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Foreword

 
Long, long ago, in the days of ancient Greece, lived a strong man named Milo of Croton. 
Now Milo was a wrestler; in fact, he was the greatest wrestler of the Greek world, winning 
six Olympic championships. But he didn’t come by his strength and skill without sweat and 
sore muscles. Milo set himself a goal, the goal of being able to hoist a full-grown bull upon 
his shoulders. He knew that to accomplish that goal, he couldn’t just mosey on down to the 
local farmer’s field and pick up a heifer; he would have to start small. So, he hit on a plan: 
he would begin with a tiny calf. Each day he lifted the calf and paraded it around the field. 
And day by day as the calf grew heavier and heavier, Milo also grew stronger and stronger. 
You probably can guess the rest of the story. In time, he was hoisting a bull.

Just so, the ancients reasoned, one could increase one’s skill in the art of writing. Beginning 
with the smallest elements of composition and steadily working through a carefully 
constructed and sequential series of writing exercises, a student’s ability to compose 
could be strengthened incrementally: day by day, precept upon precept, line upon line. 
A repertoire of patterns was taught and imitated and practiced and a stock of skills 
developed for future use. Throughout the ages this simultaneous instruction in language and 
composition and the endeavor to “make haste slowly” characterized rhetorical education.

Throughout Classical Writing, step by tiny step, Lene and Tracy have beautifully captured 
the essence of the very foundations of rhetoric. True to the classical tradition, they have 
avoided laying out a scripted text with slick formulas to be slavishly followed and, instead, 
opted to provide you with the resources to be your student’s mentor. Rather than teaching 
for you, they teach you how to teach, meticulously walking you through the process of 
introducing precepts, imitating models, and practicing principles. But Classical Writing is 
more than merely a sequence of exercises in composition; it is an introduction to a way of 
seeing the world. Tracy and Lene have returned to a tradition in which words represent real 
concepts, ideas are important, virtue is essential, and truth matters. For restoring to us a 
proven pedagogy and setting it in the context of truth, beauty, and goodness sought for His 
sake and in His service, we owe them a debt of gratitude.

Tina Maclennan
August 2002
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Chapter One
InTroduCTIon

“The ideal orator is a good man, skilled in speaking.”

       Quintilian
 

Before we can begin to lay out the details of a classical program in writing, we must 
recommend the ideal of Quintilian. This first century Roman teacher demanded that an 
orator must be, before all else, a good man. Virtue must come first, before any and all 
teaching of rhetorical skill. In his introduction to the Institutio Oratoria Quintilian says:

“My aim, then, is the education of the perfect orator. The first essential for 
such an one is that he should be a good man, and consequently we demand 
of him not merely the possession of exceptional gifts of speech, but of all the 
excellences of character as well.” (I.preface.9) 

In Classical Writing, we similarly demand virtue of our students, and warn them that all 
the rhetorical skill in the world will mean nothing if they fail to attain virtue.  Toward the 
conclusion of his work Quintilian, reflecting on all that he has taught, remarks, 

“I myself, who have laboured to the best of my ability to contribute something 
of value to oratory, shall have rendered the worst of services to mankind, if I 
forge these weapons not for a soldier, but for a robber.” (VII.i.1)

Training in speech and writing cannot be separated from training in virtue.  As Christians 
especially, we desire to train our students in the skills of reading and thinking well, and in 
the art of putting virtuous thoughts into words -- true, beautiful, and persuasive words.

The Origins of Classical Writing: The Trivium

The classical method of writing originates with the best thinkers in Western civilization, 
the ancient Greeks. Since their time, all great thinkers of Western culture right up into the 
modern era, have used it.

