
How to Streamline 
and Simplify OER in 
the K-12 Classroom 



As open educational resources (OER) play 
an increasingly important role in K-12 
education, and as the number of available 
OER proliferate, instructors and curriculum 
directors need reliable tools for vetting and 
selecting only those resources that empower 
students and improve educational outcomes. 
Here’s how technology is streamlining and 
simplifying OER in the K-12 classroom.  

Introduction

With OER becoming more commonplace in the K-12 
ecosystem, the vast number of resources at teachers’ 
fingertips increases exponentially. OER are teaching, 
learning, and research resources that reside in the public 
domain or have been released under an intellectual property 
license that permits their free use and re-purposing by 
others,” OER comprise full courses, textbooks, videos, 
software, and “any other tools, materials, or techniques used 
to support access to knowledge.” [1]

Knowing that “free” and “open” often translate to improved 
access to educational resources for all school districts, the 
U.S. Department of Education (DOE) has been making a 
clear push for OER over the last few years. Through the 
DOE’s #GoOpen campaign, for example, districts are taking 
on the challenge of replacing at least one textbook with 
OER. In addition, many companies also joined in on the 
#GoOpen commitment to announce updated resources 
to facilitate OER awareness and use, including Creative 
Commons, ASCD, and Microsoft. [2]
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Assessing Key  
OER Challenges 
OER give students access to up-to-date, 
interactive content, help teachers find and 
share copyright-free educational materials, 
and enable a more personalized learning 
environment for pupils—all at either low or 
no monetary cost to the district. 

Having a goldmine of free educational resources at your 
fingertips sounds good in theory, but actually turning 
those assets into relevant, useful, and impactful teaching 
tools in the classroom isn’t easy. Much like the volumes 
of data, documents, opinions, and videos that are now 
available for everyone to access online, the sheer quantity 
of OER—compounded by the limited amount of time that 
teachers have to cull through them on any given day—is 
overwhelming:

• One-third of teachers spend up to 10% of their work 
weeks building digital curriculum

• 50% of teachers are using digital curriculum and 
content 25% to 50% of the time

• 59% of teachers complain of too many systems to 
interact with

• 58% of teachers spend up to five hours a week just on 
web searching for resources, approximately 12.5% of 
work time is consumed in web searching

Here’s what makes OER so 
challenging for teachers: 

1. There are vast numbers of resources to choose 
from, not all of which have been properly 
vetted, reviewed, and culled through to ensure 
compatibility with specific grades.

2. Many OER are developed by and published by 
uncurated sources that come together to create a 
somewhat unruly amalgamation of options. 

3. The sources aren’t always vetted, which means 
certain topics and content may not be appropriate 
(or useful) for students in specific grades or subject 
areas.

4. Teachers already spend too much time digging 
through digital sources and content, and not enough 
time in front of their classrooms. OER doesn’t make 
this challenge any easier.

5. Information from external sources can present 
safety and security concerns for the students who 
are expected to engage with and learn from these 
sources.  

6. Legacy publications are not just articles or videos 
about a topic. They follow a learning cycle of 
materials that provide information, opportunity 
for practice, reflection, dialogues, "check-for-
understanding,” opportunity to review, and 
summative assessment. When teachers look for 
OER, they have to build the learning cycle for each 
lesson. This takes a lot more time!

As you can see, the list of challenges associated with OER is 
long, and it probably doesn’t even end there. In fact, without 
the right technology platform to help them vet OER, design 
lesson plans with all the learning steps in the cycle,  and 
quickly decide which of them are (and aren’t) applicable for 
a certain class and/or student, teachers can quickly become 
bogged down by the task at hand.

“Sure, they can find hundreds, if not thousands, of free pieces 
of content to accomplish their mission with students, but how 
to find the right one, aligned to the right standard, for the right 
student, at the right time? Districts seek curation tools for 
organization. That challenge lies at the heart of personalized 
learning, whether conveyed through teachers, technology, or 
some combination of the two.” [3]

Michele Molnar in “Flood of Open Education Resources 
Challenges Educators

“Having to visit numerous sources every time you need a new, 
open teaching resource is kind of like going to a shopping 
mall and visiting dozens of different stores to complete your 
shopping list. There’s a lot of great stuff floating around out 
there—and OER saves money and is great for collaboration—but 
actually putting it into practice and making it applicable is very 
challenging for teachers.”

