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EXPEDITIONARY LEARNING 

CORE PRACTICE BENCHMARKS

Expeditionary Learning Outward Bound is a comprehensive school reform and school development 

model for elementary, middle, and high schools. The Core Practice Benchmarks describe Expeditionary 

Learning in practice: what teachers, students, school leaders, families, and other partners do in fully 

implemented Expeditionary Learning schools. The five core practices—learning expeditions, active 

pedagogy, school culture and character, leadership and school improvement, and structures—work 

in concert and support one another to promote high achievement through active learning, character 

growth, and teamwork.

The Core Practice Benchmarks serve several purposes. They provide a comprehensive overview of 

the Expeditionary Learning model, a planning guide for school leaders and teachers, a framework for 

designing professional development, and a tool for evaluating implementation.

Each of the five core practices is comprised of a series of benchmarks. Each benchmark describes a 

particular area of practice and is organized by lettered components and numbered descriptors.

The Core Practices

I. LEARNING EXPEDITIONS: These benchmarks describe how project-based learning expedtions, the 

primary units in Expeditionary Learning schools, are organized, planned, and carried out. 

II. ACTIVE PEDAGOGY: The active pedagogy benchmarks address teaching across disciplines.

III. CULTURE AND CHARACTER: These benchmarks present Expeditionary Learning’s approach to 

building and sustaining a strong school culture that fosters character growth, high expectations, and equity.

IV. LEADERSHIP AND SCHOOL IMPROVEMENT: These benchmarks describe how effective leaders 

support high achievement and continuous improvement. 

V. STRUCTURES: The structure benchmarks address how school leaders organize time, faculties, and 

students to support learning expeditions, active pedagogy, and an Expeditionary Learning school culture.
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IV. LEADERSHIP AND 
SCHOOL IMPROVEMENT

• Providing leadership in 

curriculum, instruction,

and school culture

• Sharing leadership and 

building partnerships

• Using multiple sources of 

data to improve student 

achievement

• Linking Expeditionary 

Learning and school 

improvement plans 

I. LEARNING EXPEDITIONS

V. STRUCTURES

• Designing time for student 

and adult learning

• Creating structures for 

knowing students well 

• Implementing learning 

expeditions across 

the school

• Designing compelling topics 

and guiding questions

• Designing products and 

linked projects

• Incorporating fieldwork, 

local expertise, and 

service learning

• Producing and presenting 

high quality student work

II. ACTIVE PEDAGOGY

•  Using effective instructional 

practices schoolwide

•  Teaching reading K-12 across 

the disciplines

•  Teaching writing K-12 across 

the disciplines

•  Teaching inquiry-based math 

•  Teaching inquiry-based 

science and social studies 

•  Learning in and through 

the arts 

•  Using effective assessment 

practices

III. CULTURE AND CHARACTER

•  Building school culture and 

fostering character

•  Ensuring equity and high 

expectations

•  Fostering a safe, respectful, 

and orderly community

•  Promoting adventure 

and fitness

•  Developing a professional 

community

•  Engaging families in the life 

of the school

Expeditionary Learning Core Practice Benchmarks
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Overview

In Expeditionary Learning schools learning 

expeditions are the primary way of organizing 

curriculum. The subject matter of a learning 

expedition is a compelling topic derived from 

content standards. Learning expeditions feature 

linked projects that require students to construct 

deep understandings and skills and to create 

products for real audiences. Learning expeditions 

support critical literacy, promote character 

development, create a sense of adventure, spark 

curiosity, and foster an ethic of service. They 

address central academic standards of content, 

skills, and presentation, and include goals related 

to character and community. They allow for and 

encourage the authentic integration of disciplines.  

Teachers work together to ensure that learning 

expeditions align with local standards. A coherent 

sequence of learning expeditions is mapped 

vertically through the grade levels to ensure 

that expedition topics are not repeated and that 

students learn essential skills and knowledge.

While learning expeditions are the primary 

curricular structure in an Expeditionary Learning 

school, other curricular structures, programs, 

materials, projects, and lessons are also used when 

appropriate or required (e.g., commercial math 

programs). As much as possible, however, these 

other curricular structures incorporate essential 

elements of learning expeditions such as products, 

literacy, and service.

The elements of a learning expedition are 

addressed in different places throughout the Core 

Practice Benchmarks. These elements include: 

standards, compelling topics, guiding questions, 

character, literacy, student products, service, 

adventure, and assessment. 

Learning Expeditions: 
Implementing Learning Expeditions Across the School

 I.1
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Overview  A. Scope of Expeditions
 1. Most curriculum is taught in learning 

expeditions or through projects that have 
elements of expeditions.

 2. All learning expeditions integrate skills 
such as reading, writing, listening, speaking, 
and research.

 3. Expeditions integrate content areas when the 
integrity and standards of the disciplines can 
be preserved.  

 4. The schoolwide plan for learning expeditions 
includes expeditions that address diversity, 
equity, social justice, and multicultural issues.

 B. Standards, Alignment, 
and Mapping

 1. The school maps content and process 
standards across the grade levels and aligns 
those standards with learning expeditions and 
other curriculum structures.

 2. Learning expeditions and standards are 
checked across grade levels to assure that 
expedition content is not repeated.

 3. Local, state, and national standards are 
addressed through the content, the projects, 
the products, and the guiding questions.

 C. Quality Control
 1. The school has structures in place to review the 

quality of learning expeditions.

 2. The school uses protocols for colleagues to 
critique each other’s learning expeditions.

 D. Documentation
 1. The school has a system to document learning 

expedition plans, assessment tools, and 
student work across the grade levels.

 2. All teachers document their work in planning 
and teaching learning expeditions (e.g., 
expedition plans, daily lessons, assessment 
tools, and student work).

IMPLEMENTING LEARNING EXPEDITIONS ACROSS THE SCHOOL

BENCHMARK 1:
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Overview

Learning Expeditions: 
Designing Compelling Topics and Guiding Questions

 I.2

The compelling topic articulates the content of 

the learning expedition, links the content to big 

ideas, and specifies the context in which that 

content will be studied. Developing a compelling 

topic is the first step in planning learning 

expeditions. The compelling topic is a cohesive 

package that includes in-depth investigations 

and one or more guiding questions that connect 

those investigations. In-depth investigations 

engage students in long-term study of one aspect 

of the compelling topic. Compelling expedition 

topics take content standards and shape and 

organize them to make them engaging and 

accessible to students. They motivate students to 

become experts, to generalize to big ideas, and to 

experience how depth leads to breadth. 
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Overview

DESIGNING COMPELLING TOPICS AND GUIDING QUESTIONS

BENCHMARK 2:

 A. Choosing and Focusing 
the Topic

 1. Specifying the context in which the content 
will be studied (e.g., a specific setting, event, 
place, or issue) focuses the topic.

 2. The topic leads to in-depth investigations.

 3. The topic often focuses on issues of diversity, 
equity, and social and environmental justice.

 4. The topic often invites students to consider 
multiple perspectives (e.g., on gender, race, 
social class, or controversial scientific issues). 

 5. Community issues often focus the topic and 
require students to interview witnesses and 
experts and to create products that meet 
a real need.  

 

B. In-Depth Investigations
 1. Each in-depth investigation is a long-term 

study of an aspect of the topic.

 2. In-depth investigations shape and organize 
content standards. 

 3. Big ideas, key concepts, and skills are 
articulated and explicitly taught within each in-
depth investigation.

 4. In-depth investigations lead students to 
become experts in a particular discipline.

 5. The design of the investigation leads naturally 
to products, texts, fieldwork opportunities, 
resources, and experts.

 6. Scaffolding for daily lessons flows from the 
design of the investigation (e.g., mini-lessons, 
workshops, skill instruction).

 C. Guiding Questions 
 1. Guiding questions synthesize the big ideas, the 

theme, and the “so what” of the in-depth 
investigations.

