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Joel  Heck’s Irr igat ing Deserts:  C.S.  Lewis  on Education  is  the  Lewis  reader’s  

‘Companion and Guide’  for  matters  re la ted to  C.S.  Lewis and educat ion.  What 

Walter  Hooper  did  in  his  c lass ic  work C.S.  Lewis:  A Companion and Guide ,1  

providing an overview of  Lewis’  l i fe  and work in  general ,  Heck does  specif ical ly 

with  regard  to  the subject  of  education in  Lewis’  experience and wri t ings.  The t i t le ,  

Irr igat ing Deserts ,  is  taken from Lewis’  The Aboli t ion  of  Man ,  where he writes ,  ‘ the 

task  of  the modern educator  is  not  to  cut  down jungles  but  to  i r r igate  deser ts’ .2  In  

addressing th is  topic ,  Heck descr ibes Lewis’  phi losophy of  educat ion as  found in  

Lewis’  educat ional ly- themed wri t ings and through examinat ion of  Lewis’  exper ience 

as  a  s tudent and teacher .  Heck’s  book is  intended for  professional  educators  a t  the 

univers i ty  level  who are  in teres ted  in  Lewis’  th inking re la ted  to  educat ional  

phi losophy.  

Richard  Hil l  and Lyle  Smith  approach the topic  of  educat ion from a very different ,  

decidedly more pract ical  perspect ive.  In  Teaching C.S .  Lewis:  A Handbook For 

Professors ,  Church Leaders ,  and Lewis  Enthusiasts ,  these authors  provide a  resource 

for  those teaching Lewis’  works in  a  var iety of  academic and non-academic set t ings.  

Specif ical ly,  they provide individual  summaries  of  seven of  Lewis’  books plus  the 

Chronicles  of  Narnia as  a  whole,  and provide teaching st ra tegies and discuss ion 

quest ions related  to  each book.  Hil l  and Smith  addi t ional ly extract  some key themes  

from each work for  h ighl ight ing in  group s tudy or  c lassroom set t ings.  

In  shor t :  Irr igat ing Deserts  looks a t  educat ion in  the  l ife  and work of  C.S.  Lewis.  

Teaching C.S.  Lewis  i s  a  teacher’s  a id  for  those teaching selected  works of  Lewis.  

In  looking more closely at  Irr igat ing Deserts ,  one f inds  three  major  sect ions 

fo l lowed by a  substantive  col lect ion of  appendices  that  make up almost  half  the 

book.  Par t  One addresses  what  Lewis bel ieved and wrote about  educat ion.  Chapters  

address  h is  v iews on the phi losophy and pract ice of  educat ion,  curr iculum, and 

reading.  Par t  Two examines Lewis’  ear ly schooling and la ter  s tudy at  Oxford,  



looking at  the type of  s tudent  he was and how the educat ional  system inf luenced 

him.  Par t  Three considers  his  work as  a  teacher  a t  Oxford and Cambridge.  

Six  appendices  conclude th is  work and provide some of  the most  helpful  mater ial  in  

the book.  Heck is  to  be commended for  the research that  yielded these valuable  

sect ions.  Appendix  I  l is ts  a l l  the books Lewis  read between 1922-1927 as  descr ibed 

in  h is  d iary.  The next  three appendices ( II-IV) descr ibe and summarize three 

wri t ings on educat ion heavi ly referenced and cr i t iqued by Lewis in  h is  own work on 

the subject :  The Norwood Report ,  The Control  o f  Language  ( i .e .  The Green Book ) ,  

and The Reading and Writ ing of  English .  Appendix  V provides b iographical  notes  on 

over  150 of  Lewis’  educat ional  col leagues  at  Oxford  and Cambridge,  providing a  

window through which to  see the depth  and breadth  of  Lewis’  associat ions and the 

r ich in terdiscipl inary sphere of  reciprocal  inf luence in  which he l ived.  The last  

appendix  (VI)  g ives a  t imeline of  Lewis’  l i fe ,  including al l  dates  and locat ions of  h is  

educat ional  exper iences  and la ter  teaching posts .  A glossary of  terms,  notes  on 

chapters ,  and a  thorough bibl iography conclude the book.  

Heck is  the f irs t  to  offer  a  concentrated  treatment  of  Lewis  and educat ion in  a  s ingle  

volume.  While  the book is  more descr ip t ive than analyt ical ,  the s trength  and value of  

th is  reference-or iented work l ies  in  the  scope of  mater ia l  col lected  on th is  

special ized theme.  

