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Alternative Schools as a Model 
for Public Education 

Alternative education differs considerably from most 
other reform proposals, including open education 
and progressive education. While the latter .seem 
to have originated from theories, or on drawing 
boards, alternative education oriQinated and is 
,evolvinQ largely in practice. This considerable dif­
ference gives rise in turn to a number of others, 
and it generates both advantages and disadvan­
tages for alternative schools. 

Educational scholars often share a particular 
conception of how educational orientations origi­
nate. It is a linear view not unlike the research­
dissemination-implementation sequence long pre­
sumed to describe the process whereby new knowl­
edge becomes operational in classrooms. General 
or pervasive ideas are assumed to be accepted 
first-i.e., philosophies or ideologies-and educa­
tional practice to be derived from these ideas. This 
sequence is an erroneous description, both of how 
ideas relate to practice and of the knowledge uti­
lization process. The linear image suggests a far 
more acceptable logical analysis than a descriptive 
account of what actually happens. 

Broad ideologies or orientations do playa part 
in what goes on. in classrooms~ One's world .view 
undoubtedly affects one's choices and decisions. It 
surely figures in what we are immediately drawn 
to or repelled by. Nevertheless, the evidence sug­
gests that teachers'. choices do not come from 
consultation of their world vieiNs (or of anyone 
else's). One hears about an activity or a procedure 
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and decides to try it. If one just happens to be 
drawn to enough procedures or activities that oth­
ers have labeled open education, then one comes 
to be identified as an open educator. Try though 
we may in philosophy of education to urge the 
primacy of ideas, and the pitfalls of ad hoc-ism, 
trial-and-errorism, and eclecticism, I strongly sus­
pect this 'is how most educational practices get 
adopted.' When educators come to be identified as 
progressives or as open educators, this is ge~erally 
the history. They don't enlist in or subscribe to a 
whole school of thought 6r a movement-or to a 
full-blown classroom design or model. Teacher ed­
. ucators may be drawn to educational. ideologies or 
movements. Teachers are more often drawn to 

, particular practices, which may eventuaily accu­
mUlate into p,atterns identifiable with morecompre­

, hensive and systematic positions. 
Alternative schools have probably exhibited an 

anti-s'!stems tenden!<y to an even greater extent 
than others. The counterculture out of which many 
of the first of them came had distinct anti-authority 
and anti-theory biases which would dispose them 
to reject established ideas. Free schools, which 
were among the first contemporary alternatives, 
were openly ahistorical. (Lawrence Cremin, 1974, 
is one of the people who have called attention to 
this, criticizing the attendant need to keep rein­
venting 'the pedagogical wheel.) The anti-sc!entism 
and anti-abstraction biases which began in the same 
period have also left their stamp on succeeding 
alternative schools (Cremin, 1974; Roszak, 1969). 
Thus, for a variety of reasons, alternatives do not 



seem as ebligated to. a particular set ef fermative 
ideas as did progressive er epen educatien. 

Yet there seems censiderable affinity between 
epen educatien and alternative educatien. Many see 
alternatives as the high scheel versien ef epen 
educatien. (Mest, but net all ef the natien's alter­
native scheels are at the secendary level; mest, 
but net all ef the epen scheels are elementary.) 
Alternatives have also. been identified as heirs ef 
the pregres,sive legacy. Whether any such kinships 
exist depends upen ene's definitien ef alternative 
scheels. 

Formal and Substantive Definitions 

There are two. legically distinct cenceptiens ef 
alternative educatien, a fermal and a substantive 
cne. Fer these subscribing to. the fermal definitien, 
an alternatiye is any scheq,1 (er administrative unit) 
within a system o.f differentiated scho.els or units 
that are available en a chOice basis. To. qualify as 
an alternative under this definitien, a candidate must: 

1. Bean administrative uriit with its ewn per- , 
sennel and" erc9r?!!): a schecl er a scheel-with in­
a-scneel, but nct just a ccurse er a ceurse se­
quence. 

2. Be cpen to. all within the district en an 
eptienal, net assillnment, basis. --

3. Be a unit deliberately differentiated frem. 
9thers in order t~.9'::'.:a~c::,ce::;m~m,:;c;;d;;a:-:te~l;;:.ea:;;;r:.:.n:.::e::"r."n:.::e:.::e;;:d;;:s:..e::;r 
i~teres,ts, er parental preferences. 