 2. Guiding questions connect the in-depth 
investigations.

 3. Guiding questions are open-ended (i.e., do not 
have one right answer) and lead to multiple 
perspectives.
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Overview

 I.3 Learning Expeditions: 
Designing Products and Linked Projects

Products, the tangible results of in-depth 

investigations, are critical components of learning 

expeditions. Products are motivational, drive a 

need to know, and propel students to apply skills 

and understand learning expedition content and 

key concepts. They require students to develop 

craftsmanship and afford the opportunity for 

creativity in a particular medium or format. 

Teachers determine what students need to know 

and be able to do to create a specific product.  

They then plan backwards to develop a sequence 

of lessons leading to the product. In-depth 

investigations may include one or more linked 

projects; each project may result in a product.  

The linked projects and resulting products often 

culminate in an exhibition or performance.
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Overview

BENCHMARK 3:

DESIGNING PRODUCTS AND LINKED PROJECTS

 A. Product Design
 1. Products are designed to motivate and to 

demonstrate student understanding of learning 
expedition content and skills. 

 2. Products require students to grapple with 
the learning expedition’s big ideas and 
guiding questions.

 3. Products are the result of in-depth investigations.

 4. Product formats lead students to master the 
conventions of a particular medium.

 5. Product formats (including technology-based 
formats) fit the purpose, audience, and mode of 
presentation of a project or investigation.

 6. Teachers create clear product descriptions.

 7. Literacy is intentionally woven into every stage 
of product development — reading and 
research to develop background knowledge, 
writing in a particular genre or format as the 
product itself, and/or other kinds of writing that 
explain or document the product. 

 8. Technology is used appropriately in various 
phases of product development — researching 
to build background knowledge, recording and 
analyzing data, documenting product 
development, and presentation.

 B. Authentic Audiences
 1. Products often meet an authentic need and 

have an audience and purpose beyond families 
or the classroom teacher.

 2. Some products are particularly motivating 
because in themselves they are acts of service.

 C. Linked Projects
 1. Within a learning expedition, projects and 

investigations are logically linked and 
sequenced.

 2. All projects and investigations within the 
learning expedition are chosen to develop 
deeper understanding of the compelling topic.

 D. Planning Backwards 
 1. Products are scaffolded (e.g., skill instruction, 

mini-lessons, use of models and drafts) to build 
the understanding and skills needed to produce 
high quality work and to gain expertise in the 
chosen format. 

 2. Instruction is planned down to the daily lesson 
level; effective practices are used to teach the 
expedition content necessary for the products 
and to differentiate instruction.  

 3. Technology skills are integrated into daily 
lesson plans as needed.

 4. Rubrics focus on standards and are created 
with students by analyzing exemplary product 
models and by generating criteria.

 5. Students use rubrics to improve each 
successive draft and to inform peer critique.

 E. Assessment
 1. Each student’s skills and knowledge are 

evident and assessable in the product and 
accompanying documents and presentation.

 2. Teachers design products to meet standards 
and portfolio requirements.
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Overview

Learning Expeditions: 
Incorporating Fieldwork, Local Expertise, and Service Learning

 I.4

Students in Expeditionary Learning schools learn 

from fieldwork, experts, and service in addition 

to learning from text. They use the natural and 

social environments of their communities as sites 

for purposeful fieldwork and service connected 

to academic work. Students working in the 

field are active investigators using the research 

tools, techniques of inquiry, and standards of 

presentation used by professionals in the field. 

Schools develop procedures and protocols to 

ensure that fieldwork is safe and productive. In 

addition to having students conduct research 

outside the school, teachers bring experts from the 

community into the classroom. Older students 

participate in internships and apprenticeships 

that engage them in the real world and service 

learning. These experiences maximize students’ 

motivation to learn.
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Overview

BENCHMARK 4:

INCORPORATING FIELDWORK, LOCAL EXPERTISE, AND SERVICE LEARNING

 A. Fieldwork in Learning 
Expeditions 

 1. Fieldwork is used to build curiosity and 
background knowledge.

 2. Unlike the traditional field trip, fieldwork has a 
clear purpose that furthers the work of the learning 
expedition  (e.g., students collect data, conduct 
interviews, or do structured observations).

 3. In many cases, fieldwork takes place over an 
extended period of time with several visits to 
the same site.

 4. Procedures and skills for fieldwork are taught 
before the event and data collected are 
analyzed and used back in the classroom. 

 B. Authenticity of Fieldwork
 1. Fieldwork is modeled, as much as possible, on 

the authentic research of professionals in the 
field (e.g. zoologists, historians, anthropologists, 
newspaper reporters, artists, etc.).

 2. Teachers select data collection tools to suit the 
purpose of the fieldwork (e.g. interviewing, 
mapping, sketching, sampling, and using 
observational protocols).

 3. Data collected in the field are published or 
presented to real, external audiences. 

 

C. Protocols for Safe Fieldwork
 1. Fieldwork is structured so that it is safe. 

 2. The school has written policies and well-
documented safety procedures for conducting 
fieldwork, which are followed by teachers 
and students.

 D. Experts
 1. Outside experts reflect the community as 

much as possible and include professionals 
and families.  

 2. Experts’ work may include but goes beyond 
lecture and presentation to train students 
in professional skills and techniques used 
in the field.  

 3. Experts help students critique their work 
against professional standards. 

 4. Teachers and students maintain ongoing 
relationships with experts.

 E. Service Learning in 
Learning Expeditions

 1. Service learning is an integral part of 
many learning expeditions’ investigations 
and products, and meets an authentic 
community need.

 2. Each year, students participate in at least 
one learning expedition that includes 
service learning.
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Overview

 I.5 Learning Expeditions: 
Producing and Presenting High Quality Student Work  

In Expeditionary Learning schools, students 

produce high quality work. Projects, papers, 

and presentations are not considered finished 

until they have met explicit criteria established 

by students and teachers. To do excellent work, 

students take their projects through multiple 

drafts and critique. Creating real work for real 

audiences motivates students to revise and to 

meet standards. In the process, they develop 

perseverance and realize they can do more 

than they thought they could. In portfolio 

presentations and public exhibitions, students 

articulate what they have learned and why 

it is important. 
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Overview

BENCHMARK 5:

PRODUCING AND PRESENTING HIGH QUALITY STUDENT WORK  

 A. Perseverance and Rigor
 1. Project and product assignments are rigorous 

and demanding.

 2. Teachers create a classroom climate with a 
high level of engagement and a sense of 
urgency about completing work.

 3. Products and other student work require 
students to demonstrate perseverance and 
responsibility for learning as they work through 
multiple drafts to “get it right.”

 4. Teachers support all students in producing high 
quality work by adapting projects, 
differentiating instruction, tutoring, and 
providing supplementary materials and 
additional time.

 B. Craftsmanship
 1. Student work demonstrates ownership and 

pride through attending to detail, making their 
work aesthetically pleasing, and meeting 
high standards. 

 2. As much as possible, students use professional 
tools and formats, and master the conventions 
of the medium.

 C. Revision
 1. Structured protocols require students to 

engage in the revision process.

 2. Students produce multiple drafts and receive 
feedback on each successive draft. 

 3. Teachers facilitate revision by asking probing 
questions, conferring with students, building 
rubrics, creating mini-lessons, and modeling 
revision of their own work.

 D. Presentations
 1. The school organizes exhibitions to showcase 

student work.

 2. Students make presentations to school and 
community stakeholders.

 3. Student work is displayed in community 
locations as well as in the school.

 4. During presentations all students articulate the 
content and skills they have learned and how 
their successive drafts have improved.

 5. Students practice presentations using rubrics 
for content and presentation skills.

 E. Portfolios
 1. All students present their portfolios.

 2. The school provides a variety of formats and 
audiences for portfolio presentations: student-
led conferences, passage presentations, and 
presentations to formal and informal panels.

 3. Teachers model and rehearse with students so 
that they are articulate and effective when 
presenting their portfolios.

 4. Panelists for portfolio presentations are trained 
to use rubrics for content and presentation.
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Overview

 II.1 Active Pedagogy: 
Using Effective Instructional Practices Schoolwide

Teaching and learning are active and engaging 

in Expeditionary Learning classrooms. Effective 

instructional practices promote equity and 

high expectations: they make the content of 

expeditions come alive, ensure that all students 

think and participate, and allow the teacher 

to know all students and their thinking well. 

