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Welcome to the OER Project
The OER Project is a coalition of educators and historians committed to boosting student engagement and 
achievement through transformational social studies programs. By empowering classroom teachers with better 
curricula, content, and a vibrant community, we deliver more compelling, impactful, and usable histories. “OER” 
stands for open educational resources. When you grab a free worksheet off Pinterest for your tenth graders, that’s 
an OER resource. We recognize the value of OER resources, but want to go beyond the typical content repository 
approach—we aim to improve OER by providing coherency, support, and community.

Currently, the OER Project offers two courses—Big History Project (BHP) and World History Project (WHP)—both 
of which are completely free, online, and adaptable to different standards and classroom needs. Unlike textbooks, 
lesson websites, and other commercial products, everything has been purposely built to truly empower teachers 
and leave traditional history courses in—sorry for the pun—the past. We also offer short, standalone courses for 
those who want to try the OER Project approach, but aren’t yet ready to take on a full history course. Our current 
standalone options include Project X, a course that uses data to explore historical trends to help make predictions 
about the future; and Project Score, a course that uses writing tools and the use of Score, a free, online essay-
scoring service to help support student writing.

OER Project homepage with course offerings: BHP, WHP, Project X, and Project Score
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OER Project Framework
In developing our courses, we use research in teaching and learning; knowledge and scholarship of the discipline; 
and years of experience creating, improving, and managing curriculum projects. Our courses provide a unique, 
comprehensive, and flexible curriculum that includes a rich set of resources for students and a coherent set of 
lessons, assessments, and professional development resources for teachers. Experienced teachers, educators, and 
historians have created articles, lessons, and activities with the OER Project framework in mind, ensuring clarity 
and cohesiveness to maximize student engagement in our courses. 

Specifically, OER Project provides an approach to studying the past through sets of historical inquiry problems—or 
“big questions”—which we encourage you to examine at multiple historical scales. These big questions organize 
the courses into a unifying global framework, thus challenging the “one civilization after another” approach that 
characterizes many world history courses. This approach helps students do the work of historians, making history 
useable and informative in today’s world, not just a set of stories they’re learning about the past. 

Using a wide range of primary and secondary sources in a variety of formats, our courses focus on different 
interpretations of historical and contemporary events to help students move beyond simple analysis. Our lessons 
encourage students to do the work of historians by supporting them in learning to analyze and evaluate claims people 
make about the past, in order to see how that shapes understanding of the present and the future. In short, the OER 
Project aims to “grow” students’ thinking, writing, and reading practices as well as deepen their understanding of 
historical concepts and thinking practices. OER Project courses have been aligned to state and national standards, 
including those found in College and Career Readiness Standards, the C3 Framework, pre-IB, and AP programs. 

OER Project courses put student thinking and questioning at the forefront, instead of emphasizing facts at the 
expense of concepts and world historical thinking. In addition, we push ourselves and our students to examine not 
just the dominant narrative, but to ask what other people and cultures may have experienced at different times in 
history. We also encourage our teachers to examine who is missing from the dominant stories, and why they’re not 
there. We also try to represent a variety of cultures and values in our work wherever possible. 

So, how do we do all this?

We ground our student-facing curriculum, assessments, teacher-facing assets, professional development, and the 
OER Project platform in five principles of action:

1. Merge core content and disciplinary inquiry practices.

OER Project merges historical content—the “stuff” of history—with disciplinary inquiry and literacy practices.
Our goal is to increase both students’ understanding of historical content and their capacity to use history’s
sophisticated thinking, reasoning, reading, and writing practices toward making history “usable.”

2. Manage students’ challenges through thinking tools and spiraling practice progressions.

We attend to the challenges students face in understanding historical content and using historical reasoning
and thinking practices by using a mix of thinking tools and activities that increase in sophistication and
decrease in support over the duration of the course. We refer to these as practice progressions in our courses.

3. Use research to improve the course for teachers and students.

OER Project’s development team and outside evaluators use research and conduct studies on teachers’ and
students’ experiences to design and improve curricula, professional development, the OER Project digital
platform, and to understand the relative impact of our courses on student and teacher learning.

4. Manage teachers’ challenges through an educative curriculum and interactive professional development.

OER Project attends to and meets the challenges teachers face in developing students’ understanding and
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use of historical reasoning and thinking practices through its educative curriculum and a wide range of 
interactive professional development activities.

5. Foster and support ongoing and active conversations about each of the principles.

For those new to our materials and teaching, the lessons and progressions provide a roadmap and
resources for using OER Project curricula. For the more experienced teachers, they provide a common
vocabulary to talk through the approach and practices. We continually improve our materials based on the
feedback and substance of these conversations. Much of this work happens in our rich and extremely active
online teacher community, where our own teacher leaders facilitate and encourage reflective and ongoing
conversations about their practices.

OER Project’s Approach to Conducting Historical Inquiry
Historical inquiry can be thought of as the backbone of methodology behind how a historian actually “does” 
or “makes” history. Therefore, at the OER Project, we structure our courses to enable students to engage in a 
systematic process of inquiry to learn historical content and create historical accounts. In other words, historical 
inquiry is how students learn historical content and do the work of historians. OER’s inquiry model aligns with the 
C3 Frameworks’ Inquiry Arc, with its four dimensions:

1. Developing questions and planning inquiries.
2. Evaluating sources and using evidence.
3. Communicating conclusions and taking informed action.
4. Applying disciplinary concepts and tools.

In each unit, OER Project students are given the opportunity to: 

• Frame problems for investigation.
• Make conjectures that guide inquiry.
• Select, read, and analyze a wide

range of primary and secondary
sources.

• Assess sources’ claims using
a variety of historical thinking
practices.

• Use evidence and relevant
disciplinary concepts to reason
toward and communicate written,
spoken, or visual conclusions in the
form of narratives, explanations, or
arguments.
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Practices of OER Project students

The picture above is a visual map of the way the OER Project approaches historical inquiry, and it drives all of 
our curriculum development. It shows how the work we do in our courses, such as reading a primary source or 
watching a video, is part of the larger process of investigating a historical problem or “big question.” 

Integrating Content and Skills: Practice Progressions and Thinking Tools
Studying the past and conducting historical inquiry is not easy and incorporates a ton of different practices all at 
once. In order for OER Project students to engage in the work of historians, they read, source, contextualize, and 
corroborate historical evidence; they evaluate historical interpretations; they engage in causal and consequential 
reasoning; compare historical developments across and within time; assess continuity and change; contextualize 
historical events; and make and test claims. 

And while all the historical thinking practices are critical and interconnected, pedagogically it’s helpful for students 
if we tease them apart so they’re skilled in each when they put them all together. Therefore, we have broken these 
thinking practices down into categories to help students master each one while they work through the process 
of integration. The results of this is a series of activities, our practice progressions, based on one particular 
historical thinking or reasoning skill, that build upon one another. Each activity in a progression is meant to be more 
sophisticated than the one before, challenging students along the way but also supporting them as they do this work. 