Jenny McClintock,  
Director of Educational Strategy, itslearning



Here’s the Solution
OER provide free and equitable access to 
content. Some of these materials can be 
modified and freely distributed. In addition 
to the obvious cost savings, OER remain up-
to-date and relevant in our changing world... 
something that can’t always be said about 
traditional textbooks.

Even with its obvious advantages, the implementation of 
OER can be time-consuming, overwhelming, and confusing 
for teachers. By streamlining curriculum itslearning has 
added over 2 million expertly curated and organized 
resources from more than 500 vetted sources into its 
integrated and searchable library helping districts improve 
learning without the need for additional resources, money, 
or manpower.

The Rewards of a Streamlined OER 
Approach
Teachers, parents, students, and administrators often 
share that they’re overwhelmed with too many different 
tools and systems, and OER isn’t making the situation 
any easier for them. itslearning alleviates this frustration 
by providing a single hub for curriculum, learning tools, 
parental communication, grading, and more. By partnering 
with Gooru, which offers more than 2 million vetted OER 

searchable by topics and standards, itslearning makes it 
easier to streamline the process of selecting and using 
appropriate OER.

Increasing teacher efficiency and effectiveness – 
Streamlining curriculum, content and learning tools into a 
single platform saves valuable time for teachers. Teachers 
don’t have to spend time searching for OER to build a 
coherent lesson plan, and can simply search the library in 
itslearning and simplify this process.

Saving districts money – Gooru provides savings by reducing 
dependency on costly textbooks and digital resources from 
publishers. Learning resources stay up to date and relevant, 
and with itslearning’s curriculum management and Gooru’s 
content, districts can curate high-quality curriculum in a 
single platform.

Safety and security – The inclusion of open educational 
content, collections, assessments, and courses into a 
learning management system ensures safety for our 
students. The risk of student information being provided to 
external platforms is eliminated. Resources are ingested into 
a safe environment with our own assignments, tests, grade 
book, parent portal, internal messaging system, and more.

Student and teacher empowerment – Through OER, 
teachers and students have access to millions of vetted 
educational resources to meet individual interests, learning 
styles, and achievement levels. In addition, itslearning’s 
recommendation engine leverages Gooru’s content to create 
personalized tasks for students based on their levels of 
mastery.

“In their quest to find the most 
relevant, standards-aligned content 

for their students, teachers spend 
an inordinate amount of time going 

from website to website trying to 
find what they need. What they 

really need is useful, high-quality, 
curated content that’s embedded 

right into their workflows, and that 
makes sense for their students.”

Jenny McClintock,  
Director of Educational  

Strategy, itslearning



Not willing to stand by as its teachers 
struggled under the new pressures of 
OER, MSD of Wayne Township has taken 
a proactive approach to streamlining the 
vetting, curating, and selection process for 
these valued educational resources. After 
receiving an Indiana DOE grant several years 
ago, the district used the funding to hone its 
OER strategy internally while also working 
closely with other districts around the state. 

MSD of Wayne Township is currently piloting 
the itlearning OER solution. “We decided 
that we wanted a platform that could serve 
multiple functions, so we adopted the 
itslearning LMS and started using it as more 
than just a digital learning environment,” 
Eaton explains. As a central repository for 
the district’s curriculum and digital content, 
the LMS serves as a “one stop shop” and is 
known as the Wayne Learning Hub. 

As OER became an increasingly important aspect of the 
district’s digital integration strategy, “organizing that content 
for teachers and students became extremely important,” says 
Eaton, noting that curation is one of several key “pain points” 
for teachers that want to be able to truly leverage the power 
of OER. 

“Going into Google and trying to filter through its results can 
be a massive headache; it’s not what Google was intended 
to be used for,” Eaton acknowledges. By giving instructors an 
integrated OER platform to use, the district has put the power 
of voice and choice into its students’ hands. When teachers 
can easily tag keywords and standards, for instance, pupils 
can go out and find the instructional content that meets their 
individual needs. 

Using Gooru’s web-based collection of millions of free, 
vetted OER teachers can download courses, lessons, and 
other content at no charge. All of this content is curated in 
a single location and available through the district’s LMS. 
“Students have direct access to high-quality, vetted, OER,” says 
Eaton, “without having to sift through the massive jungle that is 
Google.”

How One District Puts  
Students in the OER Driver’s Seat 

“We focused not only on curating 
content, but also on organizing it 
in a way that was accessible and 

effective for students. We also spent 
time looking at instructional design, 

and came up with a high-quality 
digital content rubric that was used 

statewide.”

Michele Eaton,  
Director of Virtual & Blended 

Learning 



Finding the Right OER Partner 
In today’s crowded educational technology market, finding the right OER solution 
vendor for your district can be a challenging task. The good news is that by defining 
your needs, talking to teachers, checking the provider’s credentials and capabilities, 
and talking to other districts about their choices, you can develop a request for 
proposal (RFP) that blends well with the needs of teachers and students. 

Here are four key “must haves” to keep in mind as you search for a provider:

Portability of content
Not all systems “integrate” well with one another 
(even if their providers’ say they do). McClintock 
tells districts to look for a vendor that provides 
a Learning Tools Interoperability (LTI) link. This is 
a standard created by the IMS Global Learning 
Consortium, and whose primary purpose is to 
connect learning systems such as an LMS with 
external service tools in a standard way across 
learning systems.

A fine-tuned selection process 
As the father of a grade-schooler, Lance Muller 
says it’s not unusual for a teacher to send home 
six different resource options for home quiz 
study—none of which contain complete or relevant 
resources for his son to use. “That tells me teachers 
aren’t sure what’s best,” says Muller, regional VP 
of learning solutions for itslearning. “They just pull 
together what they feel are the top choices and 
then leave it up to the students and parents to 
decide.” Using a centralized digital learning platform 
and a properly vetted OER resource, teachers can 
whittle down those options, tag standards-aligned 
content, and ensure that students study only the 
most appropriate and engaging content. 

Collaborative platform
Setting up an OER platform isn’t a “one and 
done” process. To use OER effectively, districts 
need an internal process for garnering feedback 
and insights from teachers and students (e.g., 
statistics and ratings on which content pieces 
actually work, and which do not), and then using 
that information to improve the platform. Ask 
the provider if it allows users to rate and provide 
comments and feedback on the OER. “This is the 
only way to manage the effectiveness of certain 
resources,” says Muller, “and really bring OER to 
life.”

One stop shopping
You wouldn’t want to search through an 
entire mall to complete an outfit, so don’t 
expect teachers to access dozens of websites, 
repositories, and platforms to fill out their course 
content. Look for a provider that offers a one 
stop shop, filters content according to users’ 
parameters, and that prepopulates content 
and allows “outside” content (i.e., OER, district 
created, or publisher content) to be brought into 
the system for use. 



Brilliant Content 
with itslearning  
The partnership between itslearning 
and Gooru puts more than 2 million 
free, vetted and peer-reviewed, OER 
resources in the hands of itslearning 
users. Resources include websites, 
educational games, questions, digital 
text, and videos that have been 
curated, organized and searchable 
from more than 500 sources such as 
the Smithsonian, WolframMathWorld, 
the Library of Congress, National 
Geographic, PBS Kids, NBC Learn, 
Scholastic, ReadWriteThink, 
Time4Writing and many more.
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About itslearning
With a passion for improving teaching and learning 
through technology, itslearning lives at the heart 
of education. In fact, the itslearning platform is the 
first LMS in the K-12 marketplace to offer educators 
content accessible from the cloud, including 2 
million free and open resources, searchable, tagged 
with rich metadata, and ready to use. Established in 
1999, itslearning is headquartered in Boston, MA 
and Bergen, Norway and serves more than 7 million 
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