Good practices foster character by inspiring each 

student to develop craftsmanship, perseverance, 

collaborative skills, and responsibility for learning. 

They promote critical thinking by asking that 

students make connections, perceive patterns and 

relationships, understand diverse perspectives, 

supply evidence for inferences and conclusions, 

and generalize to the big ideas of the discipline 

studied. Effective planning for instruction entails 

choosing from a repertoire of practices and 

protocols and sequencing them into a coherent 

lesson. Thoughtful lesson design guarantees that 

lessons are paced well, all students engage in 

productive work throughout the class period, 

teachers have time to confer with students, 

classroom management is smooth, and teachers are 

aware of each student’s level of understanding and 

participation. Knowledge of each student’s level of 

understanding and participation leads teachers to 

differentiate instruction. 

These categories of instructional practice may be 

used in all subject areas; more discipline-specific 

instructional practices are described in other 

benchmarks. 
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Overview

BENCHMARK 1:

USING EFFECTIVE INSTRUCTIONAL PRACTICES SCHOOLWIDE

 A. Lesson Design
 1. Instructional practices are selected and sequenced 

strategically within and across lessons.

 2. Teachers sometimes start a lesson or an investigation 
with a complex or provocative problem and build skills, 
vocabulary, and concepts on a “need to know” basis.

 3. Teachers sometimes start a lesson or an investigation 
with an experience, and invite students to make 
sense of it.

 4. Teachers activate and build upon students’ 
prior knowledge.

 5. Students use manipulatives as tools for thinking 
and representing. 

 6. Each lesson incorporates strategies to build curiosity 
and has a sense of urgency and purpose.

 7. Every student has a role and/or a responsibility for 
producing something that shows his or her thinking.

 8. During independent work times, teachers actively 
engage and guide students (e.g., confer with 
students, pull small invitational groups, etc.).  

 9. Teachers structure lessons so that teachers talk less 
and students talk more; the students do the thinking 
and the work. 

  B. Practices
Teachers use one or more practices from the 
following categories on a daily basis; these practices 
describe teaching at all grade levels.

 1. Protocols
 a. Teachers use protocols (e.g., Socratic seminars, 

learning logs, and jigsaws) to ensure that all students 
think critically and participate fully.  

 b. Teachers use protocols to look at student work (e.g., 
Collaborative Assessment Conference).

 c. Teachers use protocols to facilitate classroom 
meetings and crews, and to model and encourage 
behavior that allows for productive individual and 
group work.

 2. Workshops 

 a. Teachers use the workshop format to model or 
demonstrate a concept, skill or strategy; require 
students to practice and apply what was modeled; 
and discuss and debrief what has been learned. 

 3. Mini-lessons
 a. Sometimes teachers introduce and explicitly teach 

concepts, skills, and strategies in a mini-lesson format.

 b. Teachers often develop mini-lessons in response to 
student work and misconceptions. 

 c. Mini-lessons are taught to the whole class or small 
groups depending on student needs. 

 4. Modeling
 a. Teachers use practices such as demonstrations, 

role-plays, and fishbowls to set criteria and model 
expectations for high quality group process, 
products, writing, reading, and problem-solving.

 b. Teachers use practices such as think-alouds to 
model comprehension strategies and skills.

 5. Representing Thinking
 a. Teachers use anchor charts and other forms of 

documentation to synthesize and make public 
student understanding.

 b. Students represent their thinking using formats such 
as graphic organizers, recording forms, journals, 
quick-writes, and summaries of their learning.

 6. Questioning and Following Student Thinking
 a. Teachers ask open-ended questions and pursue 

student thinking by asking follow-up questions.

 b. Teachers regularly confer with students individually 
and in small groups to monitor each student’s level of 
understanding, to identify classwide issues, and to 
differentiate instruction. 

 7. Using Exemplars And Models 

 a. Teachers use exemplars and models to help students 
understand quality, format, and group work.

 b. Teachers use a range of exemplars and models to 
generate criteria and to construct rubrics.

 8. Multiple Drafts, Revision, and Critique
 a. Students produce multiple drafts for all products and 

assess each draft against generated criteria and 
rubrics to improve successive drafts.

 b. Teachers develop focused questions to guide 
revision.

 c. Students use critique protocols to receive and 
provide feedback and to revise their work.

 9. Reflecting and Debriefing
 a. Teachers and students reflect on and debrief lessons 

and experiences to improve retention of information, 
generalization, and transfer of learning.

 b. Teachers help students use reflection and debriefing 
to set goals for future learning.
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Overview

 II.2 Active Pedagogy: 
Teaching Reading K-12 Across the Disciplines

Reading is a complex process that includes 

phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary 

development, and an array of comprehension 

strategies. In Expeditionary Learning schools, 

comprehension strategies are taught from 

kindergarten through high school to convey the 

idea that reading is all about making meaning. 

The excitement of learning expeditions motivates 

students to read; in turn, the explicit teaching 

of reading comprehension deepens students’ 

understanding of content. Reading is taught 

across all the content areas because each subject 

area requires students to learn from written 

materials and requires different kinds of text (e.g., 

science articles, primary sources in history, word 

problems in math). Trade books, primary sources, 

and discipline-related articles are used along 

with or instead of textbooks. Primary teachers in 

Expeditionary Learning schools teach students 

problem-solving strategies for fluent decoding and 

help students build solid theories of how letter-

sound relationships work.
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BENCHMARK 2:

TEACHING READING K-12 ACROSS THE DISCIPLINES

 A. Understanding and Teaching 
the Reading Process

 1. Teachers understand how students develop 
phonemic awareness, decoding skills, fluency, 
and comprehension so they can teach those 
skills and concepts explicitly.

 2. Teachers are metacognitive about their own 
reading and understand how they use 
comprehension strategies to make sense of 
what they read.

 3. Teachers use a common language to teach 
comprehension strategies.

 4. Teachers model the use of comprehension 
strategies, the enjoyment of reading, and 
reading for multiple purposes.

 5. Teachers know their students as readers and 
show them how to choose books.

 B. Integrating Reading into 
Learning Expeditions 

 1. Teachers integrate reading into learning 
expeditions to teach content and to develop 
literacy skills.

 2. An anchor text or texts are chosen for read-
alouds to help teach expedition content.

 3. Readers’ workshops are used to teach decoding, 
comprehension strategies, learning expedition 
content, and to scaffold expedition products.

 4. Literature circle texts often relate to the 
expedition theme, illuminate guiding questions, 
and build background knowledge.

 5. Socratic seminars and other protocols for 
structured discussions are used for expedition-
related articles and texts.

 6. Texts selected for learning expeditions include 
a variety of genres and primary sources.

 7. Issues of ethnicity, class, gender, and multiple 
perspectives are considered in selecting texts. 

 C. Creating a Culture of Literacy
 1. Students read every day and discuss and write 

about what they read.

 2. Students use the common language of 
comprehension strategies to discuss 
their reading.

 3. Students enjoy reading, know how to choose 
texts, and read difficult texts.

 4. Classrooms contain libraries with an 
assortment of resources, including texts related 
to expeditions, student-produced books, 
primary sources, and a range of media, genres, 
and levels.

 5. Classrooms display evidence of student 
learning about literacy (e.g., anchor charts). 

 6. Reading is taught K-12 in all content areas.

 D. Assessing Reading
 1. Students are metacognitive about their reading. 

 2. Recording forms and reader-response journal 
entries document growth over time.

 3. Teachers confer with students regularly. 

 4. All teachers keep records of students’ reading 
progress (e.g., running records, profiles).

 5. Standardized and performance-based test data 
are used to identify reading problems and 
inform instruction.
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 II.3 Active Pedagogy: 
Teaching Writing K-12 Across the Disciplines

Students in Expeditionary Learning schools write 

for various purposes and audiences and across all 

areas of the curriculum. Students do their best 

writing when they care about the topic, purpose, 

and audience. Compelling topics, in-depth 

investigations, and written projects and products 

motivate students and require them to represent 

their understanding of learning expedition 

content and issues. Teachers develop and teach 

a common language for the writing process and 

the components of writing and use consistent 

practices for teaching and assessing writing. 