Though originally developed in the pagan worlds of ancient Greece and Rome, the classical 
method was adopted by Christian scholars from the very start of the Christian Era. 
Christians were making the best use of the culture into which they were born, in a sense 
“plundering the Egyptians”: 

“Whatever has been rightly said by the heathen, we must appropriate to 
our uses.... For, as the Egyptians had ... vessels and ornaments of gold and 
silver, and garments, ... in the same way all branches of heathen learning ... 
contain also liberal instruction which is better adapted to the use of truth, and 
some most excellent precepts of morality; and some truths in regard even 
to the worship of the One God are found among them.  Now these are, so to 
speak, their gold and silver, which they did not create themselves, but dug 
out of the mines of God’s providence ... . These, therefore, the Christian ... 
ought to take away from them, and to devote to their proper use in preaching 
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the gospel.  Their garments, also -- that is, human institutions such as are 
adapted to that intercourse with men which is indispensable in this life -- we 
must take and turn to a Christian use.”  St. Augustine, On Christian Doctrine, 
Bk II, Ch. 40

Like St. Augustine, all the great theologians, apologists and Christian philosophers through 
history were classically trained and wrote in classical modes for purposes of exhortation, 
evangelization, catechism and apologetics. To name just a few, this venerable group 
includes: The Apostle Paul, St. Gregory Nazianzen, St. John Chrysostom, St. Thomas 
Aquinas, Martin Luther, John Calvin, St. Thomas More, John Henry Cardinal Newman, and 
C.S. Lewis.

But what is the classical method of writing that was so admired by so many generations of 
writers, both pagan and Christian?  When we speak of writing classically, we refer first of 
all to the three main disciplines of the classical Trivium.  This “three-way” path is divided 
into three liberal arts [tools of writing]:  Grammar, being the art of understanding and using 
correctly the basic building blocks of language; Logic, being the art of reasoning correctly; 
and Rhetoric, being the art of expressing oneself with style and persuasive force. Thus, the 
Trivium’s emphasis is on thought and language, the writer’s stock in trade.

With a solid foundation laid in the liberal arts of grammar and logic, rhetoric incorporates 
the other two ways of the trivium. It gives us the tools we need to tailor our message to our 
audience, to appeal not just to our readers’ or listeners’  minds but also to their hearts and 
souls.

 

Theory, Analysis and Imitation, and Practice

The pedagogy of the classical world intones a three-note “mantra”:

• Theory

• Analysis and Imitation

• Practice

The first note of the mantra calls for the classical student to learn the theory behind the 
writing skills he will use. The second note draws him to analyze and imitate the works of 
great writers, and the third note bids him practice while writing compositions of his own.

The origins of this three-part approach can be found in the philosophy of Aristotle, rhetoric’s 
first great “systematizer”. Rhetoric, Aristotle asserts, is not a specialized field.   It belongs 
within the general understanding of all people. It is a skill which is used – for better or for 
worse – by all people as they communicate with each other.  Aristotle continues:

“[rhetoric] can plainly be handled systematically, for it is possible to inquire 
the reason why some speakers succeed... ; and every one will at once agree 
that such an inquiry is the function of an art.” (Rhetoric I.i).

The rhetorical theorist categorizes, classifies, compares and contrasts the various 
elements of great literature to discover the principles behind successful writing.  Aristotle’s 
investigations in the 4th century B.C., led him to establish firmly, for the first time in history, 
the liberal arts of grammar, logic, and rhetoric.  It is this theory which the classical student 
must learn if he wishes to succeed with his writing.
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Not surprisingly, theory makes the most sense when it is viewed in the context of the works 
from which it was derived.  Great works of literature, naturally, make the best examples 
of the theory.  In Classical Writing we term the student’s application of theory to the 
study of literature “analysis and imitation”.  In analysis, the student first selects a “model” 
passage from a literary work at hand, and then he studies it in depth.  He takes apart 
every sentence, word by word. He looks at spelling, vocabulary, figures of speech, and at 
the rhythm and arrangement of words.  Moving up a level to analyze whole sentences and 
paragraphs, he studies logical progression of thought, literary content and the general style 
of the passage.  He will discover how Aesop’s fables teach pithy moral lessons, how Homer’s 
epic verse sweeps us along in the tragedies and adventures of noble heroes, and how the 
scourges of the prophets or the parables of Jesus move us to contemplate a more faithful 
life.

