
SPEAKER BIOS & SESSION DESCRIPTIONS 
 

DAVID DIENER 
Dr. David Diener began his formal post-secondary education at Wheaton College where he graduated Summa 
Cum Laude with a BA in Philosophy and Ancient Languages.  After putting his philosophical training to work 
by building custom cabinets and doing high-end finish carpentry for an Amish company, he moved with his 
wife to Bogotá, Colombia, where they served as missionaries for three years at a Christian international 
school.  He then attended graduate school at Indiana University where he earned an MA in Philosophy, an MS 
in History and Philosophy of Education, and a dual PhD in Philosophy and Philosophy of Education.  He has 
taught at The Stony Brook School on Long Island, served as Head of Upper Schools at Covenant Classical 
School in Fort Worth, TX, and currently is the Head of School at Grace Academy in Georgetown, TX.  He also 
teaches philosophy courses for Taylor University, is an Alcuin Fellow, and offers consulting services through 
Classical Academic Press.  He is the author of Plato: The Great Philosopher-Educator and serves as the series 
editor for Classical Academic Press’ series Giants in the History of Education. 
  
The Cultivation of Virtue and the Telos of Education (Part 1) 
Practical Considerations for Cultivating Virtue in the Classroom and School (Part 2)  
Every model of education has a telos, a goal or purpose.  Unfortunately, contemporary discourse on education 
typically avoids discussions of education’s overarching purpose and instead focuses on techniques.  When 
the telos of education is discussed at all, seldom is the cultivation of virtue taken to be a central goal.  There are, 
however, two key problems with this: The conception of education without the cultivation of virtue as its central 
goal is strikingly unsatisfactory, and it also runs contrary to over two millennia of educational theory.  In part 
one of this two-part seminar we will address these issues by first examining the central role that the cultivation 
of virtue plays in the educational thought of Plato.  We then briefly will look at a number of other key 
educational thinkers throughout history who all concur that the central purpose of education is the formation of 
students who are virtuous.  In part two we will apply these insights by discussing a number of practical steps we 
can take to cultivate virtue in our classrooms and schools.     
 
Teachers as Intellectuals, Not Technicians 
Many 21st-century teachers view themselves primarily as technicians: they are professional educators who have 
been trained with a set of skills that, when correctly employed, will produce the desired outcomes.  In this 
seminar, however, I argue that teachers should view themselves primarily as intellectuals, not as 
technicians.  Teachers are master learners whose primary job is to model a life of learning for their students and 
to lead students on a path of learning that they also are travelling.  In addition to examining the conceptual 
differences between these two paradigms, we also will consider some practical applications of this 
understanding of teachers as intellectual guides.  In particular, we will focus on how teachers conceive of their 
purpose, how they interact with students in and out of the classroom, and what teachers and administrators alike 
understand to be excellent teaching and worthwhile professional development. 
 
ANDREW ELIZALDE 
Andrew Elizalde earned a bachelor’s degree at Depauw University where he graduated Phi Beta Kappa and 
Magna Cum Laude, earned a mathematics major, physics minor, and religious studies minor, and received the 
H.E.H. Greenleaf Award as the most outstanding graduate of the school’s mathematics program. His teaching 
experience includes work in both public and private schools as well as private tutoring in subjects ranging from 
elementary mathematics to advanced calculus and physics. Andrew currently serves as Dean of Academics, at 
Covenant Classical School in Fort Worth, Texas. Andrew also regularly offers consulting services to schools 
striving to teach mathematics with a distinctly classical and Christian framework and pedagogy. Andrew and his 
wife, Brooke, have three daughters.  
 
 
 



Slaying Mathematical Dragons - Teaching Socratically Through Problem Solving 
In this session we will look at the benefits (and challenges) of introducing new mathematical concepts through a 
Socratic problem solving experience, wherein students labor together to solve (slay) challenging and complex 
problems (mathematical dragons) barely within their reach. In this way lessons may more often feel more like 
stories, even heroic epics, to participate in rather than strictly moves to be rehearsed and exercises to repeated. 
Featured in this session will be the concept of linear functions, approached in a manner accessible to students 
and teachers of both the lower and upper school years. 
 