In  Teaching C.S.  Lewis ,  the reader  f inds book summaries  along with teaching aids 

for  The Screwtape Let ters ,  Mere Chris t iani ty ,  Out of  the S i lent  Planet ,  Perelandra ,  

That  Hideous Strength ,  The Great  Divorce ,  Till  We Have Faces  and the Chronicles  

o f  Narnia .  The format  for  each chapter  includes b iographical  background mater ial  on  

Lewis at  the t ime of  wri t ing that  par t icular  book,  chapter  summaries ,  key themes,  

s tudy quest ions ,  and fur ther  reading recommendations.  Three appendices  g ive 

readers  fur ther  resources  for  teaching the  works  of  Lewis.  These include plans  for  a  

one-book reading group,  a  mult i-book reading group,  and a  syl labus for  a  universi ty-

level  course.  

The value of  Hil l  and Smith’s  book is  in  i ts  appeal  to  those who teach Lewis in  

var ious contexts  as  well  as  the range of  resources provided for  craf t ing instruct ional  

experiences.  Since most  readers  for  whom this  book was writ ten wil l  probably not  be 

scholars  of  Lewis’  work,  having a  synopsis  of  some of  Lewis’  books with  

recommended key themes for  considerat ion is  useful ,  as  is  the provis ion of  a  bank of  

quest ions on which to  draw for  d iscussion.  All  of  these resources  provide instructors  

with useful  and pract ical  mater ia l  for  des igning their  par t icular  course curr icula.  



Profess ional  educators  reading Irr igat ing Deserts  may wish that  Heck had provided 

deeper  analysis  of  Lewis’  application of  his  v iews regarding the purposes,  means,  

and roles  of  educat ion,  as  wel l  as  more considerat ion of  how Lewis’  ideas can be 

t ransla ted  in to  pract ice today;  but  Heck’s  s tated  purpose to  present  systematical ly  

Lewis’  v iews on and exper ience in  educat ion is  c lear ly met .  His  thorough work 

provides a  sol id  and necessary foundat ion f rom which these deeper  questions  

connect ing theory and pract ice could be pursued.  

Novice and exper ienced teachers  reading Teaching C.S.  Lewis  may f ind the book 

summaries  reminiscent  of  those found in  Walter  Hooper’s  C.S.  Lewis:  A Companion 

and Guide .  The same books are  summarized in  both  volumes.  Even so,  chapters  in  

Teaching C.S .  Lewis  include the addit ional  mater ia l  of  key themes,  d iscussion 

quest ions,  and fur ther  reading recommendat ions .  One diff icul ty with  the  summaries 

and key themes is  their  brevi ty.  While  th is  assis ts  in  t imely lesson preparat ion,  i t  

doesn’t  promote depth  of  understanding.  On the o ther  hand,  seasoned educators  wil l  

be glad to  see that  the discussion quest ions  general ly  avoid s imple recal l  answers  

and promote personal  ref lect ion through incorporat ing higher  order  cr i t ical  th inking 

ski l ls .  Taken together  these resources  may be par t icular ly  wel l  su ited  for  those 

readers  jus t  beginning their  foray in to a  deeper  unders tanding of  Lewis work.  

While  these books were in tended for  d ifferen t  audiences,  they have related purposes,  

namely to  br ing the wisdom and contr ibut ions of  C.S.  Lewis  in to  the  tu tor ia l  sess ion,  

seminar ,  group s tudy,  or  c lassroom, regardless  of  context .  In  th is  regard,  they are  

complimentary volumes.  A concluding recommendat ion regarding these two books 

re la tes  to  reading order.  Read Heck’s  Irr igat ing Deserts  to  g lean important  insights  

in to  the phi losophy of  educat ion as  mediated through C.S.  Lewis’  l i fe  and work.  

Learn  Lewis’  thoughts  on what  educat ion should  be and how i t  should  work.  With  

th is  important  theoret ical  base,  cont inue reading for  the emphasis  on praxis  found in  

Hil l  and Smith’s  Teaching C.S.  Lewis .  Since the la t ter  book excludes the 

foundat ional  background on the nature of  educat ion,  i t  i s  best  u t i l ized in  creat ively 

applying the  recommended teaching s tra tegies and discuss ion quest ions  towards  the 

goal  of  helping readers  exper ience Lewis’  wri t ing for  themselves .  This  advice to  

read the books together  is  a lso  a  p lea for  a  more thorough blending of  theory and 

appl icat ion,  to  avoid the  pedagogical  p i tfal l  of  uncr i t ical  formulaic  reproduct ion of  a  

teaching guide.  

Roger  White  
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