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When we are reintroduced to Anne Shirley at the beginning of Anne of Avonlea 

(1909), she has just taken a seat on the steps of Marilla Cuthbert’s Prince Edward 

Island farmhouse, “firmly resolved to construe so many lines of Virgil.”  She’s 

preparing to begin her duties as the new schoolteacher in Avonlea.  But as 

readers familiar with Anne might expect, she is easily distracted by the ripe 

beauty of the August afternoon, which “was fitter for dreams than dead 

languages.”  Soon Anne is “far away in a delicious world where a certain 

schoolteacher was doing wonderful work, shaping the destinies of future 

statesmen, and inspiring youthful minds and hearts with lofty ambitions.”  Her 

text of Virgil soon slips “unheeded to the ground.” 1  

 

At the beginning of the twentieth century, Anne Shirley was not alone in 

dropping Latin.  In 1909, Charles W. Eliot stepped down as president of Harvard 

University after a forty-year tenure during which he successfully dismantled the 

classical curriculum, instituted electives, and dropped Latin and Greek as 

requirements for admission to the college.  Almost thirty years earlier, Eliot’s 
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innovations had sparked a heated debate both within Harvard and in the 

national press, with commentators frequently weighing in on both sides of the 

issue in the pages of The Atlantic Monthly and The North American Review.  In the 

midst of this ongoing national debate, Harvard eliminated Greek as an entrance 

requirement in 1887, and over the next few decades other Ivy League schools 

followed suit.  At Columbia, Latin was dropped as an entrance requirement in 

1900, and in 1916 it was dropped as a requirement for graduation.    

 

Writing in 1916, President Eliot observed that the original purpose of 

higher education in the United States (the purpose for which his own Harvard 

College was founded) was to train clergymen.  A knowledge of Latin was 

deemed a necessary part of this training.  But now, he continued, “universities 

are called on to train young men for public service in new democracies, for a new 

medical profession, and for finances, journalism, transportation, manufacturing, 

the new architecture, the building of vessels and railroads, and the direction of 

great public works which improve agriculture, conserve the national resources, 

provide pure water supplies, and distribute light, heat, and mechanical power.  

The practitioners of these new professions can profit in so many directions by 

other studies in their youth, that they ought not all indiscriminately to be obliged 

to study Latin.”2  The conditions of the modern world demanded practical 

training, training that would further the progress of the human race, not an old-

fashioned theological training mired in dead languages.  
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Even before the start of President Eliot’s tenure at Harvard, Latin had 

begun to slip from its privileged place in the postsecondary curriculum as a 

result of the Morrill Act of 1862, which provided for the establishment land-grant 

colleges and universities throughout the United States.  Following the lead of 

Henry Tappan, the first president of the University of Michigan, the founders of 

these new land-grant colleges and universities sought to democratize higher 

education by instituting practical courses of study, such as agriculture and home 

economics, alongside the old classical curriculum.  

 

As colleges and universities moved away from the classical curriculum, 

secondary schools followed.  In 1896, John Dewey established the Laboratory 

School at the University of Chicago, where the teacher-centered lecture and 

recitation mode of traditional schools was replaced with student-centered 

experiential learning that embraced practical activities like sewing, gardening 

and carpentry.  As in the land-grant colleges and universities, manual training 

was fully integrated into the curriculum of what came to be known as 

progressive education.  

 

The cornerstone of John Dewey’s progressive educational philosophy was 

that knowledge should be gained through experience, and connected to the 

larger world outside the school, both to the natural world and to the community.  
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In Democracy and Education (1916), he spoke of learning by the “laboratory 

method,” which is based on the understanding that “there is no such thing as 

genuine knowledge and fruitful understanding except as the offspring of doing.” 

