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Introduction 
 
This analysis of the efficacy of the Expeditionary Learning (EL) model for closing achievement gaps 
among populations of interest1 explored the progress made at three EL schools in the state of New York. In 
New York City, analysis focused on the Washington Heights Expeditionary Learning School (WHEELS), a 
middle school serving grade levels six, seven, and eight. In Rochester, two schools were included for 
analysis: the World of Inquiry School, an elementary school serving students in kindergarten through sixth 
grade, and School Without Walls, a middle school for students in grades seven and eight. 
 
This report summarizes analytical methods used in pursuit of answers to two research questions and 
presents the findings of those analyses. These questions include: 
 

1. What progress have EL schools made toward narrowing income- and race-based achievement gaps, 
as well as those based on English-language proficiency and learning disabilities? 

2. How does achievement at three EL schools in New York City and Rochester compare to similar 
schools in those cities? 

 
Gaps in New York State English language arts (ELA) and mathematics scores were calculated separately in 
the NYC and Rochester school districts for specific grades by race/ethnicity, free/reduced-price lunch 
status, SPED status, and LEP status. These performance gaps were measured in terms of effect sizes.2 
Representing achievement gaps as effect sizes created a benchmark against which EL and comparison 
school effect sizes could be measured. School effect sizes were measured using residuals from the 
regression equation to compute differences between predicted (the level at which a school should perform, 
based on its population characteristics) and actual results. In addition to the analysis of achievement gaps, 
researchers compared residual effect sizes in ELA and mathematics for the EL schools to comparison 
schools. Comparison schools were carefully matched to each EL school by population and by prior 
achievement. Cohorts of students were then selected from each school. 
 
The results of these analyses suggest that EL schools are making significant, substantial and sustained 
progress toward closing city-wide achievement gaps for populations of chronically underachieving students. 
Comparisons with similar schools suggest that the Expeditionary Learning model may be substantially more 
effective for underserved populations and for schools as a whole. 

                                                      
1  In the context of this study, populations of interest include students receiving free or reduced lunch, English language learners, 
Hispanic students, African American students, and students on Individual Education Plans. 
2  For example, to express the Hispanic-White achievement gap in ELA in terms of an effect size, the researcher took the 
difference in mean ELA scores between these groups of interest divided by the pooled standard deviation of ELA scores for both 
groups in a particular grade and district. 
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Methods 
 
Sample 
 
Expeditionary Learning acquired student-level data for all public, non-charter school students enrolled in 
grades 3-8 in the Rochester City School District and New York City Public Schools from school year 
(SY) 2004-05 to SY 2009-10. Accordingly, EL schools operating in Rochester and New York City 
(NYC) were selected for inclusion in this study if they served students in grades 3-8 and had partnered 
with EL for at least five years at the elementary level and four years at the middle school level to ensure 
two cohorts of students completing all grades at each school. With two cohorts of students available for 
analysis, observations were pooled across years in order to increase the statistical power of the study.   
 
Three EL schools met the established criteria:  

 Washington Heights Expeditionary Learning School (WHEELS), a NYC middle school (6-8)  

 World of Inquiry – School 58, a Rochester elementary school (K-6)  

 School Without Walls, a Rochester middle school (7-8).   

 
Selecting Comparison Schools and Developing Sample Student Cohorts for 
Analysis 
 
Researchers carefully identified comparison schools operating in Rochester and NYC that were a close 
match to the population and baseline test scores of the selected EL schools. Baseline achievement data 
were available for middle schools but not for elementary schools because testing begins in third grade in 
the state of New York. Further, by the time testing begins students have already received substantial 
exposure to the EL model (in kindergarten, first, and second grade). 
 
The choice of comparison schools depended on several factors. Schools in Rochester and NYC were first 
selected for comparison by choosing schools from the same New York State Education Department 
(NYSED) “Similar Schools” group, further described in the Methods section. NYSED places all New 
York schools into “Similar Schools” groups that allow for reasonable comparisons based on many of the 
challenges that districts and schools face including grade range of students served by the school, school 
district capabilities, and needs of the school student population. NYSED rank orders all schools based on 
proportion of students with free-lunch eligibility and proportion of limited English proficiency (LEP) 
students within the categories of grades served and school district capabilities.  
 
The NYC comparison schools were also required to belong to the same “Peer Schools” group. For middle 
schools, “peer schools” are determined based on the average ELA and mathematics proficiency levels of 
each school’s students before they entered middle school and the school’s percentage of students with 
disabilities.3  Fifteen NYC schools were members of the same “Similar Schools” and “Peer Schools” 
groups as WHEELS. NYC “peer groups” are based on prior test performance from grade 4; as a result, 
the researcher confirmed that these schools’ pooled grade 5 ELA scores and pooled grade 5 mathematics 
scores (one year prior to entry in a middle school serving grades 6-8) were not statistically different from 
the EL middle school. Schools that were statistically different were removed from the comparison sample. 
 

                                                      
3  New York City Department of Education (March 2, 2011). Progress Reports for New York City Public Schools. 
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Since NYSED “Similar Schools” are not determined based on prior test performance, comparison schools 
for the Rochester middle school were then eliminated if baseline achievement data (grade 6, one year 
prior to entry) were statistically different from the EL school.  
 
In addition, chi square tests were used to search for significant differences in populations of interest for 
incoming students in both the NYC and Rochester comparison schools. Significant results that showed 
higher populations of students receiving special education services at comparison schools disqualified 
them from further analysis.   
 
