
designing your own classical curriculum
Designing Your Own Classical Curriculum: A Comprehensive Guide

Designing your own classical curriculum is a rewarding journey for parents and educators seeking a
robust, time-tested educational framework. This comprehensive guide will walk you through the
essential steps, from understanding the core principles of classical education to selecting appropriate
materials and structuring your child's learning. We'll delve into the trivium—grammar, logic, and
rhetoric—and explore how to integrate subjects like history, literature, science, and the arts within
this framework. Whether you're homeschooling, supplementing public schooling, or simply curious
about this rich educational tradition, understanding how to tailor a classical curriculum to your child's
unique needs and interests is paramount. Let's embark on this enriching endeavor together.
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Understanding the Foundations of Classical Education

Classical education is a centuries-old pedagogical approach that emphasizes the study of liberal arts
and sciences. Its core aim is to cultivate wisdom and virtue in students, equipping them with the
intellectual tools and knowledge necessary for a meaningful life. This educational philosophy draws
heavily from the classical antiquity of Greece and Rome, incorporating their literature, philosophy,
history, and languages. A fundamental principle is the development of the mind through structured
learning, focusing on enduring truths and transferable skills rather than fleeting trends. The goal is
not merely to impart information but to foster critical thinking, effective communication, and a lifelong
love of learning.

The emphasis on the liberal arts is central to designing your own classical curriculum. These subjects



are considered foundational because they train the mind to think, reason, and communicate
effectively. History provides context and lessons from the past, literature offers insights into the
human condition, philosophy encourages critical inquiry, and languages unlock deeper understanding
of thought and culture. Science explores the natural world, and the arts cultivate creativity and
aesthetic appreciation. By integrating these disciplines, a classical curriculum seeks to provide a well-
rounded education that prepares students not just for a career, but for active and thoughtful
participation in society.

The Trivium: Grammar, Logic, and Rhetoric

The trivium is the backbone of a classical education, representing the three stages of intellectual
development: grammar, logic, and rhetoric. Understanding these stages is crucial when designing
your own classical curriculum, as it guides the progression of learning and the type of content and
skills emphasized at each level.

The Grammar Stage: The Art of Remembering (Ages 6-10)
The grammar stage focuses on memorization and the acquisition of foundational knowledge. During
this phase, children are naturally inclined to absorb facts, rules, and vocabulary, much like a sponge.
The goal is to build a robust storehouse of information that will serve as the building blocks for later
stages of learning. This involves learning the fundamentals of language, mathematics, history,
science, and geography through engaging and often repetitive methods. Think of it as learning the
"what" of things.

Key elements in the grammar stage of designing your own classical curriculum include:

Learning the basics of grammar, spelling, and punctuation.

Memorizing historical timelines, key figures, and important events.

Acquiring foundational scientific facts and vocabulary.

Learning multiplication tables and basic arithmetic.

Memorizing poems, hymns, and catechisms.

Introduction to Latin or another classical language through rote memorization of vocabulary and
simple grammar rules.

The Logic Stage: The Art of Reasoning (Ages 10-13)
The logic stage, also known as the dialectic stage, builds upon the knowledge acquired in the
grammar stage. Children in this phase are developing a keen sense of reason and begin to question,
analyze, and understand the relationships between different pieces of information. This stage is



characterized by a desire to understand the "why" and "how" of things. Students start to engage in
critical thinking, debate, and the formation of logical arguments. It's about connecting ideas and
seeing the structure within subjects.

When designing your own classical curriculum for the logic stage, incorporate activities such as:

Analyzing texts to identify themes, arguments, and literary devices.

Debating ideas and defending viewpoints with evidence.

Learning formal logic and the principles of argumentation.

Engaging in comparative studies across different historical periods or literary works.

Problem-solving in mathematics and science.

Deeper exploration of grammar and syntax in classical languages.

The Rhetoric Stage: The Art of Persuasion (Ages 13-18)
The rhetoric stage is where students synthesize their knowledge and skills to express themselves
eloquently and persuasively. This is the stage of application, where students learn to communicate
their ideas effectively in both written and oral forms. They are able to form and defend their own
opinions, engage in sophisticated discourse, and influence others through reasoned and articulate
expression. The focus shifts to the "how to express" and "how to create," culminating in a student
who can think critically, reason logically, and communicate powerfully.

