
 

 
Outline:  
In this lesson, Dr. Brian Williams explores the nuances of coffee culture and 
its intriguing connections to educational traditions. Discover how a simple 
coffee order in Italy inspires reflections on the relationships between cultural 
practices and the history of educational approaches. 
 
“The clean sea breeze of the centuries blowing through our minds…can be 
done only by reading old books.”  

– C.S. Lewis 
 
Coffee, Culture, and Perspective 

●​ Anecdote of learning Italian coffee customs shows how cultural habits 
reveal assumptions. 

●​ Encounters with other cultures (food, work, dress, rituals) highlight 
the strangeness of our own practices. 

●​ Education, too, is shaped by culture. Our ways are not the only or best 
ways. 

 
Why Study the History of Education 

●​ Overcomes “chronological snobbery” (C.S. Lewis) and “naive 
self-sufficiency” (Henri Marrou). 

●​ Marrou’s History of Education in Antiquity: engaging the past offers a 
“salutary shock” that enlarges perspective. 

●​ Dialogue with past educators requires treating them as intelligent 
conversation partners, not as relics. 

 
Firsthand Encounters with Tradition 

●​ C.S. Lewis on the importance of reading primary texts over secondary 
summaries. 

●​ Example: grades, GPA, and percentage systems are recent 
inventions—absent in the classical tradition. 
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●​ Historical reflection challenges us to evaluate modern practices (e.g., 
grades, ranking). 

 
Modern Educational Paradigms 

●​ Martha Nussbaum: education for moral formation of democratic 
citizens, emphasizing compassion and diversity. 

●​ Stanley Fish: education for intellectual formation within the research 
university, detached from moral ends. 

●​ Bryan Caplan: education for practical formation and employability, 
reducing it to return-on-investment. 

●​ Each emphasizes something true, but none alone is sufficient. 
 
Contrasting Voices from the Tradition 

●​ Hugh of St. Victor: education remedies ignorance, vice, and weakness 
by cultivating wisdom, virtue, and skill. 

●​ Classical tradition distinguishes curiositas (vice of disordered 
knowledge-seeking) and studiositas (virtue of humble, ordered desire 
for truth). 

●​ Tradition offers categories missing from modern discourse. 
 
Understanding Tradition 

●​ Traditions are practices, beliefs, and institutions handed down and 
reinterpreted. 

●​ The classical tradition blends Greco-Roman and Judeo-Christian 
streams—Plato, Augustine, Aquinas, Erasmus, Melanchthon, Newman, 
Mason. 

●​ Traditions are diverse and contested, but they embody shared 
arguments, practices, and ideals. 

 
Reasons to Engage the Longer Tradition 

●​ Gain perspective on our limited cultural moment. 
●​ Find comradery and humor among past educators. 
●​ Learn how others practiced the craft of teaching. 
●​ Be personally formed through encounter with older educators (like 

Melanchthon’s claim that Homer instills prudence). 
●​ Enlarge ourselves as teachers, with “more of me to be a teacher with.” 
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