Students without baseline scores were excluded from analysis, and students needed to attend their schools 
exclusively for the maximum number of years. Table 1 shows the requirements for inclusion in analysis 
cohorts. A student in the WHEELS cohort, for example, would have attended a NYC public school for 
grade 5 and taken the New York State (NYS) grade 5 ELA and mathematics tests in 2006 or 2007. This 
student would have attended WHEELS for all three years of middle school (grades 6, 7, and 8) and 
graduated from grade 8 in 2009 or 2010, depending on whether the student began in 2007 or 2008. Data 
gathered about this student would include a demographic profile from fifth grade and a performance 
profile for eighth grade. Note that in the case of World of Inquiry no baseline data were available because 
testing begins in the third grade in the state of New York, by which point World of Inquiry students have 
already received substantial exposure to the EL model. 

 
Table 1: Criteria for Inclusion in Analysis Cohorts  

School 
Grades 

Attended 
Baseline 

Achievement 

Grade-level 
Performance for 

Analysis 

Years of Attendance 
Required for Analysis 

WHEELS and 
comparison schools 

6, 7, 8 
Grade 5  

(2006; 2007) 
8 

3  

(2007 to 2009; 2008-2010) 

School Without Walls 
and comparison 
schools 

7, 8 
Grade 6  

(2007; 2008) 
8 

2  

(2008 to 2009; 2009 to 2010) 

World of Inquiry and 
comparison schools 

3, 4, 5, 6 None 6 
4  

(2006 to 2009; 2007 to 2010) 

 
 
This report describes separate but related analyses on EL schools in New York City and Rochester. A 
regression analysis was used to measure the relative gain of both EL schools against scores predicted by 
gaps in achievement. Throughout this report, this is referred to as “Gap Analysis.” The method is further 
described in the next section of this report. 
 
The first gap analysis compared performance at the three EL schools to similar city-wide populations. The 
schools were compared to all other schools in their cities, with specific populations disaggregated for 
comparison. The next analysis looked at the comparisons between EL schools and schools that were close 
matches for population and prior achievement. After carefully matching schools on several measurable 
dimensions of population and performance, residual effect sizes of the EL schools’ scores in ELA and 
mathematics were compared to the scores of comparison schools. For the purposes of this report, these 
analyses are known as a “Comparison Schools Analysis” and are further described in the Methods 
section. 
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Gap Analysis 
 
Bloom, Hill, Black and Lipsey (2008) have articulated a method for interpreting a school’s effect size 
through comparison with district achievement gaps in a particular grade and subject, also measured by 
effect size. This method was used to gauge the impact made by EL schools on various groups of students: 
school effect sizes were compared to city achievement gap effect sizes to determine the degree to which 
EL schools had closed city-wide achievement gaps. The first step in this analysis was to calculate city-
wide, grade-level achievement gaps in ELA and mathematics as effect sizes. 
 
As described in the preceding section, samples of students in comparable cohorts were created for each of 
the three EL schools, with analyses capturing students attending these schools between 2006 and 2010.  
Students in a school sample cohort would need to fulfill all of the described requirements to be included 
in this analysis.  
 
Identifying City-wide Achievement Gaps 
 
All populations of interest were coded with dummy variables. These included variables for free and 
reduced lunch (FRL), English language learners (ELL), Hispanic students (HIS), African American 
students (BLK), White students (WH), and students receiving special education services (IEP). 
Achievement gaps were calculated by subtracting the mean score of the non-target groups from that of the 
target groups. The difference between these two groups represents the achievement gap. For example, the 
difference between mean achievement scores in ELA and mathematics for Hispanic students and White 
students is representative of the disparity in achievement for the Hispanic population. 
 
Because any difference between groups is likely to be significant when sample sizes are large, the 
achievement gaps for these analyses were measured by effect size4 (See Tables 4a-c in the Findings 
section). Effect sizes, in this case, are the standardized measure of mean differences between groups of 
interest, standardized by the pooled standard deviation of both groups.  
 
       ESgap  = (mean of target – mean of non target) / pooled standard deviation 
 
Representing achievement gaps as effect sizes creates a benchmark against which EL school effect sizes 
can be measured. Achievement gap effect sizes, therefore, contextualize the strength of intervention 
effects and present the differences between groups as standardized differences. 
 
Measuring Progress Toward Closing City-wide Achievement Gaps 
 
Conceptually, the achievement gap can be said to create predictions (often negative) about student 
performance based on the demographic categories into which students fall. The achievement gap predicts, 
for example, that schools with higher representation of students receiving free and reduced lunch (a proxy 
for poverty) will have lower average achievement scores than schools with lower representation of 
students receiving free and reduced lunch.  
 
Demographic variables were used in analysis as predictors during regression while achievement (as 
measured by scaled scores for ELA and mathematics) was used as the outcome variable. This approach 
created a continuous prediction for the effect of a demographic variable on academic achievement. That 
prediction was based on the effect of belonging to a particular demographic group. As percentages of a 
given population increased at schools in the sample, the result was reflected in changes in academic 

                                                      
4  Cohen’s d:   ( 1- 2) / pooled standard deviation 
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achievement. The analysis incorporated demographic controls for race/ethnicity, free and reduced price 
lunch status, special education status, limited English proficiency, year of test, grade level, and controls 
for baseline ELA and mathematics test scores one year prior to entry into the study school. 
 
