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“I got the feeling as we 
left there that they cared

more about the reputation 
of the school than they 

did about the students that
they were teaching."

Mitch Millard, parent of former HLS student

COST OF EMPIRE
As Highlands Latin builds classical 

education powerhouse, parents and former 
students describe troubling experiences

If it’s local you want, we’ve got it. 
Our Sunday refresh off�ers more local news and sports, as well as “Weekend Exclusive” content to help you navigate your lives. 
So, enjoy your Sunday reading fi�lled with stories that will inspire, educate, inform, and entertain you. FOR THE LATEST LOCAL NEWS >
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I
t began in the 1990s with a few students at wood-

en desks learning Latin in a Louisville living

room.

More than two decades later, the Highlands

Latin School has grown into an empire, encom-

passing more than 20 campuses across more

than a dozen states.

That empire includes a publishing affi�liate that produces

materials for schools and homeschool families, an online

academy, and a classical education accreditation body

that gives schools its stamp of approval.

Highlands Latin has attracted
Louisville parents with billboards
boasting about high standardized test
scores, and the promise of a rigorous
private school education at a low cost.

But the growth from scrappy ho-
meschool Latin classes to classical
Christian education juggernaut didn’t
come easy, particularly for some for-
mer students who describe a high-
pressure environment that aff�ected
their mental health.

That push for perfection was ac-
companied, they say, by bullying and
harsh punishments for seemingly mi-
nor infractions.

In “The Cost of Empire,” The Courier
Journal investigates the rise of High-
lands Latin and the lasting eff�ect it has
had on some students. 

qqq

It’s been about a decade, but Emily
Willing can still recall the shame and
embarrassment she felt.

She described standing in the prin-
cipal’s offi�ce at Highlands Latin
School’s Crescent Hill campus, crying
as she admitted to writing a poem in
class that included a bad word.

It was meant to be a joke shared
among friends, but it turned into a
spectacle that left a lasting scar on the
already self-described insecure and
depressed teen.

The 14-year-old had started engag-
ing in self-harm the year prior, some-
times going into the school bathroom
to do so.

After admitting to authoring the po-
em, as she sobbed and apologized pro-
fusely, she recalled the principal tell-
ing her she “used to be beautiful,” and
realizing that meant she wasn’t any-
more. 

“It just felt so destroying — soul de-
stroying — to be told that,” Willing
said. “And so insane to be told that. I
knew it was insane at the time, but it
also hurt like hell.” 

Willing, now 25, left the private
classical Christian school a few years
later. 

As Highlands Latin expanded
across the nation and its clout within
the world of classical Christian educa-
tion grew, multiple students who at-
tended the school’s two Louisville
campuses from the early 2000s to
2020 described an overly strict envi-
ronment that aff�ected them deeply, fu-
eling thoughts of suicide and self-
harm for some. 

In interviews with The Courier
Journal, they described instances of
staff� members shaming and bullying
students, of lessons that they consid-
ered discriminatory and a perception
that students could be shown the door
if they didn’t perform to exacting stan-
dards.

The students attended HLS over a
range of years, including some who
went there more than a decade apart,
but they talked about their experienc-
es in similar terms.

Parents of former HLS students also
shared concerns. 

“They are just cold,” said one parent,
whose child was asked to leave in 2022
at the start of fi�fth grade. “They adver-
tise a 32 ACT score, but not because
they teach kids to be that smart; they
just only allow the ones who were al-
ways going to get those high scores to be
at that school. It’s cold.

“They don’t go by their advertised
Christian values. There’s nothing about
it Christian at all.” 

Highlands Latin’s head of school,
Shawn Wheatley, and Brian Lowe, the
son of founder Cheryl Lowe and the
school’s president, did not respond to
repeated requests for interviews.

While some former students allowed
The Courier Journal to use their names,
others asked that their names, and
sometimes other defi�ning information,
be withheld. Their reasons for request-
ing anonymity included having people
close to them still involved with High-
lands Latin, their desire to move past
their school experiences, and the fear of
speaking out against what they por-
trayed as a small, insular community.

The Courier Journal spoke to addi-
tional students who, while they de-
scribed issues at the school, were not
comfortable being included with or
without their names. Others expressed
interest in speaking with a reporter be-
fore eventually declining.

Rachael Denhollander, the Louisville
woman who was the fi�rst to step for-
ward with accusations against USA
Gymnastics doctor Larry Nassar, which
ultimately led to his lifetime imprison-
ment, said she has spoken to some ex-
HLS students about their experiences
and understands their reluctance.

“Anytime somebody speaks out or
goes on the record ... there are going to
be the online comments, there’s going to
be the deluge of support that comes out
for Highlands Latin,” she said. “So,
they’re encountering a very real dynam-
ic of losing community again and hav-
ing to fi�ght these battles again.

“You do really risk reprisal from your

own community when you speak up.” 

‘Robotic perfection’

Since the school started in a living
room in the 1990s, Highlands Latin has
grown into an empire that promises ex-
ceptionality by providing a rigorous
classical education rooted in Christian
ideology.

A classical education is a liberal arts
education that incorporates historical
texts and the learning of ancient lan-
guages, such as Latin. Classical educa-
tion — and classical education that
combines religious elements, like at
Highlands — has been growing in pop-
ularity nationwide. 

In Louisville, Highlands provides its
take on this type of instruction for af-
fordable tuition compared to many of
the city’s private schools.

But the actual cost, former students
said, was a psychological toll that has
lasted into adulthood.

“They were building this empire, so
to speak, and they never had to answer
for anything that was inappropriate,
and they didn’t have to worry about any-
body they mowed down in the process,”
said Emily Berry, a 2011 graduate of HLS
and the granddaughter of famed Ken-
tucky writer Wendell Berry, who for a
time taught at the school.

Emily Berry, 31, described an envi-
ronment where teachers regularly bul-
lied specifi�c students.

The targets, she and other students
said, were most often those who weren’t
achieving academic perfection. 

“Teachers and students — for a
whole year, every single day — would
play ‘who can make Emily cry fi�rst,’” she
recalled. “It was a sport to them to see
who could break me every day, and then
I was made fun of for crying all the time.” 

Berry said she began abusing alcohol
later in her teens and attempted suicide.

She wrote a poem about HLS, in
which she said the school, run by “lead-
ers who fear individuality and demand 

Ascent of
Highlands
Latin and
its eff�ects
Ex-students say high-pressure
climate aff�ected mental health
Krista Johnson and Josh Wood
Louisville Courier Journal | USA TODAY NETWORK

Highlands Latin School’s Crescent Hill location in Louisville. 
MICHAEL CLEVENGER/COURIER JOURNAL
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robotic perfection,” worked to replace
students’ dreams and imagination with
“self-loathing and an inability to survive
in the real man’s world.”

She called the poem “I Drove by Hell
Today.” 

Other former students who spoke to
The Courier Journal said they engaged
in self-harm while at HLS. 

One student, who graduated in the
mid-2010s, described a teacher who
would “belittle” students “sadistically,”
frequently leaving classmates in tears
and equating failure with disappointing
God.

“He would tell us that whenever we
got (something) wrong, it was a moral
failing … (that) you decided to not try
hard enough to get it right,” the former
student said. 

