














































































Defining Alternative Education - IV 

As the preceding chapter suggests, there are major differences 

conventional and alternative schools with respect to teaching-learning meth-

ods and activities. These inevitably yield differences in the kind of knowl-

edge likely to be acquired in the two programs. In education as elseWhere, ' 

means and ends are related such that the means chosen can change the end be-

ing pursued. Or, to put it differently, even if we deny that "the medi1llll is 

the message,n it very clearly can alter whatever message was intended. Thus, 

what is and learned __ the curriculum -- is influenced to a consider-

able extent the means chosen to teach it. 

Now as we noted in the previous chapter, the conventional school is pro­

Its approach is to select content-to-be-taught, and only after-

ward to look the teaching method to do the job. 
.... 

al.tternative school, 

by contrast, process-oriented. Thus, it may instead first ask what kinds 

of experiences it wants Y0uu&sters to have -- what kinds of activities 

and teachin;;; to expose them to. And the systematic preference for eXd 

periences are more action-'than language-oriented in turn to sys­

tematic in the kind of knowledge one is likely to acquire in such 

programs. Tl:u:.s, even when essentially the same curriculum is pursued in the 

two kinds of the different instructional methods chosen are likely to , 
yield kinds of knowledge outcomes. 

To kinds, look for a moment at the different types of 

learning or k:::;:.;,;ledge called for in different activities. It takes one kind 

of be able to type well. It takes another to be able to build a 

house, and another to be able to design one. It takes one kind of knowl-

edge to be to avoid catching the flu and another kind to be able to diag-

nose and It takes one combination of types of knowledge to pilot a 
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plane, and a different combination to teach -- and still a different type to 

write a poem. 

Consider at least these four specific types of learning outcomes, or 

kno~ledge: there are skills which are a form of learning or kno~ledge that 

muscles seem to display in typing, bowling, or piano playing. There is an-

other kind of kno~ledge that we display in being able to give answers from 

memory, be they dates, formulas, multiplication table sums, the exports of 

Brazil, or a series of events told in sequence. There is still a different 

kind of kno~ledge involved in being able to understand a formmla and inter-

pret the meaning of a poem. And there is still a fourth kind of kno~ledge in-

volved in being able to apply one's learnings to new circumstances -- by adapt­

ing and combining them. 

The first two kinds of knowledge mentioned -- s~ls and information com-

mitted to memory -- typically emerge from learning through observation, or the 

kind of participation that means performance. We learn to report events in 

sequence by watching them happen as a child is able to recount a movie. 

Our muscles 'learn' to bowl or play the guitar through bowling and strumming. 

(Some je. * '~ learni~ involve deliberate and sustained observation and per-

formance as, for instance, in identifying leaves, and in practicing the mul-

tiplication tables or memorizing a poem; but the type of learning involvedre-

mains the same, whether deliberate or non-intentional.) As types of learning 

Products, however, understanding and application (of the sort requiring modi­

fication of the Original learning) seem to differ. There is nothing in the pro-

cesses of observing or practicing (performing) that leads in any direct way to 

understanding, or to the ability to apply. If these occur in the course of 

such processes it seems ~argely by accident. Understandine and the ability 

to apply are knowledge that calls for the kind of learning we earlier called 

"learning about" or st~ing or analyzing. The meaning of things is not al",ays ., 
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reveal.ed by looking at them. One can watch the symptoms of a disease without 

comprehending their significaAce or their portent at al.l. Or one can drive a 

car without understanding what makes it go. The reverse is also true, of 

course: it is possible to understand the dynamics of a four-cYGff engine 

without being able to drive -- or to understand the significance of.a cluster 

of symptoms without being able to identify them as they appear in a particular 

individual. (a situation that occurs regularly in psychoanaJ.y~s). 

But if this is so -- and different kinds of learning methods lead to dif-

ferent outcomes or kinds of knowledge -- then systematic preference for one 

type of educational. method leads to systematic 'outcomes with respect to kinds 

of knowledge. And indeed, alternative schools emphasize skill knowledge, and 

the sort consisting of responses learned to or about particular things; con-

ventional. schOOls tend to emphasize the understanding sort of knowledge, and 

principles for wide application. (~ne conventional. school's choice explains 

the frequent charge that school learning is 'impractical.' ana less val.uable 

than the concrete specifics offered in on-the-job training. It also explains . 
why industrial schools and programs have continued to exist in public schools, 

in supplement to the conventional program.) 

It would be a mistake, however, to leave the impression that these differ~ 

ent kinds of knowledge or learning outcomes in conventional. and al.ternative 

schools are just the acci~tal consequence of different kinds of teac~-' 

learning methoes. They represent more aware and deliberate choices than that. 

The ~onventio~ school prizes the sort of knowledge that is objective, accur-

!!!, universal, and abstract. The knowledge view at the core of the conven-

tional. school ~rogram is that correct knowledge is the sort achieveable through 

scientific or ~ogical. procedures which objectify it, offsetting any limitations 

of its discove:ers and their biases or setting. The knowledge to be taught, 

then, is not t~e North~'s view of the Civil ~ar, or the South's view, but what 
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13 objectively correct -- and hence true in both North and South, or univer­

sally true. (Some of the recent criticism of history textbooks reflects these 

expectations, through indignation over the subjectivity of texts -- and the 

charge that accurate accounts of history would not change so often as do text­

book descriptions and interpretations.) 

Furthermore, the kind of knowledge prized by· the conventional school is 

abstract -- i.e., knowledge which penetrates the surface of things, goin~ be­

yond appearances. An abstraction is a statement about the component elements 

of things or the properties (qualities) of things, rather than a statement 

about things (in the way that this is a monograph about the properties of al­

ternative schools, rather than a monograph about particular alternative schools). 

The conventional school expects that history texts, for exacple, will go beyond 

the mere sequential listing and describing of events such as wars and inaugura­

tions, in order to display what caused these to .occur, and what consequences 

they in turn gave rise to. The idea is to expose not just the events but their 

=eaning and import -_ which are, of course, abstractions. Accordingly, conven­

tional school knowledge would prize the tracing of themes in history -- e.g., 

the development of industrialization, democracy, imperialism -- in preference 

to the tracing of events such as battles fought, lives lost, territory won, etc. 

Alternatives are likely to prize a different sort of knowledge. In con­

trast to the conventional school's preference for knowledge that is objective, 

correct, universal, and ~bstract, the alternative school tends to value knowl­

~ that is subj.ective; particular, as opposed to universal; concrete in con­

trast to abstract.; and inexpressible, as opposed to verbal or symbolic. 

Alternative school people are more inclined to perceive and accept a size­

~ble subjective component in knowledge. In fact, some would say that to the ex-

1;~t that we reader kno .. ledge objective, not only has its human quality been 

e!j~;nated, but the world has been presented as a place where a great deal of 
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mSJllDade reality __ or baman creation -- MS been portrayed as the given and un-

changeable. Thus, in the interests of both the le=r and the quality of the 

knowledge learned, a1ternative schools are likely to >lOrry less about the ob-

jectivity of knowledge than are conventional schools. And that being so, they 

are less preoccupied with the issues of accuracy and universa1ity. If a per-

spective to be presented is the perspective only of one group or one region, 

rather than that of a1l. so what? The alternative school person struck by the 

difference between the ~orthern and Southern versions of the Civil War might, 

then, be far more inclined to alternate them or to present both than to become 

indignant over their biases. In fact, the bias - the testimony to the personal 

and partiCUlar on the part of the author -- would COllIe as no surprise. 