The regression equation (and the prediction line derived from it) is a numerical representation of the 
effect of achievement disparities for populations of interest. Tapper and Tobias (2009) have articulated an 
approach to measuring school effect size that uses residuals from the regression equation to measure 
differences between predicted (the level at which a school should perform based on its population) and 
actual results. These results are standardized by dividing the difference between predicted and actual 
outcomes by the standard deviation for all such differences. The result is an effect size for the impact of a 
school among a given population: 
 
 ESresidual  = (actual outcome – predicted outcome) / standard deviation of residuals 
 
The method used here for determining the degree to which EL schools have closed the achievement gap is 
a comparison of the city-wide gap effect size with the school’s residual effect size to determine the degree 
to which the “gap has been closed” (see Bloom, Hill, Black & Lipsey, 2008).  
 
            % gap closed =  – (ESresidual / ESgap ) 
 
The negative multiplier is used here to make the results conceptually coherent. Achievement gaps are 
usually negative since they are computed by subtracting the non-target population from the target 
population (e.g., Hispanic - White). A positive residual effect size (ESresidual) can be interpreted as a school 
performing above the predicted level and, as a result, closing the achievement gap. For example, a % gap 
closed of 50% means that half the identified achievement gap for that population in that city was closed. 
While a % gap closed of -50% would mean that the achievement gap for that population in that city 
actually increased by 50%. Without reversing the sign, a positive effect would have a negative sign. Thus, 
the negative multiplier creates a percentage that lends itself more to an accurate understanding: 
 
  ESgap = –0.5 
  ESresidual = 0.25 
  % gap closed = – (.25/.5) = 50%   
 
In this example, the achievement gap has been identified as –0.5. By performing (as a school) at an 
ESresidual of 0.25, this school has closed the achievement gap halfway for that target population. Note that 
a % gap closed statistic with a negative sign can be interpreted as adding to the achievement gap, 
increasing the negative effect. This gap analysis was applied to specific populations of interest at EL 
schools to explore the degree to which these schools were or were not closing city-wide achievement gaps 
for particular demographic groups. 
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Comparison Schools Analysis5  
 
To better understand achievement at EL schools, analyses were conducted on the comparison schools. 
These analyses made use of hypothesis testing to identify significant differences in performance, as 
measured by residual effect size (RES), between EL schools and schools with similar student populations. 
The goal of this analysis was to determine whether significant differences exist between EL and 
comparison schools in narrowing city-wide achievement gaps. As previously described, care was taken to 
identify comparison schools that were closely matched to the population and baseline test scores of the 
EL schools in question. 
 
The choice of comparison schools depended primarily on the three factors: 
 
1. The availability of baseline scores at schools for the correct cohort years 
 
Baseline scores in this study are the grade 5 test results for the WHEELS cohort and grade 6 test results 
for the School Without Walls cohort (see Table 2). Students without baseline scores were excluded from 
analysis. Baseline data were used to ensure that the effects of prior knowledge were accounted for in all 
analyses. Students in the comparison schools analysis also needed to attend their schools (exclusively) for 
the maximum number of years.  
 
2. Belonging to the same “Similar Schools Group” as EL schools 
 
Comparison schools in Rochester and New York City were first selected by identifying schools from the 
same New York state Similar Schools Group. Similar school categories are determined by a Needs-to-
Resource-Capacity Index that considers three factors:6 
 

 Grade Range of Students Served by the School 
 School District Capabilities 
 Needs of the School Student Population 

 
Needs-to-Resource-Capacity is a measure that creates a ratio between the social, political, and 
demographic needs of a Local Education Agency (LEA) and the LEA’s resources available to meet those 
needs. A district with many poor students and a small tax base would, for example, have a high index 
rating while a district with few students in populations with high needs (e.g., special education) and a 
large tax base would have a low index rating.  
 

The Need-to-Resource-Capacity (N/RC) index is based in the idea that the local success of 
public education is significantly positively correlated with expenditures in the schools and 
significantly negatively correlated with the level of poverty found in the school. 
Combining a measure of resources available in each school district and a measure of 
district pupil poverty into one statistic is a meaningful shorthand abbreviation. The 
resulting groupings have two important benefits for State policy purposes; they are easy to 
explain and they are well supported by statistical research. School districts that spend 
more locally derived money per pupil tend to have relatively higher levels of pupil 
performance, and school districts that have a higher proportion of pupils from low-income 
households tend to have lower levels of pupil performance.7 

                                                      
5  For sample sizes, see Appendix A 
6 http://www.p12.nysed.gov/repcrd2005/information/similar-schools/guide.shtml: retrieved July 9, 2011 
7 http://www.p12.nysed.gov/repcrd2005/information/similar-schools/guide.shtml: retrieved July 14, 2011 
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In addition to Similar Schools, New York City schools also belong to a collection of Peer Schools. This 
collection of schools was used to further refine the choice of comparison schools for WHEELS.  
 
The New York City Department of Education defines school peer groups in the following way:8 
 

• A peer group is a group of schools with similar student populations that serve approximately the 
same grade levels 
 For elementary and K-8 schools, peer groups are determined based on a comparison of 

student demographics across schools 
 For middle schools and high schools, peer groups are determined based on a comparison of 

student performance on ELA and mathematics test scores, as well as special education status 
and age upon entry in high school 

• Peer groups consist of up to 40 schools serving approximately the same grade levels (i.e., 
elementary schools have only other elementary schools in their peer group; same goes for middle 
schools, K-8 schools, and high schools) 

•   Each school has a unique peer group (so each school can be in the middle of its peer group) 
 
Comparison schools for WHEELS were selected using both peers and similar schools. Selecting 
comparison schools that were in both the peer and similar schools groups ensured that the demographics 
and need-to-capacity ratios were as similar as possible to EL schools before analyzing demographic and 
performance data more closely. 
 