As a result of the class, he said, he
started self-harming, digging his nails
into his back while showering until he
bled. 

“I felt like: ‘He’s the one who actually
gets who I am. He knows how awful I
am. He knows how lazy I am. And he’s
telling me what no one else is going to
tell you,’” he said of the teacher. “I felt
like I needed to punish myself.” 

Students who ‘on paper, 
looked spectacular’ 

Another student, who graduated in
2019, described a similar experience. 

Teachers, she said, worked to create
a barrier between the students doing
well and those who weren’t. Those ex-
celling, she said, were treated as superi-
or.

“In general, the experience was de-
humanizing in the biggest way possi-
ble,” she said. “Every aspect of the way
they treated you was based on academ-
ics … and if you were doing poorly, you
would get absolutely mentally annihi-
lated. 

“All they cared about was producing
people who, on paper, looked spectacu-
lar,” and students were taught that they
“should be afraid to tarnish the school’s
image.” 

The stress of that pressure saw her
digging her nails into her hands, legs
and neck to maintain focus throughout
the day and sipping scalding-hot water
to jolt her awake when she was feeling
sleepy. 

Over the course of her last two years
at HLS, she said she was having regular
panic attacks and crying at her desk
each day. 

After earning a master’s degree in en-
gineering at age 21, the HLS graduate
said: “I cried myself to sleep for two
weeks because all I could think about
was every little thing I did that wasn’t
perfect.” 

Looking back, she says she wonders
how she didn’t commit suicide.

Matthew Zolla, who graduated from
HLS in 2015 and later worked there as a
choir teacher, defended the school, but
acknowledged not everyone is cut out
for it.

He told The Courier Journal the
school gave him a strong work ethic, a
sense of “brotherhood” and produced
graduates who are successful in life.

“If you ask some of my classmates,
they’ll say they didn’t like it. It is hard. I
don’t think it’s for everyone,” he said. “It
requires more of you. You get what you
put in.”

The school’s demanding workload
and expectations lead some students to
“dwindle out,” he said, while “the kids
who want to learn as much as they pos-
sibly can” remain.

HLS “is almost like the military.
When you go through this hard thing to-
gether, this challenge, you join this
brotherhood,” he said.

One mom, who pulled her children
from the school in 2020, said she was
happy with the school for the fi�rst few
years of elementary but noticed a shift
when her oldest son reached middle
school. 

“The workload increased to an un-
manageable level,” she said, with hours
of homework each night, leaving no
time for extracurricular activities.

After leaving, her oldest told his par-
ents while he was still at the school, “he
was crying himself to sleep at night be-
cause he didn’t think he was good
enough,” she said. “I was shocked be-
cause he was getting straight A’s and
was winning the Latin (spelling) Bee.” 

Had they not switched schools, “I
don’t know if our oldest son would be
alive right now,” the mom said. “I felt like
we were being suff�ocated, like we were
living with a pillow over our heads the
whole time and didn’t realize it until we
got out of that environment.” 

Reviews of HLS posted on niche.com,
a resource for families looking for a
school, echo points former students
raised with The Courier Journal.

A 2023 post from a reviewer who said
they left HLS in the 11th grade said the
school was a “good fi�t” for them and that
they “love” HLS. However, they noted,
“a lot of my friends felt looked down
upon or like they received unequal

treatment due to their not being as
smart as their peers (they were still very
smart) or not as religious.” 

Another post from last year, from a
reviewer who said they spent 11 years as
a student at HLS, said “students who
perform less than exceptionally are
looked down upon” and said “the school
experience is one I wouldn’t wish on my
worst enemy.”

A blog active in the mid-2010s called
“The Real Highlands Latin School,”
which claimed to be authored by “con-
cerned parents,” contained a number of
criticisms and allegations, including
that the administration used “selective
dismissals of students” to produce a
“highly homogenous population of
graduates.” 

‘Humiliation as a punishment’ 

Willing, who authored the poem con-
taining a curse word, said her punish-
ment went beyond the principal’s offi�ce. 

She said he banned her from volley-
ball for the rest of the season and made
her repeat her apology in front of a
crowd.

“He asked all the teachers from the
upper school to leave their classrooms
and come into my classroom and stand
at the back of the class, behind all of my
classmates, and watch me cry in front of
all of them, say I was sorry for writing a
poem with a bad word in it,” Willing re-
called.

“In that instance, it was very much
like humiliation as a punishment.” 

The poem wasn’t the only time Will-
ing believed educators reacted dispro-
portionately to minor infractions. 

When she was in elementary school,
she spilled a drop of water on a test after
taking a sip from a metal water bottle.
Her teacher “fl�ew off� the handle” and
threw the water bottle “as hard as he
could at the back wall,” with the projec-
tile fl�ying close to Willing’s head, she
said.

Like other former students, Willing
felt her value as a person was deter-
mined by how the adults at HLS thought
of her. 

“To me, it felt more like, when the
teacher was disappointed in you, when
the administration was disappointed in
you or not happy with you, that said
something about your value as a person.
…HLS was all about tying your value to
your actions and your accomplishments

specifi�cally.” 
Suicidal ideation became a common

thought line at age 13 for Willing, and
she sometimes went to the school bath-
room to cut herself. 

“There was no encouragement. There
was no talk about your feelings. There
was no way if you’re struggling, to ask
for help. There was none of that at all,”
she said. 

One former HLS student, who is now
a Jeff�erson County Public Schools ele-
mentary school teacher, said she was
anorexic in seventh grade, losing 20
pounds over the course of fi�ve months.
It wasn’t until she needed safety pins to
hold her skirt up that staff� asked her if
she was eating enough.

“I feel like in a public school, it would
have been caught a lot earlier,” said the
former student, who left HLS in 2015 af-
ter fi�nishing eighth grade.

“They could have done a lot more to
ensure my safety,” she said, “because I
was a child.” 

Another student, who is now in her
30s, said an administrator publicly
shamed her for her weight and told her
not to hug boys, who “couldn’t control
themselves,” because of her “large as-
sets.” 

During her senior year, when she
turned 18, she dyed a strand of her hair
pink. In response, the school wanted to
expel her and retreated only after her
mom begged them not to and agreed to
dye her hair back to its natural color im-
mediately, she said.

“Can you imagine as somebody who
had been there at that school for a dec-
ade … and they were going to expel me
over a piece of pink hair? After all of that
work I’d gone through?”

When that student, who wore a size
12 at the time, was unable to fi�t into a
size 10 dress for graduation, that same
administrator said they “couldn’t imag-
ine” somebody not fi�tting into that dress
and proceeded to purchase them a size
30 dress, which was far too big. 

“It was an isolating school,” she said. 
Former students who spoke with The

Courier Journal portrayed an environ-
ment where many parents were un-
aware of their children’s problems.

“Unfortunately, when you’ve got a lot
of families that are super religious, and
you don’t talk about hard things, these
kids felt so isolated from their parents
that their parents had no idea until it
was so bad,” said Berry, the 2011 HLS
graduate.

On the job review website Glassdoor,
a 2022 post from a reviewer who said
they were a former Highlands Latin em-
ployee, noted a “lack of action sur-
rounding parent complaints about spe-
cifi�c teachers,” as well as a “lack of ac-
countability.”

