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You’ve probably heard us say once or twice that Big History is a big course with a lot of big ideas. To 
make sense of all this information, and to help them develop their own ideas, we encourage students to 
write. A lot. We encourage them to write informally to get out their initial understandings of the ideas. We 
have them write formally to solidify their thinking and refine the arguments it represents. All along the 
way, students will use a singular 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 
with the University of Michigan 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. 

Let’s take a quick look at how we approach writing in the Big History Project.

BHP Writing Rubric
Big History believes that for students to get better at writing, they need to understand what good writing 
looks like. Immediately preceding all investigations are “Investigation Writing” activities in which students 
analyze BHP student writing samples, using the BHP writing rubric. By doing this, students gain an 
understanding of course writing expectations. 

To help teachers get a real sense of how we apply this rubric in our research and in BHP Score, we 
developed the BHP scoring guide. This document includes several examples of student work scored by 
Bob Bain at the University of Michigan. For each row of the rubric, there is a sample for each rating, from 
inadequate to exceptional, with a brief annotation explaining the score. We’ve also used these same 
samples with the students in the Investigation writing activities that appear in Units 6 through 9. It is 
critical that the students have a strong sense of how they are going to be assessed. This will not only 
help them in BHP, but in any writing assessment and particularly in standardized writing assessments 
such as those they will experience in AP and college entrance exams.

Claim Testing
In Big History, we refer to the notion of claim 
testing. Students use this idea when reading new 
materials to ask if a claim is consistent with our 
intuition, if it is supported by evidence, if it is 
made by a trusted authority, and if it is logical. 
We’ll cover claim testing later in more detail, but 
it’s important to highlight here that claim testing is 
a powerful tool for writing. Rather than simply 
asking students to cite evidence, claim testing 
gives them a concrete approach to elaborating on 
their ideas. You might ask students: Is their claim 
intuitive to the reader? Has a single or have 
multiple pieces of evidence been used? Are the 
authorities for each piece of evidence provided? Is 
the argument logical? 

Bob Bain explains the four Big History claim testers
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Together, the writing rubric and claim testing are a powerful yet simple means for students to look at 
their own work. This will take time however. The first few times they use these tools, it might be a little 
clumsy. However, over the course of the term, students start to think about the questions these tools 
represent out of habit, which is really our goal here. 

Formal Writing Assessments

At the end of each unit, we ask students to write something we call an Investigation. Similar to 
document-based questions (DBQs), these activities start with a driving question such as, “Why do we 
look at things far away and up close?,” “What makes humans different from other species?,” and “What’s 
the next threshold?” 

Each Investigation asks students to analyze and read documents related to the driving question (Note: 
The exception this is in U8, where the driving question and investigation question are different), and then 
write a multiparagraph essay complete with thesis, intro and conclusion, and of course evidence from the 
documents they’ve read, backing up their claims.

Each Investigation takes about two days to complete. Students return to the driving question and develop 
their conjectures about the topic. They will have had practice, thanks to the DQ notebook exercises. Next, 
they’ll explore the documents in the Investigation library and take notes to prepare for the exercise. The 
second day is dedicated to writing. Again, this is where claim testing really comes in handy, and you’ll 
see your students pushing their use of these ideas to becoming more sophisticated writers. 

Little Big History

We encourage every class to have some kind of 
comprehensive end-of-term paper for this course. 
It gives students something to develop over the 
year, but it also gives them a way to show off 
what they’ve learned at the end the course. The 
Little Big History Project is one such assessment, 
with resources and activities spread across the 
year. Students write a history of an object or idea 
they care about, through at least three thresholds 
and from the perspective of at least three 
disciplines. At least one of these thresholds must 
be prehuman and at least one of the disciplines 
must be history. Working as a group, students will 
explore many separate aspects of this topic, and 
then they will each complete a 5–7 page paper 
detailing their individual findings. This project 
gives students an opportunity to really dive into a 
single topic, researching different components and following their interests. Many teachers have even 
held Little Big History nights, inviting parents and community members to come in and watch 
presentations, which is a great way to engage the community.

Classroom Writing Activities 

Most of these activities are intended to support student writing in the Investigations, but they are also 
designed to help students develop a consistent set of habits for writing.

Driving Question Notebook

The first such activity is the Driving Question Notebook—or DQ Notebook. This activity asks students to 

Student example: Little Big History of the Battery



respond to the driving question for each unit. They do this at the very beginning of the unit, even before 
they get into the content, because they may not know much about the topic, but they know something. 
And, it turns out, this is important. Learning scientists called this activating prior knowledge. Student 
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. Students will revisit their DQ 
Notebooks later in the unit, and will then be able to cite evidence from the materials they’ve studied.  

Investigation Writing Activities

Immediately preceding all investigations are “Investigation Writing” activities. These are a series of nine 
lessons in the course that scaffold and gradually build up student writing skills for improvement 
throughout the year. In the first part of these activities, students learn to identify, analyze, and revise BHP 
student writing in relation to the criteria from the BHP Writing Rubric. Then, they’ll put the pieces 
together and examine student writing by attending to all criteria of the rubric These activities should help 
students understand the different elements of good, historical writing, as a means to help them improve 
upon their own writing.

Comics

In the course, there are a couple of short activities in Units 3 and 6 that ask students to make a comic 
strip out of the life of a star, and to describe the evolution of humans. This less-formal form of writing 
has been popular among students, providing an opportunity to think through the narrative elements of 
their arguments. Some teachers have found these activities to be helpful prewriting activities and 
extended the activities in the course.

Causality

Historical events rarely have a single, proximate cause. Some causes happen right before the event; 
some long before; others, a really long time before. Some causes play a central role; some merely 
contribute to the event; others trigger the event. Some causes are essential while others are less 
significant. And, the significance of each cause may change depending on the timeframe within which 
you choose to examine a historical event. Or, the significance may change depending on the questions 
you ask about that event. Understanding cause and consequence and how to use them as analytical tools 
is central to understanding change over time. And, using causality as an analytical tool for studying 
history helps us add dimension to one of the core pillars of BHP—scale. 

Causality is another way of examining historical events from different perspectives, but more important, it 
does something that perspective alone doesn’t do—it helps us establish connections between events over 
time, which gives us the opportunity to connect historical events to our own lives. Because causality is 
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such an important part of historical narratives, there is a six-lesson series in the course that addresses the ideas 
of cause and consequence and how they can be used to construct and analyze historical narratives. 

In the first couple of lessons on causation, students begin to understand and identify causes, consequences, and 
triggering events. Then, they build on this knowledge and start to recognize the different between short-term 
and long-term causes. As they do this, students begin to learn how to build causal maps Subsequent lessons are 
more complicated, as students begin to look at multiple causes, multiple consequences, and the significance of 
different causal events. Students end the series by examining a complex historical event: the Industrial 
Revolution.

By the end of the causality lesson series, students will have a better grasp on the importance of cause and 
consequence when creating and analyzing historical narratives. This will strengthen their conceptual 
understanding of scale overall, helping them see that cause and consequence change depending on the frame 
we use.
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