Teaching Big History in The Netherlands

Did you know that since September this year the Big History Project has reached continental Europe? In The
Netherlands, we started teaching this exciting course with a ‘Big Bang’: David Christian was there to watch
and participate in the ‘Big Kick-off’ we organized for our 200 students.

First, let me introduce myself. My name is Constance van Hall, I'm a Philosophy teacher and studied
Philosophy and History at the University of Amsterdam. One day, | was watching some TED-talks - | really
love to watch those inspiring videos - and saw David Christian’s lecture about Big History. Immediately, |
was very excited about the project. At that time, we were exploring ways to integrate a new course, Science
Orientation, into our curriculum. Seeing David’s talk, | knew we found the perfect course to do just that.

Now, the first ‘threshold’ was of course to get my colleagues and the school management exited as well.
That actually went very well, and after writing a few documents explaining how Big History would fit in | got
permission to contact America and kindly ask if we could participate as a pilot school. Andy Cook and his
team were very kind and willing to open the course content to us, but | never would have dreamed what
happened next: | received an email from David Christian telling us he was very happy the project would be
taught in Holland and suggesting us he could come and visit our school!

So David was there to launch Big History at our school:
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The students were very excited and now we faced the huge challenge to fulfill their expectations. Which
brings us to our second big threshold: actually teaching Big History at our school. I’ll briefly explain how the
course is taught to our students.

First, some information about our students: they are around 16 years old and are in the highest level of
education - generally they are smart and after graduating will attend university. So it is really important to
challenge them, and Big History does just that. Furthermore, they are having a hard time deciding what to
study after they graduate - there are so many sciences and disciplines to choose from! Big History offers
them a great orientation on many disciplines. And last but not least, it is really important for them to getting
used to reading a lot of English, since most of the books and papers they will read at university are in
English. Again, Big History stimulates that as well. The course website they have access to is in English and
we expect them to read many articles and watch a lot of videos to get used to the scientific lexicon they will
encounter at university.

All right, now you know something about our ‘audience’ I'll tell you a bit about the lessons we gave so far.
Actually, we give lectures, very college-like, in which we also explain a lot by showing videos and there is a
lot of room for students to ask questions. | have two colleagues with whom | give lectures to about 60
students at a time. We had three lectures as an introduction to Big History, in which we taught about
entropy, complexity, goldilocks conditions, scales (powers of ten) and of course the use of thresholds. After
that, we began teaching the first threshold, the Big Bang. We have 4 lectures about this threshold, the first
lecture was about the development of the Big Bang Theory itself, the second about Einstein and the next
two lessons will be about Higgs bosons, quantum theory, string theory and Brian Greene’s TEDtalk about
the possibility of a multiversum. It is absolutely not our goal they know about those theories in great detail,



nor do they need to know the math behind it. We hope that after these lectures, students will have some
basic knowledge about these concepts they encounter when they read the scientific section of a
newspaper, appreciate CERN, or can laugh about Sheldon’s remarks in the terrific sitcom Big Bang Theory.
| guess that’s what Big History is all about: to get students excited about science and to challenge them to
investigate further.
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Unfortunately we only have one hour a week to teach Big History, so we encourage our students to do
things at home as well. This summer | wrote a syllabus. This reader consists of:

a) assignments - to ‘force’ our students to visit the course website and watch all the great videos David and
his team made;

b) texts | wrote - to explain the thresholds and concepts in plain Dutch;

c) selected texts from different writers - to stimulate students to read a lot of English. Texts | used are from
Bill Bryson, Stephen Hawking, Richard Dawkins, Brian Cox, Carl Sagan, David Myers and many more.
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So this is what we are doing at the moment in The Netherlands. There’s one big question you might have
after reading this article: do your students like it? Well, I’ll try to answer this by describing what | noticed so
far: Most students pay great attention during our lectures. They talk about Big History at home. We already
received some excited emails from parents. Some stay in class after a lesson to tell us they enjoyed it. And
they ask a lot of great questions during class. Some really investigate further about some topics and post
their findings on our Facebook page. Of course, there are also some students who have to get used to
reading and hearing a lot of English or need some more convincing how exciting all of this is. My claim is
that most students really do like it. Using the claim testers Bob Bain described in this great video on the
course website I’d have to say this claim is based on my gut feeling, since we do not yet have real evidence
(for example surveys) to support it. We will however try our best to evaluate and survey often!

My personal goal is to get Big History taught on many more high schools here in Holland, fortunately | get
the chance to spread the word: | was on national radio, there will be a documentary about the course and
I’m invited to speak at three teacher conferences in November. So far, so good!

‘“Trailer’ Big History in the Netherlands: http://youtu.be/qExi6S1wbx0 - Email: BigHistoryNL@gmail.com
Facebook: www.facebook.com/BigHistoryNL - Twitter: http://twitter.com/BigHistoryNL
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