While the nature and amount of writing vary by 

discipline and grade level, writing is a major tool 

in all content areas.
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BENCHMARK 3:

TEACHING WRITING K-12 ACROSS THE DISCIPLINES

 A. Using the Writing Process 
 1. Teachers teach the steps of the writing 

process: prewriting, drafting, revising (for ideas, 
organization, and style), editing (for 
conventions), and making the work public. 

 2. Students understand, use, and articulate the 
steps of the writing process.

 B. Explicitly Teaching Writing 
Components and Types of Writing

 1. Teachers have a common understanding and 
language for teaching the components of 
writing (i.e. ideas, organization, style, and 
conventions). 

 2. Teachers explicitly teach writing through mini-
lessons, writers’ workshops, models, and 
critique sessions.

 3. Teachers use their own writing to model the 
writing and revision process.

 4. Anchor charts document student understanding 
of the elements of good writing.

 C. Writing for Audience and 
Purpose in All Content Areas

 1. Writing is used to promote understanding 
and reflection in all content areas, fieldwork, 
and service.

 2. Students write for authentic audiences within 
and beyond the school community.

 

D. Teaching and Designing Formats 
and Products

 1. Learning expeditions include written projects 
and products.

 2. Exemplary models of text are used to teach 
learning expedition content, to show how a 
genre or format works, and to generate criteria 
for products.

 3. Types of writing and formats for learning 
expedition products are chosen for variety and 
purpose and to ensure that students become 
familiar with a range of standard formats.

 4. Writers’ workshops are used to scaffold major 
writing projects.

 E. Critiquing and Assessing Writing 
 1. Teachers use written projects to assess student 

understanding of content and writing skills.

 2. Teachers systematically assess student writing 
and track the growth of individual students.

 3. Teachers and school leaders use results from 
local, state, and national writing assessments 
to understand their students’ performance and 
to better align instruction with standards.

 4. Instructional rubrics based on standards 
and student-generated criteria are used to 
assess writing.

 5. Students have a common language for 
critiquing writing, can assess their own writing, 
and are articulate about their revisions.

 6. Portfolios document growth in writing and 
students’ reflection on that growth.

22   
ACTIVE PEDAGOGY

23   
ACTIVE PEDAGOGY



Overview

 II.4 Active Pedagogy: 
Teaching Inquiry-Based Math

Learning math involves understanding concepts, 

grasping procedures, and applying them to 

real-life contexts. In Expeditionary Learning 

schools mathematics is taught in an inquiry-based 

manner as emphasized by the National Council 

of Teachers of Mathematics standards. The 

Expeditionary Learning approach focuses on big 

mathematical ideas, high quality student work, 

and structures for teaching math within and 

outside of learning expeditions. Expeditionary 

Learning math teachers invite students to find 

patterns and relationships, to become flexible 

problem-solvers, to articulate their reasoning, and 

to become metacognitive about their strategies. 

Teachers cultivate mathematical habits of mind: 

curiosity, risk-taking, perseverance, craftsmanship, 

and tolerance for ambiguity. No matter what math 

curriculum is used, math class is often conducted 

as a workshop. It begins with a complex problem, 

and continues with independent or group work, a 

mini-lesson based on what students are struggling 

with or have discovered, sharing/comparing 

problem-solving strategies, and a synthesis of the 

day’s learning. This sequence ensures that students 

are doing the thinking.
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BENCHMARK 4:

TEACHING INQUIRY-BASED MATH

 A. Structures for Teaching Math
 1. Inquiry-based investigations, occurring over 

one or more class sessions, are a primary way 
for students to build understanding of 
mathematical concepts and skills. 

 2. Sometimes math is the core of the learning 
expedition.

 3. Sometimes math is taught through integrated 
math projects connected to interdisciplinary 
learning expeditions.

 4. Students apply math concepts and problem 
solving strategies through independent math 
projects that incorporate some elements of a 
learning expedition.

 B. Math Curriculum
 1. Teachers emphasize big mathematical ideas 

and encourage the generalization and 
abstraction of big ideas from experience 
and application.

 2. Students study the history of mathematics and the 
contributions of diverse cultures to that history.

 3. Student work focuses on authentic application 
as much as possible.

 4. Students work on open-ended problems, 
investigations, and projects.

 5. Teachers model comprehension strategies to 
improve understanding and to build a common 
language for talking about math.

 6. Teachers foster mathematical discourse by 
asking open-ended questions, teaching the 
vocabulary of the discipline, and using effective 
instructional practices. 

 7. Classrooms provide evidence of students’ 
mathematical thinking and learning through 
anchor charts and displays of student work.

 C. Teaching Students to Think 
and Act Like Mathematicians 

 1. Teachers make sure that students become 
fluent with number facts and computation: 
they allot plenty of time for practice and 
help students see patterns, relationships, 
and shortcuts.

 2. Teachers promote flexibility in mathematical 
thinking by encouraging different ways to 
solve problems.

 3. Teachers help students develop efficient 
problem-solving techniques.

 4. Teachers stress craftsmanship in 
mathematics through elegant solutions, 
accuracy, and neat work.

 5. Teachers ask students to analyze and make 
sense of errors.

 6. Students show the thinking behind their 
answers through numbers, words, graphs, 
and diagrams.

 7. Teachers ask that students pose as well as 
solve mathematical problems.

 8. Students use manipulatives as tools for 
thinking and representing.

 9. Teachers promote critical thinking through rich 
mathematical discourse.
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 II.5 Active Pedagogy: 
Teaching Inquiry-Based Science and Social Studies

In Expeditionary Learning schools, teachers use 

expeditions and projects, problem-based content, 

and interactive instructional practices to foster 

inquiry in science and social studies. As much 

as possible, these disciplines are taught through 

learning expeditions that focus on big ideas. 

Science and social studies expeditions require 

students to think, write, and research like social 

scientists or scientists, and to use the tools of 

inquiry specific to the disciplines studied. The 

in-depth investigations of science and social 

studies expeditions focus on issues and problems 

that promote inquiry.
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BENCHMARK 5:

TEACHING INQUIRY-BASED SCIENCE AND SOCIAL STUDIES

 A. Structures for Teaching 
Science and Social Studies

 1. Specific science and/or social studies content 
areas (e.g., biology, history, archaeology) are 
often at the core of learning expeditions.

 2. Some expeditions integrate science and/or 
social studies with other subject areas so that 
each subject area shares equal focus.

 3. Some expeditions are designed with another 
subject area at the core, and science and/or 
social studies content is integrated where 
authentic (e.g., World War II and nuclear fission).

 4. Science and social studies projects that are not 
part of learning expeditions always incorporate 
some expedition elements.

 5. Science and social studies expeditions and 
projects always integrate literacy and research: 
students read, write, speak, investigate, and 
think critically. 

 B. Science and Social 
Studies Curriculum

 1. The compelling topic often focuses on 
engaging current issues, controversies, social 
justice, and cultural diversity.

 2. Often, the compelling topic concentrates on an 
event, a place, a person, or living history (e.g., 
the case study approach).

 3. In-depth investigations lead students to 
generalizations, concepts, and big ideas.

 4. Inquiry and products require research and the 
authentic use of the tools of the discipline studied.

 5. Learning expeditions in science often examine 
the history of the development of scientific ideas.

 6. Expeditions foster identification with the 
discipline studied by modeling the inquiry and 
practice of real professionals and by including 
their expertise in the expedition plan.

 7. Teachers select a variety of engaging information 
sources beyond textbooks for research and 
products (e.g., articles, short text, biographies, 
data sets, primary sources, original documents, 
interviews, experts, and fieldwork).

 C. Teaching Science and 
Social Studies 

 1. Teachers model and make explicit the use of 
subject-specific comprehension strategies. 

 2. Students are given multiple opportunities to 
engage in complex, problem-based activities, 
labs, and investigations, and to represent and 
analyze data. 

 3. Teachers ask students to articulate their 
theories, explanations, and understandings.

 4. Teachers ask students to represent and reflect 
on their thinking (e.g., create analogies, make 
graphs, create pictures, build models).

 5. Students are asked to apply knowledge in 
diverse and authentic contexts, explain ideas, 
interpret texts, predict phenomena, and 
construct arguments based on evidence 
(instead of focusing exclusively on pre-
determined “right answers”).

 6. Students are asked to take and defend positions 
and to consider multiple perspectives.

 7. As part of ongoing assessment, teachers look 
for misconceptions and create experiences that 
challenge those misconceptions.

 8. Students are asked to generalize, transfer, and 
apply concepts and procedures to other 
contexts and problems.

 9. Students are taught to engage in disciplinary 
discourse that pushes their understanding.
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 II.6 Active Pedagogy: 
Learning In and Through the Arts

In Expeditionary Learning schools, art is an 

important vehicle for learning and for representing 

learning through products. In learning 

expeditions, students have the opportunity to 

create, perform, and respond to a variety of 

art forms, and to connect the arts to content. 

The visual and performing arts are taught using 

the same effective instructional practices that 

are used in other disciplines and every effort is 

made to give all students access to exhibitions 

and performances. The arts build school culture 

and student character by emphasizing authentic 

performance, craftsmanship, and risk-taking. Art 

enlivens the school building through the aesthetic 

exhibition of student work and student thinking. 
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BENCHMARK 6:

LEARNING IN AND THROUGH THE ARTS

 A. Structures for Teaching the Arts
 1. The arts and/or history of the arts are sometimes 

the focus of inquiry for an expedition (e.g., Arts 
during the Harlem Renaissance) where each in-
depth investigation examines a different artistic 
genre (e.g., jazz, painting, and poetry).

 2. The arts and history of the arts are sometimes 
the subject of in-depth investigations in a 
social studies expedition.

 3. Sometimes art is taught through integrated 
art projects connected to interdisciplinary 
learning expeditions. 

 4. Independent projects in an arts discipline or in 
the arts are sometimes used to teach the skills 
and techniques of a particular art form.  

B. Teaching Through the Arts
 1. Teachers design projects and products that 

require students to learn the techniques of an 
artistic medium and to represent their 
understanding of expedition content.  

 2. Visual arts, movement, and drama are used to 
make sense of concepts in various disciplines.

 3. Teachers ask students to respond to fieldwork, 
exhibitions, performances, and literature using 
various art forms.

 4. Teachers help students generalize what they 
learn from analyzing and critiquing art to other 
disciplines (e.g., making connections between 
drawing and writing).

C. Teaching the Arts
 1. In-depth observation skills are taught.

 2. Students are taught a common language for 
analyzing, critiquing, and responding to the art 
form they are studying.  

 3. Critique and revision refine and improve artistic 
skills and techniques.

 4. Students are taught to reason and solve 
problems in artistic production.

 5. Students learn the symbol system for the 
particular art form they are studying (e.g., 
notation in music).

 D. Documenting Student 
Learning and Creating an 
Aesthetic Environment

 1. The school creates displays of student work that 
demonstrate student thinking and articulate 
student learning in classrooms and hallways.

 2. These displays demonstrate the values of 
presentation and craftsmanship.

 E. Culture, Equity, Diversity, 
and Character

 1. Teachers use the arts to reach diverse learning 
styles and to enable students to discover 
talents and aptitudes. 

 2. Students exhibit craftsmanship in art projects, 
products, and performances.  

 3. Teachers use performances to build classroom 
culture, community, and teamwork.  

 4. The school provides all students with access to 
live art performances, artists, and exhibitions. 

 5. All students are exposed to the major arts and 
each student has opportunities to work in a 
variety of media.

 6. The arts are used to help teach persistence and 
self-discipline.

 7. The arts help students learn about and appreciate 
other cultures and diverse artistic styles.

 8. Art is intentionally used to help students take 
multiple perspectives.
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 II.7 Active Pedagogy: 
Using Effective Assessment Practices

Assessment practices in Expeditionary Learning 

classrooms drive instructional decisions and invite 

students into the assessment process. Teachers 

analyze student work and evidence of student 

thinking to understand learning and to shape 

instruction. Assessment practices help students 

understand, reflect on, and take responsibility 

for their own learning. Teachers and students 

collaborate to develop standards-based criteria 

for good work, and students learn to use explicit 

criteria to assess their progress and improve. 
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BENCHMARK 7:

USING EFFECTIVE ASSESSMENT PRACTICES

 A. Using Multiple Assessments
 1. Teachers practice ongoing assessment of student 

understanding by listening to evidence of student 
thinking and by posing probing questions. 

 2. Teachers focus on the thinking behind students’ 
answers and not only on the answers themselves.

 3. Teachers analyze student work to assess 
understanding and to evaluate and 
refocus instruction.

 4. Teachers employ a variety of effort-based 
(e.g., performance assessments) and on-demand 
(e.g., writing to prompts) assessment strategies.

 5. Teachers match the purpose and function of 
each assessment to learning targets (e.g., 
essays for critical thinking about content, 
multiple-choice tests for facts, and 
performance-based assessments for 
application of knowledge).

 6. Teachers keep ongoing records to document 
student progress and guide instruction.

 B. Reflection and Critique
 1. Teachers and students generate criteria and 

build rubrics by examining exemplary models. 

 2. Rubrics are specific to particular products and 
assess content knowledge as well as presentation.

 3. Students develop a common language for each 
discipline so they can pose revision questions, 
articulate goals, and give feedback.

 4. Students use critique protocols to analyze the 
strength of their own work, learn from models, 
and provide feedback on the work of others.

 5. Students reflect on their work: to examine 
improvement over successive drafts, to make 
sense of experiential learning, to think about their 
own learning, to analyze their interactions and 
collaborations, and to set goals for improvement. 

 C. Portfolios
 1. The school establishes a portfolio system that 

includes working portfolios in major subject 
areas and master presentation portfolios.  

 2. The portfolio system has content requirements 
that align with learning expedition products 
and standards.

 3. Working portfolios and master presentation 
portfolios show growth over time.

 4. Portfolios include rubrics for major projects 
and assignments.

 5. Students include multiple drafts and reflections 
to show how their work has improved and how 
they have met standards.

 D. Preparation for 
High-Stakes Tests

 1. Teachers help students analyze and practice 
the formats used on high-stakes tests (e.g., 
writing to prompts, multiple choice, and 
showing thinking in math and science).
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 III.1 Culture and Character: 
Building School Culture and Fostering Character

An Expeditionary Learning school culture is 

developed and sustained through practices that 

bring the community together, promote shared 

understandings, and encourage all community 

members to become crew, not passengers. 

Teaching practices and schoolwide structures 

ensure that all students are well known by adults 

and peers. The faculty articulates and promotes 

a set of character traits that are emphasized 

throughout the school. Teachers foster student 

character through challenging academic work, 

service, and the expectation that students are 

courteous, respectful, and compassionate.  

Public and classroom spaces reflect the values 

of the Expeditionary Learning Design 

Principles, showcase the work of students, 

and facilitate collaboration.
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BENCHMARK 1:

BUILDING SCHOOL CULTURE AND FOSTERING CHARACTER

 A. Rituals and Traditions
 1. A common set of Expeditionary Learning rituals 

and traditions (e.g., community meetings, 
readings, team building) are used in schoolwide 
gatherings and in classrooms.  

 2. In addition, the school develops its own unique 
rituals and traditions that express its identity 
and vision. 

 B. Knowing Students Well
 1. The school ensures that every student is known 

well by at least one adult who serves as an 
advocate for the student’s academic and 
social progress.

 2. Morning meetings, flexible groupings, crews, 
and regular check-ins or conferences with 
individual students enable teachers to know 
students well.

 3. Mentorships and internships foster relationships 
between students and community members.

 C. Character Traits
 1. School leaders and faculty articulate a set of 

character traits and a code of conduct 
consonant with the Expeditionary Learning 
Design Principles.