Another Glassdoor review from that
year — which overall endorsed the
school and was said to be written by a
teacher — also said the school was
“lacking in accountability (no board, all
decisions made ultimately by one per-
son) and some concerning decisions
have been made.”

During a classical education confer-
ence in 2022, an HLS leader confi�rmed
the school did not have a board of direc-
tors, according to a video of the meeting.

Choosing a ‘politically correct’
group to send to hell 

Former HLS students also described
discriminatory lessons. 

One, another HLS graduate who is
now in her 30s, recalled an assignment
where she and her classmates were
asked to write a canto of “Dante’s Infer-
no,” where somebody from a “politically
correct” group was sent to hell. 

“So, we had to choose from LGBTQ 

Highlands Latin School campus, on Shelbyville Road in Louisville, is seen on Aug. 29.
MICHAEL CLEVENGER AND SAM UPSHAW/COURIER JOURNAL

Continued from previous page

A billboard advertisement for Highlands Latin School is seen on Frankfort
Avenue in Louisville on Dec. 28, 2022.
JEFF FAUGHENDER/COURIER JOURNAL

Highlands
Latin School
What is it? A
private K-12
school in Louisville
with two
campuses and
affiliates across
the nation.

How many
students does it
have? HLS serves
about 750
students in
Louisville.

When did it start?
What would
become HLS
started in a
Louisville living
room in the 1990s.
The school was
formally founded
in 2000.

Who founded it?
Cheryl Lowe
started HLS. 

Where are its
Louisville
campuses? Lowe
established a
permanent
campus in
Crescent Hill in
the early 2000s. It
has since opened
a second location
on Shelbyville
Road.

What about its
test scores? The
school has a
three-year
average ACT score
of 30. 

How much is
tuition at HLS?
The amount
increases as
students get
older, but it tops
out at $8,300 per
year starting in
fi�fth grade.

Continued on next page
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people, we had to choose from women
who had abortions, abortion doctors,
anything that was deemed too political-
ly correct. We had to write about how we
would send them to hell and torture
them,” she said. 

She said that atmosphere gave her
anxiety issues that lasted years after
she graduated.

“I had severe anxiety about going to
hell for a very long time,” she said. “I was
still very religious. I’m bisexual, and I
hated myself, because I was still very
much like ‘I can’t be this way’…I had
been taught at school, and in church,
that I was just fundamentally bad.” 

Another student who graduated in
2020 — more than a decade after the
woman who had the assignment of
writing a canto of Dante’s Inferno — re-
called several lessons where it was
mentioned that homosexuality “wasn’t
God’s design.”

“I identify as queer, so I did not feel
comfortable speaking about that in that
school, at all,” she added. “It felt really
odd to hear my classmates debate
whether I was immoral or not, not
knowing I was sitting there.” 

‘I was a bad kid, or so I thought’ 

Kentucky graduating seniors, on av-
erage, earn just shy of a 19 on their ACT
college admission test. 

But Highlands Latin students, ac-
cording to the school’s website, earn an
average score of 30. In previous years,
billboards around Louisville have tout-
ed an average score of 31 on the test,
which has a top score of 36. 

Those high marks attract families
who are seeking a rigorous education
for their children. A comparatively low
private school tuition, a reduced em-
phasis on technology and the billboards
promising “knowledge not nonsense”
were also attractive for some.

Mitch Millard said he and his wife
were attracted to the school in the early
2000s because it is a private, Christian
school that promises small class sizes
and a nontraditional workweek that al-
lows for part-time home schooling. 

Millard said his son lasted just two
years at the school before administra-
tors told him his fi�fth-grader was “un-
teachable.” 

“I got the feeling as we left there that
they cared more about the reputation of
the school than they did about the stu-

dents that they were teaching,” he said.
His son, Michael Millard, now 29,

said he was a disruptive student who
talked in class when he was in elemen-
tary school, but he does not believe he
was handled properly. 

“I was a bad kid, or so I thought. I al-
ways thought that I was a bad kid be-
cause I was talking in class,” he said. 

Michael, who has been a captain fl�y-
ing international routes on Boeing 737s
for a legacy airline since he was 26, fi�nds
the belief that he was “unteachable”
ironic. 

“If that’s not teachable, how would
you defi�ne it?” he asked of his current
profession. 

More recently, another father said his
son was also asked to leave the school. 

After his son attended the school
from kindergarten through fourth
grade, the man said school leadership
requested a meeting with him after the
fi�rst day of fi�fth grade two years ago.

In that meeting, he said he was told
his son was no longer welcome at the
school. The reason, he believes, is be-
cause of his son’s language processing
disorder, which makes standardized
tests more diffi�cult. 

“He never had a single behavior com-
plaint, nothing like that. He just has a
disability, and he’s fi�ghting through it,
and he was still doing well,” he said,
adding “he dragged their scores down,
so they wanted him gone.” 

Beyond his son being asked to leave,
the father was upset the conversation
didn’t happen at the end of the previous
school year, before “admissions at al-
most every other school had closed.” 

“It was a very dark period for us,” he
said. “It took a lot of discussion with our
son to make him understand it wasn’t
his fault.” 

Reach reporter Krista Johnson at
kjohnson3@courier-journal.com. Reach
reporter Josh Wood at jwood@courier-
journal.com. Former Courier Journal
reporter Jonathan Bullington contribut-
ed reporting. 
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“I had severe anxiety about

going to hell for a very long

time. I was still very

religious. I’m bisexual, and I

hated myself.”
Highlands Latin School graduate 

Leaders of Louisville-based Highlands Latin School
and its related publishing arm, Memoria Press, diff�er-
entiate their form of classical Christian education
from modern American education — which they often
term “progressive” — in a number of ways.

To them, “progressive” education teaches students
what to think, not how to think. It is focused, they say,
on preparing students for jobs and “political indoctri-
nation,” rather than building knowledge and virtue like
“traditional” and classical education does.

Modern classrooms are “child-centered” instead of
“teacher-led” like at Highlands Latin, and they say
educators at those institutions try to make school fun
when it should be serious.

Highlands Latin presents its schools as focused on
order and obedience, with the teacher meant to appear
as an authority fi�gure instead of a friend.

Memorization, which has seen its place diminished
in modern education, remains a cornerstone at High-
lands Latin, which celebrates sixth-graders who suc-
cessfully recite all 3,201 words of Thomas Babington
Macaulay’s poem “Horatius at the Bridge.”

While things like memorization and penmanship
may not be fun for students, they are viewed as essen-
tial building blocks at Highlands Latin and Memoria
Press. 

“Our failure is if we bow to the whims of our children
and not teach these important things because our chil-
dren aren’t having fun in school,” said Tanya Charlton,
Memoria Press’ director of operations and curriculum
in a 2020 video posted to YouTube. “Our failure is if we
bow to the progressive siren’s voice that is telling us
that our children should love school and love all that
they are learning.”

The seriousness — or “gravitas” as Highlands Latin
and Memoria leaders phrase it — of school extends to
even the youngest students.