3. The comparability of baseline scores 
 
Analyses were conducted on all schools in Similar Schools Groups corresponding to the three EL schools. 
Schools were eliminated if they did not contain relevant cohort groups for the years of interest. Analysis 
of Variance (ANOVA) was used to analyze baseline achievement scores for the remaining schools. 
ANOVA was chosen because it is a statistical test that compares the means of several groups, in this case 
comparison schools. Significant differences in test scores indicated that students at potential comparison 
schools did not have comparable achievement before entering their schools. Any schools with significant 
differences in baseline test scores for either ELA or mathematics were excluded as comparison schools.  
 
In addition, chi square tests were used to search for significant differences in populations of interest. 
Significant results that showed higher IEP populations at comparison schools disqualified them from 
further analysis. The goal was to match populations as closely as possible to those at EL schools so that 
only random chance might account for differences in groups. 
 
In the process of finding comparison schools, 20 schools were eliminated due to significantly different 
baseline scores or significantly different numbers in the populations of interest. The final sample of 
schools for comparison analysis included five schools for comparison to WHEELS, four schools for 
comparison to World of Inquiry, and one school for comparison to School Without Walls. Each of these 
comparison schools met all criteria and demonstrated no significant baseline differences in ELA or 
mathematics scores, or in percentages of students in populations of interest. 
 
 
 
                                                      
8 New York City Department of Education (March 2, 2011). Progress Reports for New York City Public Schools  
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Findings 
 
Gap Analysis 
 
Identifying City-wide Achievement Gaps 
 
Gaps in ELA and mathematics scores were calculated separately for the New York City (NYC) and 
Rochester (RCSD) school districts for specific grades by race/ethnicity, free/reduced-price lunch status, 
SPED status, and LEP status. These gaps were measured in terms of effect sizes. Tables 2a and 2b report 
ELA and mathematics performance gaps in terms of effect size and indicate that the gaps differ by grade, 
by subgroup, and by school district. The largest ELA and mathematics performance gap in both NYC and 
RCSD was between students who were and were not eligible to receive special education services. Note 
that performance gap effect sizes are negative numbers, representing lower achievement for target groups. 
 
Table 2a: Demographic Performance Gap on Grade 8 NYS Assessment in NYC (in Effect Size) 

Subject Grade Black-White Hispanic-
White 

Eligible-
Ineligible for 

FRL 

Eligible-Ineligible 
for SPED 

Eligible-Ineligible 
for ELL 

ELA 8 -0.35 -0.31 -0.31 -1.22 -1.07 

Math 8 -0.50 -0.31 -0.45 -1.18 -0.74 
Source: Tapper calculations from individual student-level data in NYC.  The grade 8 scaled scores are from tests administered in 
spring 2009 and spring 2010. Students must have grade 5 ELA and math scores and remain in same school for grades 6, 7, and 8 
to be included in dataset.  
 
 
Table 2b: Demographic Performance Gap on Grades 6 and 8 NYS Assessment in Rochester (in Effect Size) 

Subject Grade Black-White Hispanic-
White 

Eligible-
Ineligible for 

FRL 

Eligible-
Ineligible for 

SPED 

Eligible-Ineligible 
for ELL 

ELA 6 -0.32 -0.27 -0.56 -1.12 -0.74 
8 -0.43 -0.40 -0.36 -1.24 -0.86 

Math 6 -0.32 -0.18 -0.52 -0.85 -0.34 
8 -0.44 -0.37 -0.22 -0.91 -0.45 

Source: Tapper calculations from individual student-level data in RCSD.  The grades 6 and 8 scaled scores are from tests 
administered in spring 2009 and spring 2010. Middle school students must have grade 6 ELA and math scores and remain in 
same school for grades 7 and 8 to be included in dataset.  Elementary school students must remain in same school for grades 3-6. 
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Measuring School Effect Sizes and Progress toward Closing City-wide Achievement Gaps 
 
Tables 3a-3c present effect size estimates of city-wide performance gaps in ELA and mathematics on 
specific grade-level tests in the school district in which each EL school is located (as previously shown in 
Tables 2a-2b). These tables also show the effect size of an EL school on a specific group of students and 
the percent of a specific city-wide performance gap closed by each EL school. The findings suggest that 
all three identified EL schools are closing city-wide achievement gaps in ELA in Rochester and NYC, by 
16 to 100 percent, with results varying subgroup and district. Findings from School Without Walls 
(SWW) present a more complex picture of achievement and suggest positive impacts on the gap in ELA 
performance, but a widening of city-wide achievement gaps in mathematics. 
 
Table 3a: Gap Analysis of WHEELS: School-Level Effect9 

Target Group Subject Area Gap ES WHEELS ES % Gap is closed10

FRL ELA -0.31 0.28 90 
 MATH -0.45 0.3 67 
ELL ELA -1.07 0.26 24 
 MATH -0.74 0.29 39 
Hispanic ELA -0.31 0.3 97 
 MATH -0.31 0.35 100 
African American ELA -0.35 n<5 - 
 MATH -0.50 n<5 - 
Students w/IEPs ELA -1.22 0.19 16 
 MATH -1.18 0.24 20 

 
 
Table 3b: Gap Analysis of School Without Walls (SWW): School-Level Effect 

Target Group Subject Area Gap ES SWW ES % Gap is closed 

FRL ELA -0.36 0.66 100 
 MATH -0.22 -0.21 -95 
ELL ELA -0.86 n<5 - 
 MATH -0.45 n<5 - 
Hispanic ELA -0.40 0.67 100 
 MATH -0.37 -0.2 -54 
African American ELA -0.43 0.67 100 
 MATH -0.44 -0.21 -48 
Students w/IEPs ELA -1.24 0.67 54 
 MATH -0.91 -0.26 -29 

 

                                                      
9  Note: District Gap effect sizes are negative numbers, representing lower achievement for target groups. A positive school effect size means 
that the school is performing above what model predicted. A negative school effect size means that the school is performing lower than model 
predicted. Calculations on closing the district achievement gap are positive when the gap is being closed and negative when the district 
achievement gap is widening. 
 