Teaching Arithmetic Classically 
In this session we will challenge popularized notions of the "grammar of mathematics" as well as critique the 
prominence of "rote memorization" in our grammar school instruction. Then we will explore an alternative 
approach to teaching arithmetic, moving from the concrete to the pictorial to the abstract in a way that honors 
the structure of the classical Trivium and restores the ancient art of memory. This approach will be modeled 
through the teaching of simple addition and the development of more sophisticated addition algorithms. 
Particular emphasis will be placed on the notions of composing and decomposing units of higher value - 
unfortunately two concepts that are better known as "carrying over" and "borrowing from." Finally, 
correspondence will be demonstrated between classical pedagogy and best practices proven by the recent 
success of Singapore mathematics. 
 
Reviving the Pedagogy of our Tradition 
Much work has already been done to understand and clearly articulate a distinctly classical and Christian 
curriculum. Meanwhile many teachers are still left wondering what instructional methods and modes of learning 
actually ought to look like within the daily grind of their classrooms. In this session we will address nine 
essential elements of distinctly classical and Christian pedagogy, imploring teachers to: speak the truth (logos), 
tell great stories (mythos), love out loud (pathos), notice the wallpaper (ethos), discipline the senses 
(gymnastic), move toward wonder (poetic), teach with conviction (didactic), expect to be imitated (mimetic), 
and play the midwife (dialectic). Participants will also be provided with a corresponding one-page schematic 
describing not only the pedagogy but also the content and aims of classical Christian education. 
 
LORI JILL KEELER 
Lori Jill Keeler has served for the past 10 years as the Lower School Principal at the Westminster School in 
Birmingham, Alabama. She earned a bachelor’s degree in secondary education and English literature, and a 
master’s degree in integrated curriculum and instruction from Covenant College. She served as the educational 
expert on the founding Board of Directors for Evangel Classical Christian School in Helena, Alabama, has 
written second through six grade Bible curriculum, and has been a guest speaker on creating a culture of grace 
at several classical schools in the Southeast. Lori Jill and her husband Scott have two sons.  
 
Shepherding a Child’s Heart in the Grammar School Classroom  
One of our primary responsibilities as Christian teachers is to point our students to their need for 
Christ. Shepherding a Child’s Heart in the Grammar School Classroom will help teachers develop a grace-
saturated, and gospel-centered culture in their classrooms.  We will discuss how to handle specific discipline 
scenarios including conflicts between students, cheating, lying, and classroom disruptions. 
 
Best Practices in Reading  
Best Practices in Reading will help classroom teachers better equip their students to be good readers.  We know 
how important it is for students to develop good reading skills, so providing the best foundation possible should 
be one of our primary goals as classical grammar school teachers.  This seminar will provide you with teaching 
strategies and examples of assessments and reading guides to help you teach reading more effectively. 
 
 
 



Teaching with Excellence  
Teaching with Excellence is a seminar for you if you want to be more confident in your role as a classroom 
teacher. You will be equipped with practical techniques and teaching frameworks that you can implement in 
your classroom on Monday. 
  
ANDREW SMITH 
Andrew Smith has been a teacher and administrator in Christian classical schools for 15 years. He currently 
serves at Veritas School in Richmond, VA and prior to that was part of schools in Orlando and Memphis. Along 
with providing upper school administrative leadership, Andrew’s academic work has focused primarily on 
Rhetoric, both in curriculum development and in teacher training. From 2008-2010, he hosted the Memphis 
Rhetoric Symposium, and since then he has been a consultant and teacher trainer for several schools.  Andrew 
has a B.A. in History from the University of Memphis, an M.Div. from Samford University, and an M.A. in 
Philosophy from the University of Memphis. He and his wife, Keri, have four children, spanning in age from 17 
to 6. 
 
The Liberal Arts as a Model, not a Modification 
The Christian, classical school renewal movement does not consist of a one-size-fits-all method and curriculum. 
Rather, it is filled with excellent, timeless, and effective practices and purposes for engaging in education. 
While these practices and purposes manifest themselves in varying and nuanced ways from school to school, 
they share two things in common: 1) they are based on the tradition of the liberal arts and 2) they are constantly 
at risk of becoming engulfed by modern education. Even though the movement now has the benefit of decades 
of unearthing and restoring what has been lost in education, our schools must be intentional about 
understanding and implementing the liberal arts model. Insofar as we are not intentional in this, our Christian 
and classical distinctives will be nothing more than slight modifications of “good,” merely modern schools. In 
this session, Andrew Smith will discuss the liberal arts model in a way that emphasizes its essence and provides 
useful direction for keeping it at the center of your school. 
 
The Common Topics as Threads that Hold the Verbal Arts Together 
As a practical outworking of his plenary talk on the liberal arts, in this session, Andrew Smith will talk about 
how the verbal arts are related to one another, particularly through the means by which we teach them. Since the 
verbal arts are skills, not terminating subjects, they are taught throughout the curriculum. But as we focus on 
teaching them singularly, how can we do so in a way that most naturally leads to teaching the others? For 
instance, in the 2nd grade, how can grammar be taught in such a way that naturally leads into and resonates with 
dialectic? Or, in 11th grade, how can rhetoric be taught in such a way that draws from the student’s competency 
of grammar? The short answer is: The Common Topics. Join us for this session to learn why and how.  
 
The Teacher as Curriculum 
One of the pitfalls of modern education has been the centrality of methodology and the corresponding technical 
specialization of the educator. Instead of being encouraged to learn how to learn or to love a particular 
discipline, professionalized teachers have been trained to manage people and schedules and to disseminate 
information according to a standardized system. In sharp contrast, one of the hallmarks of the Christian, liberal 
arts model of education is the centrality of the teacher. Since education is about formation and formation 
happens through imitation, the teacher himself or herself is crucial in bringing about the goals of the school. In 
this session, Andrew Smith will give reasons for understanding the proper role of the teacher as well as practical 
advice for prioritizing the teacher in the right way at your school.  
 
ERIC COOK 
Eric Cook is from Lexington, Kentucky, but worked in schools in Ohio and Virginia before joining Covenant 
Classical School in 2009. Eric earned a bachelor’s degree in secondary social studies education from 
Transylvania University, and a master’s degree in instructional leadership from Northern Kentucky University. 
He has taught history, political science, psychology and philosophy in public schools, and served as an assistant 



principal for several years. In 2006, Eric felt called to join the classical Christian school movement and became 
the Middle and Upper School Head at Faith Christian School in Roanoke, Virginia. In addition to his leadership 
roles, Eric taught apologetics, theology, philosophy of religion, and served as thesis director.  Eric and his wife, 
Liz, have six children: Haydon, Olivia, Grant, Cole, William and Lincoln. 
 
Eric serves as the Executive Director of the Board for the Society for Classical Learning. Eric is excited about 
the work God is doing among classical Christian schools across the country and is honored to serve the 
movement. He speaks and writes about classical Christian education in a variety of contexts, but is most 
honored to lead a growing and thriving K-12 school in Fort Worth. 
 
Governance as Leadership: A New Paradigm for Boards 
Why do boards and Heads continually encounter the same problems? Are the solutions simply a matter of 
defining roles and mastering "best practices"? Perhaps it is time to re-think the paradigm we have inherited and 
begin thinking in ways that are more realistic and innovative. In this session, using the Governance as 
Leadership principles, Eric will challenge the traditional notions of non-profit board governance and executive 
leadership while offering a more efficient, principled, and adaptable approach.  
 
 
LESLIE MOELLER 
Leslie Moeller began her role as Interim Head of Upper School at The Covenant School in Charlottesville, 
Virginia in 2016.  She brings with her over 20 years of wide ranging leadership experience in education. She is 
the Chairman of the Society for Classical Learning and was also the founding editor of SCL Journal. At the 
Geneva School of Boerne, Texas, Leslie helped lead the school through dramatic growth over 13 years in 
multiple roles, including Chairman of the Board; Head of School; Capital Campaign Co-Chairman; founder and 
coach of Geneva’s nationally ranked debate program; and instructor of Senior Thesis, middle school language 
arts, informal logic, and debate. She holds a Juris Doctor from Boston College Law School and a bachelor’s 
degree from U.Va. in English Literature and economics. Leslie and her husband, Eric, have three children. 
 
Leading Up: Developing a Constructive Relationship with Your Board  
The Head of School is the Board’s one employee and their window into the day-to-day operations of the 
school.  We will discuss how to walk the line between keeping your board informed and inviting them to delve 
into the day-to-day details.  This seminar will provide practical advice on communicating vision to the Board 
while encouraging and empowering your board to occupy their strategic role. 
 
Faculty Culture: the Key to Student Culture   
We will detail why your student culture and satisfaction starts with a healthy faculty culture.  We will also 
explore the key elements of healthy and unhealthy faculty cultures and the steps that you, as Head, must take to 
ensure that your school has one.   
 
ATHENA ODEN 
Athena Oden earned her degree in Physical Therapy from the University of Texas Medical Branch and has 
spent the past 30 years in pediatrics. She is the owner and operator of Ready Bodies, Learning Minds and 
consults with public and private schools and nonprofit organizations for children. Athena has presented at the 
local, state, national, and international level on topics dealing with the neurological and physiological 
development of the child in the classroom. As author of the book/curriculum Ready Bodies, Learning Minds: 
Cultivating the Whole Child (third edition, 2016), she hopes to help children and schools perform at their peak. 
Athena has a passion for classical education, old musty books, and a good cup of tea. She and her husband, 
David, classically homeschooled their three children and live in the beautiful Texas Hill Country. 
 
 
 



A Classroom Full of Embodied Beings: How Does That Change our Pedagogy? Part 1  
Teachers are often exasperated at the end of a long day. Why can’t the students just sit still? We all operate with 
a conceptual idea of what students and classrooms should look like. But does it encompass embodied beings, or 
a dualism of mind/body? Are the students as exasperated as we are? This seminar will explore the concepts of 
child development and embodied cognition with a basic tenet of classical Christian education: that man is 
created in the image of God.  
  
A Classroom Full of Embodied Beings: How Does That Change our Pedagogy? Part 2  
This session will build heavily on Part 1. If we understand embodied cognition, how does that create a paradigm 
shift in our pedagogy? We will explore the sensory and motor systems of our human makeup, classroom 
strategies, handwriting, and yes, behavior. 
 
HALLIE WILLIAMS 
Hallie Williams earned a bachelor’s degree in Business Administration at Tarleton State University where she 
received Phi Eta Sigma and Delta Mu Delta honors and graduated Magna Cum Laude. She also earned her 
master’s degree in Educational Leadership and Policy Studies from the University of Texas at Arlington. 
 
Hallie has almost a decade of experience in the area of support services, as a teacher and in the administrative 
role. She formally served as a Network Specialist in special education on multiple campuses in a large urban 
district for two-and-a-half years where she coached general and special education teachers in best instructional 
practices to meet the unique needs of their student population. In her last year with the district, she took on the 
additional role of math specialist on several of her middle school campuses. In addition to teaching special 
education classes, she has also taught English Language Arts, history, business and technology courses. 
 
The Lord led Hallie and her family to join Covenant Classical School of Fort Worth as Director of Student 
Support in the summer of 2016. Hallie’s husband is the lead pastor at Solid Rock Church in Fort Worth where 
they have served since 2003. They have two boys, Hudson and Calvin, who attend Covenant. 