“They learn that school is not for entertainment.
Because if you just bring them in, and you’re a glorifi�ed
child care service, and you’re doing fun things all the
time, they’re going to get the idea that school is for fun
things and not serious things,” said Martin Cothran,
who founded Memoria Press’ online academy and later
directed the Classical Latin School Association ac-
creditation body, in a 2021 podcast.

Reach Josh Wood at jwood@courier-journal.com or
on X at @JWoodJourno. Reach Krista Johnson at
kjohnson3@gannett.com or on X at @KristaJ1993

How Highlands
Latin School,
Memoria Press
approach teaching
Josh Wood Louisville Courier Journal | USA TODAY NETWORK
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Marty Pollio is retiring from Jeff�erson
County Public Schools after seven years
leading Kentucky’s largest district, with

a total of 30 years in the system.
Pollio, who is one of the longest ten-

ured superintendents of any large urban
district in the country, announced his
upcoming retirement Friday in an email
sent to all district staff�. His last day will
be July 1, 2025, when his current con-
tract ends. 

“I began crafting this letter about a
month ago,” Pollio said in the email. “It
has taken me this long to complete it as I

get emotional every time I return to the
letter. I picked this day to send it out to
the JCPS family, not anticipating can-
celing school today. However, it is prob-
ably appropriate with all the challenges
we have tackled together over the last 7+
years.”

In a statement following the an-
nouncement, Louisville Mayor Craig
Greenberg thanked Pollio “for his tire-
less service and eff�orts to improve edu-

cational outcomes for all students. We
will continue working closely together
for the remainder of his tenure on part-
nerships to improve public education in
Louisville.”

Jeff�erson County Board of Education
members will be in charge of deciding
who will become the district’s next su-
perintendent, once Pollio’s term ends. 

Superintendent announces retirement

See POLLIO, Page 2A

After 7 years at JCPS,
Pollio’s last day is July 1

Krista Johnson
Louisville Courier Journal

USA TODAY NETWORK

STEINHATCHEE, Fla. – For nearly
two decades, Scott Peters poured his
heart and soul into his Crabbie Dad’s
bar just across the road from the Stein-
hatchee River on Florida’s Big Bend
coast.

He’s weathered storms and fl�oods,
the ups and downs of the tourist trade,
the overall economy and pretty much
anything else the world has thrown at
him. And for a long time, hurricanes
have been a fact of life – and usually
mild enough to ride out in town.

Locals threw hurricane parties,
cracking open beers and howling de-
fi�ance at the wind. But after 2016,
when Hurricane Hermine trashed the
small town he calls home, they started
taking the storms more seriously.

“We’re basically at sea level,” Peters
said Wednesday.

That was before Hurricane Helene
roared ashore pushing a wall of water.
Helene’s eye hit the coast a few miles
away, and Steinhatchee got hit maybe
harder than almost anywhere else.

And Peters’ bar maybe got hit the
hardest.

He rode out the storm in Gaines-
ville, about 70 miles away, and hadn’t
yet made it home to assess the dam-
age. 

His friends and neighbors texted
him photos and videos of the bar, but
he worried the small bridge to his
house was gone, and maybe the house
itself. 

“It’s total devastation,” he said by
phone Friday, while sheriff�’s deputies
blocked entry to the town. “I’ve got to 

Helene
leaves
destruction
in Fla. town
Stunned residents
assess the damage

Trevor Hughes
USA TODAY

The wreckage of the Crabbie 
Dad’s bar is seen Friday in
Steinhatchee, Fla., following the
passage of Hurricane Helene.
TREVOR HUGHES/USA TODAY

See HELENE, Page 2A

T
he school that would eventually become Louisville’s

Highlands Latin began informally with a handful of

students learning Latin in their teacher’s living room. h
Parents learned about classes by word of mouth, and the

materials came from a nascent homeschooling publishing

house that had been initially based in that same living room, before

moving to an offi�ce above the garage. h As the number of students grew,

the classes moved from Cheryl Lowe’s living room and into rented spaces,

before eventually fi�nding a more permanent home as a long-term tenant of

the Crescent Hill Baptist Church on Frankfort Avenue in 2002-03.

Today, that campus is one of two in
Louisville, where Highlands Latin has
more than 700 students enrolled.

But its growth didn’t stop there.
The school has established other full-

time campuses in Indianapolis, Orlan-
do, Fla., and Owensboro, Ky., while 17
part-time Highlands Latin “cottage
schools” have appeared in 11 states.

Its homeschool publishing house,
Memoria Press, is no longer in its garage
attic offi�ce and today says its books are
used by more than 650 schools across
the country.

And it formed an accreditation body,
known as the Classical Latin School As-

sociation, to give a stamp of approval to
other classical Christian schools across
the country.

Today, Highlands Latin has the hall-
marks of an empire.

A scrappy beginning

In school histories shared by High-
lands Latin administrators over the
years, founder Cheryl Lowe, who died in
2017, did not set out to build an empire.

Instead, she turned to homeschool-
ing her two sons after not fi�nding any 

‘Vision 25 years ago is
still the same vision’

Highlands Latin School
campuses, clockwise from

center: Louisville, Ky.;
Owensboro, Ky.; Pasadena,

Calif.; Greenville, S.C.;
Indianapolis, Ind. (West);

Indianapolis, Ind. (East); Winter
Park, Fla.; Phoenix, Ariz.;

Anderson, S.C.; Nashville, Tenn.
USA TODAY NETWORK

Classical education

emphasizes ancient

historical texts and

ancient languages,

such as Latin. At

Highlands, it is merged

with Christian ideology.

How Highlands Latin School built a
classical Christian education empire
Josh Wood and Krista Johnson Louisville Courier Journal | USA TODAY NETWORK

See HIGHLANDS, Page 12A
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local schools that fi�t her needs.
According to Memoria Press curricu-

lum director Tanya Charlton, Lowe
pulled her sons out of a local private
school when she realized “they weren’t
being educated” and began looking into
education herself.

“She researched education and fi�nal-
ly came to the conclusion that there was
only one true education, and that was
the classical education,” Charlton said
in a 2021 podcast. “Once she came to
that conclusion, that was it for her. To
me, that was a pivotal moment in her
life. So, she started teaching herself Lat-
in, taught her children Latin, and then
decided everybody needs to be classi-
cally educated.”

Classical education emphasizes an-
cient historical texts and ancient lan-
guages, such as Latin. At Highlands, it is
merged with Christian ideology.

Soon, homeschool parents began
asking Lowe to teach their children Lat-
in in her home, and she fi�lled her living
room with wooden desks.

Lowe eventually decided to form an
actual school. And to get it off� the
ground, she turned to those close to her.

To lead the school, which was for-
mally founded in 2000, Lowe selected
Shawn Wheatley, a college friend of her
son who was in his mid-20s when he be-
came principal. According to a Memoria
Press article by Leigh Lowe, her mother-
in-law had decided Wheatley — who
continues to lead Highlands Latin in
Louisville — was the right person for the
job when he was just 23, two years be-
fore he was actually hired.

Cheryl Lowe selected Leigh Lowe,
who had a degree in business, to teach
Latin, classical studies and Christian
studies in a weekly four-hour class
made up of students spanning second
through eighth grade.