10  In tables 3a-c, values that exceeded 100%, based on the formula % gap closed = - (ESresidual / ESgap ), were truncated to 100%. Exceeding 
100% indicates that the achievement gap was closed. Closing of the achievement gap means that there is no significant difference between the 
performance of the target population (Hispanic students, for example) and the performance of the comparison population (White students). This 
value signifies accomplishment of the objective (i.e., closing the gap). 
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Table 3c: Gap Analysis of World of Inquiry (WOI): School-Level Effect 

Target Group Subject Area Gap ES WOI ES % Gap is closed 

FRL ELA -0.56 0.84 100 
 MATH -0.52 0.56 100 
ELL ELA -0.74 n<5 - 
 MATH -0.34 n<5 - 
Hispanic ELA -0.27 0.89 100 
 MATH -0.18 0.58 100 
African American ELA -0.32 0.93 100 
 MATH -0.32 0.6 100 
Students w/IEPs ELA -1.12 n<5 - 
 MATH -0.85 n<5 - 

 
The overall positive impact of EL schools on ELA achievement is an important finding, particularly for 
schools such as WHEELS which serve a high percentage of students identified as Hispanic and/or as 
English language learners. These findings suggest that students in underachieving groups benefit 
substantially when receiving ELA instruction in an EL context as compared to demographic peers in their 
respective cities (New York City and Rochester). 
 
While indications are strikingly positive for all subgroups of interest, looking across ELA and 
mathematics achievement, Hispanic populations seem to fare exceptionally well in these EL schools in 
comparison to statistically predicted achievement gaps. The singular exception to these otherwise very 
positive trends is the mathematics achievement of Hispanic students at School Without Walls.  
 
Notably, Gap Analysis on School Without Walls shows weakness in closing mathematics achievement 
gaps for all populations. In some cases these gaps actually double at the school, although School Without 
Walls’ performance is not significantly different from its comparison school (see next section).  
 
Comparison Schools: Comparing Residual Effect Sizes 
 
Residual effect sizes for selected student populations in the comparison schools were computed. The 
tables below show all three EL schools have positive effect sizes in ELA at the school level and for each 
subgroup; comparison schools show few positive residual effect sizes. WHEELS and World of Inquiry 
also demonstrated positive effects at the school and subgroup levels in mathematics. School Without 
Walls showed negative effect sizes in mathematics and weaker results than its comparison school but 
differences were not statistically significant. It is notable that each EL school was matched to one 
comparison school that showed stronger positive results in mathematics, however only World of Inquiry’s 
comparison school showed a statistically significant difference.    
 
New York City Comparison 
 
Five New York City public schools were compared to WHEELS. WHEELS demonstrated significant 
differences in residual effect size in relation to its comparison schools in ELA (Table 4a). One school had 
a larger positive effect size than WHEELS in math, but the difference was not significant at the 5% level 
for the school as a whole or for individual demographic subgroups. 
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Table 4a: Residual Effect-size by School: Comparison for NYC  

School RES Effect size for 
ELA 

RES Effect size for 
Math 

P value of ELA Effect-
size difference 

w/WHEELS 

P value of Math Effect-
size  difference 

w/WHEELS 

WHEELS 0.28 0.3      ----  ---- 

A -0.58 -1.03 0.00 0.00 

B -0.08 0.49 0.00 0.06 

C -0.18 -0.38 0.00 0.00 

D -0.11 0.01 0.00 0.00 

E -0.32 -0.41 0.00 0.00 

Note:  A positive residual effect size means that the school is performing above what model predicted. A negative 
residual effect size means that the school is performing lower than model predicted. 
 
 
 
Table 4a1: Comparison with School A 

Subject Population Effect-size Gap WHEELS RES 
SCHOOL A 

RES P value of difference 

ELA FRL -0.31 0.28 -0.22 0.00 
 ELL -1.07 0.26 n<5 XXX 
 HIS -0.31 0.3 -0.28 0.00 
 BLK -0.35 n<5 -0.11 XXX 
 IEP -1.22 0.19 -0.26 0.00 

Math FRL -0.45 0.3 -0.1 0.00 
 ELL -0.74 0.29 n<5 XXX 
 HIS -0.31 0.35 -0.15 0.00 
 BLK -0.5 n<5 0.02 XXX 
 IEP -1.18 0.24 -0.13 0.00 

Note:  A positive residual effect size means that the school is performing above what model predicted. A negative 
residual effect size means that the school is performing lower than model predicted. 
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Table 4a2: Comparison with School B 

Subject Population Effect-size Gap WHEELS RES 
SCHOOL B 

RES P value of difference 

ELA FRL -0.31 0.28 -0.09 0.00 
  ELL -1.07 0.26 -0.12 0.00 
  HIS -0.31 0.3 -0.1 0.00 
  BLK -0.35 n<5 -0.13 XXX 
  IEP -1.22 0.19 -0.15 0.00 

Math FRL -0.45 0.3 0.46 0.10 
  ELL -0.74 0.29 0.44 0.14 
  HIS -0.31 0.35 0.47 0.20 
  BLK -0.5 n<5 0.43 XXX 
  IEP -1.18 0.24 0.43 0.06 

Note:  A positive residual effect size means that the school is performing above what model predicted. A negative 
residual effect size means that the school is performing lower than model predicted. 
 