Designing your own classical curriculum for the rhetoric stage involves:

Writing persuasive essays, research papers, and speeches.

Engaging in Socratic seminars and philosophical discussions.

Developing critical analysis of complex texts, including philosophy and advanced literature.

Independent research and project-based learning.

Mastery of classical languages, including translation and composition.

Exploring advanced concepts in science, mathematics, and the arts.

Subject Integration in a Classical Curriculum



A hallmark of designing your own classical curriculum is the way subjects are integrated, creating a
rich tapestry of learning rather than isolated disciplines. Instead of viewing subjects as separate
entities, classical education seeks to weave them together, revealing the interconnectedness of
knowledge. This approach fosters a more holistic understanding and allows students to see how
different fields inform and illuminate one another.

The Role of History and Literature
History and literature are inextricably linked in a classical education. Studying historical periods
through their literature provides a visceral understanding of the people, their beliefs, and their daily
lives. Conversely, literature often reflects and critiques the historical context in which it was written.
When designing your own classical curriculum, consider reading historical fiction or primary source
documents alongside your study of a particular era. This allows students to experience history not just
as a series of dates and events, but as a narrative shaped by human experience.

Examples of integrating history and literature include:

Reading Homer's Odyssey alongside ancient Greek history.

Studying Shakespeare's plays within the context of Elizabethan England.

Exploring the American Revolution through primary source documents and novels of the era.

Reading classic Russian literature to understand 19th-century Russian society and politics.

Connecting Science, Mathematics, and Philosophy
The relationship between science, mathematics, and philosophy is also vital in a classical curriculum.
The scientific method itself is rooted in philosophical inquiry, and mathematics provides the language
and tools for understanding the natural world. Designing your own classical curriculum can involve
exploring the history of scientific thought, understanding the philosophical underpinnings of scientific
discoveries, and seeing how mathematical principles are evident in the universe. This interdisciplinary
approach encourages students to see the inherent order and beauty in God's creation.

This integration can be achieved through:

Studying the lives and works of great scientists and mathematicians, understanding their
philosophical influences.

Exploring the mathematical principles behind classical art and architecture.

Discussing the ethical implications of scientific advancements.

Learning about classical philosophers who contributed to scientific thought, such as Aristotle or
Archimedes.



The Importance of Classical Languages
Classical languages, primarily Latin and Greek, are foundational to a classical education. They are not
merely subjects to be learned but tools that unlock deeper understanding across various disciplines.
Studying Latin and Greek enhances English vocabulary and grammar, improves logical reasoning, and
provides direct access to the foundational texts of Western civilization. When designing your own
classical curriculum, consider how and when to introduce these languages, recognizing their profound
impact on intellectual development.

The benefits of learning classical languages include:

Improved English grammar and vocabulary.

Enhanced critical thinking and analytical skills.

Direct access to classical literature, philosophy, and historical documents.

A deeper understanding of the development of Romance languages.

Appreciation for the structure and precision of language.

Designing Your Classical Curriculum: Step-by-Step

Embarking on the process of designing your own classical curriculum can seem daunting, but a
structured approach makes it manageable. This involves careful planning, understanding your child's
needs, and selecting appropriate resources. By breaking down the process into manageable steps,
you can create a robust and engaging educational plan.

Step 1: Define Your Educational Philosophy and Goals
Before selecting any books or subjects, it's essential to clarify your overarching educational
philosophy and the specific goals you have for your child. What are the core values you want to instill?
What kind of learner do you hope to cultivate? Understanding these foundational elements will guide
every subsequent decision. When designing your own classical curriculum, consider the virtues you
aim to develop, such as wisdom, justice, courage, and temperance, as articulated in classical thought.

Step 2: Understand Your Child's Learning Style and Interests
While classical education provides a framework, it's crucial to adapt it to your child's individual
learning style, strengths, and interests. Some children thrive with auditory learning, while others are
more visual or kinesthetic learners. Identifying what sparks their curiosity will make the learning
process more enjoyable and effective. This personalized approach is key to successful designing your



own classical curriculum.

Step 3: Outline the Trivium Stages for Your Child
Based on your child's age and developmental stage, map out how the grammar, logic, and rhetoric
stages will apply. This will help you determine the appropriate curriculum focus and the complexity of
the materials you'll select. For instance, a child entering the logic stage will transition from
memorizing historical facts to analyzing historical narratives.

Step 4: Select Core Subjects and Introduce Electives
Classical curricula typically include core subjects like history, literature, mathematics, science,
classical languages, and the arts. Decide which subjects will form the foundation of your curriculum
and at what depth they will be studied. Consider introducing electives or specialized studies based on
your child's interests and your family's priorities. Designing your own classical curriculum allows for
this flexibility.

Step 5: Choose Age-Appropriate and High-Quality Materials
The selection of curriculum materials is a critical step. Opt for resources that are well-written,
intellectually rigorous, and aligned with the principles of classical education. This includes selecting
appropriate readers, textbooks, workbooks, and reference materials. We will delve deeper into
material selection in the next section.

Step 6: Create a Schedule and Structure
Develop a daily, weekly, and yearly schedule that balances academic studies, creative pursuits, and
rest. A structured yet flexible schedule provides consistency and ensures all essential subjects are
covered. Designing your own classical curriculum means you can tailor the pace to your child's needs,
avoiding both burnout and boredom.

Step 7: Plan for Assessment and Review
Determine how you will assess your child's progress. This can include regular quizzes, tests, essays,
oral presentations, or portfolio reviews. Regular review and reinforcement of learned material are also
essential components of a successful classical education.

Choosing the Right Materials for Your Classical
Education

Selecting the right curriculum materials is one of the most impactful decisions when designing your



own classical curriculum. The quality of the resources will directly influence the depth of learning and
the engagement of the student. Classical educational materials are often characterized by their focus
on literary quality, intellectual depth, and alignment with the principles of the trivium.

Criteria for Selecting Core Subjects Materials
When choosing materials for core subjects like history, literature, science, and mathematics, consider
the following criteria:

Literary Quality: Materials should be well-written, engaging, and promote good language
habits.

Intellectual Rigor: Content should be challenging and encourage critical thinking and deep
understanding.

Chronological Approach to History: Many classical curricula follow a chronological study of
history, allowing students to see the progression of human events and civilizations.

Living Books: Prioritize "living books" – narratives that bring subjects to life through engaging
storytelling, rather than dry textbooks.

Foundation in the Trivium: Ensure materials are suitable for the specific stage of the trivium
(grammar, logic, or rhetoric) your child is in.

Classical Languages Resources: Select well-regarded textbooks and supplementary
materials for Latin or Greek study.

Popular Resources and Approaches
Many families find success using a combination of established classical curriculum providers and
individually selected resources. Some popular approaches and publishers that can inform designing
your own classical curriculum include:

AmblesideOnline: A free, Charlotte Mason-inspired classical curriculum that emphasizes living
books and nature study.

Classical Conversations: A community-based program that utilizes a classical approach with
an emphasis on memory work and oral recitation.

Well-Trained Mind: A comprehensive resource with detailed curriculum plans and book
recommendations for all stages of classical education.

Memoria Press: Offers a structured classical curriculum with a strong emphasis on Latin and
classical studies.

Simply Classical: Provides a customizable classical curriculum with a focus on gentle learning
and integrating faith and academics.



It's important to research different providers and approaches to find what best suits your family's
needs and your child's learning style when designing your own classical curriculum. Don't be afraid to
mix and match resources if it creates a more effective learning experience.

Supplementary Materials and Tools
Beyond core curriculum books, consider supplementary materials that can enrich the learning
experience:

Historical Maps and Atlases: Essential for understanding geographical context in history.

Art Supplies: For engaging in art studies that complement history and literature.

Science Experiment Kits: To make scientific concepts tangible and exciting.

Audiobooks and Documentaries: Can provide alternative ways to engage with content.

Classical Music Recordings: To foster an appreciation for the arts.

Adapting the Classical Curriculum for Different Age
Groups

Designing your own classical curriculum requires careful consideration of how the principles of the
trivium are applied to different age groups. Each stage of development calls for a distinct approach to
content delivery and skill development, ensuring that learning remains engaging and appropriate.

Early Years (Grammar Stage)
In the grammar stage (typically ages 6-10), the focus is on building a strong foundation through
memorization and the acquisition of basic facts. Designing your own classical curriculum for this age
group means incorporating plenty of repetition, songs, rhymes, and visual aids. Subjects like phonics,
early arithmetic, foundational history timelines, and basic science facts are taught through engaging
stories and interactive methods. Introduction to classical languages, like Latin, will focus on
vocabulary and simple pronunciation.

Middle School (Logic Stage)
As students enter the logic stage (ages 10-13), their capacity for reasoning and analysis blossoms.
When designing your own classical curriculum for these years, the emphasis shifts to understanding
relationships between facts, developing logical arguments, and engaging in critical thinking. History
study moves from memorizing events to understanding cause and effect. Literature analysis becomes



more in-depth, focusing on themes and character development. Science and math problems require
more analytical reasoning, and logic and debate become key components of the curriculum.

High School (Rhetoric Stage)
The rhetoric stage (ages 13-18) is where students synthesize their knowledge and develop the ability
to communicate effectively and persuasively. Designing your own classical curriculum for high
schoolers involves encouraging independent research, advanced writing, and sophisticated oral
presentations. Students will engage in in-depth study of philosophy, advanced literature, and complex
scientific theories. They will learn to form and defend their own well-reasoned arguments, preparing
them for higher education and civic engagement. Mastery of classical languages through translation
and composition is also a hallmark of this stage.

Assessment and Progress Tracking in Classical
Education

Effective assessment is crucial for ensuring that designing your own classical curriculum is meeting its
intended goals and that your child is progressing as expected. Classical education often favors
assessment methods that demonstrate understanding and mastery rather than simply recall of facts.

Methods of Assessment
When designing your own classical curriculum, consider a variety of assessment methods that align
with the principles of the trivium:

Oral Recitation: Especially in the grammar stage, having students recite poems, scripture,
historical facts, or grammar rules demonstrates memorization and fluency.

Dictation: Testing spelling, grammar, and punctuation through dictated passages is common,
particularly in the grammar stage.

Written Narrations: Students retell what they have learned in their own words, demonstrating
comprehension and writing skills. This is a staple of the grammar and logic stages.

Essays and Research Papers: In the logic and rhetoric stages, essays allow students to
develop arguments, analyze texts, and express their understanding in a structured manner.

Debates and Socratic Discussions: These assess a student's ability to think critically,
articulate ideas, and respond to counterarguments.

Tests and Quizzes: While not the sole focus, well-designed tests can assess knowledge
acquisition and understanding of concepts.

Portfolio Reviews: Collecting samples of a student's work over time provides a
comprehensive view of their progress and development.



Tracking Progress
Keeping track of your child's progress is essential for making adjustments to the curriculum as
needed. This can be done through:

Maintaining a learning journal or log.

Regularly reviewing graded assignments and assessments.

Observing your child's engagement and understanding during lessons.

Periodic parent-teacher (or parent-child) conferences to discuss strengths and areas for
improvement.

The goal of assessment in classical education is not to label or rank students, but to guide their
learning and celebrate their intellectual growth as they move through the stages of the trivium.

Conclusion: Embracing the Classical Approach

Designing your own classical curriculum is a commitment to a time-honored educational tradition that
prioritizes intellectual development, wisdom, and virtue. By understanding the core principles of the
trivium – grammar, logic, and rhetoric – and integrating subjects in a meaningful way, you can create
a rich and transformative learning experience for your child. This guide has provided a roadmap for
this journey, from defining your educational goals and selecting appropriate materials to adapting the
curriculum for different age groups and tracking progress. Ultimately, embracing the classical
approach means nurturing a lifelong love of learning and equipping your child with the intellectual
tools to navigate the complexities of the world with wisdom and grace. The process of designing your
own classical curriculum empowers you to cultivate an education that is both rigorous and deeply
meaningful.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the core subjects typically included in a classical
curriculum?
A classical curriculum typically focuses on the Trivium (Grammar, Logic, Rhetoric) and Quadrivium
(Arithmetic, Geometry, Music, Astronomy). Core subjects often include Latin, Greek, literature, history,
philosophy, mathematics, and theology or a foundational understanding of major world religions.



How do I tailor a classical curriculum to my child's specific
interests and learning style?
While the core principles remain, tailoring involves selecting literature, historical periods, and artistic
examples that resonate with your child. Observational learning, Socratic questioning, and project-
based work can accommodate different learning styles within the classical framework.

What are the benefits of a classical education over more
modern approaches?
Benefits often cited include the development of strong critical thinking and analytical skills, a deep
understanding of Western civilization and its foundational texts, improved communication and writing
abilities, and a robust moral and intellectual framework.

Where can I find resources and materials for designing and
implementing a classical curriculum?
Many excellent resources exist, including established classical schools' curricula (often available
online), dedicated classical education organizations (e.g., the Association of Classical & Christian
Schools), publishers specializing in classical materials (e.g., Memoria Press, Veritas Press), and online
communities of classical educators.

What is the role of memorization and recitation in a classical
curriculum?
Memorization and recitation are foundational, particularly in the Grammar stage. They are seen as
essential tools for building a strong intellectual foundation, developing memory skills, and
internalizing key concepts and texts before moving on to higher-level analysis and argumentation.

Additional Resources
Here is a numbered list of 9 book titles related to designing your own classical curriculum, with short
descriptions:

1. The Well-Trained Mind: A Guide to Classical Education at Home
This foundational book offers a comprehensive roadmap for parents seeking to implement a classical
education model. It details the stages of learning and suggests specific resources, subjects, and
methods for each. The authors provide practical advice for creating a rigorous and engaging
curriculum from preschool through high school.

2. A Charlotte Mason Companion: Personal reflections on the first principles of the Charlotte Mason
method
This title delves into the philosophy and practical application of Charlotte Mason's educational
principles. It explores her emphasis on living books, nature study, and the development of character.
The book provides insight into how these core ideas can be woven into a child's educational journey.

3. The Lost Tools of Learning



This seminal essay by Dorothy Sayers lays out the argument for a classical, trivium-based education.
She divides learning into stages – Grammar, Logic, and Rhetoric – and explains how these correspond
to a child's natural development. The essay serves as a compelling justification for a classical
approach to education.

4. Classical Education: The History of a Western Tradition
This book provides a historical overview of classical education, tracing its roots from ancient Greece
and Rome through the medieval period and into modern times. It examines the core texts,
pedagogical methods, and philosophical underpinnings that have defined this educational tradition.
Understanding this history is crucial for designing a curriculum informed by centuries of thought.

5. The History of Greek Philosophy
To design a classical curriculum, an understanding of foundational Greek thought is essential. This
book offers an exploration of the key philosophers, their ideas, and their impact on Western
civilization. It covers figures like Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle, whose works are central to classical
studies.

6. The Art of Latin Poetry: From the Beginnings to the Renaissance
Latin is a cornerstone of classical education, and this book explores the rich tradition of Latin poetry.
It examines the techniques, styles, and important poets of various eras, providing a pathway for
understanding these influential works. This can guide the selection of Latin texts for a curriculum.

7. The Trivium: The Place of the Traditional Disciplines in the Modern World
This title focuses on the application of the classical trivium – Grammar, Logic, and Rhetoric – as a
framework for learning. It explains how these three stages can be used to structure a curriculum that
fosters critical thinking and eloquent expression. The book offers practical advice for implementing
these ancient educational principles today.

8. Ancient Rome: The Republic and the Empire
A study of Roman history and civilization is fundamental to a classical education. This book offers a
comprehensive look at the development of Rome, its political structures, and its cultural
achievements. It provides the context for studying Roman literature, law, and philosophy.

9. Nature Study and the Child
Drawing from the principles of Charlotte Mason, this book emphasizes the importance of connecting
children with the natural world. It offers guidance on how to incorporate nature study into a
curriculum, fostering observation skills and a love for God's creation. This complements the more
academic subjects within a classical framework.
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