Analysis completed, the next task is imitation. According to Quintilian:

“It is from authors worthy of our study that we must draw our stock of words, 
the variety of our figures and our methods of composition, while we must 
form our minds on the model of every excellence.  There can be no doubt that 
in art no small portion of our task lies in imitation, since, although invention 
came first and is all-important, it is expedient to imitate whatever has been 
invented with success. And it is a universal rule of life that we should wish to 
copy what we approve in others.” (X.ii.1-2)

At the most basic level, imitation consists of copywork or dictation. As the student matures, 
imitation becomes more complex and involves following the content, organization, and/or 
style of literature.  To imitate content, the student would borrow an author’s subject matter, 
for example by retelling the same fable, story or historical event in his own words.  To 
imitate the organization or arrangement of a model, the student would study its outline and 
approach to the subject and then write a similar composition on a related topic.  What may 
be said about Cincinnatus, for example, could similarly be said about George Washington.  
Finally, the student learns how to imitate style.  He learns why Herodotus is “breezy” and 
Thucydides “serious” though both are Greek historians treating similar subject matters. 
Likewise he learns to adopt a more “breezy” or more “serious” tone in his own writing when 
appropriate.

The ideal writer will learn the theory of his craft, apply that theory in analysis of great works 
of writing, and imitate that same writing in various ways.  In Quintilian’s words, the student 
will “form [his] mind on the model of every excellence.”

Finally, the student must also learn how to create his own original and independent 
compositions.  This requires practice. For a beginning student, much imitation is practice, 
and much practice is imitation -- the two meld into one another.  But as the student 
gradually matures in his writing skills, his compositions become increasingly independent.  
Theory, analysis and imitation arm the student with a battery of tools from which to choose.  
Practice trains him to use them.  It enables the student to apply the rules and his studies of 
great literary models to the needs of each new writing task. Guidelines and examples can be 
given, but personal experience in writing – lots of it – is the last and best teacher.

To sum up the classical teaching method: theory; analysis and imitation; and practice, 
practice, practice.
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Classical vs. Modern Writing Pedagogy

Teachers and students should note that Classical Writing differs dramatically from typical 
modern writing programs.  With modern methods, only naturally gifted people learn to 
write with eloquence and persuasion. A lack of critical thinking about meaningful content, a 
lack of precision and flexibility in the use of words and sentences, a lack of attention to the 
fitting organization and content of a composition for a given audience, and an abominable 
lack of style permeate most modern writing programs. In short, modern writing has 
radically “dumbed down” the rich, classical heritage of true, beautiful, good and persuasive 
writing.

In modern writing pedagogy, where “creativity” and “originality” are of the utmost 
importance, the classical method is thought to hamper student creativity in writing.  It is 
thought to be far too heavy on theory (“stifling rules and regulations”) and far too rooted 
in imitation (“slavish copying”).  Just the opposite is true.  Why?  To find out, we must try 
to see how all the ancients, including the early Christians, saw the world in a very different 
way.

The ancients and early Christians understood that great writing, like any great art, was 
not something transient, but an approach to eternal ideals.  Eternal virtues such as truth, 
beauty, and goodness exist, and it is the purpose of art to approach them.  Great writing is 
great because it reaches for and approaches these ideals.

Practically, the reason we study great writing is because it works.  We do not want to 
reinvent the wheel.

The basic classical premise in any art, is that man in his creativity is trying to  imitate 
creation, the ultimate product of divine creativity. From studies of creation, the ancient 
Greeks discerned that the world is rationally ordered, that it works according to fixed 
laws, principles and forms. The aim of Art, including the art of writing, was the imitation of 
persisting objective forms, an emulation of that which is permanent and ordered. The art 
of rhetoric was particularly concerned with the ideal -- with what “ought to be” -- with the 
virtues of truth, beauty and goodness. Hence the chief purpose of writing is to communicate 
those virtues. For the Church Fathers, it was no different.  Their writing sought to 
communicate God’s truth, beauty and goodness. 

Truth does not change with the passing of many generations of men; “originality” and 
“creativity” therefore must take a back seat. Truth, which is rooted in the Creator, is not 
something we make up to suit our own preferences. There are universal standards to which 
it conforms.  The same goes for goodness and beauty, and for all virtue.  New and different 
ways of teaching and practicing the art of writing are not to be commended simply because 
they are new and different.  Rather, they must be judged on the basis of their conformity 
to divine principles of order as well as on the basis of the character of the writers they turn 
out. 

The Progymnasmata

 
Over the centuries, classical teachers built up a series of “preliminary exercises” in rhetorical 
composition. These classical Greek progymnasmata provide the central core around which 
Classical Writing is organized.