 

Table 4a3: Comparison with School C 

Subject Population Effect-size Gap  WHEELS RES 
SCHOOL C 

RES P value of difference 

ELA FRL -0.31 0.28 -0.6 0.00 
  ELL -1.07 0.26 -0.6 0.00 
  HIS -0.31 0.3 -0.57 0.00 
  BLK -0.35 n<5 -0.61 XXX 
  IEP -1.22 0.19 -0.52 0.00 

Math FRL -0.45 0.3 -1.05 0.00 
  ELL -0.74 0.29 -1.05 0.00 
  HIS -0.31 0.35 -1.03 0.00 
  BLK -0.5 n<5 -1.07 XXX 
  IEP -1.18 0.24 -9.94 0.00 

 
Note:  A positive residual effect size means that the school is performing above what model predicted. A negative 
residual effect size means that the school is performing lower than model predicted. 
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Table 4a4: Comparison with School D 

Subject Population Effect-size Gap WHEELS RES 
SCHOOL D 

RES P value of difference 

ELA FRL -0.31 0.28 -0.31 0.00 
  ELL -1.07 0.26 -0.31 0.00 
  HIS -0.31 0.3 -1.22 0.00 
  BLK -0.35 n<5 -0.45 XXX 
  IEP -1.22 0.19 -0.31 0.00 

Math FRL -0.45 0.3 -1.07 0.00 
  ELL -0.74 0.29 -0.35 0.00 
  HIS -0.31 0.35 0.00 0.00 
  BLK -0.5 n<5 -0.74 XXX 
  IEP -1.18 0.24 -0.5 0.00 

Note:  A positive residual effect size means that the school is performing above what model predicted. A negative 
residual effect size means that the school is performing lower than model predicted. 
 
 
Table 4a5: Comparison with School E 

Subject Population Effect-size Gap WHEELS RES 
SCHOOL E 

RES P value of difference 

ELA FRL -0.31 0.28 -0.44 0.00 
  ELL -1.07 0.26 n<5 XXX 
  HIS -0.31 0.3 -0.46 0.00 
  BLK -0.35 n<5 -0.3 XXX 
  IEP -1.22 0.19 -0.45 0.00 

Math FRL -0.45 0.3 -0.57 0.00 
  ELL -0.74 0.29 n<5 XXX 
  HIS -0.31 0.35 -0.6 0.00 
  BLK -0.5 n<5 -0.43 XXX 
  IEP -1.18 0.24 -0.57 0.00 
Note:  A positive residual effect size means that the school is performing above what model predicted. A negative 
residual effect size means that the school is performing lower than model predicted. 
 
  



Expeditionary Learning: Analysis of Impact on Achievement Gaps Findings
 
 

 
  

UMass Donahue Institute  
Research and Evaluation Group 

 

14
 

 

Rochester: School Without Walls Comparison 
 
School Without Walls (SWW) was closely matched on all relevant criteria (baseline characteristics: prior 
test scores and demographics) to one Rochester public school. In ELA, the EL school had a large positive 
residual effect size, and the comparison school had a negative effect size; the difference was statistically 
significant. While the comparison school had a smaller negative residual effect size in math than SWW, 
the difference was not statistically significant.   
 
Table 4b: Residual Effect-size by School: Comparison for School Without Walls  

School RES Effect size for 
ELA 

RES Effect size for 
Math 

P value of ELA Effect-size 
difference w/SWW 

P value of Math Effect-
size difference w/SWW 

SWW 0.71 -0.34      ----  ---- 

COMP -0.24 -0.23 0.000 0.45 

Note:  A positive residual effect size means that the school is performing above what model predicted. A negative 
residual effect size means that the school is performing lower than model predicted. 
 
 
Table 4b1: RES for School Without Walls and Comparison School 

Subject Population Effect-size Gap SWW RES 

COMP 
SCHOOL 

RES P value of difference 

ELA FRL -0.36 0.66 -0.13 0.00 
  ELL -0.86 n<5 n<5 XXX 
  HIS -0.4 0.67 -0.15 0.00 
  BLK -0.43 0.67 -0.15 0.00 
  IEP -1.24 0.67 -0.24 0.00 

Math FRL -0.22 -0.21 -0.15 0.39 
  ELL -0.45 n<5 n<5 XXX 
  HIS -0.37 -0.2 -0.16 0.47 
  BLK -0.44 -0.21 -0.15 0.44 
  IEP -0.91 -0.26 -0.21 0.57 
Note:  A positive residual effect size means that the school is performing above what model predicted. A negative 
residual effect size means that the school is performing lower than model predicted. 
 
 
Rochester: World of Inquiry Comparison 
 
The World of Inquiry (WoI) analyses differed from the middle school analyses at WHEELS and SWW in 
that baseline test data were not available to help create a comparison group. Schools were matched on the 
basis of their placement in the same New York State Similar Schools group and using chi square tests on 
populations of interest. 
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Results from the WoI analysis suggest strong advantages for students relative to most of the comparison 
schools in both ELA and math. The exception was Comparison School A (see Table 4c1) where effect 
sizes for math, particularly for students receiving free lunch and African American students, were 
significantly higher than at WoI. School A showed no significant differences from WoI in ELA for 
targeted populations. 
 
Table 4c: Residual Effect-size by School: Comparison for World of Inquiry  

School RES Effect size for 
ELA 

RES Effect size for 
Math 

P value of ELA Effect-
size difference w/WoI 

P value of Math Effect-
size  difference w/WoI 

WoI 0.78 0.54      ----  ---- 

A 0.66 0.8 0.68 0.04 

B -0.08 0.00 0.00 0.00 

C -0.01 0.18 0.00 0.01 

D -0.13 0.02 0.00 0.00 

Note:  A positive residual effect size means that the school is performing above what model predicted. A negative 
residual effect size means that the school is performing lower than model predicted. 
 