One of the main supports we provide within each progression is what we like to refer to as a thinking tool. Some 
people call these smart tools. A thinking tool might be a poster, a rubric, a graphic organizer, a mnemonic device, or 
a mix of a few of these, which help students attend to the steps they should take to engage in each practice. Over 
time, students will rely upon the tools less, but they are always there to support them. 

So, how do we know when students have learned each practice well enough that they can rely less on the tools 
and are able to seeing the interplay between each practice? Well, we leave that up to you. Teachers are the best 
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judges of when and if students can do disciplinary thinking without explicitly using one of the thinking tools. Some 
students will successfully collapse the steps in a routine, employ disciplinary language, or create a concept map 
without referencing the tool. In such cases, teachers might not require them to use a tool. However, for other 
students, often in the same class, teachers will determine there is great value in encouraging or requiring them to 
use a tool in doing the work of historical thinking. OER Project provides our best guess about each typical learning 
progression, but gives teachers (who know their students best) the flexibility to modify and adjust our suggested 
sequence or tool use. 

A final note about the disciplinary tools: Some of the tools, such as those for reading, writing, and causation, have 
a long research and development history. We have drawn on that research and that history to construct well-tested 
and supported tools to assist students in reading, writing, and determining causation. In other areas, the research is 
still being conducted, and in those areas, OER Project works closely with teachers and our research team to design 
and test tools to support student learning.

OER Project’s Commitment to Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion
The OER Project is committed to diversity, equity, and inclusion, at every level of our work. Wherever possible, we 
want students to see themselves reflected in the curricula. We also want OER Project materials to offer a window 
into peoples, cultures, and times that are unfamiliar to some students, especially those coming from less diverse 
areas. From the topics that are addressed, to the people who are included in our courses, celebrating individuality is 
at the core of our value system. Differences are the fabric of our world, making it both varied and unique. And those 
differences are what tend to move history forward. It is important that a history course demonstrates the power and 
importance of difference. 

We acknowledge that there is still work to be done to make our courses more diverse—and so we continually audit, 
revise, and update our materials and approach. However, with the hundreds of languages and cultures that can 
be found in just one single school district, it is nearly impossible to represent and include everyone in the history 
stories we share. Yet there are other ways to include the faces and voices we don’t see and hear beyond just the 
curricular materials. 

We encourage teachers to show students how to question themselves, our world, and our histories. In doing this, 
we encourage you and your students to regularly ask yourselves these questions:

1.	 Who is represented in these historical narratives and why? Who is missing and why are they missing? 

2.	 Who holds the power in different situations and why? 

3.	 How do race, class, gender, and sexual orientation and identity impact history?

4.	 How do our own biases impact our views and interpretations of history? 

5.	 How do we incorporate missing stories into our historical narratives to make them richer, more nuanced, 
and as a result, more historically accurate? 

As we all become more skilled in thinking about how to make our historical narratives more inclusive, this will 
become a natural part of how students think about the past, and, we hope, how they think about the present and the 
future. We always welcome suggestions for improvement for how we can weave diversity, equity, and inclusion into 
our work. 
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Course Offerings
The OER Project offers two cohesive and coherent curricula: Big History Project (BHP) and World History Project 
(WHP). For more specific information about teaching BHP or WHP please see the associated course guides. Both 
BHP and WHP share a common DNA and a common approach which features awesome content and a compelling 
community. Both OER Project courses are completely free, online, and adaptable to different standards and 
classroom needs.

Big History Project 
Big History Project (BHP) is a social studies course that spans 13.8 billion years. It weaves insights from many 
disciplines to form a single story that helps students develop a framework to organize and connect what they’re 
learning both in and out of school. For an overview, see David Christian’s TED Talk. 

BHP takes on questions that originate with the dawn of time and gives students a framework to tell the story of 
humanity’s place in the Universe. It’s more than a history course. BHP helps students see the overall picture and 
make sense of the pieces: it looks at the past from the Big Bang to modernity, seeking out common themes and 
patterns that can help us better understand people, societies, and the world we live in.

BHP was originally designed as a world history course for 9th and 10th graders (14 and 15-year-olds) to directly 
address the Common Core State Standards. Over the years, it has been increasingly used in middle school settings, 
therefore modifications have been made so the course can be used with a wider array of students, from 6th-10th 
grade. Some elementary schools use the BHP course, and some high schools use it as a senior capstone course. 
The materials are rich and extensive and can support wide range of learners.

BHP timeline

https://www.oerproject.com/OER-Materials/OER-Media/Videos/SBH/Unit-10/10-0-Looking-Back/History-Everything
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World History Project
World History Project (WHP) is a social studies course geared toward high-school students. It was designed to 
directly address state standards for world history courses and is generally geared toward tenth-grade students. 
Launched publicly in the 2019/20 school year, following a year-long pilot program in 2018/19, WHP was created 
based on our success with BHP and uses the same model for content development and instructional approaches. 

Currently, we offer three versions of WHP—Origins to Present, 1200 to Present, and 1750 to Present. Origins begins 
with the Big Bang, while the 1200 and 1750 courses begin in (you guessed it!) 1200 and 1750, respectively. 

WHP timelines
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While there are multiple versions of this course that support a range of periodization schemes to help meet a variety 
of standards, they all explore human history. WHP will help students learn how to use stories about the past to 
orient themselves to their present moment and prepare for the future. WHP covers a lot of ground but is not a typical 
march-through-time history class that covers one event after another. Rather, WHP uses a set of overarching inquiry 
problems and narrative frames, situated at a variety of scales, to organize and facilitate teaching and learning. 

Extensions
In addition to BHP and WHP, we also offer extension courses. These are meant to provide an entry point for 
teachers who want to try out the OER Project approach, but who aren’t able to take on the full BHP or WHP 
curriculum. These extensions—Project X and Project Score—can be used as supplements to extend any existing 
social studies course. Alternatively, they can be used as short standalone offerings (two weeks for Project Score 
and four weeks for Project X). For more detailed information on how to use each as a standalone, please see the 
Project Score and Project X Guides. 

Project X

Project X is meant to help students understand and evaluate data that they encounter and to use data in their 
own arguments. Students are constantly bombarded with representations of data. These charts and maps can 
be confusing and misleading. As data becomes a bigger part of our lives—just one result of the Information 
Revolution—students need to learn to be critical consumers of information. That’s what Project X is all about. 
Project X culminates in a final presentation in which students use historical data to predict the future and offer 
solutions to some of humanity’s biggest challenges. 

Project X homepage
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Project X kicks off with this prompt: 

“You are a historian of the future, and data is your crystal ball. As our species confronts the challenges of the twenty-
first century, we carry the knowledge and burdens of history. In Project X, you’ll use that knowledge of the past to 
predict the future. Choose one significant issue and use data to predict how it will change during your lifetime.”

Project X can be taught as a standalone four-week course. It’s also embedded in the WHP courses for those already 
teaching a full WHP course. We’ve designed materials to guide students step-by-step through reading charts, 
evaluating data, and making predictions. Project X has three main components:

1.	 Data Explorations
2.	 Three Close Reads for Data, an approach to “reading” charts and other means of displaying data 
3.	 Activities that lead to the final presentation 

Each component is described in detail within the Project X Guide.

Project Score

Project Score is an OER Project writing extension that can be used to support social studies writing instruction in a 
wide variety of classrooms. Generally geared towards sixth- through twelfth-grade students, Project Score provides 
a set of writing activities that have a “choose your own adventure” feel, allowing teachers to make instructional 
choices based on where their students could use extra writing support. 

Project Score homepage

Project Score activities provide specific rubric-based strategies to address particular aspects of writing. In addition 
to the rubric-based strategies, you and your students are given access to Score, the free OER Project automated 
essay-scoring platform that uses a standard rubric to evaluate student work. The Project Score activities have 
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been designed to work seamlessly with the Score platform and can be easily incorporated into your classroom 
instruction. For more detail on Project Score, refer to the Project Score Guide.

OER Project on Khan Academy
The Khan Academy website hosts slightly condensed versions of the OER Project courses. Aimed at individual 
learners (as opposed to classroom learners), it includes all of the articles and videos from the main course website. 
Some activities have been modified to serve the individual user. This allows classroom teachers to use the growing 
set of Khan Academy analytic tools and mobile applications while still delivering the same great courses. Go to Khan 
Academy to learn more: BHP, WHP Origins, WHP 1750. 

OER Project course offerings on Khan Academy

Course Content
OER Project courses include a wide range of materials and provide a flexible structure for teachers to present the content 
to their students. We want students of different ages, backgrounds, and skills to be able to use our course content and stay 
engaged with their work. Therefore, we have a mix of activities, articles, and videos throughout our courses. The articles are 
offered at multiple reading levels, and the majority have accompanying audio versions. We provide different types of videos 
because not all learners respond the same media, and variety helps target what works for different students. Activities are 
widely varied, from more traditional skills work to fun projects, explorations, and problem-based learning units. 

https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/big-history-project
https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/whp-origins
https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/whp-1750
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We aim to provide an educative curriculum to our teachers, to help explain the “why” behind each asset in the course. 
Additionally, we have suggested approaches to teaching the skills needed to engage effectively in the course. Social studies 
teachers have a big job, arguably bigger than most, because not only do they have to teach the history, they have to teach 
students how to engage with it, not to mention how to read, write, and present ideas! We want our teachers to be armed with 
all the tools they need to take on this daunting task. However, teaching our courses does not mean you have to use all our 
approaches, or all our stuff! For those of you who have tried-and-true methods of teaching, by all means, use them—and then 
share them with our community! And please, modify our assets for use in your local context. There is no one-size-fits-all 
approach to teaching and learning, so use our work as a launch point and make it yours. 

To that end, all course content is available online and can be downloaded for offline use. All resources can also be added to 
Google Classroom and Google Drive. The courses are divided into units using a variety of periodization schemes. Each unit 
is divided into a set of suggested lessons, which are typically made up of a mix of articles, videos, and activities. Teachers 
may use the structure we suggest or incorporate the material into their own lesson plans. Each unit includes the 
following lesson resources:

Activities
Lessons include both standard activity types (vocabulary activities, for example) as well as customized activities to maximize 
student engagement and learning. Activity progressions, which focus on particular academic and historical thinking skills 
(reading, writing, claim testing, and contextualization, for example), take students through a series of activities that help 
students understand how to do the work of history, and that also organize the content of history in particular frameworks. 
Each activity progression includes a historical thinking tool, which can be used to support students in their learning. 
Activities are woven into every unit and are an integral part of every lesson to help students learn, experience, 
practice, and test concepts covered in the course. 

Example of vocabulary activities

Certain activity types are included in multiple units, offering students and teachers consistent practice. Our 
Opening activities are meant to be quick and fun, activating prior knowledge, revealing student misconceptions, 
and preparing students for what is coming in that lesson. Closing activities are used for formative assessment 
throughout the course. 
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Articles 
OER Project articles are written by a diverse range of scholars and OER Project staff. We also include primary 
source material. All texts in the course—other than those that are part of Investigations or DBQs or are primary 
source materials—have been Lexile leveled, and each article has three or four versions to accommodate students 
of all reading levels. Additionally, all articles have an audio version. There is more information on this in the 
differentiation section. 

Samples of articles: PDF (left), levelled readings (center), and audio versions (right).

Videos
OER Project videos feature historians and other noted scholars speaking on a variety of topics. We see video as a 
great means for providing visualizations of more complex ideas. Additionally, they allow our students to “travel”—
some are shot on location so students are able to learn from scholars and experts from around the globe. All of 
the video assets we can share publicly are available on our OER Project YouTube channel. This makes it easy for 
teachers and students to reuse and repurpose our content for presentations or other content.

Excerpts from OER videos

https://www.youtube.com/c/OERProject/featured


15

OER PROJECT TEACHING GUIDE 

Graphics and Images
Our courses include a variety of infographics, image galleries, and other arts-based visuals such as comic-book style 
representations and other types of graphic histories. Our WHP courses offer graphic biographies—featuring the lives of 
everyday people throughout history. These graphic representations combine with text to provide a rich learning 
opportunity, mixing visuals and text in a way that provide more historical contextualization than your average text. 
Lessons built around these biographies use our Three Close Reads approach, which will help students read both the 
art and the text critically, enabling them to identify visual and written language, expression, and metaphor. For more 
about graphic biographies, check out this blog post or the OER Project Graphic Biographies Guide. 

A selection of infographics and graphic biographies.

Assessments
There are opportunities for assessment throughout our courses. Each unit ends with a writing assignment in the 
form of an Investigation, DBQ, or LEQ. Many of these writing assignments can be input to Score, our automated 
essay-scoring platform, to allow additional levels of feedback. Each course provides a set of practice problems, 
which can be used to formatively assess student progress. You can find out more details about our assessments in 
the OER Project Assessment Guide. 

Teaching OER Project Courses
As we said earlier, social studies teachers have a big job. In many ways they’re history teachers and ELA teachers 
rolled into one. We recognize that addressing all the “stuff of history” is no small task. In fact, it may be an 
impossible task, which is one of the reasons we position the teacher in the role of “lead learner” in the classroom. 
And OER Project courses have a lot of content, a lot of suggested approaches to teaching that content, and a rich 
online community where teachers share experiences and resources. It can be daunting to wade through all of this, 
so we’ve created various entry points where you can first dip your toes into the world of the OER Project so that 
you can eventually dive—or cannonball—into it all. 

https://community.oerproject.com/b/blog/posts/announcing_2d00_whp_2d00_graphic_2d00_bios
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We provide professional learning opportunities to help teachers not only orient themselves to our offerings, but also 
to understand our approaches to teaching. In addition to course guides, we offer two online, go-at-your-own-pace 
courses, which offer a structured entry into our course: Teaching Big History and Teaching World History. We also 
help create and support professional learning communities (PLCs) in districts or regions where there are multiple 
OER Project teachers. Furthermore, our online teacher community is seen as a resource for just-in-time PD. If 
you post a question in that community, you will likely hear back from another teacher as quickly as if you walked 
down the hall and asked someone in your own building a question. And not only is that a place to get your questions 
answered, you’ll also find a wealth of modified lessons, resources, and new ideas to run with and make your own. 

Teaching BHP or WHP Online Course
One of the best ways to become oriented with our suggested approaches and the content of our courses is by 
taking one of our online courses, Teaching Big History or Teaching World History. These were designed to orient 
you to the big ideas in the courses, the instructional practices, and some program details. Many of the topics 
covered in this guide are discussed in more detail in the online courses. Additionally, blog posts that detail OER 
Project teachers’ experiences with particular aspects of the course are featured throughout, so you can see how 
teachers use and tailor our approaches to work with their students. Reading these posts will give you a window into 
what it really looks like in an OER Project classroom. 

Teaching BHP (top) and Teaching WHP (bottom).

Teacher as Lead Learner
OER Project’s instructional philosophy is that a teacher’s role in the classroom is that of lead learner. Our courses 
are interdisciplinary and use a wide range of knowledge and methods. We recognize that this can, at times, be 
overwhelming. Not only are you a history teacher, you’re also an ELA teacher, and you might spend some time on 
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science, economics, politics, and other disciplines. World history courses are indeed, really, really big, and they’re 
growing every day. But you don’t have to be an expert on everything to teach them well. You can successfully teach 
our courses knowing what you already know. The most important thing is teaching how to learn.

Veteran teachers of OER Project courses, and especially Big History, tell us they quickly realized that it would be 
impossible to have complete command over ALL of history. As one of our OER Project teachers likes to say, “History 
just keeps getting longer.” So, instead of knowing everything, we see a teacher’s role in the classroom as a model 
for how to do historical analysis—a method of systematic and deliberate exploration that seeks to make sense of the 
past. In our courses, the teacher moves from being the source of knowledge into the role of lead learner.

OER Project courses emphasize how to engage with new ideas and information rather than a single set of concepts 
and facts. Students have to learn how to hypothesize, ask questions, seek out resources, analyze documents and 
content, make claims, support those claims, and write clear and cogent arguments. You already know how to do all 
of these things, and can model how to do them for your students. 

You are skilled at all of the intellectual practices needed to help your students be successful historians. As the lead 
learner, you’re not expected to be the holder of all knowledge—instead, you’re the leader in seeking knowledge. You 
may not know the science behind how human bones can tell us about cultures of the past, but you can certainly 
seek out the answers, so you understand the topic better. And, you know how to model finding knowledge. 
Sometimes, that might even mean finding an expert in a particular field.

You will certainly find a place for the content you love to teach. As you begin to go through course materials and 
explore course narratives, you’ll start to recognize where you could use additional resources such as other primary 
source materials, or how to weave pieces of literature and art into the narratives. What’s important, especially as 
part of developing your students’ twenty-first-century skills, is that students know how to ask questions, find and 
make sense of information, and apply what they’ve learned. It is our goal to make history usable. How? By showing 
students how the past informs the present, and in turn, how it can help us understand and prepare for our future. 

OER Project Guide to Reading Texts and Videos
In all of our courses, we seek to improve students’ ability to analyze, evaluate, and use a range of primary and secondary 
sources and video, including arguments about the past in a variety of formats or genres. Specifically, OER Project activities 
regularly ask students to read sources deeply; to evaluate the roles that evidence, context, and underlying assumptions play 
in constructing an interpretation; and to evaluate the consequences or significance of one interpretation over another. 

As a result, there are many opportunities for reading in OER Project courses, and we use a broad definition of what 
it means to read. In today’s world, the skill set of reading applies not just to articles and traditional texts, but also to 
videos, data, graphic biographies, and other types of images and data representations. And at the OER Project, we 
believe in close reading, so students not only decode information, they deeply understand the content well enough 
to apply it. Without making it through that entire progression of reading, from basic decoding to application, it’s 
difficult to make history usable. So, how do we help students read all this content closely? Through an approach we 
call Three Close Reads, a practice that’s been borrowed from long-established methodologies and best practices for 
teaching reading.

Students are introduced to this close-reading strategy early in the courses, and then continue to use the process throughout. 
Reading everything in the course three times might seem like overkill, but you and your students should understand it’s more 
about approaching the reading with three different purposes—not necessarily reading every single word three times over. 
It’s a very helpful tool for getting all the information from the different types of assets students will encounter in the course, 
and in their research. This can be a difficult routine to establish in the classroom, but it’s worth it—it helps students excel, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=O6FsroXqRN4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=O6FsroXqRN4


18

OER PROJECT TEACHING GUIDE 

a finding we can back with research. While this formal approach takes time at first, students will get faster and faster with 
each reading, and somewhere in the middle of the course they will notice that the three reads take the same amount of time 
that one used to take. Students will eventually internalize this process and these reading routines, and this formerly formal 
approach will feel like second nature. 

We have a variety of Three Close Reads tools in the course to fit different kinds of materials (standard articles, 
videos, graphic biographies, data); however, the same principles apply to all three. The first read tends to be a skim, 
orienting students to what they’re about to dig into. The second read tends to be more detailed oriented, making 
sure students are picking up on the key ideas. The third read goes the deepest, pushing students to think about how 
the text supports, extends, or challenges what they already know. It also helps them apply what they’re learning. So, 
while specifics of the approach change depending upon the material being “read,” the idea of three reads applies 
across the board. 

Examples of Three Close Reads tools for articles (left), graphic biographies (center), and data (right).

In terms of an instructional progression around reading, keep an ear out for when students start to grumble about the three 
reads. It might mean that they’re ready for a less-scaffolded experience. Use your knowledge of how your students’ reading 
skills are developing to decide when they need less guidance and structure. It’s unlikely this will happen in the first unit, or 
even the first couple of units, but eventually this process will become a habit. Until it does, it’s important to use the tools, and 
early in the course, we recommend modeling the process with your students, first through whole class instruction, then in 
small group work, and eventually, working independently.

Approach to Reading Texts 
Our standard Three Close Reads approach was created to help students unpack the readings in the course as well as any 
articles they encounter when conducting research. This is also the first type of Three Close Reads that you’ll encounter in 
any of our courses, as students become familiar with the approach. Some of the reading involved in OER Project courses 
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can be challenging, but it is vital for engaging with the course content. This approach will help your students prepare to 
discuss each text, complete Investigations and DBQs, and master the key components of conducting historical inquiry.1

Typically, students should use the Three Close Reads Worksheet to help them analyze an article. In addition to the 
worksheet, you are provided with more specific questions (with sample answers that appear only in the teacher 
materials, which you’ll find in the lesson view on the website), that can be used to orient your students to particular 
concepts and rhetorical devices for the second and third reads. The questions provided as part of the activity 
should be used for class discussions and for checking students’ understanding of the reading. The content covered 
in the reading-specific questions is important for your students to learn, so make sure these questions, which are in 
addition to those on the Three Close Reads Worksheet, are addressed with your students in some way. 

We also offer a few additional resources to help students unpack the texts in the course. First, we provide the Lexile 
reading level for each article. We also offer each article at multiple reading levels, ensuring that a wide range of 
readers within one class can access the texts. We even have an audio version of each article (based on the highest 
Lexile level of the article), which can be used for the first read, or a skim, or which can be used to help specific 
students who are struggling with reading. Please see the resources in our Teaching Big History or Teaching World 
History courses for more in-depth information regarding reading articles in our courses.

Approach to Reading Video 
While we don’t have a specific Three Close Reads Worksheet for videos, we assume that students will “read” video 
in the course in the same manner they use Three Close Reads to assess text-based readings. The videos in the 
course are rich with detail and information. Therefore, watching a video once and moving on does not provide the 
kind of engagement needed for students to comprehend, recall, and apply the details contained in videos. Therefore, 
we once again recommend the three reads.

First, have students watch the video so that they can get the overall gist (a first watch of a video is often a great 
homework assignment). Then, have students watch the video more closely, using the questions provided in the 
accompanying lesson to help them focus on the key ideas. You can also use the video feature “Pause at Key Ideas” 
to help you and your students check for understanding during the second read. This helps to ensure they are 
understanding the relevant details from each video. For the final viewing, or third “read,” ask students to apply what 
they learned in the video to see if it supports, extends, or challenges what they already knew about the topic at 
hand. You can also have students read video transcripts to cut down on the overall time it takes to use each video as 
part of instruction. Note: Videos are not intended to replace instruction in any way; rather, they are a resource that 
should be used in an interactive way. 

Pause at Key Ideas video feature

1 Note: We have separated Three Close Reads for texts from our approach to sourcing. If you are interested in our approach to sourcing, 
please see the related tools and progression in our WHP courses. 
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Approach to Reading Graphic Biographies
All the graphic biographies in our courses are accompanied by the Three Close Reads approach and a specific tool 
that addresses this type of media in particular. Graphic biographies might look simple at first—after all, they have 
pictures!—but in truth there are layers of meaning embedded in them. Graphic biographies help students support, 
extend, and challenge the course narrative by introducing them to lesser-known historical figures. Graphic 
biographies are a type of secondary source. The art in these biographies can help magnify the viewpoints of the 
sources they’re based on and provide students with valuable historical context.

We provide questions that guide students through three layers of understanding, which helps them fit these human 
experiences into the wider themes of the courses. This will help students to read both the art and the text of the biographies 
in a critical way, identifying both visual and written language, expression, and metaphor. Teacher-facing materials also offer 
an extended written biography, which gives you additional detail for each of the subjects. 

Approach to Reading Data
“Reading” data and charts requires different skills than reading text or video. To develop these skills, we created 
the Three Close Reads for Data tool, which provides students with a method for unpacking the charts they will encounter in 
this course. Students will see these charts as part of Project X, which exists as a standalone course, or within WHP. 
The Three Close Reads process will also help them unpack other data representations and visualizations they may 
encounter as part of their research. 

The goal of this approach is to make sure students deeply question the data they encounter, and how that data has been 
presented. Instead of simply accepting data visualizations as truth, students learn to evaluate the quality of data and the ways 
that data can be manipulated in charts. This will help them in social studies, but more important, it will encourage them to be 
thoughtful and inquisitive when they come across visual representations of data in their everyday lives. As with the other 
Three Close Reads approaches, questions are provided in each lesson to help guide students through each of the 
three reads.  

OER Project Writing Guide 
At the OER Project, we encourage students to write. A lot. At times, we want them to write informally, in order 
to express their initial understandings. At other times, we have them write formally, to solidify their thinking 
and refine their arguments. All along the way, students will use a single rubric to help them understand what 
makes good writing. They will write, review, and refine their work multiple times. This will not be easy for them. 
However, our research has shown that this hard work makes a real difference in the quality of their writing, which 
is a terribly unsurprising conclusion. Clear, consistent expectations, frequently revisited, is not a magic formula, 
it’s just good teaching. 

The OER Project believes that in addition to writing a lot, for students to get better at writing, they also need to 
understand what good writing looks like. Immediately preceding all end-of-unit writing assessments (Investigations, 
DBQs, and LEQs) are activities in which students analyze student writing samples using the provided writing 
rubric. These sets of activities are explained more in the Practice Progression section of each course guide. 

Formal Writing Assessments
At the end of each unit, we ask students to engage in a formal writing activity resulting in an essay. The 
assessments are often in the form of document-based questions (DBQs). Some are called Investigations, which are 
often longer than a traditional DBQ, and there are also open-ended long-essay questions (LEQs). 
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All document-based assessments ask students to analyze and read documents related to the essay prompt. Each 
writing assessment takes about two days to complete. There is usually one day devoted to document analysis or 
research and a second day dedicated to writing. 

Score 
While most people can agree that having students write more will help them become better writers, one big 
challenge for teachers is all the grading that comes along with more writing. This is why we created Score, a 
service that provides immediate feedback on student writing for various formal writing assessments in the course. 
This feedback is NOT intended to replace that of teachers. It is a formative tool that helps students improve the 
drafts and final submissions you do see. The nature of the service has allowed many teachers to spend more time 
understanding exactly where their students could use instruction to help improve their writing. This service is 
entirely free. Score uses Revision Assistant, a product from Turnitin. Please see the OER Project Score Guide for 
more information about Score. 

Sample Score essay feedback

Informal Writing 
We feel it’s important for students to have the opportunity to engage frequently in informal writing. The emphasis 
here is for students to gain comfort with writing as they think about concepts and what they’ve learned, rather than 
being explicitly focused on formal writing techniques. While there are many options for informal writing throughout 
the course, we have built in structured opportunities in our DQ/EP/UP Notebooks. In these activities, students 
visit and revisit the main problems of each unit throughout the course. In BHP, these problems are called Driving 
Question (DQs); in WHP Origins, they are Era Problems (EPs); and in WHP 1750 and WHP 1200, they are called Unit 
Problems (UPs). 
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Examples of Era and Unit Problem worksheets

The aim of this activity, which appears twice in every unit, is to keep students and teachers connected to the core 
themes of the course. Additionally, this exercise helps both you and your students assess how their thinking is 
progressing, where they’re gaining mastery, and where they might need additional instruction. While it may seem 
that your students don’t have enough context to respond to the prompts and questions at the beginning of each 
unit, you can use them as an informal baseline assessment to help gauge what students already know about 
the upcoming ideas and concepts of the unit or era. Learning scientists called this “activating prior knowledge.” 
Students create a mental model that later allows them to organize the ideas and correct misconceptions they 
brought into the course, as well as expand on their initial understanding. 

OER Project Discussion Guide
One goal of the OER Project courses is to help students communicate and collaborate effectively. We want students 
not only to think and write like historians, but to talk like historians as well. This involves using key terms in discussion, 
and knowing how to respectfully disagree and challenge statements. Start with structured discussions at the beginning 
of the school year, and soon your students will learn to engage in thoughtful, civil, and meaningful discourse without 
prompting from you.

Goals for Discussion
•	 Support the development of academic language
•	 Press for justification and reasoning (that is, use claim testing in discussion)
•	 Promote rich and engaging discourse

How to Meet These Goals

We don’t advise doing all of these things at once. Rather, practice each of the main goals and establish norms around 
those goals and then add the next goal to your list. Keep in mind that the faster you and your class can master this type 
of accountable talk the better, but it is more important to do it right than to do it quickly. Finally, the development of rich 
classroom discourse is a joint effort between you and your students. Make sure to impress upon your students that 
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getting everyone comfortable with historical and scientific argumentation is a shared responsibility—it isn’t easy for 
anyone, including teachers, to always engage in this way.

Goal 1: Support the development of academic language

No matter what your students’ level of literacy and vocabulary understanding, the more you use academic language in the 
classroom, including glossary terms and key course terms, the more they will understand and use these words.

Start by explaining what academic language is to your students. Ask them: How do scientists talk? How do historians 
talk? How does this compare to everyday language? Remind them that in this class you are all going to communicate like 
historians. Keep a word wall in the classroom. Add key terms to this wall throughout the year. Point each other to the word 
wall when academic language could be used in place of everyday talk.

Point out examples of academic language in both course readings and online videos. Have students annotate text to point 
out what language is academic and what is not. Or, while watching a video, have students note when a speaker is or isn’t 
using academic language. 

Goal 2: Press for justification and/or reasoning (in other words, use claim testing)

The OER Project courses focus on the importance of testing claims, and backing up conclusions or assertions. In using 
academic discourse in the classroom, we are forced to think about and use the concepts of authority, evidence, intuition, 
and logic. This holds us accountable for our assertions and moves beyond what something is and toward why something 
is the way that it is. There are many ways to ask students “why” questions, but if you can use a specific set of questions 
and prompts with your students, it’s easier to establish norms around these conventions.

We suggest you present the following list of questions to your students (and post these permanently in the room). You 
might even discuss how each question connects to one of the claim testers, and then have the students ask you and each 
other these questions until they are part of everyday discourse.

•	 Does your answer seem reasonable? Why or why not?
•	 Would you describe your method and explain why it works?
•	 How would you prove that? What can you say or show that would convince us your conclusions make sense?
•	 Do you agree with what you’ve just seen and heard? Why or why not?
•	 Do you have a reason why you don’t agree?
•	 Did anyone else draw the same conclusion but have a different way to explain it?
•	 Can you convince the rest of us your answer makes sense?

Goal 3: Promote rich and engaging discourse

We hope that we’ve created lessons and activities in our offerings that support rich and engaging discourse. To 
foster discussion, it’s important to create a classroom climate in which students feel comfortable sharing their thinking, and 
also graciously giving and receiving constructive feedback. It’s also important to create an atmosphere where students 
have equal opportunity to share their thinking. Not all students are comfortable with whole-class discussion, so it’s 
important that while you are working on this type of discourse, you provide a variety of venues for participation. Some 
possibilities:

1.	 Turn and talk

Students turn and talk to the person next to them about the topic at hand. We encourage you to have 
students physically turn to one another in these types of discussion. Body orientation and eye contact 
matter for engaged discussion.
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2.	 Think, pair, share

Similar to turn and talk, but allows students time to reflect on a topic or question before talking to a partner, 
and allows them to validate ideas with someone else before sharing with the entire class. This process 
often works well for students who like to have more time to formulate their thoughts before presenting to 
the class. Research suggests that it’s a good idea for students to write down their initial thoughts as part of 
the “think” portion of the activity. Students can also share their partner’s ideas, which encourages effective 
listening and communication during the “pair” portion.

3.	 Role assignment

Students are assigned a position to represent. For example, each student might be assigned one of the 
pressing-for-justification questions and they are then responsible for using those questions to ensure 
accountable talk is taking place. Or, each student takes on the role of one of the claim testers and uses 
authority, evidence, intuition, or logic.

OER Project Vocab Guide
Vocabulary is vital to supporting the work students do in our courses. While it may seem simple or elementary, 
without a solid grasp of vocabulary, we create a barrier for students in terms of accessing, understanding, and 
applying what they need to do the work of a historian. A routine focus on vocabulary is a small practice that will go 
a very long way. 

But how do we teach vocabulary in a way that makes it memorable and useful? Well, vocabulary has to be more 
than just a list of words students memorize and bemoan. These words represent big (and sometimes medium-
sized) concepts critical to the unit, to the lesson, and to the individual readings and videos. And, it turns out, just 
memorizing the definition doesn’t always help students understand what a word means. To really understand—and 
be able to use—a word, you need to see the word in a variety of contexts. 

Also, it’s not just about ensuring your students are learning the words. It’s about you—and your students—
identifying which words they should learn. As a starting point, the OER Project has reviewed all course assets and 
identified words within each that are vital to understanding the content, and that might also be unfamiliar to a lot of 
students. However, this approach won’t meet the needs of every student. As with everything we do, there is no one-
size-fits-all approach. Regardless of what’s in the course glossary, the words your students are familiar with will 
change from student to student, class to class, and year to year. And there is no way you can track all of this, so, 
perhaps more than anything in the course, students have to take some responsibility for their own vocab needs. 

Given these varying needs, we address vocabulary in three ways in the course. The first way, Word Wall, addresses 
the disciplinary vocabulary that we think all students using our courses will need, depending upon where they are 
in the course. The second, Vocab Tracker, is the most personalized approach to vocabulary, where students really 
have to take charge of their learning. The last way is focused on applying new vocabulary. We encourage you to 
use all of the activities listed below, and to add you own vocabulary practices. Ideally, focus on what works best for 
your students, keeping in mind the individual needs of each. 
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Word Wall
Word Walls are the broadest, and in some ways, the most generic approach to learning vocabulary in our course. 
These activities, found in the first lesson in each unit, focus on the words we have identified that we feel most 
students will need to learn to successfully engage in the content. We make a variety of suggestions about how 
to create and work with Word Walls and hope that classrooms build on these throughout each unit. The lists we 
provide are suggestions—feel free to use different words! 

Vocab - Word Wall

Vocab Tracker
Whereas the Word Wall provide a universal approach to vocab, the vocab tracker is much more a personalized, 
attending to individual student’s needs to offer differentiation. It is meant to be used daily and throughout the 
course. The vocab tracker is a graphic organizer that provides a place for students to keep their own personal 
vocabulary list. These lists may include everyday words or disciplinary words. They will likely include Word 
Wall words. We refer to the vocab trackers in our Three Close Reads process to encourage them to engage in 
vocabulary practices while reading. Early in the course, it may be important to carve out class time for individual 
vocab tracking. Getting students into the habit of identifying and learning what they don’t know will help them more 
successfully engage with the content, and it is also a good practice for them to engage in all their classes, not just 
social studies. You can find the tracker in every unit as well as in Teacher Resources. 

Vocab - Tracking
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Fun Activity
We’ve already mentioned that vocab should not just be a list of words to bemoan and memorize. So, we’ve tried 
to include some fun activities for learning and applying vocab. This is not your run-of-the mill Sesame Street type 
fun (although there is nothing wrong with C Is for Cookie)—we hope this kind of fun helps engage students with 
vocabulary. Towards the end of the first five units of each course, we have included a vocab activity that is typically 
more creative and active than the word walls or vocab trackers. These activities often use unit level words, but you 
can adjust as you see fit for your students, especially if you want to include words from vocab trackers. While we 
don’t have fun vocab everywhere, the activities can really be used anywhere in the course. These activities include 
live concept mapping, word wheel, word relay, word sneak, and the What’s My Word? activity. As you come up 
with other fun ways to help your students learn and apply vocabulary, please share those methods with other OER 
Project teachers in our community. 

Word Sneak fun activity

OER Project Assessment Guide
The OER Project values a comprehensive approach to assessment. We embed assessment throughout the course; every 
activity is developed for students and teachers to gain insight into their understanding. The course gives teachers many 
opportunities to review student work both formally and informally, and find opportunities for improvement and enrichment. 
However, all assessments are optional and to be used at the teacher’s discretion. More details about specific ways to use 
certain types of assets in the course for assessment are detailed later in this section. 

We provide a lot of assessment opportunities so that student understanding and mastery can be evaluated in different ways. 
It’s important to provide students with multiple pathways to success, and it’s hard to do this if you only offer one kind of 
assessment. If you don’t use varied methods to assess student understanding you may only assess a sliver of what your 
students know and are able to do. For example, lots of studies have shown that multiple-choice tests are really good at 
assessing student’s test-taking skills, but not what they know about the content. But we know that asking a teacher to assess 
students in a bunch of different ways is a lot to ask…so we have tried to offer varied assessments to ease that burden.
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We encourage the use of formative assessment (or, as we find it helpful to think about it, informative assessment—
assessment that informs). Instead of making every quiz, test, or paper a one-shot opportunity—à la summative assessments—
giving students the chance to revisit and revise their work is one of the best ways for students to learn. That’s why students 
can take our multiple-choice practice questions over and over again, and that’s why we offer answer rationales, so students 
understand why an answer is or is not correct. Practice questions are not about scoring 100%—they’re about learning content. 

The importance of assessment goes far beyond the teacher: If a student does not have insight into assessment processes 
and outcomes, the results are only providing the teacher with information about how to change instruction. Students should 
also monitor their own learning, strengths and weaknesses, and course expectations. Throughout the course, students 
should reflect on their own work and learn to provide constructive feedback on the work of peers. We encourage this type of 
reflection through student use of rubrics and peer review, in addition to the daily assessment that comes through using the 
OER Project approach to discussion.

One thing we do not provide is guidance about how to grade students. The bottom line is we want to leave it up to you. There 
are too many factors related to local context, your school, and your students that we don’t know about and cannot anticipate. It 
wouldn’t be fair or reasonable to suggest how you should go about assigning grades. We realize it’s awfully tempting to directly 
convert Score results into a grade, or use the multiple-choice practice questions as a percentage in the gradebook—but we 
urge you to think about YOUR overall assessment approach in the course and decide how YOU want to grade rather than 
defaulting to some of those simpler options. Additionally, we don’t expect you to use every asset in the course, so if we provide 
you with a particular grading framework, we’re also making instructional decisions for you by asking you to use the assets we 
deem worthy for your students. You know your students best and are without doubt in the best position to assess them fairly.

Rubrics and Tools
We stress the use of rubrics throughout the course. We have a consistent set of rubrics to grade student writing and 
presentations. We also provide a standardized set of “thinking tools” to help students understand the goals and targets of 
each activity. We provide a standardized set of resources for a few reasons. First, consistent standards and goals give 
students a clear understanding of how to meet the expectations and be successful in the course. This helps them understand 
the elements of an assignment and what’s expected of them. Additionally, using the same rubrics and tools throughout the 
course helps students track their own improvement, helping them to be metacognitive about their own learning. Assessment 
outcomes should not just be used for driving instructional decisions, but for helping students to take ownership of their own 
learning. This is especially true in OER Project courses where we are asking you, the teacher, to take on the role of lead 
learner. This lead-learner role gives students a lot of agency and power, but it also means they have to take ownership of their 
own learning, and that includes assessing their own understanding. 

Closings
Most lessons in the OER Project curriculum close with an assessment activity. These come in many forms and may include 
quick activities such as a class vote or an exit card, a small group or whole class discussion, or a peer review. They may also 
be more formal assessments, often in the form of a final paper or project.

For the most part, the assessment activities are intended to serve as formative assessments, so that both you and your 
students can regularly monitor their understanding of the concepts in the course. Depending upon how your students 
respond and perform in these various activities, you may choose to reinforce certain concepts as needed.

Writing Assessments
Throughout the course there are formal writing assessments in the form of formal research papers, and document-based 
writing. Writing assignments are one of the most important activities in OER Project courses. Not only do students improve 
their general writing, a skill that is of paramount importance, but they also learn how to write historical and scientific 
papers. As part of these assessments, students learn to ask important questions, hypothesize, conduct research, synthesize 
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information, and justify their claims. In assessing student writing, you will not only get a sense of how your students are 
developing these vital skills, but you will also be able to gauge their understanding of the course material at a deeper level. In 
addition, when students peer review others’ writing in the course, they will gain an even deeper understanding of their own 
strengths and weaknesses.

Practice Questions
At the end of each lesson you will find practice question sets. These questions were written following extensive 
guidelines—developed with Khan Academy—to create questions that effectively and fairly assess student knowledge 
by keeping learning outcomes and key vocabulary as the focus. One thing to keep in mind with these practice questions 
is that in many cases, they are better used as a class exercise than a typical assessment. The answers are not difficult to 
find—students could create a teacher account on the OER Project website and get all the answers they need. Rather than 
using practice questions as a typical assessment, try using them as a group activity. You will get a great sense of what your 
students have learned, what they’re struggling with, and what kinds of practices they need to improve upon. They’re great for 
homework, studying, small group, and whole-class activities. 

OER Project Differentiation Guide
There is no one-size-fits-all approach to education, and it’s rare to have a classroom of students who all need the 
same thing. Some students need more support, some students need to advance more quickly, and some require 
specific mandated accommodations. We try to consider a wide range of learners when creating curricular materials, 
and we provide a variety of differentiation opportunities to support and engage learners with different needs. While 
we do have suggestions for differentiating OER Project materials, we are not SPED or ELL experts. We recommend 
you contact those specialists in your school so that you can tailor instruction to meet the needs of those students 
according to their IEP or other individualized learning plan. 

Because most of the materials in our courses are articles, videos, and activities, we have focused on student 
differentiation and support within those three general buckets. 

Article Support
All of our articles have been leveled, or Lexiled, by Newsela, an  
organization that provides nonfiction news articles at varying 
reading levels. Newsela’s editors helped us create three or four 
versions of each article, ensuring that students at all reading 
levels have access. While those readings at a lower Lexile level 
may not have as much detail as those at higher levels, enough is 
retained for all students to participate in work or classroom 
discussions about each topic. For each article, we also provide a 
set of questions that follows our Three Close Reads approach, 
helping to structure a student’s reading experience. These 
questions are helpful for supporting students as they learn to 
decode and comprehend articles. An additional way to scaffold 
for struggling readers is to provide them with sample answers 
(provided in the teacher view of the course website) and ask 
them to find the supporting information in the texts. For advanced 
readers, we suggest you give them the highest Lexile level texts, 
and make sure they are responding thoroughly to the questions 
provided for the third close read—those are the most difficult. 

Example of a leveled article
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We provide audio versions of all our readings. All audio versions  
are provided at the highest Lexile level because research shows 
that students can often access ideas aurally that they may not be 
able to access by reading. See our blog post on best practices 
for using audio to learn more about audio retention and 
classroom management related to use of this feature. 

Video Support

There are a few different ways to support the use of video in your 
classroom for a variety of learners. Some of these are built into our 
platform, and some are instructional suggestions. In terms of built-in 
features, there is a Pause At Key Ideas button for each video in the 
course. If you check this box, the video will automatically stop at 
the main ideas in the video, or at those concepts that we think 
students need to understand and retain from each video. Key 
ideas are identified as red timestamps along the video track 
so you or your students can easily go back and review these 
sections, if needed. When the video gets to one of these points, it pauses, and a key question appears below the 
video for your students to think about. These key ideas are identified below the video along with sample answers 
for easy teacher viewing. The other built in feature is closed captioning. Click the CC icon to turn it on and click 
again to disable it. Some teachers prefer to have these on all the time, so do what works best for your students! 

We also provide full transcripts for each video. Many of our teachers like to download these and have students read 
them before watching the video. Some of our videos move fairly quickly, and this is a good way to prime students 
so they don’t feel lost while viewing. To find these, click the download icon and select Download Transcript from the 
listed options.

Example of video support

Example of audio support

https://community.oerproject.com/b/blog/posts/did-you-hear-that-best-practices-for-using-audio-as-a-reading-scaffold-now-available-in-whp-too
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Progression Activity Support
All progression activities include a tool to help support students as they learn new skills and move through the progression. 
However, the activities themselves suggest a release of scaffolding, or support, from the start to the finish. The idea is that 
by the end of the course, students will have internalized the practices and won’t need the tools. However, this isn’t always 
realistic. We recommend that you keep an eye on how students are doing using each tool and practice, and only release 
these supports when they are ready. This may mean continuing to model the use of tools during whole-class instruction or 
having students work in small groups or pairs until they are prepared for more independent work. Another way to scaffold 
progression work is to provide students with partially filled out tools, using the provided sample answers in the teacher 
materials for the activity, as they dig into these skills. For more advanced students, you may introduce them to the tools early 
and then take them away sooner than the progressions suggest.

Community
Our courses are driven by an engaged group of educators. We have a rich and active OER Project Online Teacher 
Community that we believe really defines and embodies who we are as a group. We are constantly in awe of our 
teachers and how they use this space to ask and answer hard questions, share experiences, and demonstrate 
vulnerability. It’s a space to reflect on both wins and losses in your classroom, lesson ideas, new research, and 
more. It is truly an endless wealth of information. If you pose a question to your fellow community members, we’ll 
bet you next week’s lunch money that you’ll have an answer the next time you log into the community platform (and 
probably even sooner!). 

OER Project Community homepage
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We draw much of our instructional content from the best practices shared by OER Project veteran teachers in the 
community. By contributing feedback and suggesting new ideas, current teachers play an immensely important role 
in the continual improvement of our courses. 

The community is truly a space for everyone. We have groups for teachers new to our courses, groups for each 
of our courses, groups for each unit, groups for homeschoolers, the list goes on and on. Looking for something in 
particular? Use the search feature and you’ll probably find more information about a topic, unit, activity, or article 
than you could have imagined. Wondering how to teach a new activity tomorrow? Ask, and you shall receive. And, 
in most cases, you won’t simply receive ideas, you’ll get ready-to-go lesson plans with thoughtful implementation 
suggestions to boot. It is truly a remarkable space.

In addition to the grassroots and emergent nature of the community, we also provide structured engagement 
opportunities for community members. For example, we host asynchronous exchanges with scholars outside of 
the community, who spend three days responding to teacher questions about specific topics within their expertise 
(want to know more about astrophysics? We have an expert for that!). We also have a weekly series, “Mentor 
Monday,” where one of our veteran teachers shares a snapshot of a recent lesson they implemented, and answers 
questions from their fellow community members. Finally, we regularly publish OER Project blog posts that examine 
historical topics, instructional practices, or current events. These are written by OER Project staff, teachers, and 
friends of the OER Project. 

Mentor Monday session with Rachel Hansen.

We cannot encourage you enough to join us and your fellow educators in the OER Project Online Teacher 
Community to share your ideas and help shape the courses. For frequently asked questions about how to navigate 
the community platform, please see our community FAQ. We look forward to connecting with you there!

Course Improvement and Evaluation Efforts
It is important that OER Project courses stay relevant and useful. Therefore, teacher feedback is incredibly valuable 
as we assess our courses and plan for updates. To gather this feedback, we engage in ongoing research and 

https://community.oerproject.com/w/faq
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evaluation efforts. The goal of these efforts is to help us answer the following questions:

1.	 What are the reactions of students and teachers to OER programs and materials?

2.	 What is the impact of the OER Project on student reading and writing abilities?

3.	 What can be done to improve the quality of the OER Project materials and program?

To provide insight into these questions, we ask teachers and students to complete a set of brief surveys as well as 
a series of short assessments. All data collected is stored anonymously, in accordance with the requirements of the 
IntegReview Institutional Review Board.

We collect a variety of data throughout the year based on our feedback needs for different projects and programs. 
Please watch out for short surveys that you might see on the website, in the online community, or linked in OER 
Project emails. We encourage you to take the short surveys included in Teaching Big/World History and the OER 
Project extensions. Most surveys are short and some offer a small incentive for your participation. Without this kind 
of feedback, it is difficult to make informed changes to our programs. 

For both BHP and WHP we administer a writing assessment and start-of-year and end-of-year surveys to better 
understand student learning and teacher and student experiences with and perceptions of our courses. We will 
provide more information about specific deadlines through the website and via OER Project emails.

If you have any questions about the evaluation program or any other topic related to the OER Project, please contact us at 
help@oerproject.com. 

mailto:help@oerproject.com
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