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EXPLORING THE MEDIEVAL WORLD: A DEEP DIVE
INTO STORY OF THE WORLD VOLUME 2

Few resources  have  transformed  the  way  children  encounter
history as profoundly as Susan Wise Bauer’s Story of the World
series.  For  parents  and  educators  seeking  a  narrative-driven
approach to the past,  these books offer a lifeline away from dry
textbooks and toward vibrant storytelling. Among the volumes,
Story of the World Volume 2 holds a particularly special place.
Subtitled History for the Classical Child: The Middle Ages,  this
book guides young readers through one of the most fascinating,
complex, and often misunderstood eras of human civilization. It
does  not  merely  present  a  timeline  of  kings  and  battles;  it
breathes life into the centuries between the fall of Rome and the
dawn of the Renaissance, making the medieval period accessible,
exciting, and deeply meaningful for children and the adults who
read alongside them.

What Makes Story of the
World Volume 2 Unique?
At its core, Story of the World Volume 2 is built on a simple
yet powerful premise: history is a story. Susan Wise Bauer, a
historian and educator, crafted this volume to be read aloud or
independently, with a tone that is conversational, respectful, and
engaging.  Unlike  many  textbooks  that  present  history  as  a
collection of disconnected facts, this book weaves a continuous
narrative. It connects events across continents, showing how the
rise  of  Islam,  the  Viking  raids,  the  Crusades,  the  Mongol
invasions, and the growth of kingdoms in Europe, Africa, and Asia
were all part of a global tapestry. The volume covers roughly the
years 400 CE to 1600 CE, taking readers from the early Middle
Ages through the Age of Exploration.
One of the standout features of this volume is its commitment to
a global perspective. While many history curricula for children
focus  heavily  on  Europe,  Story  of  the  World  Volume  2
deliberately  includes  substantial  sections  on  the  Byzantine
Empire, the Islamic Golden Age, the great empires of West Africa
(such as Ghana, Mali, and Songhai), the dynasties of China, the
kingdoms of  India,  and the civilizations of  the Americas.  This
global viewpoint helps children understand that the Middle Ages
were  not  a  static  or  isolated  period  but  a  time  of  dynamic
interaction,  trade,  cultural  exchange,  and  conflict  around  the
world.

A Look Inside: Key Topics
and Chapters
THE FALL OF ROME AND THE RISE OF NEW POWERS

The volume opens with the crumbling of  the Western Roman
Empire, setting the stage for the centuries that follow. Readers
encounter the Byzantine Empire under Justinian and Theodora,
the rise of monasticism in Europe, and the spread of Christianity.

The narrative then moves eastward to the Arabian Peninsula,
where the story of Muhammad and the rapid expansion of Islam
is told with clarity and respect. This early section establishes a
theme that  runs  throughout  the book:  the transfer  of  power,
knowledge, and culture from one civilization to another.

VIKINGS, KNIGHTS, AND CASTLES

In  a  chapter  that  captures  the  imagination  of  many  young
readers, Story of the World Volume 2 dives into the world of
the  Vikings.  These  were  not  just  raiders  but  also  explorers,
traders, and settlers who reached as far as North America. The
book  explains  their  ships,  their  beliefs,  and  their  impact  on
Europe. Following the Vikings, the narrative explores the feudal
system, the life of knights, the construction of castles, and the
code of  chivalry.  Bauer’s  storytelling  makes  these topics  feel
immediate and personal, often focusing on individual figures like
Charlemagne,  Alfred  the  Great,  or  Eleanor  of  Aquitaine  to
illustrate larger historical trends.

THE CRUSADES AND CULTURAL EXCHANGE

The Crusades are handled with nuance and balance. Story of
the World Volume 2 avoids oversimplifying this complex series
of  conflicts.  Instead,  it  presents  the  motivations  of  different
groups—European Christians, Byzantine Christians, and Muslims
in  the  Middle  East—in  a  way  that  children  can  grasp.  The
narrative highlights not only the violence of the Crusades but also
the profound cultural exchange they spurred: the reintroduction
of  classical  Greek  and  Roman  knowledge  to  Europe  through
Islamic  scholarship,  the  trade of  spices  and textiles,  and the
exchange of ideas in science, medicine, and philosophy.

THE MONGOL EMPIRE AND THE SILK ROAD

One of the most exciting sections of the volume covers the rise of
the  Mongol  Empire  under  Genghis  Khan  and  his  successors.
Bauer makes the story of the Mongols accessible and thrilling,
showing how this nomadic people created the largest contiguous
land empire in history. She also emphasizes the role of the Silk
Road,  connecting  East  and  West,  and  introduces  figures  like
Marco Polo and Ibn Battuta, whose travels opened up new worlds
of understanding. This section is particularly effective at showing
how interconnected the medieval world truly was.

KINGDOMS OF AFRICA AND THE AMERICAS

Another  strength  of  Story  of  the  World  Volume  2  is  its
treatment of African civilizations. The empires of Ghana, Mali, and
Songhai  are  given their  due,  with  special  attention  to  Mansa
Musa,  the  wealthiest  person  in  history,  and  his  legendary
pilgrimage to Mecca. In the Americas, readers learn about the
Maya,  the  Aztecs,  and  the  Inca,  as  well  as  the  Ancestral
Puebloans  and the  Mississippian  culture.  These  chapters  help
children  understand  that  while  Europe  experienced  its  own
challenges  and  developments,  other  parts  of  the  world  were
flourishing  with  their  own  advanced  societies,  monumental
architecture,  and  complex  trade  networks.