“This was a real leap of faith for both
of us. For many reasons, but not least of
which was I did not know Latin, or
Greek mythology or Roman history at
that time. But nonetheless, I quit my
full-time job and took a four-hour-a-
week teaching position,” Leigh Lowe
said in a 2019 speech.

She said her future-mother-in-law
preferred her inexperience as “she just
had to train me, and not retrain me.”

Today, Leigh Lowe is Highlands Latin

School’s curriculum director.
Charlton, another early teacher,

came on board after her children attend-
ed classes held by Cheryl Lowe. She had
a degree in English and had worked in
accounting, but didn’t know anything
about classical education until she met
Lowe.

“She came to me with this stack of
books and said, ‘by the way, we’ve never
had a fi�fth grade before, so we don’t have
a curriculum. But I’ve chosen the books
— here, you’re going to have to write it
this summer,’” she recalled of her start
at Highlands Latin during a seminar at a
2022 homeschool teaching conference
hosted by Highlands Latin.

“She did that to everyone,” Leigh
Lowe said during that seminar. “I re-
member sitting in my lawn chair in my
backyard writing the guides for the
books that I was supposed to teach.”

Highlands Latin’s meteoric growth
from a bare-bones, part-time school to
the empire it is today is presented as ac-
cidental.

“I would say Memoria Press was nev-
er an empire-building sort of business,”
said Leigh Lowe at the homeschool
teaching conference, adding that as a
result of Cheryl Lowe’s “sincerity, and
that humility and that wisdom” parents
kept asking them to expand more and
more, from a cottage school, to a full-
time school to franchises across the na-
tion.

“That’s always what has happened
because it’s a good thing that people
want. And classical education is satis-
fying hearts’ desires. And so that is, I
think, the impetus for growth,” she said.

Decades later, Cheryl Lowe’s legacy
continues to live on at Highlands Latin.

“Her vision 25 years ago is still the
same vision. It hasn’t changed. I mean,
she was just brilliant. We’re using the
same books… We just haven’t veered
from it,” said Charlton at that 2022 con-
ference.

To preserve independence over the
curriculum, Leigh Lowe said that same
year, HLS did not have a board of direc-
tors.

After The Courier Journal reached
out to Memoria and HLS staff� for com-
ment, and mentioned the past teaching
conferences, videos of the events disap-
peared from Memoria Press’ website.
Staff� lists for Memoria Press, its online
academy and HLS were also removed.

The empire today

More than two decades after it was
founded, the Highlands Latin-Memoria
empire is nearly unrecognizable.

Today, Highlands Latin has schools
stretching from coast to coast, from the
shadow of the San Gabriel Mountains in
southern California to the edge of 

Highlands Latin School
campus on Shelbyville Road in
Louisville. MICHAEL CLEVENGER

AND SAM UPSHAW/COURIER JOURNAL

Highlands Latin’s

meteoric growth 

from a bare-bones,

part-time school 

to the empire it is

today is presented

as accidental. 

Highlands
Continued from Page 1A
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Montana’s rugged badlands and the coastal South
Carolina Lowcountry.

Most are part-time schools housed in churches.
But others are more deeply entrenched.

In Louisville, Highlands Latin opened a second
campus on a 20-acre Shelbyville Road property the
school purchased for $3.8 million in 2010.

North of Indianapolis, Highlands Latin is looking
to open a permanent campus on a 30-acre plot of
land to serve its 200 area students, who currently at-
tend classes in two churches.

Once an over-the-garage operation, Memoria
Press today employs about 50 people, according to its
website, which also lists international distributors
for its books and curriculums in Australia, New Zea-
land, the United Kingdom and Canada.

In addition to publishing textbooks, teacher
guides and study guides, Memoria Press runs its own
podcast network featuring personalities from the
empire talking about classical education and homes-
chooling.

The accreditation body born out of the empire, the
Classical Latin School Association, has accredited 26
schools in 12 states.

“The Classical Latin School Association is a group
of elementary and secondary schools that work to
promote the culture of the Christian West,” said the
association’s director, Paul Schaeff�er, in an online
promotional video.

Schaeff�er, one of Cheryl Lowe’s original students
when she was teaching out of her living room, was
also, until recently, the headmaster of Memoria
Academy, which provides online instruction to near-
ly 2,000 students spanning grades 3-12.

To obtain accreditation, the Classical Latin School
Association requires schools to submit a “self study”
to the body and then invite CLSA staff� for an on-site
visit. Schools wishing to obtain accreditation must
pay a $150 application fee and cover all expenses re-
lated to the visit, according to the association’s web-
site. Renewals of accreditation cost $300 per year for
schools with fewer than 100 students and $600 per
year for schools with more than 100 students.

Additionally, more than 100 schools in 31 states are
listed as “standard” or “partner” members of the
Classical Latin School Association.

The requirements to become a member are far
lower than accreditation, with schools having to ad-
here to the principles of Christian classical educa-
tion. Partner members pay $200 to the body, plus $3
per student yearly; “standard” members pay $100,
plus $2 per student.

Membership gives schools discounts to annual
teaching conferences put on by the Classical Latin
School Association and Memoria Press in Louisville,
as well as on purchases from Memoria Press. Becom-
ing a “partner” member is also a prerequisite to get-
ting full accreditation.

Memoria College began in 2020, off�ering master’s
degrees in “the great books.”

The college’s provost is Martin Cothran, who de-
signed Memoria Press’ early curriculums alongside
Cheryl Lowe and serves as spokesman for the con-
servative Kentucky Family Foundation lobbying
group.

While the college has a conditional license from
the Kentucky Council on Postsecondary Education,
its website says it is not accredited by any agency
recognized by the U.S. Department of Education.

As of July, the program had graduated 16 students.

Education just one part of Lowe businesses

With a law degree from Vanderbilt in hand, Cheryl
Lowe’s son, Brian Lowe, has handled the business
side of the Highlands Latin empire.

Today, the components of that empire are just
some of the business interests under Brian Lowe and
his family in Louisville.

Brian Lowe is the director of Vittitow Refrigera-
tion, a commercial refrigeration company originally
started by his grandfather.

Campus Quilt, a company founded by Brian
Lowe’s wife, Leigh, turns customers’ old T-shirts into
quilts.

Louisville-based developer Trajan is also under
Brian Lowe.

In 2012, Brian Lowe told Louisville Business First
that his family’s businesses at the time — including
his education businesses and his brother’s food-ser-
vice equipment supply company, Prima Supply —
employed about 300 people and had annual sales of
more than $35 million.

Since then, more Lowe family businesses have
opened.

With strict uniform requirements at Highlands
Latin’s campuses in Louisville and across the coun-
try, Highlands Uniform, founded by Brian Lowe in
2019, is a one-stop shop for uniforms.

There is little public-facing information available
about City Farm LLC, a Louisville-based company
founded by Brian Lowe in 2015.

However, records show last year City Farm paid
Bellarmine University $2.5 million to purchase the
Boxhill Estate, an early 20th century Glenview man-
sion overlooking the Ohio River that includes
grounds designed by the Olmsted Firm, which also
designed New York’s Central Park and Louisville’s
Cherokee Park.

Statistics provided by Brian Lowe during a 2020
teaching conference showed HLS’ Louisville cam-
puses doubling their revenue from $2.3 million in
2011 to $5.1 million in 2018, a span of just seven years.

