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Key findings from a 3 year impact evaluation 
of Rising Academies in Sierra Leone

Country and organisation context 
Sierra Leone has some of the worst educational 
outcomes in the world. According to one survey, 87% 
of Grade 2 students were unable to read a single word 
in a short passage. Another found that 96% of 25 to 34 
year old women in Sierra Leone who left education 
after completing 6 years of primary school could not 
read a simple 4 word sentence.1


Rising Academies is a for profit, for purpose education 
company with a mission “to create schools that open 
doors and change lives in the places and for the 
people that need it most.” Rising was founded in Sierra 
Leone in 2014, launched its first school there in 2015 
and currently operates a network of private schools in 
and around the capital city Freetown.

An impact evaluation by Dr David Johnson and Jenny Hsieh of Oxford University has found 
that junior secondary school students attending Rising Academies in Sierra Leone make 
significantly more rapid progress in reading and numeracy than their peers in comparable 
schools. After three years, reading and numeracy scores were between 48% and 160% higher 
in Rising schools than in comparison schools, with girls making the most rapid progress.


About the study 
The study uses a quasi-experimental design. In 2016 a 
team from Oxford University led by Dr David Johnson 
and PT Jenny Hsieh began using computer adaptive 
software to track the literacy and numeracy learning 
profiles of a sample (n=181) Rising Academy Grade 7 
junior secondary school students. These profiles were 
benchmarked against the progress of samples of 
students attending comparable private schools (n=103) 
or government schools (n=145) in the same 
neighbourhoods. The researchers also looked at 
students’ experience of and attitudes towards schooling.


The students were followed for three academic years. In 
this time, there was significant attrition across all groups. 

Headlines and key findings 
There are four key findings from the study:

1. Rising students made significantly more progress 

than students in either comparison group in reading. 

2. Rising students made significantly more progress 

than students in either comparison group in maths.

3. Girls did much better in Rising schools than in 

comparison schools. 

4. Students with lower prior attainment also did better 

at Rising schools than comparison schools. 

1 Pritchett and Sandefur (2017); World Bank (2017) 

To learn more, visit www.risingacademies.com/risingimpact 

Key finding 1: literacy gains in Rising schools 
Rising students made 48% more progress in reading 
than students in private comparison schools (an effect 
size of 0.41) and 160% more progress than those in 
government comparison schools (an effect size of 0.77).
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Reading: Change in scaled score, 2016-18
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Key finding 2: numeracy gains in Rising schools 
Rising students made 120% more progress in maths 
than students from private comparison schools (an 
effect size of 0.42) and 133% more progress than 
students from the government comparison schools (an 
effect size of 0.46). 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Maths: Change in scaled score, 2016-18

Key finding 3: performance of girls in Rising schools 
In every school type, girls started behind boys at 
baseline. In government and private schools, they fell 
further behind: girls’ progressed at less than half the rate 
of boys. By contrast, Rising girls actually progressed 
faster than Rising boys in both reading and numeracy, 
and much faster than girls in either comparison group.

Rising 
Boys

Rising 
Girls

Private 
Girls

Govt 
Girls

0

20

40

60

80

100

120
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Key finding 4: students with lower prior attainment 
Rising schools were more successful in raising learning 
outcomes for students with lower prior attainment i.e. 
those students entering junior secondary with the 
weakest foundational skills.


The evaluation team set thresholds to divide the sample 
into four ability bands. Most students in all schools were 
in the bottom two ability bands at baseline. 

In reading, 74% of RAN students who started in the 
bottom two ability bands had progressed to a higher 
band by endline, compared to 48% and 47% in private 
and government comparison schools respectively.  

In maths, 65% of of RAN students who started in the 
bottom two ability bands at baseline progressed to a 
higher band by the endline, compared to 34% and 39% 
in private and government comparison schools.

Rising girls progressed between 2 and 4 times faster (in 
reading) and 3 times faster (in maths) than girls in either 
group of comparison schools.

Johnson, David and Hsieh, PT Jenny (2019) A 
longitudinal study of learning, progression, and 
personal growth in Sierra Leone. Available at: 
www.risingacademies.com/risingimpact  
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