 
Table 4c1: RES for World of Inquiry and Comparison School A 

Subject Population Effect-size Gap WoI RES 
SCHOOL A 

RES P value of difference 

ELA FRL -0.56 0.84 0.75 0.84 
  ELL -0.74 n<5 n<5 XXX 
  HIS -0.27 0.89 n<5 XXX 
  BLK -0.32 0.93 0.85 0.85 
  IEP -1.12 n<5 n<5 XXX 

Math FRL -0.52 0.56 0.87 0.03 
  ELL -0.34 n<5 n<5 XXX 
  HIS -0.18 0.58 n<5 XXX 
  BLK -0.32 0.6 0.88 0.03 
  IEP -0.85 n<5 n<5 XXX 
Note:  A positive residual effect size means that the school is performing above what model predicted. A negative 
residual effect size means that the school is performing lower than model predicted. 
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Table 4c2: RES for World of Inquiry and Comparison School B 

Subject Population Effect-size Gap WoI RES 
SCHOOL B 

RES P value of difference 

ELA FRL -0.56 0.84 -0.03 0.00 
  ELL -0.74 n<5 n<5 XXX 
  HIS -0.27 0.89 0.05 0.00 
  BLK -0.32 0.93 0.06 0.00 
  IEP -1.12 n<5 0.03 XXX 

Math FRL -0.52 0.56 -0.02 0.00 
  ELL -0.34 n<5 n<5 XXX 
  HIS -0.18 0.58 0.05 0.00 
  BLK -0.32 0.6 0.06 0.00 
  IEP -0.85 n<5 0.02 XXX 
Note:  A positive residual effect size means that the school is performing above what model predicted. A negative 
residual effect size means that the school is performing lower than model predicted. 
 
Table 4c3: RES for World of Inquiry and Comparison School C 

Subject Population Effect-size Gap WoI RES 
SCHOOL C 

RES P value of difference 

ELA FRL -0.56 0.84 0.12 0.00 
  ELL -0.74 n<5 n<5 XXX 
  HIS -0.27 0.89 n<5 XXX 
  BLK -0.32 0.93 0.18 0.00 
  IEP -1.12 n<5 n<5 XXX 

Math FRL -0.52 0.56 0.2 0.00 
  ELL -0.34 n<5 N<5 XXX 
  HIS -0.18 0.58 N<5 XXX 
  BLK -0.32 0.6 0.22 0.00 
  IEP -0.85 n<5 n<5 XXX 
Note:  A positive residual effect size means that the school is performing above what model predicted. A negative 
residual effect size means that the school is performing lower than model predicted. 
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Table 4c4: RES for World of Inquiry and Comparison School D 

Subject Population Effect-size Gap WoI RES 
SCHOOL D 

RES P value of difference 

ELA FRL -0.56 0.84 0.08 0.00 
  ELL -0.74 n<5 n<5 XXX 
  HIS -0.27 0.89 n<5 XXX 
  BLK -0.32 0.93 0.34 0.02 
  IEP -1.12 n<5 n<5 XXX 

Math FRL -0.52 0.56 0.11 0.00 
  ELL -0.34 n<5 n<5 XXX 
  HIS -0.18 0.58 n<5 XXX 
  BLK -0.32 0.6 0.34 0.02 
  IEP -0.85 n<5 n<5 XXX 
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Conclusions 
 
The purpose of this study was to evaluate whether three Expeditionary Learning schools––Washington 
Heights Expeditionary Learning School, World of Inquiry, and School Without Walls––have closed 
achievement gaps for chronically underachieving populations, specifically: 
 

 Students receiving free and reduced lunch 

 English Language Learners 

 Hispanic students 

 African American students 

 Students who have Individual Education Plans (IEPs) 
 
Inquiry for the study was guided by the following questions: 
 

1. What progress have Expeditionary Learning (EL) schools made toward narrowing income- and 
race-based achievement gaps as well as those based on English-language proficiency and learning 
disabilities? 

2. How does achievement at three EL schools in New York City and Rochester, New York compare 
to similar schools in those cities? 

 
Closing Achievement Gaps 
 
The analyses in this report provide strong evidence that these EL schools are closing city-wide 
achievement gaps for populations of interest in Rochester and New York City. Residual effect sizes 
(standardized measures comparing actual performance to expected performance) are large and consistent 
for both ELA and mathematics in two of the three schools. There are strong positive effects on ELA 
achievement in all three EL schools. Mathematics effects are also generally very positive and frequently 
aligned with ELA results, with the exception that School Without Walls displays overall negative effects 
for mathematics, although these were not significantly different from those of its comparison school.   
 
Effect sizes suggest that EL schools are reducing city-wide achievement gaps in ELA by 16 to 100 
percent, depending on the subgroup and district. Nearly all of the ELA achievement gap was closed for 
Hispanic and free and reduced lunch-eligible students in all three schools, as it was for African American 
students in the two schools in which populations sizes were sufficient to support analysis. Overall, these 
students are performing in ELA at the same level as peers who do not share these demographic 
backgrounds.  
 