It is clear that under this fermal definitlen, what 
is stressed is diversity and cheice. Orientatien is 
irrelevant; thus, free and fundamentalist schecls are 
bcth alternatives. 

The substantive definitien, hewever, largely ac­
cepts but supplements the fermal definition. It also. 
makes alternative schools -distinct and deliberately 
differentiated administrative units chesen by their 
students; but it adds a particular kind ef educational 
orientatien. Thus, distinct pregram similarities can 
be identified to. link alternatives ef this sert, and 
despite the variety in existing pregrams, accurate 
generalizatiens can be framed to. include large per­
centages ef them: 

1. Alternative scheels tend to. emphasize the 

develepment ef ~~~5~~~~~~p.~; within the ~ 
ef affiliatlen to. the pregram and -,;;.,.;;";,;.;;;,;;;,;;;;,;;.:=,,,' 
~ 

2. They typically effer different centent, differ­
ently packaged than neigh bering cenventienal 

scheels. Ceurses may be designed net eut ef single 
disciplines but reflecting integrative themes that 
draw en several fields ef stUdy-e.g., a ceurse en 
City Life and Survival, er Utcpianism threugh 9'" 
ence Fictien. . ' '" . 

3. They tend to. ,stress learni~ll, by par:!!cip'ill2r! 
er ebservatien, in preference to. analysis and study. 
There is a let ef actien and experiential learning, 
as well as service learning. 

. 4. They' are likely to. have evaluatie'], s¥S~eIllS,. 
and fermats which differ frem tfl'ese 0.1 emer lecal 
schools. Students are often'asked=ro participate in 
self-evaluatien. Descriptiens may replace grades, 

and portfelios. transcripts. , 
5. E!lwllr rule§ and Less ~~en e~ cenduct 

are ccmmen, with students exerting mere IOdivrctuar' 
and collective decision making than in other scheels. 

The above generalizations seem true enough 
ef mest alternative schools. Recent evidence in the 
ferm of a national survey substantiates them? But 
obvieusly, one can exclude identifiable subsets ef 
alternative scheels frem almest alief them. Fer 
instance, few ef the abeve claims weuld apply to. 
back-ta-basics schoels, and there are a number ef 
magnet scheels to. which they de net apply either. 
Back-Ie-basics scheels generally, as well as a num­
ber ef magnet scheels, are alternatives enly under 
the fermal definitien abeve. And there are pregrams 
called alternatives in seme lecales that meet neither 
of the abeve definitiens: the in-scheel suspensiqr •. , 
and other pUO!llve pregrams that have develep(,) 
very extensively in the Seuth. (Similar pregrams" 
exist in ether parts ef the ceuntry, but there they 
are net called alternatives.) In view ef all this cen­
fusien, I shall try to. separate assertiens abeut al­
ternatives in the fermal sense frem assertiens abeut 
alternatives in the substantive sense. But I shall 
simply exclude the punitive programs as a misne­
mer, since they fail to. meet either definitien.' 

Alternative Schools as Models 

The definitiens facilitate asking mere meaning­
fully abeut the usefulness and value ef alternative 
scheels as a medel er design fer educatien. Alier­
natives in beth senses ef the term have much to. 
effer, altheugh alternatives in the substantive sense 
have attracted the greater attentien in public scheel 
circles. Seme ef the early enes were hailed as 
medels ef referm,....as ways to. restere the allegedly 
celd and indifferent bureaucracies Which scheels 
had beceme, to. the humane, caring' envirenments 
necessary fer helping the yeung to. learn. These 
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dubbed the "compassionate critics" or the human­
ists were likely to see the alternative schools of 
the'late '60s and early '70s as the model that all 
schools should be fashioned aUeL 

The nation's interest in educational reiorm per 
se abated in the '70s (partly in response to the 
disappointments of many of the early reform efforts, 
which included a large array of innovations, of which 
alternatiyes were only one). However, a steady in­
terest in alternative schools has been maintained 
by one group after another with social reform intent. 
News from some of the early alternatives had been 
extremely positive, with imRressive success, often 
with youngsters.:uho had ereviously detested school. 
ThUs, Inrough the '70s and into the '80s, alternative 
schools have been adopted as the prospective so­
lution to a variety of the nation's ills. One can 
identify quite an array of separate purposes to 
which they have been recommended over the ,past 
decade. Both federal and state, as well as private 
initiatives, have sought to solve the following social 
problems through alternative schoolS: juvenile crime 
and delinquency; school violence and vandalism; 
the demands of inner-city minorities; anti-institu­
tionalism; resentments against public bureaucra­
cies; racial segregation; youth unemployment; 
declining school enrollments; and demographic 
changes in school populations. 