Brian Lowe did not respond to repeated interview
requests from The Courier Journal. Leigh Lowe,
Charlton, Wheatley, Schaeff�er and Cothran similarly
did not return messages from the newspaper.

‘It should be an option that 
Kentucky parents can have’

The diversity of the Highlands Latin empire puts it
in a unique position if an upcoming ballot measure
passes during the November general election in Ken-
tucky.

Amendment 2 would change the state constitu-
tion to allow, for the fi�rst time, the passage of laws
that could divert public tax dollars away from public
schools and instead toward private education.

This is an eff�ort of the Republican-majority in the
state legislature that is years in the making, though
legislators have been unclear what type of law they
will pursue if voters approve the constitutional
amendment.

For instance, a voucher program could fund schol-
arships for students interested in attending private
schools, like Highlands Latin. And an education sav-
ings account program could fund tuition at private
schools, and also cover the cost of items associated
with private schools, like uniforms. Additionally, an
ESA could be used toward homeschooling materials,
like textbooks.

Elsewhere in the country, public funds have
helped swell the ranks of classical schools like HLS in
recent years.

According to a July 2023 report from the Network
for Public Education, a group that advocates for pub-
lic schools, the number of “classical” or what they
termed “right-wing sector” charter schools in the
United States has grown 90% since 2017.

Now, 29 states — with the potential addition of
Kentucky — have laws that allow public money to go
toward private education. Private schools that
choose to accept voucher money still reserve the
right to choose whom they admit.

“They want to take the rights of private entities,
but want to take public money to do it, and that’s
what I’m afraid about,” said Adam Laats, a professor
at New York’s Binghamton University, who is an ex-
pert in the history of education and battles over edu-
cation culture.

Cothran, the Memoria College provost who was
instrumental in devising Memoria Press’ early curri-
culums, has advocated for the passage of the amend-
ment as the spokesman and senior policy adviser for
the conservative Kentucky Family Foundation.

He sees school choice as a way to reform educa-
tion as a whole by providing competition to low-
quality education at public schools and giving par-
ents more options.

“Education has now become the chief battlefi�eld
in political fi�ghts over race and gender,” he wrote in
February, encouraging voters to ratify the constitu-
tional amendment. “And because government bu-
reaucracies inevitably lean left, Christian parents are
forced to endure the indignity of not only being
forced to endure the indoctrination of their children,
but also having to pay for it.”

He added: “Kentucky must move forward by pro-
viding families the freedom to choose the best educa-
tion for their children.”

Asked in a July podcast whether the passage of
the ballot measure could see classical education
make its way into public schools in Kentucky, Coth-
ran pointed to Great Hearts, an Arizona-based classi-
cal charter school chain that now operates dozens of
schools across four states with the help of school
choice vouchers, but has faced allegations of racism
and discrimination.

“This is being done. It has been done. They are
very successful. And it should be an option that Ken-
tucky parents can have,” he said.

Reach reporter Josh Wood at jwood@courier-jour-
nal.com or on X at @JWoodJourno. Reach reporter
Krista Johnson at kjohnson3@gannett.com.

Leigh Lowe teaches students at Highlands Latin School a Christmas song in Latin, in this photo from 2005. MICHAEL CLEVENGER/COURIER JOURNAL

In a photo from 2010, Brian Lowe is shown with his mother, Cheryl Lowe, who founded Highlands Latin School.
Cheryl Lowe died in 2017. PROVIDED BY KYLENE LLOYD

Continued from previous page
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Passersby seeing Highlands Latin’s royal blue sign on
the church’s lawn — and knowing little about the school,
save for its location and its billboards boasting impressive
standardized test scores — might conclude the school, too,
is progressive.

But the empire that has sprouted from Highlands Latin
— which includes branches across the country, a publish-
ing affi�liate, an online academy and an accreditation body
— is anything but progressive.

The empire has found a strong appeal to far-right ele-
ments and provided a safe harbor for educators with ex-
tremist views, including one who advocated using classical

Christian education “to take back the West for white peo-
ples.”

The tagline of the empire’s Memoria Press publishing
arm — “Saving Western Civilization one student at a time”
— is seen as a dog whistle by some former students and
experts.

One of the most infl�uential personalities of the empire is
also the spokesman for a conservative Kentucky lobbying
group and has been among the most outspoken voices
against gay rights in the commonwealth.

It’s a sunny June afternoon and families are walking along Louisville’s Frankfort Avenue past the impos-

ing, colonnaded façade of the Crescent Hill Baptist Church. h For the month, there’s a rainbow gay pride

planted in front of the church, which also houses a Highlands Latin School campus as a tenant. h The

church’s progressive bona fi�des are strong. h It was banished from the Kentucky Southern Baptist Con-

vention for allowing same-sex marriages. h It has a gay pastor. Its website highlights an inclusive, cultur-

ally diverse congregation and eff�orts to combat racial inequality. h And in August, the church hosted an

author to speak about the dangers Christian nationalism presents to American democracy.

COST OF EMPIRE

‘Saving Western
Civilization’

GETTY IMAGES

The far-right appeal of
Highlands Latin empire

Josh Wood Louisville Courier Journal |  USA TODAY NETWORK

See EMPIRE, Page 8A

“We artifi�cially make 

ourselves diverse. 

It’s not natural.”
Thomas Achord
Former Memoria Press Online Academy history 
and government teacher

In this exceedingly tight election,
Minnesota Gov. Tim Walz and Ohio
Sen. JD Vance are serving up one of
the most consequential vice presi-
dential debates in U.S. history that
could make or break their respective
tickets in the fi�nal fi�ve weeks of the
fi�ght for the White House.

The running mates typically host a
snoozy undercard, but polls show a
seesaw contest in each of the battle-
ground states, and given that Tues-
day’s meeting in New York is likely 

ELECTIONS
2024
VICE PRESIDENTIAL
DEBATE

Battle of the
‘Everyman’
Walz-Vance debate
likely last chance to
score decisive blow
Phillip M. Bailey
USA TODAY

See DEBATE, Page 2A

The leader of Kentucky’s largest
school district has a clear message
for the commonwealth ahead of the
upcoming election: Vote no on
Amendment 2.

Jeff�erson County Public Schools
Superintendent Marty Pollio strongly
opposes the November ballot mea-
sure, which would revise the Ken-
tucky Constitution to let public tax

dollars go toward pri-
vate education.

While proponents
say the measure will
off�er families more
choice in how their
children receive edu-
cation, Pollio said a
lack of a transparency

at private schools, their ability to turn
students away and the fi�nancial det-
riment a voucher program could have
on public education as reasons he
hopes Kentuckians vote against it.

“I don’t think it’s the right thing to
do,” Pollio told The Courier Journal. “I
think in the end, it will end up dam-
aging the infrastructure of our public
schools across this commonwealth,
where the vast majority of students
go, and I think it will be devastating
to our future as a community and a
state.”

Pollio
criticizes
‘school
choice’
Says ballot measure
would hurt education

Krista Johnson
Louisville Courier Journal

USA TODAY NETWORK

See POLLIO, Page 2A

Pollio 
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And when Kentucky Gov. Andy Be-
shear ordered schools to move to remote
learning amid the COVID-19 pandemic,
the classical Christian school joined a
lawsuit against him.

“Some of these types of schools are
really into trying to separate away from
everything to be their own superior so-
ciety,” said Adam Laats, a professor at
New York’s Binghamton University,
who is an expert in the history of educa-
tion and battles over education culture.
“Others are culture warriors in main-
stream society.”

Christopher Jones, the chair of the
Crescent Hill Baptist Church council,
did not comment directly on the rela-
tionship with Highlands Latin School,
saying only that HLS has been a tenant
for 22 years and the church “has been a
vital part of our community since 1908,
and is home to many neighborhood
events and organizations.”

Restoring the ‘self-respect 
of Western Civilization’

It’s a little more than a week before
Christmas 2020 when the latest episode
of the Ars Politica podcast drops.

Like the dozens of other episodes, it
opens with a few bars of Canadian
country-folk artist Colter Wall’s soulful
2015 song “Sleeping on the Blacktop.”

Then, the voice of a then-Memoria
Press Online Academy history and gov-
ernment teacher, Thomas Achord, is
heard.

“Welcome to Ars Politica, a podcast
on political life, culture and Christian
political theory with Stephen Wolfe and
Thomas Achord. We seek to revitalize
the Christian West to restore the dignity,
strength and self-respect of Western
Civilization,” he says before introducing
the episode’s topic: Christian national-
ism.

“We’ll defi�ne it and explain it and
then defend it,” he tells listeners.

His co-host, Wolfe, was a former Me-
moria logic teacher who in 2022 would
publish a book titled “The Case for
Christian Nationalism.” In that book,
Wolfe would call for a “Christian prince”
to rule a Christian country, justify vio-
lent revolution against the secular state
and complain that the United States to-
day is a female-led “gynocracy” where
men can achieve success only by defer-
ring to women or becoming eff�eminate.

During the more than hour-long pod-
cast, Wolfe and Achord discussed how it
was the government’s responsibility to
preserve “true religion” in the state and
how diversity was not “natural” like
Christian nationalism was.

“We artifi�cially make ourselves di-
verse. It’s not natural,” said Achord, who
received a master’s degree from Louis-
ville’s Southern Baptist Theological
Seminary and later co-authored a book
titled “Who is My Neighbor?: An An-
thology In Natural Relations.”

He added: “It doesn’t happen natu-
rally. Naturally, if you let people go, over
time they all tend to some center. And
this is seen in all societies.”

On a pseudonymous Twitter ac-
count, Achord was simultaneously
making explicitly racist posts railing
against diversity and advocating for
white supremacy.

Achord’s Twitter account and Wolfe’s
later statements — including that Jews
would be “tolerated” in a future Chris-
tian nationalist America so long as their
actions did not undermine the state’s
Christian nature — would overshadow
their podcast, which has largely been
scrubbed from the internet.

But as co-hosts on the podcast for
more than two years, Wolfe and Achord
would also lay out extreme views.

In Ars Politica’s very fi�rst episode, in
September 2020, Wolfe said a major
theme would be “anti-egalitarianism” —
or the idea that people are not equal and
do not deserve the same rights, treat-
ment and opportunities.

In another episode, they explored
“Anarcho-Tyranny” a term coined by
the late high-profi�le white supremacist
Sam Francis that is meant to describe an
oppressive system whereby innocent
people are criminalized while actual
criminals go unpunished.

“I do think the starkest example of
Anarcho-Tyranny is the overt anti-
white racism that’s permitted in acade-
mia, in media, business, government,
education — and you contrast it next to
the increasing strictures which white
people must abide by in order not to ap-
pear bigoted,” Achord said in the No-
vember 2021 podcast. “…No other peo-
ple have policed speech like white peo-
ple do. There are words that white peo-
ple can’t utter, just whole words, doesn’t
matter how you utter them.”

Courier Journal reviews of archived
versions of Memoria Press Online Acad-
emy webpages show Wolfe was listed as
a teacher through at least September
2020 and Achord was listed as a teacher
through at least May 2022.

Attempts to reach Achord were un-
successful. In response to a Courier
Journal request for comment, Wolfe
emailed a Latin phrase that translates to
“a healthy mind in a healthy body.”

Memoria’s online academy’s current
headmaster, Mitchell Holley, did not re-
spond to requests for comment. Paul
Schaeff�er, who headed the online acad-
emy from early 2020 until this year,
similarly did not respond to requests for
comment.

A ‘Trojan horse’ for 
white nationalism

The March before Ars Politica’s
Christian nationalism episode aired,
Achord turned to his Twitter account to
talk about classical Christian education,
which he and other proponents some-
times abbreviate as CCE.

In a short thread, he tied the move-
ment’s goals to white supremacy.

“I am heavily involved in the CCE
world,” he wrote. “The people are
scared, they’re aware that things are
against them as Christians, as Western-
ers, perhaps they sense things are
against them as whites, but they don’t
admit it.”

He continued: “My concerns are that,
like goodwhites, they’ll be hoodwinked
and guilted into tolerating Diversity and
nonwhites, Marxism and shitlibery. Lit-
erally the ONLY organized movement
trying to save Western civ is a gang of
homeschoolers and private schoolers
educating young people… I want to pro-
vide formal help, tools, resources for
white-advocates to take back the West
for white peoples by recovering a classi-
cal education.”

In other posts by Achord, he said
“Jews” were behind Antifa, called Afri-
can American Congresswoman Cori
Bush, D-Mo., a “ngress” and wrote “we
don’t need diversity” next to a picture of
white female track and fi�eld athletes.

Achord, who was also the headmas-
ter of a classical Christian school in Lou-
isiana while working as a teacher at Me-
moria’s online academy, would publicly
admit the Twitter account was his in
late 2022 after it was unmasked by a
United Kingdom-based Christian blog-
ger, Alastair Roberts.

In exposing Achord’s anonymous ac-
count, Roberts wrote that he noticed
similarities between Achord’s burner
account and bylined writings and pod-
casts — particularly how he talked
about “anarcho-tyranny.”

Achord initially denied involvement
in the Twitter account. But days later, he
wrote that he concluded the account
was his, but claimed he could not re-
member the posts or the account from
what he called a “spiritually dark time.”

Prominent conservative writer Rod
Dreher, whose wife worked at Achord’s
school in Louisiana before resigning in
protest, wrote Achord was looking to
“use Classical Education as a Trojan
horse for white nationalism.” Dreher lat-
er wrote his son, a student at that
school, had told him Achord was trying
to lead boys in his class “to the radical
racist right,” but he didn’t take his son
seriously at the time.

While Achord’s involvement with the
Louisiana school has been publicized,
his connection to Memoria has not been
reported until now.

Memoria still employs 
some with extreme views

The Ars Politica duo were not the last
teachers with controversial views to
work at Memoria.

Jared Lovell, who lives in Pennsylva-
nia, is a self-professed monarchist and
Christian nationalist who has been at
Memoria since at least 2018. He current-
ly teaches classes on U.S. government
and history according to the online

academy’s website.
“As a history teacher, I say without

qualifi�cation, until we get our Civil War
history right, we are not going to turn
around as a country,” he wrote on Face-
book in January. “If you are my student
and you say slavery was the cause of the
Civil War on the test, you lose points.”