Taken out of the classroom and into the community, education was understood 

to be about social action, about “altering conditions” in the larger world.3 

 

Latin and Greek, which were being phased out as college graduation 

requirements, were no more popular among the promoters of progressive 

education.  In 1915, a steering committee of the General Education Board (which 

included former Harvard president Eliot) deputed one of its members, Abraham 

Flexner, to frame a proposal for a model school that would “provide an 

alternative [to the classical curriculum], featuring science, modern languages, 

and social studies.”4  The result was the establishment of the progressive Lincoln 

School of Teachers College in New York, at which Latin and Greek were 

excluded from the curriculum. 

 

Flexner, at whose insistence Latin and Greek were excluded, had 

previously taught Greek at a school in Louisville, Kentucky, and insisted that 

Greek had been his favorite subject in school.  He was concerned that Latin and 

Greek, though frequently taught, were seldom properly learned.  In his 

influential essay “A Modern School” (1916), he wrote: “Most children in the 

elementary and high schools struggle painfully and ineffectually to bring the 
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subject matter of their studies within a world that is real and genuine for them. 

The best of them succeed fitfully; most of them never succeed at all.”  He argued 

that requiring Latin in high school only encouraged students to “guess, fumble, 

receive surreptitious assistance [i.e., cheat] or accept on faith the injunctions of 

teacher and grammar.”5  He pointed out that on the College Entrance Board 

examination for 1915, 76.6% of candidates “failed to make even a mark of 60 per 

cent. in the first six books of Virgil, every line of which they had presumably 

read and re-read.”  He concluded that “the only discipline that such students 

acquire from their classical studies is a discipline in doing things as they should 

not be done.”  

For most students, Flexner argued, Latin had little or no relevance.  He 

preferred to leave the study of Latin and Greek for more mature students, who 

would come to Latin as a matter of personal choice, not in order to satisfy an 

arbitrary requirement.  “At that stage,” Flexner added, “[the student] can learn 

more Latin in a few months than he would have succeeded in acquiring through 

four or five years of reluctant youth.”  

Given the assault on Latin on both the secondary and post-secondary 

fronts, it’s not surprising that high school Latin enrollments began to decline 

steadily as a percentage of the total student population.  From 1910 to 1915, the 

percentage of students enrolled in Latin slipped from 49.6% to 39%; in 1924, the 

number had fallen to 27.5%.  By 1949, only 7.8% of the student population in the 

United States was studying Latin.6   
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Gertrud Lehnert has observed that “the shift in educational values [at the 

beginning of the twentieth century] goes hand in hand with a changing genre.”  

The shift from the classical curriculum to progressive education in the first 

decades of the twentieth century  was accompanied by a gradual shift from 

“classic” to “progressive” books for girls.  Lehnert writes: “Independence, 

integrity, and the development of one’s own personality, together with flexibility 

in one’s choice of lifestyle—these are now primary educational goals [for girls], 

having replaced conformity to existing norms and patterns, submissive 

mediocrity, and being restricted to a single function in life.”7  

The classical curriculum emphasized the authority of both teacher and 

text and the subordination and dependence of the student.  This is what Flexner 

was reacting against when he said that the study of Latin encouraged students to 

“accept on faith the injunctions of teacher and grammar.”  In the nineteenth 

century, girls might learn Latin alongside their brothers, but unlike their 

brothers, girls would never outgrow their subordinate positions.  Girls were 

expected to be a help and an inspiration to their brothers and husbands.  As 

nineteenth-century poet Lucy Larcom wrote in her memoir of her childhood and 

youth: 

 

[Girls’] real power, the divine dowry of womanhood, is that of receiving 

and giving inspiration.  In this a girl often surpasses her brother; and it is 
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for her to hold firmly and faithfully to her holiest instincts, so that when 

he lets his standard droop, she may, through her spiritual strength, be a 

standard-bearer for him.8  

 

In Harriet Beecher Stowe’s short children’s book The Minister’s 

Watermelons (1881), this nineteenth-century view of women is dramatized in, of 

all places, a Virgil class.  On the first day of Latin class at Highland Academy, the 

male narrator finds himself sitting side-by-side with Lucy Sewell, the beatific 

daughter of the local minister.  When the teacher calls upon him to translate, he 

is distressed to realize that, in his haste to dress for school that morning, he had 