Thus, alteniative schools have in fact already 
been extensively used as a model for realizing di­
verse aims. Alternatives have attracted youngsters 
of assorted types and ability and achievement lev­
els. But one thing these young people are likely to 
have in common is some degree of disappointment 
with or antipathy toward conventional schools. This 
means that alternative' schools have enrolled far 
more than a normal share of the youngsters who 
were previously turned off, non-cooperative, truant, 
or otherwise probrematic. the changes are often 
dramatic. Investigators report no violence in alter­
native schools and few behavioral difficulties of 
other sorts (see Berger, 1974; Duke & Perry, 1978; 
Mann, 1980). Parents tell about their youngsters 
who have hated school, yet b!3gan attending the 
alternative with enthusiasm and even pride. Indeed, 

,the extraordinary loyalty and sense of affiliation 
which many alternatives engender have prompted 
some to call them "membership" schools, Young­
sters it would be difficult to call students at all 
suddenly begin to show interest, effort, and ac­
complishment. Extensive improvement sometimes 
occurs, particularly among students who have pre­
viously been underachievers; and among these and 
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other students, attitudes toward school are suffi­
ciently changed that many alternatives even send 
far higher numbers' on to college than do other 
schools in. the same district.4 

The picture is not always so rosy, of course­
not for every student and not for every alternative 
school, But there have been enough successes and 
dramatic turnarounds to attract considerable atten­
tion, with the result that all of the national com­
mittees and commissions that scrutinized education 
in the early '70s ended up recommending the spread 
of alternative schools.s 

Subsequently, alternative education became 
rather a growth. industry:. Some of the. programs 
were launched, with insufficient planning, teachers 
who weren't happy to be in them, and other serious 
organizational flaws, Sometimes educational con­
Siderations were forced to take a back seat when 
the major reason for an initiative was desegregation 
or crime prevention, In such instances, success or 
failure was ascertained on the basis of outcomes 
not specifically tied to educational accomplishment. 
Unfortunately, it sometimes turned out that with 
the switch in focus from education to something 
else, a number of the advantages of' alternative 
education were lost, including the very factors mak­
ing them attractive to such diverse sponsorship in 
the first place. 

The considerable interest in alternative schools 
from outside education has been both boon and 
bane. It is a first principle of politics that the larger 
the number of groups and interests finding an idea 
a solution t~ their particular problems, the stronger 
that idea's chances. Thus, the confidence engen­
dered by Birch Bayh's Senate %.ubqommittE?e 0!:l 

: Juvenile qe1rng~ncythat~rnativ~~ 
good solutions to youth crime undoubtedly proved 
a real stimulus to the alternatives movement. On 
the other hand, however, this sort of impetus has 
sometimes shifted resources and attention away 
from" educational considerations, as noted above. 
For instance, school attendance and offender re­
cividism rates have been among the evaluation cri­
teria used by the Office of Juvenile Justice and 
Delinquency Prevention (OJJDP) in assessing the 
alternative programs they have funded. Academic 
achievement has not been of equal import. The bias 
of the criteria surely had to affect the priorities of 
OJJDP-funded alternatives. 

Canada's alternative SChools and educators 
suggest interesting contrasts in this regard. In Can­
ada, education seems to be viewed as more im­
portant in its own right and less frequently as the 



means to resolving acute social ills. The contrast 
gives rise to some important considerations about 
the articulation of school and society. Most U.S. 
educators probably continue to act on John Dew­
~y's argument that SChOOlin$l_~_'!<J.tJ~c!]'~CI~~!i 
geared to a society, ChanQ!!;.\L.?s the socletr 
change§~ Can it be that we have tried to make 
alternative schools too immediately responsive to 
social problems, using education in ways it cannot 
serve? (Another Deweyan message could have 
warned us against such attempts, but did not pre­
vail: his insistence that the aims of education must 
not be made subordinate to other considerations.) 