The knowledge p~d in alternative programs is also likely to be more con-

crete than abstract -- to deal with particular things and instances, rather 

than trying to take them apart to examine their compcments and qualities. There 

is an impatience with abstraction on the part of many alternatives people 

with any tendency to deal o~her than with specifics, or with things otherwise 

than the way they occur in experience. Jerry Farber ctid a scathing satire of 

this kind of 'cOIIIplexifying' in a fictionalized expe~ent teaching infants to 

walk, by means of an anaJ.ytic process. They were instructed, thilt is, how to 

master s~aratelY each of walkjng's ten component move=ents -- instead of just 

standing up and tryi.ng. The conclusions of the fictioi:lal study were: l 

The tact that our subject group has not yet begun ambula­
tion per se at'ter one year and 301 deys of instruction is 
b.ardl.y re1ev~t here. Folk met.1-"ds do, ;.ll this area, gen­
eraLly result in rather rapid 'success' -- bat the nature 
of this success needs to be subjected to critical analysis. 

One is entitled to ask, for example, to what extent 
children taught to walk by 'traditional'met~ods possess 
an intellectual. command of their own achievement •••• 

So the analytic approac~ so typical of conventional acl:lools -- of dividing the 

object of study into its components is rejected as a useless or even damag-
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ing form of ·complexiJying. In=stead of this - and the other kinds of abstrac­

tions from the world of experience with which schools deal -- why not let 

youngsters meet things just as they are normally experienced? 

As the final sentence of Farber's conclusion also suggests; alternative 

schools are less interested in verbal and symbolic learning than in other. 

sorts. 'Mhether toddlers acqldre "an intellectual collllDalld of. their own achieve­

ment" is of no conaequence. Learnillg to walk: is. From the alternative view, 

conventional schools overdo the "intellectual. COlllllland" sort of knowledge, which 

consists in being able to construct and interrelate orderly statements about 

what one knows. Other kinds of knowledge are likely to be recognized and valued 

in alternative schools - "tacit" knowing that is experienced and expressed only 

otherwise than in words and symbols. Michael Polanyi, who has written exten­

sively on this sort of knowing, cites the example of knowing another person's 

face, so that one can pick out a photo of her -.. or even construct one by sel­

ecting and compiling it from a collection of sketches of nosss, eyes, mouths, 

etc. 2 This surely demonstrates knowledge but it is not of the sort that 

can be conveyed in symbols. Some alternative school people have also been in­

terested in a variety of other modes of communication, including movement, drama, 

body language - tbe point being that they have wanted to downplay the symbolic 

knowledge and verbal communication that mark more traditional kinds of learning. 

In other ways as well, the alternative school view of knowledge has dif­

fered from the conventional school ·position in recognizing and prizing a wider 

range of knowledge types and objects. The conventional school has focused on 

cognitive learning rather exclusively. Bat there is also affective learning, 

and motor learnillg, and alternative schools are interested in all three. M­

fective learnings or knowledge take the form or·awarenesses and sensitivities, 

responsiveness, valnings - all of which are of interest to the alternative 

school. Motor learnings or knowledge take the form of skills and capacities, 
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such as the ability to play an instrument, dallee, perform Judo or Yoga exer­
.ro, 

c~ses. In the conventional school, motor learning is quite limited after the 

primary grad.." and restricted largel.y to ski] 1 s classes such as gym and typ-

ing. Affective learning is typically employed anly as a stimulus to cognitive 

-- e.g., a poignant poem or human interest story may be introduced in order to 

make the "real" lesson more vivid, but rarely as representing important learn-

ings in their own right. The alternative school, in contrast, is likely to see 

affective and motor learnings as important goals to be pursued in themselves, 

yielding a !dnd of knowledge of cOlllllOensurate value with cognitive knowing. 

There is -.n important contrast with respect to the way knowledge objects 

are conceived. In the conventional school, knowledge seeks to put the individ­

ual in touch with the world outside of onesself. It is al&ays the external 

world which is llursued, never the imler terraio.. In the alternative school, 

however, it is assumed that we can as appropriately seek and acquire knowledge 

about oursel~s as about any other part of the world -- and that people are 

just as much i~ need of learning the methods and techniques for doing so in the 

one sphere as the other. An alternative school student expressed this very 

vividly to a group she was telling about her school. What she described had 

not really sQt:-~ed so terribly unusual to her audience, and one person asked, 

"Why are you 3Q enthusiastic? \ihat makes your classes so different from any 

others?" The sirl thought and then replied very slowly, "Because in every . , 

class I learn something new about myself." Conventional schools would find 

tha'; irreleva.:.-:. or incidental at best to a class's real purposes. Alterna­

tives are li.i£...::.;r to find such knowledge one of the school's major concerns. 

The disl' .,~tiollS we have drawn with respect to different orientations 

about knowlee..,.--e lead directly to sOll:e major curricular contrasts between al­

ternatives a~·~ conventional schools. Perhaps most fundamentally, there is 

considerabll" !..~SS concern for common learnings. The conventional school as-



IV 46 

sumes that a great deal of what any youngster needs to learn is what !!! young­

sters must know -- and accordingly, much of its curriculum is required of all. 

High school permits some differentiation but even in the conventional schools 

percitting the most choices, far more of a student's day consists of required 

than elective courses. The reason is a set of undergirding assumptions which 

collectively prize knowledge that is universal and leads to a particular sort 

of acquaintance with its objects -- a cognitive understanding that, with the 

help of analysis, penetrates surface appearances. Together, these values serve 

to recommend that much of what it is important to know about the world are 

things which all youngsters should know. 

In alternative schools, by contrast, the situation is likely to be re­

versed, with the bulk of the student's courses reflecting his or her choices, 

and a minimal number required of all. This is accomplished in some al terna­

tives by letting students who wish to ~o so pursue non-diploma-granting pro­

grams. Differentiation is typically provided for the rest, while enabling them 

to meet graduation requireme;ts, by diverSifying offerings .within required 

areas. In this wa:y, even though senior English may be required within a di­

ploma-earning program, there may be four or five courses among which to choose 

in meeting that requirement -- e.g., Semantics, Shakespeare, Humor in litera­

ture, VOllIlegut' s Novels, or Journalism. 

llternative school,People are not concerned about the resulting diversity 

in what their graduates have learned. Their convictions about the subjectivity 

of knowledge make it unlikely that any two people will know the same thing any­

way, even if they pursued identical programs: 6nat we learn is not merely what 

is 'out there' in the external world; it is what others have identified there 

as those descriptions and interpretations are . combined with arid,. filtered 

through our own 'heads' (i.e., what we know, belive, value, hope·,'for).3 Since 

no two people are identical in terms of their past experiences . and learnings, 
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it follows that they cannot arrive at identical learnings. And in view of the 

differences among us in cognitive style, and interests, and intentions, why 

should they seek identical learnings? 