On a list of his “top 10+ American vil-
lains” Lovell posted in 2022, Abraham
Lincoln was No. 3; on a list of “top 10 he-
roes in American history” Confederate
General Robert E Lee ranked No. 6.

“I echo Thomas Achord: ‘Robert E.
Lee was a better man than every current
living American,’” he wrote in a Septem-
ber 2021 post.

Over the years, he has repeatedly
praised the work of Achord and Wolfe,
including Wolfe’s controversial book.

At other times, he took aim at the 19th
Amendment, which gave women the
right to vote.

“Serious question: can you think of a
single social negative that would result
from the repeal of the 19th Amend-
ment?” he asked in 2021.

In the comments to that post, he said
he was “not anti-women” and knows the
question is “not politically correct” be-
fore adding that amendments 16
through 20 were “all bad.”

In another post in 2022, he wrote
about telling students “at the very least,
women’s suff�rage assumes a natural an-
tagonistic relationship existing within
society and that, for better or worse, it
has the eff�ect of splitting households.”

Later in that post, Lovell recalled tell-
ing students that “Marxism, Woke-ism”
and Critical Race Theory are “all Chris-
tian heresies.”

His thoughts on democracy also
stray from the mainstream.

“I consider democracy to be the worst
form of government overall,” he wrote in
2021. “Monarchy, in my view, fi�ts best
with nature.”

Lovell did not respond to requests for
comment. 

Right-wing appeal closer to home

In Kentucky, the capital of the High-
lands Latin empire, the school has ap-
pealed to the right, as well.

One of the most infl�uential people in
the that empire is Martin Cothran, the
co-founder of the Classical Latin School
Association, the editor of Memoria
Press’ magazine, a former teacher at
Highlands Latin and a frequent speaker
at Memoria conferences.

He is also the spokesman for The
Family Foundation in Kentucky, a con-
servative Christian non-profi�t that bat-
tled against marriage equality and has
more recently been focused on support-
ing strict abortion bans, banning gen-
der-affi�rming care for transgender
youth and boosting a ballot measure
that would allow public funds to be used
for private education. 

As Kentucky’s gay marriage ban was
challenged by the U.S. Supreme Court
almost a decade ago, Cothran was a fre-
quent commentator speaking against
same-sex marriages.

“The argument that the gay rights is-
sue is a civil rights issue is basically say-
ing that gays are in the same position as
Blacks,” he told PBS News Hour in 2015.
“…I’m sorry. They were not shipped over
here in slave ships. They didn’t have to
drink at diff�erent drinking fountains.
They were not persecuted in the way
Blacks have been persecuted. Gays are
not politically powerless.”

While gay people should be treated
“fairly” he added, that does not “require
you to change the defi�nition of mar-
riage.”

Since then, Cothran has continued to
go to bat for controversial topics.

In 2022, after the Christian Academy
of Louisville faced criticism over an as-
signment asking students to write a let-

ter to convince gay friends that “homo-
sexuality will not bring them satisfac-
tion,” Cothran defended the assign-
ment.

“To say that a Christian school
should be restricted in some way in
terms of teaching the Christian children
of Christian families at a Christian
school what the basic Christian beliefs
about sexuality are is, I think, quite
frankly a little intolerant,” he told The
Courier Journal at the time.

Meanwhile, the Classical Latin
School Association, an accreditation
body born out of HLS and co-founded
by Cothran, has a partnership with the
Alliance Defending Freedom, a conser-
vative legal advocacy group that has
been involved in a number U.S. Su-
preme Court cases. The Arizona-based
group has opposed LGBTQ rights,
backed strict anti-abortion legislation
and is considered a hate group by the
Southern Poverty Law Center. 

Cothran did not respond to requests
for comment for The Courier Journal for
this story.

‘A thinly veiled dog whistle
term for white’

Plastered across the top of Memoria
Press’ website, emblazoned on T-shirts
and mugs and repeated by staff� across
the Highlands Latin empire is Memo-
ria’s tagline: “Saving Western Civiliza-
tion One Student at a Time.”

Writing for Memoria Press in 2017,
Cothran wrote “Western civilization is
the culture of Athens, the culture of
Rome, and the culture of Jerusalem —
transformed and perfected by Chris-
tianity.”

But the terms “Western” and “West-
ern civilization” have been embraced by
members of the far-right in recent years
and are viewed, by some, as euphe-
misms for whiteness.

Former HLS students, as well as ex-
perts in Christian nationalism and clas-
sical education fi�nd the tagline trou-
bling.

“You hear Judeo-Christian or you
hear Western, and it is a very thinly
veiled dog whistle term for white,” said
Josh Davis, an assistant professor of so-
ciology at the University of New Hamp-
shire who studies white Christian na-
tionalism.

Loaded in that tagline, Davis said,
was the idea that Americans of “West-
ern” origin had seen their status decline
in recent years amid moves toward di-
versity and inclusivity, and that some-
thing must be done to reverse the tide.

Brandon Long, a former teacher at an
Ohio classical school that follows the
Memoria Press curriculum, saw similar
problems with the slogan.

“So, what you see in the tagline of
‘saving Western civilization one [stu-
dent] a time’ — implicitly in that is a uni-
form culture that we want to reproduce,”
said Long, who is currently running for
Kentucky state representative in north-
ern Kentucky’s District 68. “It fi�lls ev-
erything. Everything is fi�ltered through
that.”

Jessica Hooten Wilson, a professor at
Malibu, California’s Christian Pepper-
dine University and an expert in classi-
cal education, is troubled by the tagline
as well.

“I would look out for any school that
says ‘we’re going to save civilization,’”
she said. “Only Jesus Christ saves. So,
any school that has their mission to
‘save civilization’ or ‘save children’ —
that’s not what classical education
should be.”

One former Highlands Latin student
who graduated in the 2010s told The
Courier Journal the tagline reminded
him of the “14 words” — a neo-Nazi slo-
gan — when he fi�rst heard it.

“I think they are trying to play on cur-
rent conservative moral panics. I think
they’re trying to market to people who
are terrifi�ed of public schools,” said the
former student who spoke on the condi-
tion of anonymity.

Wilson, who leads professional de-
velopment seminars for classical and
Christian schools, said some members
of the right look for forms of education
they can “misuse” to push an agenda.

“It’s not necessarily that classical
education is attractive for the right; I
think it’s the fact that you can have a
certain kind of education for an agen-
da,” she said, referencing Nazi and Sovi-
et takeovers of education systems in
Germany and the Soviet Union in the
20th century. “When you have control
over education, you can make things say
what you want them to say. But it’s not
the way of education itself that is the
problem; it’s the people using it.”

Classical schools, she said, need to be
intentional about diversity — including
diversity in the curriculum they teach.

“If you’re not being intentional about
that, you’re going to end up aligning
yourself with white supremacy on acci-
dent, or on purpose,” she said.

Reach reporter Josh Wood at
jwood@courier-journal.com or on X,
formerly known as Twitter at @JWood-
Journo. Krista Johnson contributed re-
porting.
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