The progymnasmata are a sequenced series of writing patterns or outlines, which show how 
to put thoughts together and arrange them for a given rhetorical purpose. They begin, for 
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the youngest student, with the simple retelling of fables and short narrative stories. From 
there, the student gradually moves on to exercises in simple explanation and persuasion.  
Each exercise features a fixed outline and carefully specified subject matter.  The structure 
of the sequence prevents much of the frustration and “writer’s block” which is so common in 
a student taught by modern, unstructured, “creative” methods. Finally, the most advanced 
exercises of the progymnasmata combine elements of the earlier exercises to create 
increasingly complex, effective compositions. The beauty of the progymnasmata is that they 
teach the virtues of writing carefully and systematically, all the while prompting the student 
to deal with challenging issues of thought and expression. 

As he matures in skill, confidence, and ability to think, the student is given more and more 
freedom to develop his own individual style and preferences in argument and organization. 
By the time he has reached the most advanced progymnasmata, he has developed good 
writing habits, has learned a variety of techniques, persuasive, expository and creative, and 
is given the freedom to compose his own original work. 

How This Program Works

 
This book is the first volume in the Classical Writing series.  Several books are planned for 
the Classical Writing series, covering the progymnasmata, the classical arts of the trivium, 
and poetry.

Our central goals for the student of Classical Writing are that he learns to identify and 
clarify his message, and craft the language into a form which is well suited for a particular 
audience’s experience, knowledge and prejudices. To accomplish these goals, we draw 
directly on the Trivial Arts of grammar, logic, and rhetoric; and we adopt the classical 
pedagogy of theory, analysis and imitation, and practice.

The series as a whole is designed to teach writing from beginning skills through high school. 
The books are sequential, but are meant neither to correspond to grade level nor to be 
used at the pace of exactly one volume per year. Students of all ages should begin at the 
beginning and progress at their own pace. The younger student will likely spend a couple 
of years altogether with the two beginning volumes. A middle school student should spend 
a few months with Book I, then proceed into an intensive study of writing with Books II 
through VI at a pace which best suits him. An older student may start in either Book I or 
Book II.

The main components of the Classical Writing curriculum common to each book are

1) Systematic instruction in applied theory

2) Analysis & Imitation of great works of writing

3) Writing Projects and original compositions built around the 
progymnasmata
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Theory

For the theory, we assume the student will study the following “outside” courses concurrent 
with Classical Writing. As an applied classical writing course, this curriculum will supplement 
these outside theoretical courses with additional concepts whenever necessary.  We 
recommend the following courses.

• Harvey’s Grammars (available from Mott Media) are the most rigorous 
courses of English grammar we have yet found.  The study of Harvey's, 
or an equivalent intensive grammar course, should begin concurrent 
with Homer.

• A course in traditional Aristotelian logic, such as the one published by 
Martin Cothran of Memoria Press, should begin when the student has 
completed a solid grammar course, but no later than Herodotus.

• A course in classical rhetoric, such as the one by Edward Corbett, 
Classical Rhetoric for the Modern Student (Oxford), or an equivalent 
rhetoric course, should be begun as soon as the student has completed 
logic. 

Models

Only the best models from literature, religion, history, and science are used in Classical 
Writing. The student analyzes, imitates and practices writing, all the while living and 
breathing the thoughts and words of the best writers of all time.

Analysis & Imitation

For Analysis & Imitation we emphasize and apply the language arts skills which the student 
needs to study at various levels. From spelling and basic punctuation for the beginner, to 
vocabulary and intensive grammar for the mid- to upper-elementary student, to advanced 
techniques in word usage, how to read an audience, ways of arguing, and word-crafting 
style for the high school student, we show how to teach the key classical skills.

Practice

Given the Analysis & Imitation of great models as a foundation, we work on the student’s 
ability to write his own complete original compositions. Our Writing Projects are drawn 
directly from the classical progymnasmata and encourage practice, practice, practice.

How This Book Works

Aesop is the first book in the Classical Writing series.  It is designed for the beginning writer 
and emphasizes simple work on the first progymnasma, Fable.  (Fable will be continued in 
Homer, along with the slightly more complicated progymnasma, Narrative.)

In Aesop we take the Greek fable writer, Aesop, as our mascot. Aesop’s simple narratives 
are easy for beginning writers to imitate.

“Their pupils should learn to paraphrase Aesop’s fables, the natural successors 
of the fairy stories of the nursery, in simple and restrained language and 
subsequently to set down this paraphrase in writing with the same simplicity 
of style: they should begin by analyzing each verse, then give its meaning in 
different language, and finally proceed to a freer paraphrase in which they will 
be permitted now to abridge and now to embellish the original, so far as this 
may be done without losing the poet’s meaning. This is no easy task even for 
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the expert instructor, and the pupil who handles it successfully will be capable 
of learning everything.”  Quintilian (I.ix.2-3)

A variety of narrative models are recommended for use with Aesop. You may select models 
from your own resources, or, for your convenience, use the models included in the model 
booklets published in the Classical Writing series itself. Choose for your models Aesop’s 
fables, of course, as well as Bible stories, historical legends, and fairy tales. Choose 
a variety of models for your student to work with, adapting your selections to fit your 
student’s Writing Projects with his other studies. [See the chapter on Models.]

At this level Analysis & Imitation focuses on very basic word and sentence level skills, 
including phonics, spelling, basic capitalization and punctuation, and beginning grammar. 
For imitation, students do copywork or easy dictation. Analysis & Imitation of models is 
accomplished through a four days per week, 30 minutes per day, routine.

For the beginner we feature three simple Writing Projects. In each project the student is 
expected to produce, through much practice, a series of complete short compositions:

1) retelling a simple narrative

2) retelling a simple narrative with dialogue

3) retelling a simple narrative with descriptive details

A second session of 30-40 minutes per day, four days a week, accommodates the Writing 
Projects, for a total of a little over an hour a day to be dedicated to the program at the 
beginner level.

Who Would Benefit from this Book?

Aesop is designed with the beginner in mind, the student who has done no writing before. 
For maximum benefit from this program the student should be able to read at a near-
independent reading level. We also expect that the beginning student will be studying 
spelling, handwriting, and typing if possible, concurrent with this course. The little bit of 
grammar that is needed is provided.

Expect to teach Aesop as an actively participating teacher. This program is not self-teaching 
to the student. Throughout all stages, and especially in the earliest stages, the teacher is 
expected to be at hand, actively teaching for the duration of both the Analysis & Imitation 
session and for the Writing Project portion of the student’s daily lessons. There is great 
virtue in lovingly and personally teaching the student entrusted to you, and your student 
will learn best if you work directly with him.
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• Harvey’s Elementary Grammar and Composition

• Harvey’s Revised English Grammar

Another good resource is the Rod and Staff English Handbook. These are all inexpensive 
references and more than worthwhile purchases. Acquire them now, and begin to educate 
yourself!

Note: It is certainly possible to use another grammar program with Classical Writing, so long 
as it covers the same breadth and depth of material as covered in Harvey’s, and so long as 
you can easily find your own way around in it. Terminology varies somewhat from text to 
text.

 

Overview for Day 3
Sentence Skills – Simple Grammar

Skill Levels 
& Suggested Lessons Models Daily Routine

Skill 
Level 1

Sentences
•    Intro to a Book
•	 Three Ways to Tell a 

Sentence
•	 Four Functional Types of 

Sentences
•	 Beginning Capital & End 

Punctuation

Choose one 
paragraph 
to work with 
sentences.

	 Identify 
Sentences

	 Classify Sentences

Skill 
Level 2

Capitalization and Simple 
Punctuation

•	 Capitalization
•	 How to Write Dates
•	 Simple Punctuation

Choose one 
paragraph 
to work with 
capitals & 
punctuation.

•	 Locate all capitals 
& punctuation.

Skill 
Level 3

Simple Quotes

•	 Simple Direct Quotes
•	 How to Capitalize & 

Punctuate
•	 Two Other Ways

Underline 
sentences with 
direct quotes

•	 Work with quotes.
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Skill 
Level 4

Introduction to Grammar

•	 Eight Parts of Speech
•	 Nouns
•	 Pronouns
•	 Verbs
•	 Modifiers
•	 Adjectives
•	 Adverbs
•	 Prepositions
•	 Conjunctions
•	 Interjections

Underline 
words to parse 
(determine part 

of speech)

•	 List parts of 
speech.

•	 Find all ___’s.
•	 What part of 

speech is this?

Skill Level 1 – Sentences

All beginners should start at Skill Level 1 and spend at least several weeks there, working 
through the suggested lessons and practicing with the Daily Routine, before advancing. 
Move to the next Skill Level whenever you are ready to add new material.

Suggested Lessons

 
Introduction to a Book

Take a few minutes with your student to explore the details of how a book is organized.  
Note the cover, title page, title, author, publisher, and date. Note the table of contents, a 
foreword or preface, and any other front matter. Flip to the back of the book and find an 
index, glossary, bibliography, or other end matter.
Now look at the substantive content in the middle of the book. Show students how letters 
make up words (with spaces in between); words make up sentences (identified by capitals 
and end punctuation); sentences make up paragraphs (which are spaced and indented); 
paragraphs make up sections, chapters, or complete stories; and chapters or stories in 
a book make up the whole book. Note chapter titles and page numbers. Practice finding 
“Chapter 2” or “page 20.”

Optional:  Show how the model of the day is drawn from a book. On what page is it found? 
How long is the model? How many paragraphs? What is the title? Can you identify the 
sentences in the model? How can you tell? How many sentences are there?

Three Ways to Tell a Sentence

1.  It has a capital letter to begin and end punctuation (period, question 
mark, or exclamation point) to end.

2.  It expresses a complete thought; it does not “leave you hanging.”

3.  It has both a subject and a predicate or verb; it answers the questions: 
who or what did something (the subject), and what did they do (the 
verb or predicate)?  

Look at some sentences in your model to see that they fulfill all three criteria.  
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To show how a sentence might not be a complete thought or might “leave you hanging,” 
try the following (an adverbial dependent clause): “Because it was raining…” or “After Mary 
gets home…” These incomplete sentences leave us hanging because we don’t know who 
is actually doing what. There is no main subject and no main predicate. We feel a need to 
complete them. So:

Because it was raining, we stayed home from the park.

Here the main subject is we. We did something. What is the predicate or verb -- what did 
we do? We stayed home from the park. 

After Mary gets home, we will eat dinner.

Again, the main subject is we. We will do something. What is the predicate or verb -- what 
will we do? We will eat dinner.

Four Functional Types of Sentences

Teach students the difference between declarative, interrogative, imperative, and 
exclamatory sentences. The difference is based on when and how we use these sentences, 
that is, on what their function is in our speech.  

Declarative sentences are statements of fact. They declare that something is the case, or 
was the case, or will be the case.  

You are learning grammar.  

Interrogative sentences ask questions. They interrogate.  

Will you learn how to write?

Imperative sentences give commands. An imperious person has a commanding personality. 
An imperator, in Latin, is a military general or commander.  

Listen carefully.  Work hard.

Finally, exclamatory sentences exclaim.  

How much fun we shall have!

Declarative sentences (statements of fact) require a period at the end, interrogative 
sentences (questions) require a question mark, imperative sentences (commands) require 
a period or an exclamation point, depending on how emphatic the command is, and 
exclamatory statements require an exclamation point.

Beginning Capital & End Punctuation

Teach students, when writing, always to start their sentences with a capital letter and end 
their sentences with a period, a question mark, or an exclamation point.  Which end mark 
they use will be determined by which kind of sentence it is.
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Daily Routine for Day 3 – Skill Level 1
Working on Sentences

•	 Sentence Identification
•	 Sentence Classification

Sentence Identification

Have students practice identifying sentences in the model. Find the beginnings (capital 
letter) and the ends (end punctuation). Mark them.

Sentence Classification

Classify the sentences in the model of the week as declarative (statements of fact), 
interrogative (questions), imperative (commands), or exclamatory (exclamations). Note the 
appropriate end punctuation.

As oral exercises or board work, try changing from one type of sentence to another. Can you 
turn declarative sentences in the model into questions, commands, or exclamations?

It rained today.
Did it rain today?
Pray for rain.
Quick! Close the windows! It’s raining!

Skill Level 2 – Capital Letters & Simple Punctuation

When students are very comfortable with sentences and their classification, begin to work 
on capitalization and simple punctuation.

Suggested Lessons

Capitalization

Capitalize the first word of every sentence. Students should also learn to capitalize all 
names of people and places (proper nouns). 

Other things to be capitalized are titles (The Little House in the Big Woods), the word “I,” 
and the word “O” as in “O Lord.”  (Note that “O” is different from the interjection “oh”.  Both 
are often used at the beginning of sentences and so are capitalized there anyway.)

To teach, work through your model of the day and explain all capitalization. If you run 
across any that you cannot explain by the five rules taught so far (first word of the 
sentence, names, titles, I, and O), make a note to yourself to look them up later and explain 
to students the next day. This is a good example to set for your students. Teachers do not 
have to know everything, but they do have to set a good example of how to go find out 
what is needed.
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How to Write Dates

Teach the proper capitalization and punctuation for dates. Students may practice by writing 
today’s date in their copybook and on all their papers and compositions from now on, if they 
are not already doing so.

Teach the complete, proper form first, watching for the capitalization of the month and the 
comma after the number of the day. You may also want to supply students with a list of the 
months to learn for spelling.

September 17, 2002

Later, you may teach abbreviations for months, and the short form using all numbers:

Sept. 17, 2002

9/17/02

As an extension, teach students the days of the week, and write the day with the standard 
long form. Note the comma between the day of the week and the date in this form. Post a 
list of the days of the week for spelling.

Tuesday, September 17, 2002

Simple Punctuation

You can also begin to teach other simple punctuation by working with models. Include, for 
example, apostrophes for contractions and possessives, and simple commas – for example, 
for words in a series, for obvious introductory elements, or for parenthetical elements 
providing extra information. A good approach to commas at this stage is to note their use in 
sentences where we need to pause or take a breath. 

Teaching here is discretionary and based on what you find in your models. Do not try to give 
an exhaustive course in punctuation at the beginner level. Focus on end punctuation.

 

Daily Routine for Day 3 – Skill Level 2
Working on Capitals & Simple Punctuation

♦	 Sentence Identification & Classification
♦	 Capitals & Punctuation

 

Capitals & Punctuation

Use one sentence at a time from the model, and work up to a paragraph or the whole 
model. Locate all capitals and punctuation. Students should be able to explain most 
capitalization and all end punctuation. If they are able, ask them to explain any other 
punctuation which has been previously taught.
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Chapter Four
WrITIng ProjeCTs

 

Just as you set aside 30 minutes four days a week for Analysis & Imitation, set aside a 
similar period, later in the day perhaps, to work on written compositions. These are the 
Writing Projects. For the beginner, Writing Projects are entirely imitative. In successive 
progymnasmata the Writing Projects will be more practice-oriented, along the order of 
‘theme writing’. Work from the same weekly model that you use for Analysis & Imitation.

The three major Writing Projects for beginning students of Classical Writing are:

• Rewriting a Short Narrative

• Rewriting a Short Narrative, with Simple Dialogue

• Rewriting a Short Narrative, with Descriptive Details

These three projects increase in complexity and in their demands on the student. The 
student should be very familiar with the simpler projects before moving on to the more 
difficult ones. He need not have mastered them completely, however. At this stage in 
writing, it is very common to see recurrent errors in capitalization, spelling and punctuation. 
Similarly, at this stage, students often write run-on and fragmented sentences. The best 
way for students to get over this hurdle is to practice writing daily, and for you to be a 
patient and encouraging, and persistent teacher.

As you plan your school year using Classical Writing, we recommend dedicating at least 
24 weeks to this type of writing, eight weeks to each of the three projects, thereby adding 
writing skills sequentially as your student gains confidence. But the number of weeks you 
spend – writing roughly one project per week – can easily vary. This curriculum could take 
one year or two years, depending on your student’s needs. Interspersed with these writing 
projects, study poetry and apply the principles of writing taught here in the student’s other 
studies, too.

The recommended short narratives for this stage come from Aesop, but these Writing 
Projects also work well with shorter folk tales, fairy tales, tall tales, Bible narratives and 
historical legends. Or, take short selections from longer narratives, traditional tales, or the 
Bible. Again, use whatever model you are using for Analysis & Imitation.

