtue, and excellence in our young people (Americans)? 
3. Let your elected officials hear from you: 

a. Tell them that you appreciate the western tradition, civic virtue, and the cultivation 
of moral character.  

b. Change the conversation from one of placation and fear to one of hope and positive 
reinforcement of the principles of America’s founding. 

c. Reach out regularly with a positive message based on principle.  
i. “You are what you eat.”  

4. Know your stuff - Books & Links to review: 
a. The Founders’ Key  by Larry Arnn 
b. Liberty & Learning: The Evolution of American Education  by Larry P. Arnn 
c. We Still Hold These Truths: Rediscovering Our Principles, Reclaiming Our Future 

by Matthew Spalding 
d. Mr. Mehan’s Mildly Amusing Mythical Mammals  by Matthew Mehan 
e. The Schools We Need and Why We Don’t Have Them  by E.D. Hirsch 
f. The Core Knowledge Foundation 
g. The Bill of Rights Institute 
h. Teacher In America  by Jacques Barzun 

5. Support Educators & Education Reform: Choice, Autonomy, and Civic Virtue 
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https://www.amazon.com/STILL-HOLD-THESE-TRUTHS-Rediscovering/dp/1935191926/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1536347286&sr=1-1&keywords=we+still+hold+these+truths
https://www.amazon.com/STILL-HOLD-THESE-TRUTHS-Rediscovering/dp/1935191926/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1536347286&sr=1-1&keywords=we+still+hold+these+truths
https://www.amazon.com/Mehans-Mildly-Amusing-Mythical-Mammals/dp/1505112494/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1536347348&sr=1-1&keywords=mehans+mildly+amusing
https://www.amazon.com/Mehans-Mildly-Amusing-Mythical-Mammals/dp/1505112494/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1536347348&sr=1-1&keywords=mehans+mildly+amusing
https://www.amazon.com/s/ref=nb_sb_ss_i_2_15?url=search-alias%3Dstripbooks&field-keywords=the+schools+we+need+and+why+we+don%27t+have+them&sprefix=the+schools+we+%2Cstripbooks%2C138&crid=C852P2TY9GZT
https://www.amazon.com/s/ref=nb_sb_ss_i_2_15?url=search-alias%3Dstripbooks&field-keywords=the+schools+we+need+and+why+we+don%27t+have+them&sprefix=the+schools+we+%2Cstripbooks%2C138&crid=C852P2TY9GZT
https://www.coreknowledge.org/
https://billofrightsinstitute.org/
https://www.amazon.com/Teacher-America-Jacques-Barzun/dp/0913966797
https://www.amazon.com/Teacher-America-Jacques-Barzun/dp/0913966797
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