
 

 

An Overview of Expeditionary Learning 
 

“This is how kids want to learn.
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Expeditionary Learning (EL) is a national network of schools who serve students in pre-K through grade 12 in all settings – 

urban, rural, and suburban. Since their start in 1992, they have grown from a small group of ten schools into a diverse network 

of more than 150 schools.  EL partners with school districts and charter boards to open new schools and transform existing 

schools. 

 

EL is a comprehensive K-12 educational design that emphasizes project-based, learner-centered instruction where students 

work in small, flexible cooperative learning groups to facilitate reaching Common Core and Delaware’s Prioritized Standards.   

Learning expeditions – long-term investigations of important real world questions and subjects - include individual and group 

projects, field studies, and performances and presentations of student work. All instruction, whether or not a learning 

expedition is underway, is characterized by active teaching, differentiation, and community service.
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The EL model is an academic application of Outward Bound, an organization which values compassion, integrity, excellence, 

inclusion and diversity while seeking to develop character, leadership, and service in students as they learn through experiences 

which involve challenge and adventure in a supportive environment.  As such, EL schools are designed to teach students the 

principles of self-discovery, having wonderful ideas, responsibility for learning, empathy and caring, success and failure, 

collaboration and competition, diversity and inclusion, the natural world, solitude and reflection, and service and compassion. 

 

The following Core Practices of EL articulate how to translate the Design Principals into instructional practice.   

 

Core Practices What It Looks Like in the School Design 

Curriculum EL’s approach to curriculum makes content and skill standards come alive for students by connecting learning 

to real-world issues and needs. Academically rigorous learning expeditions, case studies, projects, fieldwork, 

and service learning inspire students to think and work as professionals do, contributing high-quality work to 

authentic audiences beyond the classroom. 

Instruction EL classrooms are alive with discovery, inquiry, critical thinking, problem-solving, and collaboration. Teachers 

talk less. Students talk and think more. Lessons have explicit purpose, guided by learning targets for which 

students take ownership and responsibility. In all subject areas, teachers differentiate instruction and maintain 

high expectations in order to bring out the best in all students and cultivate a culture of high achievement. 

Culture and 

Character 

EL schools build cultures of respect, responsibility, courage, and kindness, where students and adults are 

committed to quality work and citizenship. School structures and traditions such as crew, community meetings, 

exhibitions of student work, and service learning ensure that every student is known and cared for, that student 

leadership is nurtured, and that contributions to the school and world are celebrated.  Students and staff are 

supported to do better work and be better people than they thought possible. 

Assessment EL leaders, teachers, and students embrace the power of student-engaged assessment practices to focus students 

on reaching standards-based learning targets and drive achievement. Students continually assess and improve 

the quality of their work through the use of models, reflection, critique, rubrics, and work with experts.  Staff 

members engage in ongoing data inquiry and analysis, examining everything from patterns in student work to 

results from high-stakes tests. 

Leadership EL school leaders build professional learning communities that focus sharply on student achievement and 

continuous improvement, use data wisely, and boldly shape school structures to best meet student needs. 

Leaders celebrate joy in learning and build a school-wide culture of trust and collaboration. Leadership in EL 

schools goes beyond a single person or team – it is a role and expectation for all. 

 
Expeditionary Learning schools inspire the motivation to learn, engage teachers and students in new levels of focus and effort, 

and transform schools into places where students and adults become leaders of their own learning. The Expeditionary Learning 

model challenges students with high-level tasks and active roles in the classroom.  Through the Expeditionary Learning school 

design students will discover the adventure and the joy of learning. 

                                                 
1
 Arne Duncan, US Secretary of Education when visiting an Expeditionary Learning school in Portland, ME. 

2 http://www.elschools.org/design/index.html  
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The pedagogical principles and methodologies of the International Baccalaureate 

Diploma Programme (IBDYP) continue to develop the core values of the Expeditionary 

Learning philosophy, while presenting students with a vigorous set of academic 

expectations. A Sussex Academy of the Arts and Sciences (SAAS) student, who 

successfully participates in the full IB Diploma Programme, will earn, in addition to their 

SAAS diploma, the IBDYP diploma. The IBDYP is a college preparatory curriculum, 

with courses occurring during the 11
th

 and 12 grades. 

 

The IB student Learner Profile is the heart of the IBDYP model. All teachers are 

expected to articulate the profile characteristics through teaching methodologies that 

promote student-centered, inquiry-based learning strategies. These Learner Profile 

characteristics are: Inquirers, Knowledgeable, Thinkers, Communicators, principled, 

Open-minded, Caring, Risk-takers, Balanced, Reflective. Students are taught and 

assessed using authentic instruments in each discipline. They are trained in the specific 

tools of each academic discipline: to be historians, linguists (both in their native and a 

second world language), experimental scientists, mathematicians and artists. IBDYP 

students  are required: to participate in Service Learning, Creative and Action focused 

activities as part of their educational growth; design and execute an Extended Essay, 

which is a 4000  word individual research project on a topic of their choice; and take the 

Theory of Knowledge course, which exposes students to the connectivity between the 

academic disciplines, the Ways of Knowing (reason, emotion, etc. ) that individual’s use 

and the specific Knowledge Issues that each academic discipline uses to define  reality. 

 

As stated in its Mission Statement, “the International Baccalaureate aims to develop 

inquiring, knowledgeable and caring young people who help to create a better and more 

peaceful world through intercultural understanding and respect.” 
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