After the complete description of the steps in each writing project we have inserted a table 
as a reference guide for you when you get ready to teach.

Writing Project 1 - Rewriting a Short Narrative

Rewriting a short narrative is one of the most basic forms of imitative writing. It is a simple 
exercise to teach. The student reads a short account and retells it, first orally and then 
in writing. In this exercise the goal is to get the student to recount the content and the 
sequence correctly, all the while writing in complete sentences. Other goals for mastery in 
this exercise are improvement in basic writing mechanics, such as spelling, punctuation, 
capitalization and, potentially, the acquisition of an ‘ear’ for well-formed sentences. The 
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narrative must be short enough that the beginning student understands it readily and is 
able to retell it after hearing it once or twice. Do not hesitate to begin with very short two to 
three sentence models as you first introduce your students to Classical Writing.

Required concurrent Analysis & Imitation skills for rewriting the short narrative:

• Basic punctuation and capitalization [introduced]

• Complete coherent sentence writing [in progress]

Teacher Preparation:

• Choose a fable or a paragraph selection from a longer narrative.

• Familiarize yourself with the teaching procedure in this section.

A step by step teaching procedure is included below.  Note that steps are not the same 
as days; different students will take longer with different steps, so schedule accordingly 
-- projects can be completed more quickly or overflow into the next week if necessary. For 
young students, writing one or two paragraph stories, one project per week is about the 
right time frame. But do note that, as with any project, flexibility is important. Take more or 
less time – whatever you and your student need.

Step I.  Read & Discuss; Oral Retelling
This first step partially takes place in your Analysis & Imitation Day 1 introduction of the 
model. In addition discuss the story with your student with an aim to retell it orally.  

1) Have your student read the model aloud to you.

2) Discuss the story.

• Who are the main characters?

• What are they like? 

• What is the problem/crisis, or what does the main character want?

• What is hindering the main character from getting what he wants/
needs?

• What do the characters say/think to themselves? To each other?

• How do they solve their problem?

• What is the moral/point of the story?

Step  II.  The First Draft
For the student who has never written a composition before, prepare him for the inevitable 
editing which will follow his first draft. First, make it clear to him that all writers write 
several drafts. Also, tell him that everyone benefits from having other people read and 
correct their work – including you. Honest critique helps us improve in our writing skills. 
Tell him that any time he writes anything, there will be at least two drafts written before a 
writing project is completed. Second, be sure to praise his efforts.

For rewriting a short narrative, we present three options.
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Option 1 – Narration to Teacher with Copywork 

The student dictates the story from memory, and teacher writes it down or types it for him. 
During the next session, the student copies down his narration in his own handwriting.

Option 2 – Develop an Outline First 

For the student who has trouble sequencing events or remembering details, help him create 
an outline first.

Option 3 – The Student Writes 

Have the student write the story down from memory on his own.

The first option is the easiest and the place to start with a beginning writer. But whether 
you choose option 2 or 3 depends on your goals for your student as well as your student’s 
abilities. Option 3, retelling a story from memory, is a very useful skill to train.  On the 
other hand it is also important to teach your students to make careful, thoughtful narrations 
from the very beginning. A good memory can take a student a long way, but the ability to 
outline prepares him to dig more deeply into the story, to really “possess” it as his own.  
Developing an outline serves this purpose. Once that “habit of mind” is trained through the 
outline, it may be easier to accomplish excellence in writing when employing option 3.

Developing an Outline

• Read the entire narrative with the student and discuss it as above. Count 
the number of sentences in the narrative, n. On a blank lined piece of 
paper, label the lines from 1 to n.

• Read one sentence of the short narrative at a time and discuss the 
meaning of the sentence with your student.

• For each sentence, help your student choose three or four words to write 
on the outline. Help him think carefully about which words to choose 
from each sentence. The words should help him to remember what 
happened in that sentence. On the first line of your piece of paper, have 
the student write the chosen words.

• Go on to the next sentence, and proceed until all the sentences in the 
story are covered in the outline.

• When all the sentences in the short narrative are outlined, continue with 
either Option 1 or Option 3 above.

Step III.  Correct the First Draft
Go over the first draft together. Depending on the independence and confidence of your 
student, use one of two options for corrections: 

Option 1 – Do the corrections together 

You have two main aims:


