
Brooklyn School for Collaborative Studies (BCS) is an expeditionary learning school in Brooklyn, NY, where all ninth 
graders take the Big History Project (BHP) course. When a core group of administrators and teachers were introduced 
to BHP in 2013, they were drawn to the flexibility and adaptability of the program. 

This attraction to BHP was vital. BCS was still a new school and the teaching core was looking for a strong program 
that they could collaboratively customize to provide a “grounding” experience for all incoming ninth graders. With BHP’s 
emphasis on developing long-term literacy skills, the educators looked to the course to set the tone and emphasize core 
reading, writing, and critical thinking skills. In addition, the administration wanted a course that was online and more 
student-centered, to boost engagement levels of the student body. 

Research was conducted onsite from May 16 to May 20, 2015. Comprehensive student and teacher interviews (including 
non-BHP teachers) were conducted to evaluate the approach and impact of the course. 

Big History Project + Brooklyn 
School for Collaborative Studies
Promoting critical thinking, writing skills and high levels of student engagement for ninth graders.

BCS Profile

• Student enrollment: 685

• Eleven teachers and staff

• 70 percent free or reduced lunch

• Annual BHP cohort: 150

• Prominently featured in a New York 
Times article on BHP (link)

Approach 

Big History Project is now in its fourth year 
at BCS as a required ninth-grade course. As 
of the 2015/16 school year, students at all 
grade levels have participated in the course. 
BCS has maintained high fidelity to the BHP 
essential skills and core concepts, with an 
emphasis on the narrative. BHP at BCS also 
benefits from the enthusiastic, animated, 
and dedicated efforts of one teacher. 

Big History Project teachers at BCS have 
readily adopted the stance of lead learner in 
the classroom and emphasize that they are 
there to show students how to form ideas, 
gather evidence, and make coherent and 
well-supported arguments. Even non-BHP 
teachers have begun using BHP concepts 
and methods to encourage students to test 
claims and establish routines around writing 
and thinking critically.

Findings

1. Student satisfaction and teacher 
perceptions about the course are 
high. 

At BCS, BHP has been a successful course 
that enjoys high awareness and popular-
ity among students and teachers. Students 
reported that they loved the course and 
talk about it in other classes and outside of 
school. The majority of teachers and staff 
reported having had a good experience 
with BHP, some giving the course glowing 
reviews. The popularity of BHP at BCS is 
a direct result of the broad overall positive 
feelings about the course.

In interviews, 67 percent of students re-
ported that they “enjoy history more” after 
taking BHP. Only one student reported liking 
history the same and no students reported 
liking history less. 
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“…I always hated [history]… it 
was…just fact after fact. But [af-
ter taking BHP], now that I look 
at it, I understand what’s behind 
it. And now, if I learn about any 
event that happened throughout 
history…I look at it [from] another 
perspective than just … facts 
that we have to memorize. Why 
did they do this? What did they 
believe…?” 

– Tenth-grade student

“… in [BHP], you can, you 
can question things. You could 
expand your thinking, you can 
ask questions. Big History is so 
much more than a regular history 
class.” 

– Eleventh-grade student

“Across the board, other teach-
ers in this school tell me that the 
students are talking about Big 
History ideas in their classes. 
They’re making connections. In 
class they’ll say, ‘Oh, yeah, we did 
that in chemistry, we did that in 
English.’ So they’re more engaged 
and open to the next challenge 
that BHP has in store.” 

– Scott Hendstrand, BCS BHP 
teacher



2. There is a high level of transfer of 
skills and knowledge out of BHP

One of the most common themes that 
emerged from the research was trans-
fer – taking knowledge or skill from one 
setting and applying it in others. Transfer 
is an indicator of deep conceptual learning 
and key to developing intellectual prac-
tices that contribute to college and career 
readiness. Students were asked if the things 
they were learning in BHP helped them in 
other classes. In their responses, students 
mentioned transfer of skills to other classes 
and life outside of class. Students most fre-
quently referred to the following skills when 
discussing transfer:

• Use of improved reading, writing, 
and comprehension skills in other 
courses.

• Ability to connect information across 
content areas.

• Ability to apply facts and information 
learned in BHP to other classes.

• Use of what they’ve learned in BHP 
as applied to their own lives.

Notably, these skills reflect those empha-
sized by the Common Core State Standards 
and the Next Generation Science Standards 
as critical for success in college and the 
twenty-first century workplace.

In ongoing research looking at student writ-
ing proficiency, samples are evaluated three 
times during the course. This study corrobo-
rates student reports of improved literacy 
skills, finding that the percentage of BHP 
students at BCS writing at or above grade 
level increased significantly while taking 
BHP. These findings are consistent with the 
national results shown below: 

While any type of transfer that students are 
able to achieve is important, it is remark-
able that BHP appears to have opened 
their minds, enabling them to look at what 
they’re learning from different perspectives, 
to apply that ability to life, and to connect 
information across disciplines.

3. BHP students have a high level of 
retention compared to other classes

BHP strives to develop in students the 
ability to think across disciplines and make 
connections. Doing so makes the informa-
tion students are learning more relevant and 
applicable to both school and life. The more 
connections students are able to make, the 
more engaged they are and the more likely 
they are to retain what they’ve learned. 
BHP alumni were asked to report about 

what and how much they remember from 
the classes they took at the same time as 
BHP. Sixty-two percent of BHP students 
reported remembering more from BHP than 
from any of the other courses.

 “I really liked Big History because 
it … gave me … a ground level for 
everything…no matter what class 
I went into, the ground level of 
what…I needed to know.” 

– College freshman (BHP alumni)

“And it makes you more con-
cerned about the world around 
you…it opens your eyes to… dif-
ferent perspectives, small ones, 
big ones. Now, I look at the news 
or something. I don’t just…take it 
as what I hear. I go further into 
what’s going on.” 

– Tenth grade student

“It just really pushed my think-
ing to its limits and broke the 
limits into thinking. [Unlike] other 
classes where they just use spe-
cific information, remember them, 
and then a year later you’re gonna 
forget it.” 

– Eleventh-grade student

“I can speak about Big History all 
day... I could talk about [another 
class], maybe, about 20 minutes.”

 –Eleventh-grade student

“I think Big History is preparing 
me for future studies because I 
learned a lot of skills through this 
course. I learned different ways to 
look at things and have a different 
perspective. I am able to look at 
the bigger picture and put things 
together. This course gave me life 
skills and provided me with things 
I will carry on with and use a lot.”

 – Ninth-grade student

To learn more about Big History,  
visit us at:

http://course.bighistoryproject.com National BHP Student Writing Impact