THE LATE MIDDLE AGES AND THE DAWN OF THE
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RENAISSANCE

The volume closes with the tumultuous events of the late Middle
Ages: the Hundred Years' War, the Black Death, the decline of
feudalism, and the invention of the printing press. Bauer shows
how these events, though devastating in many ways, also paved
the  way  for  the  Renaissance  and  the  modern  world.  The  final
chapters introduce the early explorers, such as Columbus and da
Gama, and set the stage for Story of the World Volume 3.

Why This Book Works So
Well for Young Learners
There are many reasons why Story of the World Volume 2 has
become a  staple  in  homeschools  and  classrooms around  the
globe. The first is the writing itself. Susan Wise Bauer has a rare
gift for making complex historical events understandable without
talking  down  to  children.  She  uses  specific,  vivid  details—the
texture of a Viking longship, the smell of a medieval market, the
sound of a Mongol horse archer’s bow—that bring the past to life.
The  chapters  are  short  enough  to  hold  a  child’s  attention,
typically four to six pages, and each chapter ends with a question
or reflection point that encourages discussion.
Second, the volume is designed to be flexible. Many families use
it as a read-aloud over the course of a school year, while older
children  can  read  it  independently.  It  pairs  well  with  the
accompanying Activity Book, which provides map work, coloring
pages, crafts, recipes, and narration prompts that reinforce the
content in a hands-on way. There are also audiobooks narrated
by Jim Weiss, whose expressive reading adds another layer of
engagement for auditory learners.
Third, the book respects the child’s intelligence. It does not shy
away  from difficult  topics  like  war,  disease,  or  religious  conflict,
but  it  presents them in age-appropriate ways that  emphasize
context  and  humanity.  A  child  reading  Story  of  the World
Volume 2 comes away not just with a list of dates and names,
but with a sense of how people lived, what they believed, and
how their choices shaped the world we live in today.

How to Use Story of the
World Volume 2 in Your
Homeschool or Classroom
If you are new to the series, you might wonder how to integrate
Story of the World Volume 2 into your routine. Many families
use  it  as  the  spine  of  their  history  curriculum for  one  year,
typically during third or fourth grade, though it can be adapted
for a wider age range. Here are some practical tips:

Read one chapter per week. With 42 chapters, this pace
allows you to finish the book in a standard school year, with
time for review and enrichment.
Use the Activity Book. The optional but highly
recommended activity book includes comprehension
questions, map activities, coloring pages, and hands-on
projects that reinforce each chapter.
Incorporate the audiobook. Listening to Jim Weiss’s
narration during car rides or quiet time can be a wonderful
supplement.
Create a timeline. Have students add key events and
figures to a running timeline as they progress through the

chapters. This builds a visual understanding of chronology.
Read related literature. Pair the chapters with historical
fiction, biographies, and picture books set in the same time
periods. For example, while reading about the Vikings, you
might read The Viking Adventure or Beowulf (in a child-
friendly version).
Encourage narration. After each reading, ask your child
to tell back what they remember. This simple practice
improves comprehension and retention.

The Role of Story of the
World Volume 2 in a
Classical Education
The Story of the World  series is part of a broader classical
education model, often used in conjunction with The Well-Trained
Mind, also by Susan Wise Bauer and her mother Jessie Wise. In
this model, history is taught in four cycles: ancient times, the
Middle  Ages,  the  early  modern  period,  and  the  modern  age.
Story of the World Volume 2 corresponds to the second cycle,
typically covered in second or third grade. The classical approach
emphasizes  the  "grammar  stage"  of  learning  for  younger
children,  where  the  focus  is  on  absorbing  stories,  facts,  and
names. The narrative format of this volume is perfectly suited to
this stage, laying a foundation of knowledge that students will
revisit and deepen in later years.
What  makes  this  volume  particularly  effective  in  a  classical
context is its emphasis on chronological thinking and cause
and effect.  Children  are  not  just  learning  disconnected  stories;
they are seeing how one event leads to another, how civilizations
rise and fall, and how ideas travel across time and space. This
kind  of  historical  thinking  is  a  cornerstone  of  a  liberal  arts
education.

Companion Resources and
Extensions
The world of Story of the World Volume 2 extends far beyond
the book itself. Here are some resources that many families and
teachers find valuable:

The Activity Book for Volume 2: Filled with cross-
curricular activities, maps, and review questions.
The Audiobook for Volume 2: Narrated by Jim Weiss,
perfect for auditory learners and on-the-go learning.
The Student Pages and Tests: Reproducible pages for
comprehension checks and review.
Supplemental History Encyclopedias: Books like The
Kingfisher History Encyclopedia or The Usborne
Encyclopedia of World History can provide additional
illustrations and context.
Historical Fiction: Titles like The Door in the Wall
(Marguerite de Angeli), Adam of the Road (Elizabeth Gray
Vining), and The Trumpet of the Swan (for a lighter tie-in)
complement the medieval period.
Documentaries and Videos: Age-appropriate YouTube
channels and documentaries can bring the medieval world
to life visually.
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Conclusion
Story of the World Volume 2 is much more than a textbook; it
is an invitation to journey through one of the most transformative
periods  in  human history.  With  its  engaging  narrative,  global
perspective,  and  respect  for  the  reader’s  intelligence,  it  has

earned  its  place  as  a  beloved  resource  for  homeschoolers,
teachers, and families alike. Whether you are reading about the
fall of Rome, the majesty of Mansa Musa’s court, or the quiet
perseverance of a medieval monk illuminating a manuscript, this
book turns history into a story worth telling. For any child—or
adult—eager to understand the world that came before us, Story
of the World Volume 2