Accordingly, many alternatives people are inclined to view curriculum as 

material tailored to individuals, not as content required of all. The tailor­
\>:)\'\t. ~ l'n-t~ tot ~Q, 

ing often occurs on an interest or choice basis, i5 eldol Ee mce6 individUal 
" 

needs. In Teaching As A Subversive Activity. the authors display such a basis 

4 
-- and caricature any other -- with an operating room scene. Y~e discussion 

highlights the absurdity of removing an appendix because the surgeon happens 

to believe in appendectomies -- or likes doing them -- or finds them valuable 

per se; the analogy to the surJery, of course, is the curriculum. And the 

message is that it is as foolish to impose content on a learner who doesn't 

need it as to perform surgery on a patient who doesn't need it. 

There are advantages, 'of course, and disadVantages to both the conven-

tional and the alternative school positions. If one sees school learnings as 

designed primarily to acquaint the individual with the world and teach him or 

her how to copJre with it, then the conventional school approach seems indicated. 

In such a case, students' interests and life plans and 'interiors' -- their 

feelings, fears, self-images -- take a back seat to what adults believe it is 

important to know about the world. If on the other hand, one sees school learn­
~ iM.l\l rl...,oG 

ings primarily as a means o! enabling ~ to grow in self-chosen directions, 

" then the alternative program allowing the choices and assisting in the de fin-

.ng of ouessel! seems best. 

Distinct assets and liabilities attach, also, to the kinds of knowledge 

that the two schOOls prize. There is a 'considerable difference in the ways 

one can 'know' baseball, including playing it, watchiirg it, reading about it, 

and reading box scores.5 No one ever became a fanfr'9m readin::; box scores; 

but neither does one become an adequate baseball'scout simply from playing or 
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or watching games. Or, to put it differently. there is no substitute for 

sampling a cake if the knowledge one wants about it is its taste and flavor. 

But if the knowledge sought is how to make it, tasting is a very poor method 

of coming to know. 

Events in an alternative school class on group dynamics provide another 

rather whimsical example. '!he teacher ran the class for six weeks by saying 

and doing nothing until the last ten minutes of each session - and then des-

cribing the interaction patterns and processes that had taken place within the 

group during the prec~g thirty minutes. At the end of six weeks, the dis­

gruntled class rebelled - at what they elegantly termed "this bullshit" of 

wasting time and learning nothing •. So a student took over, researched group 

dynamics, and for the rest of the semester ran a traditional course on it, c~-

plete with lectures, assignments, and tests. The class finished the semester 

with considerable descriptive knowledge of the field and its principles. They 

had arrived, however, at none of the instructor's original gpals about alter-

ing their behavior in grouP.s. 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

Jerry Farber, "Teaching Johnny to '.alk: An Ambulation Instruction Program 
for the Normal Preschool Child," in '!he Student As Nigger (New York: Pocket 
Books, 1969), p. 88 --

Michael Polanyi, The Tacit Dimension (Garden City, N.Y.: Anchor, 1967), p. 4 

/ 
A growing number of scholars are showing concern now for the extent to which 
what is 'out there' is shaped and perhaps deliberately 'tailored' by the re­
searchers who first discover it, and later by the textbook writers and teach­
ers who transmit it. Their writings can be found in the literature of [ioci­
ology of knowledge and cri tical curriculum theory. 

Neil Postman and Charles Weingartner, Teaching As A Subversive Activity 
(New York: Delacorte, 1969), pp. 39-41 . 

Adapted from a paper by James L. Jarrett, "Teaching for Value," .;ilianuscript 
p. 8 



Defining Alternative Education - V 

FREEDOM, AUTHORITY, AND DECISION-MAKING 

lie come now to the fif·th element in our definition of alternative educa-

tion. As many see alternatives, this is really the heart of the matter, with 

freedom the absolutely indispensable ingredient. As we shall see, however, 

despite the prominence of the rhetoric to this effect, there is reason to 

view the re~ty of alternative education in somewhat different te~. 

Within the conventional school, most important decisions are nade for the 

studen:t. by others. What he will study, in what se<.uence, in which classroom, 

according to what methods and standards are all fairly extensively determined 

by educational officials -- some combination, that is, of the student's 

teachers and ascending * .. )"w.l officialdom wi thin the school, .the school dis-

trict, and the state. Which school the student shall attend, with what other 

youngsters, under what kinds of financial conditioAS are, along with a host 

of other matters, determine~ by politioal decision and government authority 

(school boards, state and federal ~giSlatures, and cou~a). Moreover, an 

additional extensive and highly significant set of decisions is made for the 

conventional school student by the dictates of running a mass institution --

at least as these neoessities are perceived by those operating the institu-

tion. 
.-

Decisions imp0s.!ed on the student on this kind of basis inc::w.de days 

and hours of school attendance, length of classes, and regulations and sanc-

tions pertaining to attendance and promptness. Together, then,. these th~ee 

sets of considerations function to deny the conventional sc~ool student very 

much choice in or about his schooling. 

The three are justified differently. Thus, the rationale or grounds for 

the first kinds of decisions identified above -- the edu~ational decisions --
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is the professional eXpertise of educators. 
~ ~11.~ 

They are presumed ~ both with 
1\ A. 

respect to knowledge itself. and with respect to its transmission. and thus 

they ought to be mak;ng the decisions which such knowledge would illuminate. 

The justification for the politically based decisions is different, of course. 

It is simply that education is properly a societal concern, and schools as a 

major public institution should be subjectto societal direction and run accord­

ing to the principles which distinguish a democratic society. The justifica-

tion for the third set of decisions identified -- the administrati.e/bureau-

cratic sort eo- is that articulating and maintaining a mass institution requires 

a considerable number of standard operating procedures of particular sorts in 

order to make things function, and to operate smoothly in accord with institu-

tiona! purposes. 

The alternative school view differs quite extensively from the conven-

tiona! on the matter of student choice and self-determination, and, understand-

ably, on the rationale for its position. Many of the "free" schools, which 

conaltute an important part, of the history of contemporary public alternatives, 

were committed preCisely to "freeing" stUdents from the oppression they attrib­

uted to the conventional school. A major reason for their existence was to 

liberate students from the dictates of educators. society, and bureaucratic 

necessity. 

A number of these schools fashioned themselves as participatory democra-, 

cies. where all of those immediately concerned -- teachers, students, and some-

times parents -- joined in maki.ng the necessary decisions. In many such schoole, ' 

the decisions perceived necessary were limited indeed -- and of a largely ad hoc 
c: 

sort, in preference to standiDg regulations - suggesting a con:ption of par-. 
'l3 ~ ~,,\r.<t,~ s,-,-s-kr<­

ticipatory democracy mOre closely akin, perhaps, to ~eH:II~e..a' anarchy tlian to 
I-

peHUeetil' democracy •. A' participatory democracy can have an extensive code of 

rules and regulations.,. as has seemed to be the case in some communes. There 
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is nothillg i.n the notion of participatory democracy calling for mi n; mal regu­

lation. AnaI'l:hy. on the other hand, calls for just such an arrangement in 

which there are few standing rules. - And many of the "free" schools of the 

60s exhibited just such a tendency. Substantial sentiment came to be directed 

against regulation per se. (One prominent banner of the French student strike 

of 1968 summarized the bias with the message "It is forbidden to forbid. ,,) Not 

surprisingly, a large part of the rationale for such sentiment was framed in 

explicitly political terms: Students ought to have extensive educational choice 

because they ~ere, after all, citizens of a democracy; the school was an in­

stitution of democracy; and ~herefore, consistency demands that democratic 

principles gov-ern its operation and the interactions of those within it. 

Others, associated with innovative schools and programs of slightly differ­

ent sorts durillg the 60s, were also urgillg an expansion in the range of student 

choice, 'but fo.::- somewhat d:if'ferent reasons. This group, many of whom were as­

sociated with "Open Education," were more moved by pedagogical reasons for 

their recomme~ations. They too urged incre~sing student freedom and individ­

ual responsibi~;ty -_ but because it reflected better education in their view, 

;D,ot superior ~tical. principle. Both persuasiOns, however, served to support 

a cODSidera~ enlarged sphere of freedom and decision-making power for stu­

dents in schcx:.::.s __ albeit on different grounds. 

Freedom ~ had, then, a central role ill the launchillg of educational al­

ternatives. ~~ there can be several different kinds of freedom -- and so~e 

distinctions ~ be useful in exposing which sorts seem most centrally involved 

in. curre1l,t al:::e...'"Aative programs. Three kinds of freedom, linked to three sorts 

of deCisions, = be used to distinguish alternative from conventional schools. 

The three ~'.~ escalatillg power to affect the way things are. The first is 

expressive f'~..5.om, or' the power simply to express oneself through such media 
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as one's clothiAg. language, posture. and general demeanor or personal style. 

The crisis of the mid 60s regarding whether schools could regulate hair length 

is a mOdel instance of the issue of expressive freedom. 

A second sort of freedom involves the power to make personal choices be­

yond the strictly self-expressive. and of longer-range impact and effect. Such 

freedom on the part of the studeJlt requires genuine options as to what he is 

gOiAg to be dOiAg. and where or when or with whom. At the very least, this 

sort of freedom involves the power to say "no" to any particular activity, as­

sigJlDlent. etc. A third kind of freedOlll supplements the authority to make long­

range choices for oneself with the power to affect collective decisiOns by ahar­

iAg in making them. It is this kind of power which is represented in genuine 

self-government. 

Clearer insight into alternative education can be gained by contrasting 

it with conventional schools in relation to each of these three types of free­

dom. Expressive freedom is the general rule in most alternative schools, where 

it is llltely to be associateQ. with the individual's uniqueness and right to be 

authentically himself. Conventional schools. OR the other hand. have re­

stricted students' expressive freedom to a very considerable extent •. In fact, 

many would say that it was the restrictions On expressive freedom during the 

60s (for example. the struggles Over hair and skirt length requirements) which 

provided the immediate :\;JDpetus for establishing many "free" schools. To the 

extent that expressive freedom has siAce been expanded in conventional schools, 

it has often come as a result of court decisions. CORventional schools have 

been slow to concede it otherwise, for two general sorts of reasons: one is 

the idea that education is yery much concerned with developing taste in matters 

of personal style, since this plays a significant part in one's successful 

adaptation to society. Such a view would make it highly pertinent and appro­

priate for the school to concern itself with the way students express them-
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selves as people. The other broad reason for limiting students' expressive 

freedom is the view that learning to accept what one would not choose is, it-

self, a crucial part of education. According to this view, shared by many 

i.Jl cOllventional schools, all of us must learn to accept and con!onn to rules 

and requirements we do Rot like; this is a requisite, after all, to coping 

successfully with adult life. Thus, learning to co~ply with unpleasant re-

strictions is a vital part of education, evea and perhaps particularly --

when these restrictions appear arbitrary. 

The second kind of freedom identified above -- the power to make more 

durable choices for o~elf -- is also closely identified with alternative edu­

" cation. Even where facilities are such as to restrict the number of options 

that can be opened to students (options with respect to teachers and courses, 

for example), there remai_ a strong bias against coercion. Thus, the student. 

retains the right of veto. ,Within the alternatives literature, it is Allen 

Graubara, perhaps, who makes this point most explicit. His book -- signifi-

cantly titled ~ the Children - is critical of the confused understal1ding 

of freedom "to, imply never interfering with children, never asserting values 

and priorities ••• cond ..... njng the idea of authority..... '~",'here freedom comes 

in," says Graubard, "is primarily in the absence of coercion." He cites as a 

model in this regard the way in which George Dennison dealt with a favorite 

pupil: 
, 

"Jose could have' always finally said no: his autoJlomy was respected. 

But this did not preclude Dennison from pushing, insisting, doing everything 

he could to get ::rose tv ..lave re:tding lessons. ~ it was Dennison's own judg­
'C"l 

~ to try ..... l ,Thus, in Graubard's view, and Dennison's, the student's right 
I. 

to remain free of', sheer imposition does not grant him exemption from teacher 

iJ:I.fJ.uence or attempts to cajole, negotiate, or otherwise persuade. Bat it does 

mean that the stUdent retains the right finally to say no. As a famous educa-
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tor of the 20s put 

do what they want; 

54 

it, it is neither necessary nor desireable to let students 

2 but it is important to have them want what they do. Thus, - . 

the student must, in effect, retain a kind of veto over what he is to do, for 

use when it becomes impossible for the teacher ~ any ~ay, or on any grounds, 

to render a given activity even minimally acceptable to him. 

Obviously, conventional schools reject this kind of freedom of choice for 

their students as iBappropriate, and (for the reason cited above regardiAg 

the importance of learning to do what we do not like) as undesireable. Hence, 

a conventional school may well hold it to be irrelevent whether the student 

would veto a particular arrangement if ultimately he had the power to do so. 

It is for this reason that a great mlll1y of the regulations and procedures of 

conventional schools consist of sanctions to enforce compliance with what stu-

dents might veto if they had the power (e.g., atteading class or school, IIl1d 

completing homework and other assignments). 

The third kind of prerogative identified above is a voice in decisions 

about collective arrangement~ -- that is, in setting school policies and, in 

effect deciding what the available optioas for individual choice shall be. 

Here again, conventional schools deny students such power (with those decisions 
~~ 

" 
typically made by student governments and councils being of insufficient scope 

and significance to matter). A large mmber of alternative schools, however, 

are marked at some time'or other by arraAgements assigning students a consider-

able amount of this sort of power. '"hether by "Towll Meeting" or more formal 

maChinery, participatory democracy has seemed the ideal for a number of altern-

aUves. Curiously, however, such arrangeme:ats do not seem to endure very long 

or successfully. Attendance dwilldles rather rapidly and it is ollly a rela­

tively minor percentage of students who seem actually to be participating in 

the decisions. The reason may well be that in a system denying individuals 
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of the first two Borts of freedom, they experience power of this third sort as 

crucial. \ihere rules govern one's dress and speech, aJld determine more exten-

sive patterns of actioll, haviAg a voice in making these rules is important. 
'n,. 

However, ill a -.rstem were rules are fewer and more relaxed, and all enjoy 
"-

relatively high degreea of freedom of the first two sorts we have identified, 

perhaps people experience much leas need for freedom or power of this third 

variety. In .. y case, whatever be the reason, it seems aotewgrthy that ill most 

alternatives, provisions for extensive student governance either do not long 

endure or they fail to contiKue operating as planned and a ~latively small 

group assume most of the respollSibility. 

A ftaal distinction related to decision-making remains to be drawn between 

coaventional and alternative schools. It pertaias to the right to decide for 

others. we have aoted that ill both types of schools, the teacher is Charged 

with b~ about student growth and developmeat. But silIce what students 

might choose tor themselves will obviously not always accord with such purposes, 

by what right corally does th! teacher impose his or her purposes on students? 

The matter at atake is really the justificatioa of authority -- or, less form-

ally, the basis of accepted leadership. 

SoCiologist MaX ~eber long ago noted three ways in which some individuals 

come to hold legitimate power over others. The first is by tradition, which 

simply assigns authority. on the basis of inheritance or office. The Pope is , 

one current e~le of traditional authority, as are parents in the typical 

home. The rig::.~ to rule is [-"'led simply on the assumption of all participants 

that 'this is Ule way things are done.' Divine right killgs, and the elders in 

traditional ~ese society constituted additional historical examples, but 

this form of ~~hority is not as widespread in today's world.41 A second way in 

which people CClllle to hold legitimate power over others is·when, by force of 

their personali~es or their accomplishments, they are voluntarily embraced 
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as leaders. This kind of leadership -- Charismatic -- is based on trust and 

personal acceptance, and it is the sort often associated ~ith the 'natural' 

leader who simply acquires a following. Historically. Charismatic authority 

has been associated, however, with societies in turmoil, and it bas been linked 

with an extraordinary degree of dependency and submission on the part of those 

aecepting and embracing such an authority. The problems in such an arrangement 

seem clear in the usual example cited ~the Charismatic leader, Adolph Hitler. 

The third kind of authOrity is what Weber called Rational, or Rational-

Legal, and associated particularly with 20th century democracy. Here, the basis 

or ground of authority is a legal system granting specified powers to particular 
~\~"\),.,,~ 

officers, to be carried out unde: carefully . - tifis; conditions. This is ob-

viously the kind of authority operating in contemporary public institutions. It 

has been prized for its resolution of the problema associated with earlier forma. 

Its dependence on a well-developed system of rules, clearly specifying rights 

and duties, means that authOrity is impartial and predictable -- a "Government 

of laws and not of men" as =r forebears expressed it. But as will already be 

clear, this is also the governing principle that has yielded the bureaucracy 

with all its problems - the impersonal and sometimes impervious operation, the 

red tape and clumsiness, the sometimes absurd conclusions to which the inexor-

able operation of regulationS can lead. 

Clearly, the decisions which govern the conventional school, and the way 

these decisions are arrived at, represent Weber's Rational-Legal form of auth-

ority. Interestingly, the alternative school seem~ to have reverted to the 

Charismatic form - with the insistence that the title of teacher, and the as-

signed role and functions, does not guarantee an individual the respect and 

trust necessary to enable him really to serve effectively as a teacher. More-

over, teachers are not automatically entitled to respect and regard; some of 
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them are not worthy of it, and in aJlY event this can only come as a matter of' 

personal'and individual acceptance. In the alternative school, then, leader-

ship must be earned and won in individual, personal terms; it is not some-

thillg which teachillg credentials and contracts :::an assure by rendering auto-

matico On the other hand, however, the alternative school teacher who is ac-

cepted as a Charismatic leader may actually come to exert much stronger and 

more wide-ranging leadership over students than does the conventional school 

teacher, operating 011 the Rational-Legal model. Thus, the prevalent view that 

alternative school students are cOl1Siderably freer of adult iniluence and doo-

ination than are conventional school students may be erroneous. 

In sum, then, alternative sChools differ in several ways from conventional, 

011 the questions of freedom, authority. and decision-making on the part of' stu-

dents. Almost all alteraative school students enjoy noticeably more expressive 

freedom than is commOA in conveatioAal schools. They ar,e likely to have more 

personal authOrity or choice in other decisions affecting themselves -- at the 

very least, the important power to say no. AJ.though they may iAitially exert 

coasiderably more decisioA-making power than conventioAal school studeAts. this· 

difference is not like~y to persist. In fact, as is shown by a close look at 

the bases of leadership in alternative and conventioAal education, alternative 

teachers may actually come to exert more cOAtrol over students than is the case 

in the conventional SChOOk. 

1 

2 

Allen Graubard, Free the Children (New York: Vintage 
223. George DeftiiSOn~account of Jos~ is told in 
(New York: Vintage Books, 1969). 

Books. 1972l, pp. 222-
The Lives of Children ---

William H. Kilpatrick, Foundations of Method (lrew York: Macmillan. 1926), p. 
151. 
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EVALUATION 

Alternative schools people are likely to be somewhat ambivalent about 

educational evaluation. CD the one hand they are dubious about the ~orth 

and desirability of a lot of it. On the other hand, the ability to docu-

ment their successes has been a condition of the survivalo£ most public 

school alternatives. The demand for continuing justification of the right 

to exist has thus required many alternatives people to· become knowledgeable 

and innovative ~ith respect to educational evaluation. 

The objections alternatives people bring to standard evaluation prac-

tices are as much a part of their position on the matter as are their pro-

posals. Thus, it may be useful to begin ~ith a summary of these -- particu-

larly since several rather different sets of reservations have been expressed. 

These include charges that standard evaluation procedures are unfair, inhu-

mane, inimical to educational purposes, and that they fulfill society's pur­

poses at the individual's eXpense. 

A number of criticisms have been levelled at the negative effects of 

grading individuals. Probably most of us can remembez: at least one highly 

painful related incident from our own pasts. As John Holt flatly proclaims 

in the opening sentence of his first book, "Most children in school fail. ,,1 
: 

And, as the evidence has made increasingly clear, failure can easily lead to 

an impaired self-concept which in turn conduces to more failure. SOCle altern-

atives people -- especially those well-named several years ago as education's 

"compassionate critics" -- have been much concerned about this particular 

kind of damage that evaluation can do. But the .danger is even more pervasive 

than the risk of such incidents, according to au~or Holt. The threat of 

failure makes fear the articulator of the total school operation. "'lie adults 
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destroy most of the intellectual and creative capacity of children, It says 

Holt,2 

above all by making them afraid, afraid of not doing what 
other people want, of not pleasing, of making mistakes, of 
failing, of being wrong •••• Even when we do not create 
children's fears, ••• we use these fears as handles to 
manipulate them and get them to do what we want •••• For 
we like children who are a little afraid of us, docile, 
deferential children who are just enough afraid of us to 
do everything we want, without making us feel that fear of 
us is what is making them do it. 

Even with older youngsters who seem less vulnerable to adult opinion, 

the penalties often tied to report cards can mean severe punishment at home 

as well as at school. But even short of dire effects, the morality of a sys-

tem where they can occur is quest1o~ed by a number of alternatives people. 

Some are prepared to go even further and to challenge a system permanently im-

posing the formal evaluations of one set of human beings upon another. For 

some, the very expression of an unsought judgment constitutes an act of via-

lence. This is obviously not the sort of view most of us hold. Yet it be-

comes quite plausible with a, bit of imagining suggested by Charles Reich: "If 

one met a man at a party, and the man said, 'I'd pronounce you aFProximately 

a B-minus individual,' one would recognize how violent the act of grading or 

judging really is. ,,3 

Others have objected to grading on the grounds that formal evaluation 

systems prove systematically unfair to particular groups in society, especi-, 

ally since cOZ1S:istent fai1.ure impose lasting penalties. For you~sters of 

low ability, or·of socia-economic backgrounds which handicap them for school 

success, fo=al. evaluations are bound to bring repeated 'bad news.' One can 

question the ~mane dimensions of inflicting such repeated messages of inferi-

ority on chil~-en. even if the messages were fairly accurate. -- .ben they are 

not, the injury· seems compounded. For once a child has come to ~ himself as 
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unlikely to succeed, he is on the way to fulfilling that prediction, irres-

pective of his ability. To compound the tragedy, however, our measures of 

ability systematically favor some kinds of ability and overlook others. So 

a child labelled inferior may well be 80 only in relation to sChool-rewarded 

abilities. Now under some circumstances it might be quite appropriate to 

acknowledge such institutional bias quite openly, saying to some children and 

their families, ''Look, the kinds of services we have to offer are just not for 

you. Try something else instead." But such circumstcnces do not, of course, 

exist with respect to schools. All children are compelled by law to be there; 

and even if they were not, the school's domination of the paths to good jobs 

and income would alone constitute strong pressure to attend. An education no 

longer seems a sufficient condition for success in this world; but it contin-

ues to be & necessary one. So far as trying to secure ,one's economic future 

is concerned, school remains virtually 'the only game in town.' All must play; 

and some players are marked from the start as losers -- whose losses are year 

by year compounded. 

The game analogy is not just incidental, since one of the major complaints 

about evaluation is its heavily competitive nature. 4aen teachers and schools . . , 

use a statistical curve in grading, the competitive system 'is quite visible. 

Actually, however, the competition the school engenders far exceed~ such cir-

cumstances -- because fOP much that the school offers by way of acknO\'I'ledgment, , 

praise, or other re1la.rd boils down to the satisfaction of feeling that one is 

better than someone else. -- Not that one is gOOd; but that Qne is good in re-

lation to some less fortunate others. As John'Holt ~~ests, doubters should 

try to envision what gold stars might mean outside of a competitive system re-

stricting them to a relative few -- "or papers marked 100 and tacked to the 

wall, or A's on report cards, or honor rolls, or dean's lists, or Phi Beta 

Kappa keys.n4 These are all rewards markine positional advantages of one indi-
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vidual over another; imagine them claimable by all or most, and their appeal 

collapses immediately. 

11any alternative school people (and others) find evaluation actually inim-

ical to education. Grading places the emphasis on the products or outcomes 

associated with learning, while taking attention away from the processes which 

yield them. Any parent who has ever struggled to help a child do his math 

homework will understand just what this means: the parellt knows that the point 

of the exercise is to teach the mathematical processes involved; the youngster, 

however, has been conditioned to care about products, and his illterest lies 

solely in getting the right answers to hand in. The longer the child is in 

school and the more successfully he has adapted to it -- the harder it may 

be to focus his attention on process in preference to product. 

Alternatives people have also asked whether school evaluation arrangements 

don't decrease students' inclination and ability to evaluate themselves. To 

be able to evaluate one's own efforts is important, say many; how'to do SO is 

as Il1Uch a matter of learning as anything else. Further::nore, it is less likely 

to be learned in a system where others constantly do it for us -- particularly 

where institutional rewards and punishments follow on others' evaluational 

judgments and not the learner's. Eventually, the effect is to shift the 

learner's focus from 'coming to know' to 'getting a grade.', And once this 

shift has been fully acc,pmplished, from that time forth, learning is work , 

done for reward, not pleasure undertaken for its own interest and satisfac-

tiona. 

Thus, many alternative schools people find eValuation far more hindrance 

than help to the education'of an individual. Their explanation for why it 

persists and proliferates under such circumstances stands as a major objection 

to eValuation. The evaluation process, it is pointed out, occupies a consid-

erable portion of school time. (A recent newsletter from the superintendent 
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of one New York school district cited 14 days of final exams for high school 

students. That is a substantial pr?portion of the semester for finals alone; 

and of course, these were supplemented by other tests in each subject during 

the semester.) Such a situation will undoubtedly worsen with the current em­

phasis on assuring competency. 

If evaluation does not clearly and surely serve learning purposes, then 

why does it receive such attention? Why. for instance, has it been embraced 

lately in the desire to enhance stUdent competency -- in preference, for ex­

ample, to offering additional instruction or differentiated instruction? The 

answer, as many have pointed out, is that the kind of evaluation we have been 

discussing does serve SOCiety's need to in some way sort youngsters for their 

prospective adult roles. It is evaluation procedures such as those 14 days 

of finals which help determine who will go on to college, and which youngsters 

won't earn diplomas to cap their twelve years in school. Defenders of the 

system are inclined to respond that learners themselves need evaluation and 

feedback on their progress -. and this seems highly plausible. But what they 

need, say alternatives advocates, is detailed comment and suggestion -- not 

summary judgment .. tallied, averaged and obscured in a singJ.e score or letter 

grade. Moreover, the fact that evaluation delivered to the learner can be an 

aid to learning can hardly justify the collection and reporting of evaluational 

judgments about him to others. It is particularly hard to maintain that the 

collection and retention of evidence of a student's failure can ever serve his 

own advantage. In fact, the retention of evidence of failure on a transcript 

has been challenged as more like "dossier building" than of certifying achieve­

ment, according to some. 

These, then, are the several kinds of objections alternative school peo­

ple have brought to evaluation as a part of the school's job. In consequence, 

they have responded to evaluation demands in a number of ways. Some remain 
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skeptical of the relevance of grades to learning, and are ready to begin a 

class with a promise of A's for all. (Such a prac!ice began in colleges in 

the 60s, when it was often inspired by another purpose: draft boards used 

rank-in-class to decide whether a boy should receive a student deferment. 

Many college and university teachers, unwilling to participate in this way 

in what could obviously prove life-or-death decisions -- or to see such deci-

sions hinge on academic ability -- began assigning A' s on a standard basis. r 
Others have worked out quite different evaluationa! arrangemen.s -- differing 

largely on the bases of which of the objections we have cited looms largest 

in the thinking of the designer. 

Pass/Fail grading systems were widely adopted in the 60s, to minimize com-

petition and obviate pressures to maintain high overall grade point averages. 

Others, motivated by the desire to bring transcripts into even closer accord 

with students' purposes, recommended a Credit/No credit system in whieh only 

the positive decision would be entered on the student's permanent record. Some 

schools switched to detailei comments regarding a student's grasp and progress, 

in preference to summary sY"bols of any sort. And in many alternatives, learn-

ers came to participate in evaluating themselves -- either with their own judg-

ments and conclusions recorded intact, or with the final evaluation incorpor-

ating their views, along with those of the teacher and perhaps others. 

A number of different =eans have been sought by alternative schools for 
, , 

documenting student achieve!:lent. Given the bias against verbalism and abstrac--

tion which we noted earlier (see Chapter III), one might accurately anticipate 

a preference for Successful activity and performance over paper-and-pencil 

tests. Thus, the evaluatiollS in many alternative schools appear to be records 

-
or descriptions of accomplishments. In some ~wbjects such records mi~ht take 

the form of checklists of competencies acquired -- as in math, perhaps science, 

crafts, industrial arts, business subjects. Other subjects might require 
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statements of what students have undertaken with success. I'hus, a sample 

"Graduation Packet" from the St. Paul Open School, in Minnesota, includes 

twelve letters describing one student's activities, and testifying to the 

competencies she had acquired in relation to such broad concerns as career 

awareness, community involvement, consumer and cultural awareness, in!orma-

tion finding, and both personal. and interpersonal skills. 

Specific evaluation practices vary considerably, then, in alte~tive 

SChools. It seems accurate to say, however, that there are distinct tenden-

cies to reflect the following qualities: 

1) A preference for avoiding standardized tests -- as invalid, as inimical 

to education, as inimical to the learner's interests, or all three. 

2) A tendenCy to tailor evaluation standards and procedures to individual 

cases -- preferring to evaluate a student, for example, in relation to 

his or her learning goals rather than in relation to what others know, 

or what there is to be known on a given topic. 

3) A preference for dovnplaying the judgmental dimension of evaluation while 

enlarging the descriptive component. 

4) Attempts to see tha-t learners play a definite and expanding role in eval-

uating their own efforts and achievements. 

5) A shift of emphasis, placing as mch or more focus on feedback along the 

I' 
way to aid learning, as on issuing final judgments on learning that haa 

already occurred. 

We have not yet elaborated the conventional sehool pOSition on evaluation, 

since it is by far the more fcmiliar. It asserts the need and value of proce-

dures that will reveal a learner's accomplishments and limitations in as de-

pendable a way as possible. Thus, the conventional school view on evaluation 

haa been much influenced by attempts to render assessments of learning as pre-

ciae. ·and as accurate as they can be made. Such a concern recommends the use 
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of standardized tests -- which are likely to prove less subjective than most 

indi viduals designing their own tests could make them; more free of error 

as well as bias; and more readily and dependably inte:pretable. Standard­

ized tests come with norms making it possible for all ~o see how well a given 

learner does in comparison with other learners -- typically, learners through­

out the country. Or instead, some standardized tests offer expert testimony 

regarding what a score means in relation to a particular body of knowledge. 

In either case, there is a substantiality and objectivity about standardized 

test results that do not attach to other tests -- or to teacher conclusions 

that are otherwise based. 

In addition to the standardized tests which most school districts like 

to administer on a periodic basis, conventional school practice calls for 

fairly frequent formal assessment of stUdent achievem~t by means of teacher­

devised· tests and quizes. These are seen as important to grounding teacher 

judgments and grading decisions -- and grades are held a desirable way of con­

veying to learners and others information about how well each student is doing. 

Such infor=tion is important to collect and retain, as a permanent descrip­

tion of the learner at a given point in his development. 

A list of the qualities reflected in the conventional school position on 

evaluation might include the folloving: 

1) A belief in the impOrtance of contributing to the learner's reality ori-

entation by letting him know just where he stands in the eyes of his 

teact._ ,,(s), ou.d in relation to his fellow students. 

2) The view that a considerable amount of the learning schools try to bring 

about occurs for students as they prepare to be evaluated. Taus, tests 

and otCer evaluational measures have important motivational value. 

3) The co~viction that error can and d.oes occur in learning -- and its ex­

posure and correction are important. 

"--,. 
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4) The conviction that schools ought to provide students with some indica­

tion of their future success prospects as adults. 

5) The belief that competition, at least in moderate amounts, can and should 

play a positive part in st1 ag1ating learning. 

6) The belief that evaluation has a vital part to play in guiding the teacher 

-- in determining what learning has and has not taken place, and hence in 

what teaching is needed. ~,evaluation is important for diagnostic 

purposes before instruction begins. Afterward, it is usefu1 to suggest 

subsequent remedial measures, as well as to yield a grade. 

7) Formal evaluations coming at the end of a school term or marking period, 

or the completion of an iIlStractional unit, mark good ritual occasions for 

summarizing and concluding one topic before turning to another. They con­

stitute good pedagogical "punctuation" marking endings and beginnings. 

It wou1d not do to end this contrast between alternative and conventional 

school practice with respect to evaluation without at least a note about an­

other kind of evaluation. For teachers, evaluation usually means evaluting 

students. It is also possible to evaluate schools and programs, in order to 

determine which seem successful, where strengths and weaknesses lie, etc. 

This kind of evaluation has increased tremendously within the last decade, 

spurred by the innovatioIlS of the 60s and the reasonable desire to try to de­

termine which innovations seemed worthwhile and deserved to be continued. Al­

ternatives have been much subject to this sort of evaluation - because they 

have been viewed part of the new, experimental, and unproven. TllUS, alterna;'; 

tive programs are very commonly asked to 'prover. themselves annllally before 

being authorized to continue. Given the sorts of views on evaluating stu­

dents that we have outlined, one can anticipate some of the challenges that 

this need has posed. Alternative school people have been reluctant to see 

their programs eValuated according to some of the standardized tests and mea-
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sures frequently used -- on the grounds, for instance, that their goals are 

different and more ambitious than those of the conventional school, their stu-

dent populations are sometimes different, such measures may expose their 

weaknesses while denying them opportunity to display their strengths. The 

result of these quite reasonable objections has been to stimulate whole new 

sorts of evaluation strategies and techniques -- new ways to look especially 

at the particular quality of educational events, and their meaning for the 

people participating in them. The conventional school per~ective on program 

eValuation continues to focus on outcomes of student achievement expressible 

in numerical terms. 

1 How Children Fail,(New York: Dell Publishing, 1965) - -
2· 

3 

Ibid., pp. 167-168 

Charles A. Reich, ~ Greening ~ America (New York: Random House, 1970), 
p. 136 

Qpo cit., p. 168 

.' 
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Defining Alternative Education - VII 

THE SCHOOL'S RELATIO:'l TO SOC:r.c;TY AND COMMUNITY 

Every system of deliberate education is linked in some clear ways to the 

society of which it is a part. In primitive societies, the educational arrange­

ments are intended to fit the young into the eXisting society and cul.ure, and 

enable them to maintain it intact when they reach adulthood. Here, the co~ec­

tion between education and society is that the society dictates what the educa­

tion shall be. ~ducation's purpose, then, is to serve the needs of the existing 

society. Modern democratic societies have in varying degrees challenged s~~h a 

relationship. They have done so on several grounds. Some have asked whether 

democratic education oughtn't to be as oriented toward the welfare of the indiv­

idual as of the society. Others have felt that by gearing education to the main­

tenance of the status quo, we make social improvement unlikely and simply perpetu­

ate the ills of the past. Still others have gone further, claiming that not only 

should schools avoid simple preservation: their teaching ought quite deliberately 

to be geared toward social reform. 

We shall continue in this chapter to try to define alternative education by 

describing and contrasting a "pure" or- undiluted alternative position with a com­

parable conventional school perspective on key matters. But in exploring how the 

two view the relationship of school to SOCiety, the plot thickens a bit in sev­

eral ways: The differences between alternative and conventional schools are more 

complex -- multi-faceted -- and they are also a bit more abstract. It may thus 

be helpful to point out at the start the major contrasJ,s to be shown. 

The conventional school seeks primarily (1) to equip and prepar.e stude!lts 

for entering the larger society -- and (2) mainly for adapting to that society 

as it now is. Alternative schools typically reject both the em~hasis on society 

and the adaptive purpose for education -- although they do not agree with one an­

other on what the proper emphases should be instead. Some alternative schools 
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object particularly to the adaptation focus of the conventional school, insist-

ing that education should never merely socialize the young for inductioc into 

any group: it ought instead prepare thee to choose for themselves whet~er so-

cietal immersion and success is what they want -- and if so, in which societyl 

Other alternatives have objected not so much to the idea of education as adap-

tive or enculturating; but they want to insist that the adaptation is properly 

to a particular community, not to a generalized society. Still others have 

wanted in effect to adapt students to an idealized or reformed society. And some, 

finally, have seemed to want to help the young become as psychically self-

sufficient as possible, and thus independent of any society or community. This 

suggests a consil!\i'able range of perspective, then, among alternatives folk. B'"t 

even so, major contrasts emerge between the several alternative views and the 

conventional position, on the school-society relationship. These contrasts are 

(1) whether education should be primarily an adaptation to any group, and if SO 

(2) which social group the child should be oriented to, community or society. 

Ne shall see several sets of views of the proper SChool-society connection, 

and examples of each. First, however, some distinctions will help. We have al-

ready suggested one requiring some explanation -- the difference between commun-

ity and society. We do not use community in a geographic sense, to mean "neigh-

borhood" or village -- but rather to stand for a group which not only lives in 

proximity, but which shares a common life and is bound together by mutual attach­
t 

ments and feelings of belonging together. A society, in contrast, is the larger 

whole consisting of all the communities (and other forms of human associadon) 

within a much larger -- but still in some 'i~ortant ways cohesive area. Thus, 

in the sense used here, a small town in Vermont or Colorado might be a co~nity, 

or the Puerto Ricans of Miami, or the Hasidim of Brooklyn. Europe, on the other 

hand, is typically perceived as a society, and'the United States is often held 

out as another -- suggesting that sometimes a society is viewed as coterminous 
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with a single nation, sometimes as comprised of several nations. In the sense 

used here, a community is likely to represent a subculture, society represents 

the overall culture. 

Now as sociologists have noted, most of our feelings and sentiments attach 

to the community, whereas society remains more psychically as well as more phys-

ically remote. It is a particular community which gives us our individual iden-

tities, values, beliefs, and idioms. At least throughout this century, it has 

been assumed in this country that what the young need to know in o~rder to become 

full participants within the community, they learn within it -- either by family 

instruction or entirely informally and incidental to living. Thus, the Italian 

child acquires her ethnic tradition within the family, and the Southern Baptist 

picks up and absorbs his community simply by living and moving within it. The 

school has thus not been presumed necessary to this major part of education. 

But school was thoug~necessary to prepare the child for participation in the 

larger society -- in the world beyond his or her immediate community. This 

world was less evident and aqcessible cl~&rly so, prior to television -- and 

it was typically the world for which the family was least able to prepare the 

individual. This was the "publlc" world, as compared with the relatively "pri-

vate" world of home, family, and friends. It was the world of business and gov-

ernment, among other things -- much of which was centered outside the community, 

and about which many families were themselves quite uninformed. It thus made , 

sense for the school to educate to and for the society, while education to and 

for the community was left to occur otherwise. 

This distribution of tasks in educating the young also made another imp or-

tant kind of sense: from a political perspective, the nation's many communities 

meant factions and prospectively divisive elements. Thus schools were needed to 

l:l" knowledge and ~ attachments to a 'national community' -- or, in other ... build 

woras, to society. And schools were increasingly needed for economic as well as 
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socio-political reasons. Preparing the young to provide the manpower de~an~ed 

by a burgeoning economy became a major focus for schools in the cu~rent centu~J 

in response to the needs of the larger society. 

Now all we have said casts the school in.a heavily adaptive role -- expect-

ing it to fit the young into present society by p.ving them the knowledge and 

skills necessary to maintaining it, and the attitudes and values ~sposing them 

to want to do so. Over much of our history, this has seemed a most reasonable 

expectation. Xo ask it of schools made sense in terms of national needs, and it 

also made sense for the individual. After all, the child educated to make his 

or her way in the world had been prepared for success and hence a share in soci-

ety's rewards. The school's contribution then, ",as to equip and enable the child 

to cope and fit in. This meant holding contemporary society and its needs as the 

deciding factors in education -- with a correspondingly lesser concern, for in-

stance, with what kind of society might be preferable, or with what changes might 

occur in the future. Such matters were by definition controversial, with any 

answers representing those of only one faction and hence, not appropriately dis-

pensed by the SChool. This kind of position on dealing with the controversial is 

highly consistent with what has been said above: if the school is to represent 

the societal position, and there ~ no societal-'.dde position on a given matter, 

then the school can have nothing to say on it. (~nis provides an additional dim-

ension for the conventional school's commitment to universal knowle·:ige, as noted 

in Chapter IV, pages 3-4. It is· something of an over-statement though,. because 

many within conventional schools have long urged the inclusion of the controver-

sial -- through the presentation of multiple views without calling any of them 

'truth.' The objections which suuh! practice still often rOUses lenc.s support·: to 

our claim that the conventional school is in a difficult position ween there.is 

no societal-wide or universal truth to present on a topiC.) 

No., the purpose of this bit of history is not so much to descti.be the past 
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as to present the conventional school rationale within the developmental c~n­

text which largely explains and justifies it. It is this rationale which con­

tinues to undergird the conventional school's socialization emphasis, its re­

sponsiveness to national needs and policy, and the service it provides in sort­

ing the young for their future vocational and socio-economic roles-. To summar­

ize it, the school's major function is instructing the young on matters lying 

outside and beyond their communities. Its purpose is to prepare them to under­

stand, adapt to, and deal successfully with life's "public" sphere -- ptimarily 

with the economic and political institutions of the larger society. 

Alternative education advocates are extensively agreed in rejecting this 

conception of the way in which school and society ought to be connected. In 

contrast to the view that the larger society needs representing to the young -­

it being remote and inaccessible to them -- alternatives advocates are likely to 

find SOCiety oppressively ubiquitous. The communications industry, and the pro­

duction and distribution of goods on a national basis, makes the larger society 

and its products as near and: vivid to the young as their own communi-ties are. 

Thus, in the eyes of many alternatives people, it is not the society and its in­

terests which need presenting to the young, it is other things instead. (The 

Sox fire books grew out of an alternative school which instructed the young about 

their own cOmmunity -- by sending them into the countryside to learn about moun­

tain crafts, reCipes, lbre, "and other aff'a;irs of plain living. II) 

Furthermore, among many alternative education people (and others today), 

there is a.te)ection of the once quite prevalent assump_tion that society's best 

~nterests are also in the· individual's best interests, the two being entirely 

~ompatible. Instead, some alternatives people have accused the school of ex­

~oiting whole groups of children through its certification function. 'fuey have. 

~ effect seen the school as a huge sorting device which slots young hum~ be-
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ings, sending them into chutes like an egg grader or a potato sorter that sep-

arates better from poorer products. Such a 'processing' is actually double in-

jury for many young people, it is charged: By determining a youngster's future 

vocation, the school's slots determine the extent to which the individual will 

share in society's~benefits (income, status, comforts, etc.) At the same time, 

the school legitimizes the assignment of the individual to his fate. It does so 

via teachings that make such stratification appear appropriate and just for a 

society -- and via teachings to the effect that those who Q~cceed in school are 

entitled to more power, wealth, status, etc. