Ancient pedagogy for the modern classroom and beyond


There has been important work done lately on the pedagogical methods in the ancient philosophical schools (Y.L. Too 2000, 2001; P. Hadot 1995; 2002, E.J. Watts 2006), and specifically in the Platonic school (E. Fowden 2008).  Some of the principles applied in the ancient schools such as student-oriented teaching, tailoring teaching methods to the individual needs of each student, the power of modeling, creating a learning community, the emphasis on practice and the creation of sophisticated habits have a modern ring to them. Others, such as generating passion for the subject by instilling a sense of lack, a sense of the knowledge gap, a sense of a pedagogically fruitful confusion need more steps for creative adaptation to the modern classroom. This paper addresses a pragmatic question: what pedagogical lessons can be distilled and creatively applied to the modern classroom with an awareness of the ancient roots of those methods and approaches and the context that generated them? How can the findings and insights of recent scholarship about ancient pedagogy in the philosophical schools and beyond them be taken and applied to the modern classroom with full consideration of the contextual differences? 

How can we enrich the teaching of Greek and Roman culture, literature and language by acquainting students so some degree with the institutional, social and intellectual profile of their ancient counterparts?


One of the major questions that I will consider will be how to use some of the ancient methods such as the Pythagorean daily self-examination to create more reflective learners who are not recipients but equal partners in the teaching and learning process. I will discuss ways to encourage students to develop an inner teacher and to activate an internal pedagogue who takes cues from the external instructor. Approaches to educating citizens (Plato, Aristotle) and educating citizens of the world (Stoics) for the needs of modern globalized society will receive some attention in relation to some broader issues raised by M. Nussbaum's recent book on the need for the humanities in a healthy democracy (2010). 


Breaking down the teacher-student dichotomy, the essence of Socratizing pedagogy (Too 2000) hides an infinite potential for the needs of the modern learner as member of a global society. Today's student is tomorrow's teacher, even if not necessarily in a classroom setting. Teaching has vast application possibilities in countless work-related situations and the understanding of its subtleties plays a key role in training future professionals in any field. I will argue that the adaptation of methods originating in the ancient philosophical schools creates a pedagogical space where every student has to exercise self-reflective skills and rehearse pedagogical scenarios for their career as future professionals. I will advocate injecting a meta-pedagogical layer of interaction in the classroom: students are not only mastering knowledge and skills related to the ancient Greeks and Romans, but they are also learning pedagogical skills for shaping a professional identity of their own. In our information age, teaching, leading and shaping behavior is part of the repertoire of most professionals with a college degree. Preparing students for their pedagogical roles is not meant to be an artificial add-on to the lesson-plan, but a powerful pedagogical tool enhancing students' own learning in the Classics course in which they are currently enrolled. 


I have experienced the following outcomes of the approaches discussed in this paper: the modern adaptation and dissemination of the ancient methods leads to the students' increased awareness of the pedagogical process as part of an age-long continuum. It also leads to stronger interest in and enhanced responsibility for one's own learning and for one's own individual learning style and finally, it leads to a greater sense of empowerment. Structured guidance toward independent learning and self-teaching and the enrichment of the learning process with a meta-pedagogical dimension while teaching any aspect of the Classics helps mold well-rounded professionals who understand profound truths about teaching and learning without having taken a specialized course on pedagogy. 
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