“put on a collar with a streak of smut on it.”  With Lucy sitting beside him, that 

“miserable bit of smut” becomes “so active in [his] imagination” that he fumbles 

with the Latin.  Here, the narrator tells how Lucy came to his rescue with a little 

of what Flexner would call “surreptitious assistance”: 

 

I knew the first book of Virgil almost by heart, and was burning to 

distinguish myself, but I was so harassed by this little fiend [i.e., the bit of 

smut], that I was actually puzzled to translate one of the most familiar 

phrases.  There was a movement and a flutter next to me, as of dove’s 

wings, and Lucy Sewell considerately knocked down a book, and, as she 

stooped to pick it up, she whispered the right phrase in my ear.  

 It set me straight.  I recovered myself, grew more composed, and 

went through with credit.  I looked up to thank my good angel, but Lucy 

was blushing redder than I, with her eyes fixed in most innocent 

ignorance on her Virgil. 9  
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After class, the narrator returns to his room, where he studies his Virgil “like a 

hero.”  

The girl’s chief function in this story is to get the boy’s mind off “smut” 

and back onto his Latin.  She is a helper and an inspiration to the boy who has 

temporarily stumbled, showing him how to find his footing again.  Latin is no 

more than a prop, a plot device; the subject being taught in school, Virgil, is 

irrelevant to the story and to the lives of the characters.   

A “progressive” version of this story is told in Jessamyn West’s Cress 

Delahanty (1953), a charming collection of stories about a free-spirited girl 

growing up on a citrus farm in southern California.  Instead of construing Virgil 

in a traditional classroom, Cress is out in the flowering arroyo with her friend 

Edwin Kibbler, helping him memorize his lines for his part as the narrator in a 

school production of “Scenes from the Aeneid.”  Even the setting feels 

progressive: the out-of-doors becomes an extension of the classroom; the subject 

matter is approached not through recitation, but through the staging of a play.   

Edwin is a skinny, sensitive boy who likes to pick flowers and prefers to 

remain in the “prison” while playing tag.  It’s in the aftermath of a game of tag 

that we are first introduced to Edwin.  In attempting to rescue Edwin from the 

prison, Cress (whom Mrs. Kibbler describes as “a big, boisterous thing”) has 

accidentally knocked out his front teeth.  From this inauspicious beginning, a 

kind of romance develops between Cress and Edwin.   
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Out on the arroyo, the sudden arrival of the school bully, a boy named 

Clarence Rambo, interrupts the reading of Virgil.  Rambo threatens Edwin and 

teases Cress— showing off his own knowledge of Latin with the tauting rhyme, 

“Amo, amas, amat, Delahanty’s plenty hot.”  Edwin bravely, but foolishly, 

breaks off a cactus branch and brandishes it at the bully, who backs down, 

leaving Cress to pick cactus thorns out of Edwin’s hand.  

 

“I think the Aeneid is silly, really,” Cress told him.  

“Silly?” Edwin sounded shocked. 

“The men are all right, I guess.  But Dido! Building herself a funeral 

pyre because Aeneas was sailing away from her.” 

 

Edwin asks Cress what she would have done under the circumstances, and she 

tells him: “I would have built myself a boat and sailed right after him.”  

Edwin admits that he wouldn’t want her building herself a funeral pyre.  

“That is, if I were sailing away,” he says.  “Which I wouldn’t be.”10   

In Jessamyn West’s version of the Latin class romance, the girl still 

inspires the boy to temporary heroics, but she remains the more independent of 

the two, shocking him with her feminist reaction to Dido and Aeneas.  (By the 

end of the book, Edwin assumes the traditionally feminine role of inspiration and 

help when he persuades Cress to emerge from the self-absorption of college life 

and visit her dying grandfather.)  In West’s story, Virgil is much more than a 

prop.  Cress and Edwin show that they are engaged with the subject, and able to 
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find in it a connection with their own lives.  Most importantly, Latin allows them 

to connect with each other.  