Rethinking the Term Model 

Thus far, we have largely been concerned with 
the sUbstantive conception of alternative educa­
tion-and with problems arising in selected at­
tempts to adapt alternative schools to a variety of 
purposes. Before turning to an examination of the 
attributes of alternatives in the other, or formal, 
sense-i.e., differentiated, optional programs of 
whatever type-we need to consider the term model. 
We are examining the desirability of alternatives as 
a model for reform. Until fairly recently, that mea(lt 
an "ideal," and model schools were model in some­
thing of the sense that a Platonic form represents 
a prototype or perfect example for emulation. This 
idea of a model, and how it .might serve us, left 'it 
to the emulators to work out how, arid to what 
extent,' they might seek to approximate the ideal. 
But our conception has shifted over recent decades, 
50 that now an educational model is typically con­
strued not as an apptoxlmalion oufasaproQram 
or procedure that oan be lifted out of it.s context 
and set down virfual!;t intaCt:~here else one 
wants to put it! Thus, a model for dealing with 
alienated students or underachievers might be a 
total program-a whole alternative school, lock, 
stock, and barrel-that can be observed in Wis­
consin and adopted largely in toto for transporting 
to a school district in Maryland or New Mexico. 

The newer understanding of a model seems 
one of the by-products of federal assistance to 
education. One observer has. suggested that related 
changes first began to overtake our talk of edu­
cational programs in the '50s and '60s, as notions 
of repeatability and reproducibility crept in (Baker, 
1981). Later, as government investment in educa­
tion grew, and the desire developed to extend the 
benefits beyond initial recipients, the National Dif­
fusion Network was established. This is an agency 

c 
that verifies the success of a government-supported 
program and afterward makes it possible for people 
from other districts to observe it, learn it, and take 
it home as a transplant. A notion of interchangeable, 
parts seems embedded, and it has even come ( "" 
flavor our conception of educational success: pro" ", 
grams not replicable elsewhere can no longer be 
judged successful in the eyes of many, irrespective 
of their effectiveness in the original setting. 

One's conception of an educational model­
Platonic vs. modern version-is important as we 
consider whether and how alternative schools are 
a deSirable model for educational change. Stimu­
lated by the National Diffusion Network, a number 
of alternatives have been born by this cloning-like 
process. It would be interesting to study their suc­
cess as compared to that of other alternatives 
because, as we shall see, their origins tend to 
eliminate or minimize what change experts have 
seen as major requisites for successful innovation: 
the extensive adaptation of any innovation and the 
sense of psychological ownership which the adapt­
ing process generates (Berman & McLaughlin, 1975). 
In fact, it is unclear whether the major benefit of 
the adaptation is the better accommodation to local 
circumstances which emerges, or whether the gain 
is more a matter of the effects of the process itself 
on the innovators. Either way, some amount or 
degree of re-invention of the pedagogical wheel 
seems to have been found essential to successful 
educational innovation. .. "\ 

Alternatives of both the substantive and tI{ -­
formal type can be used as models.in the contem-' 
porary sense as just described. However, this may 
be a· mistake, substantially diminishing the success­
potential of the new alternatives. Certainly,' people 
planning to start alternative schools can gain a 
great deal from examining others and borrowing­
from them. But as many have noted, alternat!~· 
schools need to ~e~~()m~~~n-suggesting they 

'CannOT really be m6delei:! after others in the con­
temporary sense of models. Alternative SChOOlS, 
then, should serve as models for new programs 
only in the sense of a general idea to be approx­
imated and adapted, not a program to be replicated. 

Alternatives as Schools of Choice 

Alternatives in the schools of choice sense­
the programmatically neutral, formal sense-also 
have substantial advantages to recommend them 
as sources of improvement in education. Perhaps 
their greatest asset is the mechanism or reform 
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medium they represent. One of the clearest lessons 
of the reform efforts of the '60s and '70s was that. 
the capacity of school systems to respond to needed 
changes must be carefully cultivated. Large-scale, 
stable institutions often inhibit flexibility and the 
capacity for renewal. Thus, there is no guarantee 
that schools will respond to parent desires, student 
needs, shifting circumstances, or urgent reform de­
mands. In fact, there is substantial reason to believe 
that they will not-short of a specific mechanism 
~~'2!~li!Lj~J?'!!!!Ul)to~jt;~:=sy~tefn to 
institutionalize renewal. Optional schools serve as 
""jliStSuCh~As unmet needs or interests 
arise, new programs can be launched; and as such 
schools become insufficiently responsive to chang­
ing student needs or parent preferences, they sim­
ply 'fail to enroll sufficient numbers to sustain them. 
Then new programs are generated to respond to 
new circumstances. The new programs can and 
often do come from both inside and outside the 
school system: sometimes it is teachers who pro­
pose a new program, sometimes students, and 
sometimes parents. (The Board of Education in 

