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“They recognize the 
world beyond Shaker Heights, 
beyond the United States.”
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accalaureate Diploma candidates at Shaker Heights High Schoolref ect on how the program has shaped their lives at college and beyond.
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When Shaker Heights 

High School introduced the 

International Baccalaureate (IB) 

Diploma Program in 2010, 

there was a fair amount of 

risk involved. Uncharted 

territory lay ahead for faculty, 

students, and parents. 

While the Diploma Program 

has flourished abroad since 

the 1970s, its growth in the 

United States has been more 

recent. Shaker became one 

of only a handful of high 

schools in Northeast Ohio to 

offer the prestigious elective 

program for juniors 

and seniors.
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accalaureate Diploma candidates at Shaker Heights High Schoolref ect on how the program has shaped their lives at college and beyond.The Trailblazers
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ian Bartimole finds respite from the deep thinking required in his 
philosophy courses at Earlham College by playing Ultimate frisbee, 

keeping that all-important balance between work and play. 

With a rigorous curriculum already in place, which 
includes 22 Advanced Placement classes in 

a wide variety of subject areas, would the Diploma 
Program catch on at Shaker? Would students be willing 
to embrace the extra work required – such as the 
4,000-word Extended Essay and 150 hours of commu-
nity service? And perhaps most important, would that 
extra work pay off in the end?

The short answer to those questions is “yes.” 
Despite its newness at Shaker – and for some, 
because of it – 25 trailblazers from the class of 
2012 elected to pursue the IB Diploma, persevering 
through the challenging two-year program. Their 
experience provided the positive momentum that 
continues to attract like-minded students to enroll. 
(As with AP courses, enrollment in the IB Diploma 
Program is open to all students at the High School.)

 “Advanced Placement courses and the 
International Baccalaureate Diploma Program both 
provide rigor for college, but they are different in the 
way instruction is delivered,” explains Principal Michael 
Griffith. “In the Diploma Program, students tend to be 
the owners and architects of their learning, while the 
teacher is a facilitator/partner in the learning process.”

Whereas Advanced Placement offers an à la carte 
course experience, the IB Diploma Program is a unified 
course of study across multiple subject areas. The IB 
Diploma Program also requires students to take an 
epistemology course called Theory of Knowledge, to 
write a self-guided 16-page thesis on a topic of their 
choosing, and to complete a substantial community 
service project. 

“We have plenty of students who are attracted to 
both styles of learning,” says Griffith,  “so having both 
approaches allows us to offer the best of both worlds.”

History teacher Tim Mitchell, who coordinates 
the IB Diploma Program, says this about the students 
who have enrolled: “What impresses me about the IB 
Diploma students is their passion for learning, which 
goes beyond the academics. They recognize the world 
beyond Shaker Heights, beyond the United States. They 
bring an unusual degree of compassion for one another. 
And they are so articulate by the end of the program. 
They are unusually sophisticated young people.” 

Here, four Shaker alums from that pioneering 
IB Diploma cohort in the class of ‘12 share their 
take-aways from the experience, and some words of 
wisdom for others who would follow.

46  SHAKERONLINE.COM   |  SPRING 2014



SHAKER LIFE   |  SPRING 2014   47

As a student at Shaker Heights High School, Ian Bartimole 
considered himself a math and science person who also had 
an interest in theater. But something happened in his senior 
year that changed his academic trajectory.

“Going into the IB Diploma Program, I was sort of apprehensive about taking 
more history courses,” says Ian. “But when I took the IB Asian History course, I 
fell in love with the material and the curriculum. I very much benefited from the 
reading and research we did with primary sources, and it became an area of interest 
for me at college.”

Ian also credits the Theory of Knowledge course with opening his mind to new 
ways of thinking and learning. Says Ian, “We were asking questions about how we 
learn and how we know things, and it caused me to ask myself what I liked and 
didn’t like about different aspects of education. I learned that I really like it when 
my courses are able to intersect and there are common topics that run like threads 
through them. I also enjoy being able to interact one-on-one with my teachers.”

This self-discovery process ultimately influenced his decision to attend a 
small liberal arts college, Earlham College in Indiana, where he intends to major in 
philosophy. “The exposure to a new approach, a new way of thinking, was very helpful 
in my growth,” says Ian.

In the course of pursuing the IB Diploma, Ian also learned that he enjoys working 
with younger students. As part of his community service requirement, he worked as a 
basketball coach for a team of second-graders. The experience inspired him to become a 
counselor at Shaker’s sixth-grade camp last spring, where he plans to return this year. 

For Ian, “The most rewarding part of the IB Diploma Program was looking 
back after finishing the program and seeing what we had accomplished: all of the 

courses, the 16-page research paper, and the 150 hours of 
community service.” 