When Cress Delahanty was written, between 1945 and 1953, high school 

Latin enrollments were down around 8% of the student population.  In a sense, 

the story is a vindication of the progressive ideas of Flexner and Eliot.  It 

demonstrates that if students are left to discover Latin for themselves, it might 

even inspire love.  

 

 

Strong, self-willed girls like Cress began to emerge in progressive-era books for 

girls that often reflected their authors’ progressive educational philosophies.  

Because teaching was, at the end of the nineteenth century, one of the few careers 

open to respectable educated women, a number of the most successful writers of 

books for girls were themselves teachers.  Kate Douglas Wiggin (Rebecca of 

Sunnybrook Farm, 1903) was instrumental in introducing the educational 

philosophy of Friedrich Froebel to the United States, and was one of the 

country’s first kindergarten teachers.  Dorothy Canfield Fisher popularized the 

Montessori method in the United States with her 1912 book, A Montessori Mother.  

Fisher’s popular novel for girls, Understood Betsy (1917), “can be read almost as a 

manual of Montessori principles as acted out by a cast of Vermont characters.”11  

It isn’t surprising to find in these novels lively and realistic depictions of the 

classroom.  
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Jean Webster was not a teacher, but at Vassar College (Class of 1901) she 

developed a deep interest in social reform, including women’s suffrage and 

prison and orphanage reform.  Before matriculating at Vassar, Webster had 

attended (1894-1896) a girl’s finishing school, the Lady Jane Grey School in 

Binghamton, New York.  She drew on her finishing school experience in the 1911 

novel Just Patty,12 which follows the adventures of the independent-minded 

Patty Wyatt as a student at the fictional St. Ursula’s School.   

The third chapter of Just Patty focuses on Patty’s Latin class at St. Ursula’s, 

and provides a fascinating perspective on the erosion of the classical curriculum 

during the progressive era.  The chapter becomes a kind of agon between the 

classical curriculum, and the traditional pedagogy, and the ideals and methods 

of progressive education.  

Miss Lord, the Latin teacher at St. Ursula’s School, “was the one who 

struck the modern note at St. Ursula’s.  She believed in militant suffrage and 

unions and boycotts and strikes, and she labored hard to bring her little charges 

to her own advanced position.”  On a Friday afternoon, when it was the custom 

of the schoolgirls to have a free afternoon for shopping in the village, Miss Lord 

invited a Columbia University professor to present a lecture on “the strike of 

women laundry workers,” followed by a tea hosted by the girls.   

In Latin class that morning, Miss Lord prepared the girls for the afternoon 

lecture.  The girls “listened with grave attention, and by eagerly putting a 

question whenever she showed signs of running down, they managed to stave 
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off the Latin recitation for three quarters of an hour.”  Miss Lord spoke to the 

class about “the solidarity of labor,” and impressed upon them that women as 

well as men were “capable of standing by each other.”13 

Although the Columbia University professor remains unnamed, Webster 

may have had in mind Franklin H. Giddings, who in 1894 joined the Columbia 

faculty as the first full professor of sociology in the United States.  Giddings was 

known for his work on “pluralistic behavior,” that is, the behavior of people in 

social groups.  He introduced terms such as “herd instinct,” and attempted to 

come up with a statistical basis for measuring “like-mindedness” in groups.  He 

also developed the concept of “consciousness of kind,” which he defined as “that 

pleasurable state of mind which included organic sympathy, the perception of 

resemblance, conscious or reflective sympathy, [and] affection.”  Consciousness 

of kind draws people of similar backgrounds and common interests together to 

act collectively for their mutual benefit.  Giddings concluded that “organized 

endeavor has…progressively ameliorated the human lot.”14  

It was perhaps ideas such as these that Patty discussed with the professor 

at the tea after his lecture.  Patty had been placed in charge of making 

conversation with the guest, while two other girls were placed in charge of 

pouring and serving the tea.  Webster comments that the girls showed no signs 

of nervousness, and acted “with the facility of long-tried hostesses.”  The girls, 

Webster says, with an echo of Dewey and a sly wink at those who understand 
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progressive education, “were learning by the laboratory method the social graces 

that would be needed later in the larger world.”  

There is a gap between the genteel traditional curriculum of St. Ursula’s 

and Miss Lord’s progressive ideal of women engaged in collective social action 

aimed at raising the status of women in the larger society.  Miss Lord voices her 

theoretical commitment to progressive education when she tells the lecturer, 

“with some complaisance,” that she endeavors “to have the girls think for 

themselves.”  She continues, reminding the professor of sociology that 

“sociology was a field in which lessons could not be taught by rote.  Each must 

work out her own conclusions and act upon them.”15   

Miss Lord at least pays lip service to the notion that the knowledge 

acquired in school should have practical applications.   

In Education and Democracy (1916), John Dewey bemoans the separation 

between the laboring and leisured classes perpetuated by an educational system 

that divorces practical from intellectual skills.  He says, “The separation and 

mutual contempt of the ‘practical’ man and the man of theory or culture, the 

divorce of fine and industrial arts, are indications of this situation.”  Education, 

he argues, must seek a balance between dealing with things and dealing with 

fact, between intellectual and practical pursuits.  This, he argues, is the only way 

to bring about social change that will benefit all classes of society.  He writes: 

 

Persons whose interests have been enlarged and intelligence 

trained by dealing with things and facts in active occupations 
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having a purpose (whether in play or work) will be those most 

likely to escape the alternatives of an academic and aloof 

knowledge and a hard, narrow, and merely “practical” practice. To 

organize education so that natural active tendencies shall be fully 

enlisted in doing something, while seeing to it that the doing 

requires observation, the acquisition of information, and the use of 

a constructive imagination, is what most needs to be done to 

improve social conditions. To oscillate between drill exercises that 

strive to attain efficiency in outward doing without the use of 

intelligence, and an accumulation of knowledge that is supposed to 

be an ultimate end in itself, means that education accepts the 

present social conditions as final, and thereby takes upon itself the 

responsibility for perpetuating them.16 

 

In Webster’s novel, as we shall see, Patty emerges as Dewey’s ideal of the student 

who combines theoretical and practical intelligence for the purpose of changing 

present social conditions. 

In the evening after the lecture, Patty finds Rosalie Patton in her room, 

crying over her Latin assignment, unable to get through the eighty lines that 

Miss Lord assigns for each class.  Rosalie is described as “ultra feminine,” a girl 

who “often dreamed—when she ought to have been concentrating upon Latin 

grammar—of that happy future state in which smiles and kisses would take the 

place of gerunds and gerundives.” In an ironic twist, the parlor-dwelling Rosalie 

becomes the representative of the laboring class, interested only in the practical 

knowledge relevant to her work (namely, the work of being “ultra feminine” and 
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attracting a young man).  She complains that Miss Lord “doesn’t think dancing 

and French and manners are any good at all.”   

“I think,” Rosalie says, “they’re a lot more sensible than subjunctives.  You 

can put them to practical use, and you can’t sociology and Latin. 

“There’s not much use in Latin,” Patty agrees.  “But I should think that 

something might be done with sociology.  Miss Lord told us to apply it to our 

everday problems.”17  

As a result of this conversation, Patty persuades the girls to form a Virgil 

Union, and strike for a reduction of their assignment to sixty lines a day.   

Rosalie, for whose benefit the union was formed, only reluctantly joins.  

