
The Dwight School is an independent school in New York City that offers the International Baccalaureate to students 
in preschool through grade 12. Thomas Stabb is teaching the Big History Project course to ninth-grade students as a 
year-long elective in the school’s Middle Years Program.

Pushing Student Learning to the Top
IB & BHP Learning Story
Thomas Stabb, Dwight School, NY, NY

Thomas Stabb is a teacher who does not appear 
to need any improvement. His thoughtful planning, 
dedication to student engagement, and focus on 
skill development make him the guy every parent 
would want their kid to have for ninth-grade 
history. At Dwight School, a preschool through 
grade 12 International Baccalaureate (IB) school 
in New York City, the curriculum for students 
entering the penultimate grade of the Middle Years 
Program (MYP) is rigorous. In Mr. Stabb’s class, 
though, students are challenged even more to 
practice and master important skills they’ll need in 
the IB Diploma Program, in college, and in life.

So when the Head of School, excited about the Big 
History Project (BHP) after attending a workshop, 
started talking to the heads of MYP, curriculum, 
and department about this exciting way to teach 
history, Thomas was understandably cautious. 

“To be perfectly honest, I was resistant at first. I take a lot of pride in the course 
I’ve developed. There is a tendency in some places to think, ‘Hey, if it hasn’t been 
invented here, I’m not interested.’” Then, when his department chair made the 
pitch—this was not an imperative, but something the larger organization simply 
found interesting and wanted to know more about—Thomas agreed to work 
one BHP unit into his existing curriculum for the 2015/16 school year. He made 
adaptations to the course, determined not to let it disrupt the overall plan he’d 
created. “I made every effort to weave it in as seamlessly as possible… and I really 
came to like the material and to respect all the thought that went into it.” 

What became immediately clear to Thomas was something the Head of School and many IB educators around the world are 
now discovering: the goals of the MYP, which put skills before content, valuing inquiry-based learning above all, are consistent 
with BHP at nearly every turn. Next year, Thomas won’t teach just one BHP unit—he’s planning to include all 10. Because the 
MYP is not content based, says Thomas, “all the skill objectives will remain the same.”

Teaching the entire history of the world in one ninth-grade course requires some creative thinking, especially if you want 
to prevent the material from becoming an indistinct blur to your 14- and 15-year-old students. Thomas, a nine-year veteran 
teacher, stresses that an important aspect of teaching this subject to this age group is knowing when to “push the camera in” 
on specifics that promote engagement and understanding. That’s why he had already adapted his “Individuals and Society” 
course (IB code for social studies, which is industry code for history, Thomas explains) to focus on three Asian countries: 
China, India, and Iran. Knowing when to push in on the details of, say, the block printing used by Chinese monks in 868 AD, 
was as important as knowing when to look at the bigger picture of how increased literacy affects society and culture.
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“BHP provides students 
with an enormous 
worldview.” 

– Thomas Stabb

Thomas Stabb explains grading on a curve to IB students.



Before exploring in detail each country his course 
covers, Thomas asks the broader question, “What is 
civilization?” He integrated BHP Unit 7: Agriculture 
and Civilization into his already carefully planned 
course, and found that “all the important things stay 
the same.” 

“One of the new twists for my students this year 
was… taking our lens back out a bit and looking at the 
phenomenon of civilization everywhere in the world. 
That added a new global perspective to my course 
that wasn’t there before,” he says, adding, “BHP 
provides students with an enormous worldview.”

Thomas had some concerns about simply dropping 
one BHP unit into the middle of the course he had 
already aligned with MYP objectives as well as his 
own passion for student engagement. “I had no 
intention of changing my course as I had planned 
it,” he says, but stresses that the skills-based nature 
of both curricula allowed him to move in and out of BHP Unit 7 easily. It was “a seamless transition” from the students’ point 
of view, and a revelation from the teacher’s. “I saw the trade-offs—the big one is interdisciplinary problem-solving in BHP 
Investigations, because that is what can push student learning right to the top of Bloom’s Taxonomy.” 

The Agriculture and Civilization unit was a hit with students. Thomas watched them become engaged and excited about the BHP 
videos and activities. He even described two students who took on extra credit projects inspired by what they discovered while 
doing BHP activities. This points to a hidden bonus of exposing students to BHP at this point in their education.

In tenth grade, IB/MYP students work on a personal project, a major self-directed inquiry that in many ways is the capstone 
to the five-year Middle Years Program. The interdisciplinary nature of BHP, as well as the combination of broad and specific 
Investigations, make it an inspiration for students trying to discover their personal project topics. Thomas is optimistic that after a 
year of BHP, his ninth graders will be well-prepared to propose and execute a project suited to their interests.

From a practical perspective, planning lessons that include BHP while also meeting the MYP criteria is not as hard as it might 
sound, thanks in part, says Thomas, to software. “There is an increasingly formalized IB framework for unit planning,” he says, 
also pointing out that Dwight School was the first American school to fully adopt all three levels of the IB program (Primary 
Years, Middle Years, and Diploma). “We use an online software package called ManageBac, which I believe has become widely 
adopted across the IB. It’s not mandatory, by any means, but it’s a great tool to do unit planning the way it’s supposed to be done 
in the IB.” He has found the software most accommodating in applying BHP lesson plans to his existing MYP learning objectives.

Asked about his next steps in preparing for a full year of BHP—all ten units instead of just one—Thomas responds that he’s fully 
confident, but also fully aware that you can never predict how a year of teaching will go. The MYP divides the year into four 
major concepts, and Thomas uses all of them in his course: 

• Change
• Time, place, and space
• Systems
• Global interaction

BHP is organized into 10 units, covering 10 overarching concepts, but even before he took a deeper look into these units, Thomas 
could see that the transition would be a relatively simple one. What part of the process does he anticipate will be the most 
challenging? “Getting the conceptual map worked out, that was really the first step… and writing statements of inquiry has been 
a big step that I struggled with as an MYP teacher. It’s tricky to the get phrasing just right, so that’s another bit of the translation 
we’ve been working on. It took a lot of thought to make sure these larger umbrella units make sense.”

Whatever challenges lie ahead for this transition, Thomas Stabb isn’t likely to be daunted by them. Nor would most ninth-grade 
history teachers be, given the challenging occupation they’ve chosen. “In grad school,” Thomas recalls, “I was shocked to 
discover that national surveys of student interest in the United States consistently ranked history dead last… But so what? I 
decided early on I’m going to infuse it with enthusiasm as best I can and get these kids to love history no matter what.” His 
experience with BHP enables Thomas to see clearly its potential to turbocharge student engagement without compromising any 
of the additional rigor he’s brought to the original MYP course. 

To learn more about Big History, visit us at: http://course.bighistoryproject.com 
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