That having been said, he advises other potential IB 
Diploma candidates, “If you are doing all of the work solely 
for the diploma, for the piece of paper that tells you ‘you 
did it,’ then it’s not worth the effort. However, if you truly 
want to learn and are willing to work hard, and want to 
push yourself to see what you can accomplish, then the 
program is entirely worth the effort.”

A Philosophical 
Approach

“The most rewarding part of 
the IB Diploma Program was 
looking back after finishing 

the program and seeing what 
we had accomplished...”
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An Evolving 
Passion

On the frst day of classes as 
a freshman at the University 
of Pennsylvania, Molly Elson 
approached a professor who 
is well known in the feld of 
evolutionary psychology to ask 
for a job in his research lab. 
He hired her on the spot. 
Having written her Extended Essay on a 
topic in this field (The Inclusive Fitness 
Theory: How W. D. Hamilton’s Rule Predicts 
Behavior Within the Family), Molly felt 
emboldened to ask for the position.  

“Because of my Extended Essay, I 
was able to tell him I had already done 
some research in the field and I was able to 
convey my passion for the subject, so he 
was very receptive,” says Molly. “Working 
on that essay really gave me a head start in 
my field of interest.” Now a sophomore at 
Penn, she is studying psychology as well as 
gender, sexuality, and women’s studies. 

At Shaker, Molly gravitated toward 
math and science classes, but also 
studied French, captained the women’s 
varsity soccer team, and was a student 
leader in the Student Group on Race 
Relations (SGORR). 

“The IB Diploma Program was a good 
fit for me because it gave me the rigorous 
education I sought, and the Extended 
Essay gave me the opportunity I so badly 
desired to explore a topic I was passionate 
about,” says Molly. While she admits that 
the Theory of Knowledge class did not click 
with her at the time, “I now think about the 
material and it finally makes sense.”

Molly believes the benefits to pursuing 
the IB Diploma have been numerous. For 
starters, “The document-based questions 
we practiced in the IB European History 
course are nearly identical to some of 
the essays we were asked to write in 
my Modern American Cultural History 

course last semester. The familiarity of the 
question style allowed me to write that 
essay with ease,” she says.

Molly also credits her IB French classes 
with giving her the confidence to travel to 
France on her own in the summer before 

her freshman year at college. However, her 
biggest take-away from the program, she 
says, was the ability to think creatively. 

“In the IB Diploma Program, there 
are few if any multiple choice questions. 
You have to be able to piece together the 
knowledge you have gained and apply it,” 
says Molly. “I learned that creativity is a 
valuable skill that I had, and I needed to 
exercise it.” 

“I learned that 
creativity is a 
valuable skill that 
I had, and I needed 
to exercise it.”

for Molly Elson, a passion for evolutionary 
psychology led to a plum research assign-
ment at the University of Pennsylvania. 
She traded in her soccer ball for Ultimate 
frisbee, a pastime she shares with fellow 
iB alum ian Bartimole. “We throw around 
together sometimes when we’re both at 
home,” she says. Photograph by Bob Elson
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Morgan Hammonds still finds time to row on the crew team when 
she’s not encouraging others to “Paint out Poverty” as an advocate 

for nourish international. “We ask people to paint out the word 
poverty with words like love, peace, empowerment – whatever they 

think it will take to end poverty,” she says. “That is our goal.”

Doing Well While Doing Good “I really like looking 
at things from an 
international view.”

Community service and social justice have always been 
important to Morgan Hammonds. At Shaker, she was 
involved in several student advocacy groups – SGORR, 
Student Health Advocates Reaching Peers (SHARP) and MAC 
Sisters, a peer-mentoring group focused on minority achieve-
ment. The IB Diploma Program’s emphasis on community 
service appealed to her. So did the fact that it was new.   

“I like to try new things and be part of something 
that is growing and has the potential to be great,” 
Morgan says.  She also was enticed by “the more 
worldly aspect to the classes, in literature, history, 
and music. I really like looking at things from an 
international view.”

It’s no surprise that she found a way to 
conjoin those interests as a student at The Ohio 
State University, where she majors in public health 
and minors in non-profit studies. “The Diploma 
Program really helped prepare me for college 
coursework, especially in my public health and 
sociology classes, where I do a lot of writing and 
research,” says Morgan. 

In true IB fashion, she applies those interests 
well beyond the academic sector, as an active 
participant in a national student-run non-profit 
called Nourish International. “One of our activities 
is to sell jewelry created by women in Uganda. 
The money we raise will be used to fund a sustain-
ability project in Ecuador later this year,” she says. 
“Through IB, I learned how everything we do has 
an impact somewhere else in the world.”

In addition to the enhanced organizational, 
time management, research, and writing skills 
she developed, the IB Diploma Program provided 
another very tangible benefit: college credit. 
Morgan made sure to apply to schools that would 
accept IB credit, which allowed her to place out of 
several classes at OSU. 

While the Diploma Program was a valuable 
experience, Morgan credits her Shaker education 
in general for her success at college. “Being a Shaker 
student, I had all of these opportunities I probably 
wouldn’t have had anywhere else. I probably never 
would have started rowing if I hadn’t gone to 
Shaker. And Shaker showed me the importance of 
meeting people with different backgrounds.” 

The advice she would give to students 
who are embarking on the IB Diploma process 
now? “Be open-minded. Students need to be 
self-sufficient and hard working, and willing to 
ask for help when needed. It is challenging, but it 
is doable,” says Morgan.
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international Baccalaureate students 
have found personal enrichment through 
service to others in Asia, india, Latin 
America, and Africa, as well as here 
at home. Here, Hannah McCandless, 
’12, enjoys getting to know one of her 
students in Zanzibar, off the coast of 
Tanzania. Photo courtesy of Hannah 
McCandless

As part of her community service require-
ment, Hannah McCandless co-founded 
a student group against genocide called 
PATH (Pledge Against the Hate). Her course 
of study at oSU led to a fulfilling volunteer 
experience in Africa. 

Finding the Path

“Looking through a global lens inspired me to 
pursue the field of development in East Africa.”

When Hannah McCandless frst landed 
at The Ohio State University, she had a 
sinking “what now?” moment. “I went 
into college my freshman year with no 
idea what I wanted to study, feeling lost 
and confused,” she says. What got her 
through that time was thinking about 
the Extended Essay she wrote for 
her IB Diploma. 
“I wrote about the failure of foreign aid in Africa,” 
says Hannah. “I started thinking about how 
passionate I had been about that topic, and the path 
sort of unfolded from there.” 

That path not only led Hannah to her course 
of study – a double major in development 
studies and economics, and a minor in Swahili 
– but all the way to Africa.

“I am most passionate about learning why 
some countries are wealthy and others are so 
poor,” explains Hannah. “Looking through a 
global lens inspired me to pursue the field of 
development in East Africa.” 

To help solidify her choice of major, she 
researched summer volunteer opportunities 
that tied in with her interests. That’s how 
she found herself in Zanzibar, an island 
off the coast of Tanzania, teaching English 
classes with an organization called African 
Impact. “The goal is to help native workers 
learn enough English to be able to take on 
jobs in tourism that would otherwise go to 
Westerners,” says Hannah. In return, she 
was able to brush up on her Swahili, the 
predominant language of the area.

As Hannah’s own actions illustrate 
well, she feels strongly that “an IB Diploma 
student needs to be passionate. The program 

is challenging and requires you to put your 
heart into it to be successful. You need to 
be intellectually curious and excited about 
learning new things, about yourself and 
the world we live in.”

What will stick with her the most, she 
says, are the relationships she developed 
with her IB teachers and the other students. 

“The relationships, the writing skills, 
the communication skills – all of these 
will help students with their future 
career and throughout their lives,” says 
Hannah. “As a student in the IB Diploma 
Program, you are having an experience 
that is truly unique.” SL
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International Baccalaureate at a Glance
The Diploma Program was the first of three International Baccalaureate programs adopted by the Shaker Heights schools. Although IB 
is elective in grades 11 and 12, it serves all children in all five K-4 schools and is being phased in at grades 5-10, where it ultimately will 
serve all students. Shaker is poised to become the first K-12 International Baccalaureate district in Cuyahoga County – and it is proving 
to be a significant factor in attracting new families. Here’s a quick overview of the program elements and characteristics:

 Program Element Who is served Characteristics Status 

 Primary Years  All students in Pre-K  Hands-on All five K-4 schools in Shaker Heights have
 Program through grade 4 Inquiry-based been authorized as International
   Service/action Baccalaureate World Schools, following a
   4th Grade Exhibition rigorous review by outside evaluators.
   Mandarin instruction  
   beginning in grade 1 

 Middle Years All students in  Hands-on Woodbury, the Middle School, and the 
 Program grades 5-10  Inquiry-based High School have earned approval as
   Service/action Candidate Schools. Staff training and
   Global focus curriculum writing are well under way, and 
   Personal project  International Baccalaureate units of study are 
   Variety of world languages already being taught in many classrooms.

 Diploma Program  Grades 11-12 Broad liberal-arts education Shaker Heights High School has been
  Elective Service/action authorized to offer the Diploma Program
   Global focus since 2010. 
   Extended Essay 
   Variety of world languages

Visit shaker.org/ib or scan the QR code to view a video about the 
international Baccalaureate Diploma Program offered at Shaker Heights High School.
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