As noted, School Without Walls displays weakness in mathematics for all populations of interest. 
However, this trend does not carry over to the other EL schools and may therefore be an artifact of the 
school’s implementation of the Expeditionary Learning model rather than a weakness of the model itself. 
The overall success of these schools in addressing the achievement gap, as well as the mathematics 
struggles at School Without Walls, speaks to the need for additional research to better understand the 
mechanisms in the Expeditionary Learning model that this study suggests provide consistent benefits to 
students in these populations of interest. 
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Comparison Schools Analysis 
 
This study’s final analyses, which compared residual effect sizes at EL and comparison schools, 
highlighted additional advantages in the achievement of students attending these EL schools. The EL 
schools performed above regression model predictions for those schools as a whole and for demographic 
subgroups, while the comparison schools did not. The differences were statistically significant. These 
analyses suggest that EL schools are doing a better job of closing achievement gaps than comparison 
schools. EL schools are closing gaps more consistently with all populations.  
 
These results suggest that something in the EL program addresses learner needs regardless of 
demographic group. Unlike other programs that are designed to meet the needs of specific populations 
(e.g., sheltered immersion for ELLs) EL seems somehow to address global learning needs. The 
comparative result of attending these three schools is positive for almost every group, with the previously 
mentioned exception of mathematics achievement at School Without Walls, though students there are 
closing gaps in ELA achievement. 
 
Understanding the critical components of EL success may lead to important insights in specific curricula 
and instructional practices that could help level the achievement “playing field” for students in 
consistently struggling subgroups. These results also offer hope that conditions commonly associated with 
low achievement might be improved through particular instructional models and that Expeditionary 
Learning appears to be one such model. 
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Appendix 
 
Sample Sizes New York City: WHEELS and Comparison Schools (5) 
 

Sample Size: WHEELS and Comparison Schools by Grade Level 

 Grade 6 Grade 7 Grade 8 

WHEELS 143 137 133 

School A 92 84 64 

School B 220 208 164 

School C 106 97 88 

School D 623 527 453 

School E 95 82 70 

Total 1279 1135 984 

 
WHEELS and Comparison Schools: Grade 8 by Subgroup 

 WHEELS School A School B School C School D School E 

Free/Reduced Lunch 125 42 153 81 407 50

Hispanic 133 35 108 55 19 6

African American 0 18 46 21 414 63

White Students 0 8 2 6 9 1

English Language Learners 24 2 20 15 27 3

Students on IEPs 8 10 26 20 69 13
 
WHEELS and Comparison Schools: Grade 7 by Subgroup 

 WHEELS School A School B School C School D School E 

Free/Reduced Lunch 129 58 194 92 428 69 

Hispanic 137 48 139 60 22 8 

African American 0 21 58 24 481 73 

White Students 0 11 2 7 12 1 

English Language Learners 32 3 31 18 31 3 

Students on IEPs 10 11 27 11 64 7 
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WHEELS and Comparison Schools: Grade 6 by Subgroup 

 WHEELS School A School B School C School D School E 

Free/Reduced Lunch 136 78 216 97 519 80 

Hispanic 143 53 147 65 24 7 

African American 0 21 60 26 570 86 

White Students 0 13 4 8 16 1 

English Language Learners 39 4 41 20 46 3 

Students on IEPs 8 12 26 9 72 8 

 
 
 
Sample Sizes Rochester: School Without Walls and Comparison School (1) 
 
Sample Size: School Without Walls (SWW) and Comparison School by Grade Level 

 Gr 7 Gr 8 

School Without Walls 110 110 

School A 67 65 

 
 
School Without Walls and Comparison School: Grades 7 and 8 by Subgroup 

 Grade 7 Grade 8 

 SWW School A SWW School A 

Free/Reduced Lunch 91 52 88 57 

Hispanic 26 19 26 19 

African American 65 44 65 42 

White Students 16 3 16 3 

English Language Learners 3 3 2 2 

Students on IEPs 13 5 13 5 
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Sample Sizes Rochester: World of Inquiry and Comparison Schools (4) 
 
Sample Size: World of Inquiry (WoI) and Comparison Schools by Grade Level 

 Grade 3 Grade 4 Grade 4 Grade 6 

World of Inquiry 76 74 71 58 

School A 66 65 60 54 

School B 84 77 54 52 

School C 71 67 50 40 

School D 24 24 20 21 

 
 
World of Inquiry and Comparison Schools: Grade 3 by Subgroup 

 WoI School A School B School C School D 

Free/Reduced Lunch 53 42 49 45 17 

Hispanic 8 3 10 4 3 

African American 58 46 57 36 18 

White Students 7 15 12 29 2 

English Language Learners 0 0 2 2 0 

Students on IEPs 4 4 5 8 0 

 
 
World of Inquiry and Comparison Schools: Grade 4 by Subgroup 

 WoI School A School B School C School D 

Free/Reduced Lunch 53 48 48 37 15 

Hispanic 8 3 9 3 3 

African American 56 45 52 34 17 

White Students 7 15 12 28 2 

English Language Learners 0 1 1 2 0 

Students on IEPs 4 5 6 9 0 
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World of Inquiry and Comparison Schools: Grade 5 by Subgroup 

 WoI School A School B School C School D 

Free/Reduced Lunch 51 45 39 32 10 

Hispanic 7 2 9 3 3 

African American 55 43 43 25 14 

White Students 6 12 10 20 2 

English Language Learners 0 0 1 2 0 

Students on IEPs 4 4 7 5 0 

 
 
 
 

World of Inquiry and Comparison Schools: Grade 6 by Subgroup 

 WoI School A School B School C School D 

Free/Reduced Lunch 42 40 33 26 9 

Hispanic 6 2 8 1 2 

African American 45 40 34 21 14 

White Students 4 9 8 16 2 

English Language Learners 0 0 1 2 0 

Students on IEPs 2 4 7 3 0 

 
 
 