 2. The character traits express the school’s vision 
for a productive and courteous community.

 3. The character traits are clearly stated in school 
documents (e.g., handbooks, newsletters, 
visual representations) and in the school’s code 
of conduct.

 4. Teachers foster the character traits through 
learning expeditions and instructional practices 
as well as through activities specifically 
focused on community building.

 5. Character traits are reinforced within 
classrooms, in common areas throughout the 
building, and in all school-related activities.

 D. Service and Service Learning
 1. Teachers integrate service with academics 

through learning expeditions and other project-
based work.

 2. Students have many opportunities to 
practice service within the school and in the 
surrounding community.

 E. Physical Environment 
and School Tone

 1. Classrooms and common space are attractive, 
clean, orderly, and in good repair. 

 2. High quality student work, rather than 
commercial materials, is displayed.

 3. Students play an active role in the life of the 
school (e.g., morning announcements, 
maintaining the building, mentoring younger 
children, leading meetings, greeting visitors).

 4. Classrooms are arranged to accommodate 
class meetings and to encourage various 
configurations for instruction.  
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 III.2 Culture and Character: 
Ensuring Equity and High Expectations

Expeditionary Learning teachers and school 

leaders hold high expectations for all students. 

Teachers work to understand the home cultures 

of their students. School leaders create and adapt 

structures to ensure that all students have access 

to a comprehensive and challenging curriculum. 

Teachers differentiate instruction so that all 

students produce high quality work and 

meet standards.
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BENCHMARK 2:

ENSURING EQUITY AND HIGH EXPECTATIONS

 A. Equity
 1. Teachers learn about the home, cultural, and 

community backgrounds of their students.

 2. Teachers appreciate how cultural differences 
influence curriculum and instruction and they 
build on student interests and backgrounds.

 3. School communications welcome families and 
accommodate linguistic and cultural differences.

 4. The school establishes forums that guarantee 
respectful communication and the opportunity 
for diverse perspectives to be heard.

 5. Teachers and school leaders offer all students 
access to cultural and social institutions (e.g., 
libraries, museums, and universities).

 6. Teaching materials are selected so that all 
students read high quality literature, assume 
multiple perspectives, and develop compassion 
and empathy.

 7. Teachers use instructional practices that promote 
equity such as differentiating instruction and 
providing multiple pathways for achievement.

 8. Exhibitions and performances present the work 
of all students.

 B. High Expectations
 1. All learning expeditions are rigorous and 

compelling, and require high-quality products.

 2. Teachers ensure that all students acquire the 
background knowledge needed to succeed.

 3. Teachers use instructional practices to ensure 
that all students are thinking and participating.

 4. Teachers examine their own classroom equity 
practices using protocols (e.g., equitable 
response analysis). 

 5. Special education students are taught in regular 
classrooms to the greatest extent possible.

 6. Teachers help all students develop and 
exemplify the school’s character traits.

 C. Passages and Graduation
 1. Passages and graduations are based on 

students meeting competency standards and 
not only on seat time.

 2. The school takes on the mission of providing 
students with the knowledge of colleges, 
universities, and careers, and it provides 
structured help to all students in accessing 
these opportunities.

 3. In high schools, graduation content and 
skills standards are aligned with college 
entrance requirements.

 D. Structures That Support Equity
 1. Ability grouping (tracking) is replaced with 

flexible heterogeneous grouping informed by  
ongoing assessment.

 2. The school has systems to support students 
who fall behind (e.g. summer school, tutorials, 
reading programs, etc.).
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 III.3 Culture and Character: 
Fostering a Safe, Respectful, and Orderly Community

The climate in an Expeditionary Learning school 

is characterized by physical and emotional 

safety, respect and courtesy, and a disciplined 

environment. Teachers and school leaders 

communicate clear expectations for students’ 

conduct. Policies and practices encourage students 

to take responsibility for their actions, their 

learning, and their shared space.
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BENCHMARK 3:

FOSTERING A SAFE, RESPECTFUL, AND ORDERLY COMMUNITY

 A. Clear Expectations Schoolwide
 1. Schoolwide expectations for student character 

and conduct are founded in courtesy, respect 
for others, and a commitment to learning.

 2. These expectations are embodied in a formal, 
written statement or code of conduct. 

 3. The school establishes policies and procedures 
that support the code of conduct.

 4. Adults model the character traits and code 
of conduct.

 5. All students have the opportunity to share 
leadership roles and school responsibilities.

 6. The code of conduct is evident in the 
lunchroom, in the halls, during recess, before 
and after school, and when students represent 
the school in the community.

 B. Teaching the Code of Conduct 
and the Character Traits

 1. A common language communicates the 
school’s follow-through and commitment to the 
code of conduct and the character traits. 

 2. Staff explicitly teach students the code of 
conduct and the character traits.

 3. Student behavior is addressed with an 
emphasis on education rather than punishment.  

 4. Consequences for misbehavior are logical 
and consistent.

 5. Classroom norms reflect and reinforce 
the school’s code of conduct and the 
character traits.

 6. Teachers include students when establishing 
classroom norms.

 7. Teachers set up and maintain systems that 
support productive and orderly classrooms.

 8. Teachers foster independent behavior 
management skills.

 C. Welcoming the Community
 1. Students actively welcome visitors to the 

school, using established practices and norms.

 2. All students are trained to be ambassadors for 
the school within and outside of the building.

 3. School leaders, teachers, and students have 
traditions for recognizing the contributions of 
outside experts and volunteers. 

 4. Students share their work with visitors.
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 III.4 Culture and Character: 
Promoting Adventure and Fitness

Expeditionary Learning promotes a spirit of 

adventure. Academic and physical challenges 

push students to pursue excellence and assume 

responsibility for their own learning. The physical 

education program places a strong emphasis 

on personal fitness and nutrition, enhances 

the school’s Expeditionary Learning culture, 

and promotes character development. Physical 

education teachers rely on coaching, framing, 

and debriefing to help students be successful. 

Teachers help students understand the connections 

between physical challenge and academic 

challenge. Students accomplish more than they 

think is possible. 
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BENCHMARK 4:

PROMOTING ADVENTURE AND FITNESS

 A. Adventure
 1. School leaders and teachers experience 

physical and intellectual adventure through 
Outward Bound courses, summits, and school-
organized wilderness experiences. 

 2. Many learning expeditions incorporate physical 
adventure and challenging fieldwork.

 3. Physical adventure and challenge 
(e.g., ropes courses, adventure curricula, 
camping trips, etc.) are explicitly connected 
to academic challenge.

 4. Learning expeditions engage students in 
intellectual adventure; they motivate students 
to take different perspectives, defend positions, 
and pursue their own interests.

 5. Teachers provide students with opportunities to 
experience success and failure through 
adventure, and to learn from both.

 B. Physical Education and Fitness
 1. Physical education instruction builds 

character; it engages all students in 
perseverance, personal fitness, challenge, 
collaboration, and adventure. 

 2. Outdoor education programs, ropes courses, 
and team and individual sports are explicitly 
connected to and reinforce the school’s 
character traits. 

 3. Physical education teachers focus on 
students’ strengths and help each student 
experience success.

 4. When possible, teachers link fitness and 
physical challenge to academics through 
projects, expedition content, and reflection.

 C. Safety
 1. The school has policies and protocols to 

ensure that physical education classes, 
adventure programming, and fieldwork are 
physically and emotionally safe.

38   
CULTURE AND CHARACTER

39   
CULTURE AND CHARACTER



Overview

 III.5 Culture and Character: 
Developing a Professional Community 

School leaders, teachers, and staff in Expeditionary 

Learning schools are members of a community 

of learners. Professionals work together to share 

expertise, improve the school’s program, build 

background knowledge in their disciplines, and 

model collaborative learning for students. Staff 

culture is characterized by a respectful collegiality 

where teachers resist judgment and blame, and 

support each other in improving practice. Teachers 

and school leaders model a safe community 

that fosters high quality work. Professional 

development for individual teachers and for the 

staff as a whole is at the heart of the school.
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BENCHMARK 5:

DEVELOPING A PROFESSIONAL COMMUNITY 

 A. Building and Modeling an 
Expeditionary Learning 
School Culture

 1. Adults at the school are themselves learners, 
willing to implement and master new practices 
and model learning for students.