I 
Toronto is encoyraging the development of alter-

. 

natives through communjty initiative and regularlY 
aids proposers to establish new educational options 
which become part of the public system.) , 

Systematizing the establishment of new alter-, 
natives has a number of advantages. They mairitain 
responsiveness within the system, and they also 
contribute to its rejuvenation. This is a vital function 
under contemporary Circumstances, especially with 
an aging and incre,asingly dispirited teacher popu­
lation. Investigators report that teacher alienation 
begins J2. set i!L~~~,'y~ars.,. TiieOp­
portunity' of moving into and· establfshing a new 
program is a powerful chance for change and nov­
elty. The very existence of such an opportunity 
stands as a significant weapon against burnout and 
a stimulus to regeneration. And we have learned 
enough to,know,.,that the self-rene~~g tel!cher~ a!;!! 
only found i!LSelf-ren~hools, since such a 
regeneration requires tq,o mucllSUpport to permi! 
in<!fvldu'als to ac;:.£mE'~ solo. 

One of the ironies of the recent past is that 
the same period that has taught us about school 
failures has also taught us the difficulties of sig­
nificantly altering the situation. We are considerably 
less optimistic about the possibilities of substantial 
turnarounds than we were 20 years ago. We per­
ceive the challenges as greater, the obstacles as 
higher, and the chances for success as' lower than 
the would-be reformers of the '60s viewed them. 
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One important reason for the difference in outlook 
is that we have learned that effective change for 
the better reqUires a fairly substantial set of. nu;: 
turant conditions. . , "" 

Those conditions include a number of process 
considerations pertaining to planning andimple­
mentation (e.g., it cannot be a top-down imposition 
effort; it must be ~,!Ine~lx a£!!pl~~ 

.ID! lho§!L'!th9~are to.y.~~!!).7 There are also some 
base-line propositions such as: It is easier to create 
a new school than to change an old one (Sarason, 
1976); and (counter to what one might expect) 
~~Q.~nti&1'L9rl!!!ter.Jor.,,!!.fforts that jlvolve 
several, or even 1ll!:!!!I~.,chanlles"",l!lan" for those 
yndertii\king JUS! on~.' The chances of a change 
effort are also increased 'by building in mutual sup­
gilt! mijChinerY~~.!JS!iillL.£Ell~!lAJ!:leC1'iai\fle "P'i­
~, and by providing envifonmental features 
consonant with program features. 

The purpose of this litany is not to provide a 
full checkoff list but to suggest the number and 
variety of requisites important to high success­
potential for any improvement effort. Not all. plan­
ners of alternative schools have met the requisites 
of successful change. However, most alternatives 
have been grass-roots efforts, and the very process 
of creating an alternative school is likely to involve 
people in meeting a substantial portion of the ,initial 
requirements for successful change. Thus, alter­
native school planners with little acquaintance with 
the change literature have managed to follow its 
advice fairly extensively. This would seem to be a 
considerable advantage for alternative schools as 
arefbrm medium or model. 

The enduring interest in school choice is also 
an advantage. The idea' of optional schools began 
in the '60s with the voucher proposal. Although 
vouchers seemed, as one of their advocates later 
suggested, a proposal without a constituency (Doyle, 
1977), the basic idea of choice appears one that 
will not go away. When bested, it keeps resurfacing 
in new forms. We have seen it since the original 
voucher plan in a variety of other voucher and 
tuition tax credit proposals, in the growth of magnet 
and alternative school programs, and in the deci­
sions of those who have withdrawn their children 
from the public schools altogether. The opportunity 
to choose the education of one's child within the 
public school has been argued as the way to: render 
a bureaucracy responsive to its clients; restore de­
mocracy to a public institution; respond to the needs 
and special concerns of various minority groups; 
increase educational effectiveness by responding 



differentially to diverse student needs; enhance stu­
dents' interest in education and commitment to their 
schools; restor.e public confidence in the schools; 
restore education's commitment to fulfilling "private 
and disaggregated values" as well as public ag­
gregate interests;" retain the support of the middle 
class and prevent public schools from becoming 
pauper schools; save public schools from a down­
~~J?ir.~I,gL<1i1Jlil1i~JI1'\L st~ent q}Jality,' educa: 
tional effectiveness, and financial support. 

The durability of the interest in choice, the 
variety of values and concerns to which it is per­
ceived responsive. and the likely continuation of the 
conditions which lend it impetus-all suggest that 
the idea of optional schools is also' likely to prove 
durable. 

Finally, optional schools appear a good model 
for educational reform and continuing renewal be­
cause they offer • direct ben~, experienced as 
benefits, for all of the participants involved' with the 
school. This is a considerable advantage when one 
considers other major reform proposals. Many­
e.g., curricular reforms-impose changes which only 
promise intangible gains. They make new demands 
on participant groups (i.e., teachers, students, ad­
ministrators) but they often offer no real experience 
or. sense of benefit. This, is not the case with al­
ternative schools, however. The benefits extended 
to teachers are considerable, as a recent study of 
teacher alienation would suggest. It found schools 
to offer insufficient opportunities "to experience 
such need satisfaction factors as autonomy, crea­
tlvity, and recognition for achievement. ... Dissatis­
faction prevails," it was concluded, "because 

-teachers are denied parti,ci~tion inJI.Js[g§ numb~! 
, of school declsl,ons affecting~~Q!;.k" (Vavrus, 

1979). THey are often excluded even from the plan­
ning of the curricula they will be expected to teach. 
And parents sometimes at1d to 'the disvaluing of 
teaching by viewing teachers, as babysitters with 
three-month vacations, 

Contrast with Traditional Schools 

The picture in the alternative school is sharply 
different: Figures from the national survey earlier 
cited suggest that in contrast to other public schools, 
85 percent of the teachers In alternative schools 
have chosen to be there. Moreover, alternative 
schools tend to have far more control over the full 
samut of educa!!onarguestTO~2!lJiillons 
(course content, learning activifies, program PI7n­
nlng, staff and student selection, evaluation) than 

is common in public education; and within the school, 
teachers are prominent in the making of such de­
cisions. Alternative school teachers have a sign if-

~--,.~~ 

icant role in decisions regarding school g08"",. 
I""'"'~~. ~",,=.~=,,---=-=-===-=... ,':_".-,_,,: 
curriculum, staff hiring and evaluation, and budt,.:: ' 
allocation in. more than 90 percent of the nation's 
alternative schools (Raywid, 1982). Not surprisingly, 
then, even teachers forced by a series of district 
emergencies to accept assignment to an alternative 
school chose after a year to remain there. Only 7 
percent of the teachers thus assigned to Philadel­
phia's Parkway School for 1978-79 preferred to 
leave when at the end of the year they were offered 
re-assignment choices (Lytle,. 1980). 

Students experience changes, too, in an alter­
native school, and most studies have found signif­
icant ~as~ da.ilL attendancJl rates. It is 
common to hear alternative school students and 
their parents report that youngsters Ji!3D!i~!Y Ilk!!, 

_to come to schogt. It is an experience most first­
time observers cannot believe, to hear-in this day 
and age-youngsters trying to testify and bear wit­
ness for a schooll It leaves little doubt that the 
benefits which they perceive accrue to alternative 
school students. And these are evident not only in 
their reports but in e",n",h",a",n",ce::::d::..~~2~mic.!l£~()'!1pIL~!!­
ment. For some, this is close to the first experience 

OIScademic success. . 
Parent benefits are also obvious and directly 

experienced. Much" of the literature has called ~t,·:\ 
tention to the empowerment that accompanl<i>' 
choice. For some disadvantaged groups this em­
powermentis viewed a considerable gain in itself. 
But whether or not it· is so experienced from the 
start, the benefits of choice typically emerge quickly. 
A number of alternative school evaluations have 
sought systematic parent response on how their 
youngsters seem at home. Such changes as more 
cooperative behavior, enhanced self-esteem, and 
the appearance of a generally happier person are 
common reports. 