Webster remarks: “By nature, Rosalie was not a fighter; she preferred gaining her 

rights by more feminine means.”18 

In Lehnert’s typology of stories for girls, Patty represents the 

“progressive” heroine, just as timid and “ultra feminine” Rosalie represents the 

“classic” mode. Each girl has been socialized into a different set of expectations 

for her role in society.  Franklin H. Giddings, who may have been the model for 

the sociology professor in Just Patty, wrote about a “range of socialization” 

within which the individuals of society fall.  The largest group, he wrote, are the 

“type-conforming” and “conventional” individuals—individuals like Rosalie 

Patton.  At the top of Giddings’ scale are “the dependable and helpful who are 

mindful of the value of social usage, but are also independent in thought, 
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courageous, willing to experiment, but cautiously and with full responsibility for 

results.”19  Patty herself clearly falls into this latter category. 

At the next meeting of the Virgil class, Patty announces the formation of 

the union to Miss Lord and refuses to translate beyond the sixty lines that the 

union had agreed upon.  Patty explains the rationale behind the strike: 

 

“Eighty lines a day doesn’t leave us any time for recreation, 

so we have determined to join together and demand our rights. We 

occupy the position of skilled laborers. You can get all the girls you 

want for Caesar and beginning Latin, but you can’t find anybody 

but us to read Virgil. It’s like the laundry trade. We are not just 

plain boilers and starchers; we are fancy ironers. If you want to 

have a Virgil class, you have got to have us. You can’t call in scab 

labor. Now, we aren’t trying to take advantage because of our 

superior strength. We are perfectly willing to do an honest day’s 

work, but we can’t allow ourselves to be—er—to be—” 

Patty fumbled a moment for her word, but in the end she 

brought it out triumphantly. 

 “We can’t allow ourselves to be exploited. Singly, we are no 

match for you, but together, we can dictate our own terms. Because 

two or three of us can keep up the pace you set, is no reason why 

we should allow the others to be overworked. It is our duty to 

stand by one another against the encroachments of our employer. 

We women are not so advanced as men. But we are learning. Upon 

the solidarity of labor depends the life of Rosalie. In case you refuse 

to meet our demands, the Virgil class will be obliged to go out on 

strike.”20 
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Miss Lord dismisses the class (as they file out of the classroom, Patty calls them 

“scabs”) and tells Patty she must stay in the classroom without her dinner until 

she completes the last twenty lines of the assignment.   

In an interesting display of labor solidarity, the school’s Japanese cook 

and the maids surreptitiously bring Patty food.  Her friend Irene, a leader of the 

“scabs,” goes into the room above the Latin classroom, lifts a register out of the 

floor, and lowers a box of chocolates on a string down into Patty’s lap.  It would 

be interesting to know whether Webster, with her interest in prison reform, knew 

that in women’s penitentiaries “morsels [of food] from cells in an upper tier 

would be tied on strings and lowered to cells below.”21 Patty certainly seems to 

be depicted as a political prisoner, imprisoned in her classroom for the crime of 

demanding educational reform.  
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Finally, when Patty shows no signs of settling the strike on her own, 

another teacher, Miss Sallie, is called in to arbitrate.  Patty explains that although 

she herself is perfectly capable of translating eighty lines a day, she is striking to 

show her solidarity with Rosalie, for whom sixty lines is a more reasonable 

expectation.  “The working day,” she says, “should not be gaged by the capacity 

of the strongest. Miss Lord will flunk Rosalie if the rest of us don’t take care of 

her. Upon the solidarity of labor depends the welfare of the individual workers. 

It is the fight of the oppressed against the encroachments of—of—er—organized 

authority.” 

Miss Sallie says, affably, “Um—I see!—I really begin to believe that you 

listened to that lecture, Patty.” 
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“Of course I listened,” Patty says, “and I must say that I am awfully 

disappointed in Miss Lord. She told us to apply our knowledge of sociology to 

the problems of our daily lives, and when we do, she backs down. But anyway, 

we intend to maintain the strike, until she is ready to meet our just demands. It 

isn’t through selfish motives that I am acting, Miss Sallie. I should a lot rather 

have something to eat and go horseback riding. I am fighting for the cause of my 

suffering sisters.”22 

The strike is finally settled when Miss Sallie arranges a compromise 

between Patty and Miss Lord.  From now on, the girls will be responsible for 

seventy lines a day.  

Just Patty is an intriguing sociological document—and an entertaining 

story—that dramatizes for a younger audience the reforming energies of the 

progressive movement.  Patty’s successful stand against Miss Lord represents a 

small victory for progressive education and the modern field of sociology against 

the old-fashioned discipline of Latin.  

John Dewey understood that education involves “the growth of the 

imagination in flexibility, in scope, and in sympathy, till the life which the 

individual lives is informed with the life of nature and society.”  Education is 

essential in a democracy, Dewey says, because a democratic society involves “not 

only more numerous and more varied points of shared common interest, but 

greater reliance upon the recognition of mutual interests as a factor in social 

control.”  Furthermore, a democratic society offers not only “freer interaction 
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between social groups (once isolated so far as intention could keep up a 

separation) but change in social habit—its continuous readjustment through 

meeting the new situations produced by varied intercourse.”23   

From a progressive point of view, education cannot simply be about 

stocking up on facts and sorting students into percentiles if it is to meet its 

democratic purpose.  In the “Virgil Strike,” Patty learns to set aside her self-

interest (it would have been easier for her to prepare the eighty lines) to advance 

the mutual interests of her society.  She learns to see society not as a collection of 

isolated individuals with divergent strengths and weaknesses, but as a unit 

whose strength comes from solidarity with its weakest members.  In doing so, 

she refuses to abandon that increasingly elusive ideal the Founding Fathers set 

their sights upon when they chose as our nation’s motto these words attributed 

to Virgil: e pluribus unum.   

Out of many, one.  

 

 

I began this essay with Anne Shirley, allowing her book of Virgil to slip 

unheeded from her lap.  The first chapter of Anne of Avonlea begins with Anne 

dropping Latin and ends with her picking up the idea of forming a Village 

Improvement society.  Latin was dropped from the curriculum, or relegated to 

elective status, by progressive reformers who sought to institute practical 

training aimed at bringing about the improvement of the human race.  Latin was 
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associated with the oppressive educational and social regimes of the past that 

stood in the way of progress and stifled the human spirit. 

John Dewey and other champions of progressive education did not focus 

on practical training simply as a means of improving the material condition of 

society.  Education still had a moral and a spiritual purpose.  Dewey wrote: 

“There is an old saying to the effect that it is not enough for a man to be good; he 

must be good for something.  The something for which a man must be good is 

capacity to live as a social  member so that what he gets from living with others 

balances with what he contributes.  What he gets and gives as a human being, a 

being with desires, emotions, and ideas, is not external possessions, but a 

widening and deepening of conscious life—a more intense, disciplined, and 

expanding realization of meanings.”24  It is possible that, in the context of 

progressive education, Latin, too, can contribute to that “widening and deeping 

of conscious life.”   

We return to Cress and Edwin, reading Virgil out in the arroyo: 

 

 “Begin at the beginning and say it all over again,” Cress 

urged.  “Not that I don’t think you’re perfect right now,” she added 

frankly. 

Edwin relaxed somewhat, but still looked worried.  “Perfect 

means incapable of improvement,” he reminded Cress. 

“Well, I don’t see how you can improve it,” Cress protested, 

her fair, freckled face flushed with sunlight and her pleasure in 

Edwin.  “You know every word by heart and you pronounce every 

word right.  What more could you do?” 
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Edwin scowled across the the narrow arroyo as if its 

smallness hampered his imagination.  “If I were good enough,” he 

said slowly, “I could put the whole spirit of Virgil in it.”  He 

paused and looked earnestly at Cress.  “If I were good enough, I 

could put the whole spirit of the ancient world in it.”25   

 

Edwin understands that education is not simply a matter of memorization and 

the demonstration of skills.  It isn’t simply a matter of acquiring technical 

proficiency.  Education, at its best, is a process of “widening and deepening” the 

human spirit. 
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