 2. Staff members live by and model the school’s 
code of character.

 3. Expeditionary Learning instructional practices 
are used at staff meetings and in other 
professional development.  

 4. The professional community uses and models 
rituals such as opening readings, circles, and 
team-building activities to build and sustain 
their own culture.  

 5. Staff members take responsibility for all 
students and not only their own; they reinforce 
schoolwide expectations, foster all students’ 
learning, and work to ensure their physical and 
emotional safety.

 6. Teachers new to teaching or to the school 
are mentored.

 7. The faculty establishes and maintains 
structures (mentoring, teaming, peer 
supervision) that build trust and allow teachers 
to support and advise one another.

 8. Adults in the school always discuss students 
and their families respectfully.

 B. Practices and Protocols for 
Effective Collaboration

 1. Adults establish norms for working together 
and adhere to those norms in all settings.

 2. Teachers use established protocols and 
strategies to collectively examine and evaluate 
learning expedition plans, instructional 
practices, and assessment practices.

 3. Teachers expand their repertoire of practices 
by drawing on the strengths of colleagues in 
other disciplines.

 4. Collaborative time also is used to analyze and 
make sense of student work.

 C. Focus on Growth Over Time
 1. Teachers work to hone the craft of their teaching 

by increasing both their repertoire of instructional 
practices and the quality of their use.

 2. Teachers are committed to increasing their own 
disciplinary knowledge and understanding. 

 3. Members of the professional community 
participate in Expeditionary Learning on-site 
and off-site professional development, 
communicate what they have learned to 
colleagues, and use what they have learned in 
their own teaching.

 5. Teachers document their work (e.g., learning 
expedition plans, lesson and workshop design) 
to reflect, critique, and improve.
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 III.6 Culture and Character: 
Engaging Families in the Life of the School

Families are partners in the education of their 

children. Students and staff in Expeditionary 

Learning schools make families welcome, know 

them well, and engage them actively in the life of 

the school. Regular communication and multiple 

opportunities for participation encourage families 

to be strong partners in their children’s learning.
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BENCHMARK 6:

ENGAGING FAMILIES IN THE LIFE OF THE SCHOOL

 A. Welcoming Families and 
Building Relationships

 1. The school has in place practices and norms to 
welcome families and community members 
(e.g., established greetings, norms for guiding 
visitors, etc.).

 2. Efforts are made to encourage all families’ 
participation (e.g. scheduling events, assisting 
with transportation, providing translators, etc.).

 3. School leaders collect data on family 
participation, and work with teachers and the 
community to increase family involvement. 

 4. School leaders and teachers learn about and 
respect the cultures, backgrounds, and values 
of their students’ families.

 B. Communication
 1. The faculty begins the school year by 

establishing a pattern of positive, regular 
communication with families.

 2. School leaders and teachers create an annual 
calendar of events that involve families in a 
variety of ways.

 3. A range of publications and formats is used to 
assure that all families understand the school’s 
policies, curriculum, approaches to instruction, 
and assessment system.

 4. Teachers communicate regularly with families 
about their children’s accomplishments.  

 5. School leaders and teachers develop 
strategies, such as enrollment interviews, 
surveys, or portfolio conferences, to learn 
about families and involve them in their 
children’s learning.

 C. Participation in the School
 1. The school has a variety of ways for families to 

participate (e.g., governance, tutoring, 
classroom experts, portfolio panelists). 

 2. Interactive family education nights are held 
throughout the year (e.g., an open house to 
explain the year’s expeditions, workshops to 
show how students are learning in the various 
disciplines, etc.).

 3. Teachers and school leaders organize regular 
exhibitions and presentations of student work 
so that students share their project work and 
portfolios with family and community members.
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Leadership and School Improvement:
Providing Leadership in Curriculum, Instruction, and School Culture

 IV.1

Leaders in Expeditionary Learning schools 

create a professional community that focuses 

on curriculum and instruction as the primary 

vehicles for improving student achievement and 

school culture. Leaders assume responsibility for 

implementing Expeditionary Learning, allocate 

resources for professional development, and 

partner with Expeditionary Learning staff.
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BENCHMARK 1:

PROVIDING LEADERSHIP IN CURRICULUM, INSTRUCTION, AND SCHOOL CULTURE

 A. Leading Professional Learning
 1. The principal models on-going professional 

development by participating in Expeditionary 
Learning’s on-site institutes, workshops, and 
planning sessions, and by participating in off-
site conferences, institutes, summits, regional 
programming, and Outward Bound courses. 

 2. School leaders continue to develop their 
own knowledge and skills in effective 
leadership strategies, literacy and other 
instructional practices, subject area content, 
and school culture.

 3. School leaders motivate teachers to develop 
their content knowledge and instructional 
repertoire, and provide the resources needed.

 4. The principal models effective instructional 
practices in staff meetings, professional 
development sessions, and team meetings.

 5. Inquiry-based staff development approaches 
such as study groups, peer coaching, and 
structured observations help teachers focus on 
practice and its relationship to student learning. 

 6. School leaders reinforce and institutionalize the 
implementation of Expeditionary Learning 
practices through their regular observation, 
coaching, and evaluation processes.

 

B. Working with 
Expeditionary Learning 

 1. School leaders assume responsibility for 
implementing Expeditionary Learning, 
coordinating professional development, and 
co-facilitating on-site work.

 2. The principal regularly works with the school 
designer to plan professional development, 
assess implementation progress, and design 
the next steps. 

 3. School leaders participate in the annual 
implementation review and use Expeditionary 
Learning’s implementation report to guide 
school planning.

 4. School leaders make sure that teachers have 
time to work with Expeditionary Learning staff. 

 5. The principal works with the leadership team to 
analyze budgets and maximize resource 
allocation for professional development.

 6. The principal takes full advantage of the 
contract by ensuring a high level of staff 
participation in on-site and off-site 
professional development.

 7. Teachers who create exemplary expeditions 
and use effective Expeditionary Learning 
practices are encouraged to present their 
work at the Expeditionary Learning National 
Conference and to write articles for Expeditionary 
Learning’s newsletter, Fieldwork.
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 IV.2 Leadership and School Improvement:
Sharing Leadership and Building Partnerships

The principal leads and encourages teachers, 

school staff, and families to assume leadership 

roles. The school has a clearly articulated 

governance structure and a clear process for 

making, communicating, and implementing 

decisions. School leaders build and sustain 

partnerships with community organizations and 

cultural institutions.
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BENCHMARK 2:

SHARING LEADERSHIP AND BUILDING PARTNERSHIPS

 A. Shared Leadership
 1. The principal creates a leadership team 

that represents grade levels, subject areas, 
and families. 

 2. The leadership team has agreed upon 
structures, formal roles, and a clear decision-
making process. 

 3. The leadership team stewards the 
implementation of Expeditionary Learning and 
the direction of school improvement.  

 4. School leaders create opportunities for 
teachers to take leadership roles in their areas 
of expertise.

 B. Decision Making
 1. The school’s decision-making model articulates 

the kinds of decisions to be made and who is 
responsible for making what kind of decision.  

 2. The school has effective mechanisms for 
communicating and implementing decisions. 

 3. The staff acts professionally and does not 
undermine decisions.

 C. Partnerships
 1. School leaders and teachers build and sustain 

relationships with community organizations and 
cultural institutions.

 2. The principal develops a broad constituency 
within the community to advocate for the 
school and its program.  

 3. The school promotes progress and good 
work, and maintains positive relationships 
with the community.   
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 IV.3 Leadership and School Improvement:
Using Multiple Sources of Data to Improve Student Achievement

Teachers and school leaders in Expeditionary 

Learning schools collect data to understand 

student achievement, assess teaching practices, 

and make informed decisions about instruction. 

They analyze and disaggregate test data to 

determine patterns of performance and collect and 

use multiple sources of data beyond test scores 

(e.g., data on school-level assessments, student 

engagement, family participation, and teaching 

practices).  Expeditionary Learning school leaders 

use data to tell their schools’ stories, and to 

leverage change and resources.
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BENCHMARK 3:

USING MULTIPLE SOURCES OF DATA TO IMPROVE STUDENT ACHIEVEMENT

 A. Analyzing Student Work and 
Data on Student Achievement

 1. Principals lead their faculties in examining 
student achievement data from school-based, 
district, and/or state-mandated assessments.

 2. Teachers examine data with colleagues to 
understand their class profiles and analyze the 
achievement of individual students.

 3. Teachers analyze test items to understand the 
nature of the assessment and their students’ 
performance in particular areas. 

 4. In addition to required tests, school leaders 
systematically collect other kinds of student 
assessment data (e.g., performance 
assessment, reading inventories, etc.) that 
inform decisions about teaching and learning.

 5. Teachers analyze examples of student work to 
identify problems and strengths.

 B. Using Data to Ensure Equity
 1. School leaders and teachers disaggregate and 

examine test scores and other data for 
subpopulations and study achievement patterns 
by socioeconomic status, gender, and ethnicity.

 2. Teachers know the achievement patterns of 
subgroups of students in their classrooms and 
of sub-populations in the school as a whole.

 3. School leaders and teachers use data to 
monitor and address achievement gaps.

 C. Collecting Other Data 
 1. School leaders and teachers collect and 

analyze data on student, family, and faculty 
participation and engagement (e.g., 
attendance, family participation, student 
discipline, graduation and promotion rates and 
transfers, professional development, etc.).

 2. School leaders and teachers use the data from 
Expeditionary Learning’s annual implementation 
review to assess teaching practice and focus 
on improving instruction.

 D. Using Data to Tell the 
Story of The School

 1. School leaders go beyond mandated reporting 
or district report cards to collect such data as 
student and family participation, graduation 
rates, and college enrollment to tell their 
school’s story.

 2. The school maintains a schoolwide portfolio for 
documenting the school’s story.
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 IV.4 Leadership and School Improvement:
Linking Expeditionary Learning and School Improvement 

Expeditionary Learning school leaders apply 

Expeditionary Learning’s core practices as 

the central means for improving instruction, 

student achievement, and school culture. During 

the annual improvement planning process, 

the staff examines achievement data, student 

work, and teaching practices to reflect on and 

analyze progress. The process of reflection and 

analysis leads to a focused and manageable set 

of school improvement goals and action steps.  

Expeditionary Learning professional development 

is the primary means of realizing these goals. 
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BENCHMARK 4:

LINKING EXPEDITIONARY LEARNING AND SCHOOL IMPROVEMENT

 A. Assessing Progress
 1. School leaders use feedback from 

Expeditionary Learning’s annual implementation 
review along with other sources of data to 
assess instruction and target improvements.

 2. School leaders organize achievement data 
and other evidence so that they can be 
analyzed collaboratively.

 3. Structured time is set aside and used for 
school improvement planning.

 4. The school’s leadership team solicits input on 
the school improvement plan from staff, 
families, and other partners including 
Expeditionary Learning staff.

 B. Planning for Improvement 
 1. The annual school improvement plan and the 

Expeditionary Learning implementation review 
are planned and conducted as one process.  

 2. The improvement plan and the Expeditionary 
Learning review result in a limited number of 
important and realistic goals focused on 
improving student achievement, instructional 
practice, and school culture. 

 3. School leaders partner with Expeditionary 
Learning to provide organized, strategic 
professional development designed to meet 
the school improvement goals. 

 4. School improvement goals are regularly 
monitored and modified.  Data collection 
is ongoing.
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 V.1 Structures:
Designing Time for Student and Adult Learning

In Expeditionary Learning schools the schedule 

serves instructional and curricular priorities. 

While each schedule is unique to a school and 

its constraints, there are key features that all 

Expeditionary Learning school schedules have 

in common: blocks of class time, opportunities 

for integration of the disciplines, and common 

planning time for teachers. The schedule 

accommodates project work, fieldwork, service 

learning, and flexible groupings of students. Time 

is scheduled during the school year and summer 

for whole-school professional development and 

collaboration across grade levels and subject areas. 
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BENCHMARK 1:

DESIGNING TIME FOR STUDENT AND ADULT LEARNING

 A. Designing the School Schedule
 1. School leaders and staff identify the needs and 

goals of the school and build a schedule to 
address and meet them.

 2. School leaders and staff approach scheduling 
comprehensively, taking into consideration 
before- and after-school programs as well as 
in-class time.

 3. The schedule provides time for teachers and 
students to work collaboratively. 

 4. The schedule facilitates flexible groupings 
of students among classes as well as within 
classrooms and is not held hostage by 
tracked classes.

 5. The schedule allows for fieldwork and service 
without disrupting other classes.

 B. Making Best Use 
of the Schedule

 1. Teachers create uninterrupted blocks of time 
that allow in-depth investigations.

 2. Teachers make optimal use of block time 
through effective instructional practices (e.g., 
readers’ and writers’ workshops, science labs, 
and fieldwork), project work, product 
development, and service learning.   

 3. Tight lesson design and a focus on completing 
tasks and producing quality work result in a 
high level of student productivity and 
engagement throughout each class period.

 C. Designing Time for 
Adult Learning

 1. The school develops a calendar to guarantee 
time (e.g., early release days, days between 
terms) and meeting structures (e.g., whole staff, 
teaching teams, individual coaching) for on-site 
professional development. 

 2. The schedule provides uninterrupted time for 
individual teacher preparation and planning, 
team or grade-level planning, and meetings of 
the whole staff. 

 3. Teams of teachers who share students have 
common planning time each week.

 4. Structures for productive use of common 
planning time include agendas, minutes, roles 
for facilitation and participation, and plans for 
follow-through. 

 5. Common planning time is used for designing 
expeditions and projects, improving instruction 
and assessment practices, and developing 
plans to meet the needs of individual students.

 6. Resources are allocated to support a summer 
institute each year.
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 V.2 Structures:
Creating Structures for Knowing Students Well

Students in Expeditionary Learning schools 

are known well and supported by adults. Each 

student’s academic progress and character 

development are followed closely over time by 

at least one caring adult. School structures such 

as crews, multi-age classrooms, and/or looping 

ensure students’ needs are met and individual 

strengths are discovered. Mentoring, internships, 

and apprenticeships foster relationships 

between secondary students and community 

members. Flexible, heterogeneous groupings 

replace tracking. 

54   
STRUCTURES

55   
STRUCTURES



Overview

BENCHMARK 2:

CREATING STRUCTURES FOR KNOWING STUDENTS WELL

 A. Building Relationships
 1. Multi-year connections between students and 

adults are created through looping, multi-age 
classrooms, and/or mentoring or crew 
relationships that last more than one year.

 2. A caring adult monitors the progress of 
each student.

 3. When appropriate and feasible, older students 
are paired with younger students for 
orientation, tutoring, and mentoring.

 B. Crews 
 1. Crew time is used well and has clear purposes, 

goals, and lesson plans.

 2. All crew leaders adhere to schoolwide 
expectations for crew time.

 3. Crew time is respected and proceeds 
without interruption.   

 4. Crew leaders ensure that all their students 
know about and have access to demanding 
academic courses, extracurricular activities, 
academic and social supports, and the best 
sequence of classes for college placement.

 5. Crews allow students and teachers to forge 
productive relationships over time.

 6. Crew leaders form relationships with parents, 
monitor academic progress, lead interventions, 
and ensure that all students graduate.

 7. Crews provide a forum for character education, 
portfolio work, adventure, and literacy.

 C. Mentoring, Internships, 
and Apprenticeships 

 1. Mentors provide additional support to 
secondary students.

 2. Internships help high school students build 
relationships with adults in the community, 
accumulate work experience, and learn about 
job and career opportunities.

 3. Apprenticeships create opportunities for 
students to master a craft or a discipline.

 D. Heterogeneous Grouping
 1. Tracking by ability is eliminated. 

 2. Students are taught in heterogeneous, flexible 
groups so that they know and learn with a 
diverse group of peers.
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