Adminl~trators also report advantages since 
many of their more disagreeable tasks are greatly 
diminished In alternative schools. As earlier noted, . 
discieline problems are rare. Teacher commitment, 
dectication:-a;;d involvement are likely to be unu­
sually high, eliminating the all too familiar problems 
associated with trying to obtain the cooperative 
participation of lukewarm staff. Dealings with par­
ents who are well disposed toward the school and 
its teachers are of quite a different order than in 
schools where this is not the case. 
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A considerable advantage of deliberately dif­
ferentiated schools of choice, then, is their delive!y 
of immediatelL~~p~ienc~~9!~~aIUnvolyeq. , 
'If we assume a need for educational reform and 
improvement, the ability to extend such a promise 
serves as a powerful incentive for undertaking the 
effort. Do alternative schools represent a desirable, 
as well as a practicable direction in which to move? 
The consequences we have identified are no small 
indices of merit, The world offers no guarantees, 
of course, and not all alternative schools succeed, 
nor do all students succeed even within the best 
ones, But the need for change in education is 
sufficient, and the past successes of alternative 

, schoolS substantial enough, to lend encouragement 
to districts considering them, 

In both the substantive and formal senses, then, 
we have tried to show that alternative schools seem 
a worthwhile model' for educational improvement, . 
But the model is positive and useful, however, as 
we have also tried to indicate, only for emulation 
and not replication. The reason is that its value 
resides not only in the particular attributes of al­
ternative schools: they also offer a valuable model 
of the change process itself. Finally, they respond 
to a message' that recurringly rouses the con­
sciousness of educators and public alike: Americans.. 
will have educational choice. If the public sector 
'aoes not provide it, they will seek it eiSewhere':'~ 

__ .....!.r-,~~,,~,~,,--~,,~'"'"-.~"'.~""=~"""" 

Notes 

1. A large number of practices. of course, have been 
adopted at least formally when an administrator makeS 
the decision Involved. But there is no evidence to suggest· 
that administrators are any more drawn to schools of 
thought arlo logically derived practice than are teachers. 
2. Conducted by the Prolect on Alternatives in Education, 

, Hofstra University, Hempstead, N.Y. 11550. 
3. My purpose here is less to join an argument over a 
definition th"an to focus attention dn programs that seem 
to offer particular and fairly frequent sets of advantages. 
The evidence is clear that punitive programs do not claim 
these advantages, whether they are called alternatives or 
not. 
4. Uttle extensive outcomes research has yet been un­
dertaken in connection with alternative schools, and the 
bulk of the existing evidence about outcomes is taken 
from evaluations. Most claims come from three eva!uatlon 
analyses: Robert Barr, Bruce Colston, & William Parrett, 
The effectiveness of alternative public schools: An anai· 
ysis of six school evaluations, Viewpoints in teaching and 
learning, July 1977, pp. 1-30; Heather Doob, Evaluations 
of alternative schools. Arlington, Va.: Educational Re­
search Service, 1977; and Daniel Duke & Irene Muzio, 
How effective are alternative schools? A review of recent 
evaluations and reports, Teachers College Record, Feb­
ruary 1978, pp. 461-483. 
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5. The list of recommending bodies includes: the 1970 
White House Conference on Children; the 1974 Panel on 
Youth of the President's Science Advisory Committee; the 
Office of Education's Panel on High Schools and Adoles­
cent Education: the Phi Delta Kappa Task Force on Com­
pulsory Education and Transition for Youth; the Council 
for Educational Development and Research; the Kettering 
Foundation's National Commission on the Reform of Sec­
ondary Education; the Carnegie Commission on Higher 
Education; and the National Advisory Council on the Ed­
ucation of Disadvantaged Children. 
6-. Five is Seymour Sarason's figure in The culture of the 
school and the problem of change. Boston: Allyn & Bacon, 
1976., Michael Vavrus suggests one, i'n The relationship 
of teacher alienation to school workplace characteristics 
and career stages of teachers. East Lansing: Institute for 
Research on Teaching, 1979. ' 
7. These are among the major lessons of the now classic 
~d stUdy (Berman & McLaughlin, 1975} 

. Underscored most recently By John Goodlad's Study 
of Schooling, as reported at the American Educational 
Research ASSOCiation meeting, New York, March 22,1982. 
9. The phrase is Tom Green's in The private school threat 

, to public, schooling: Fact or fiction? American Educational 
Studies Association, Colorado Springs, November 8, 1980: 
Professor Green uses the term to contrast the individual's 
interest in and hopes from education with the public's 
interest a'nd expectations of schqols. 
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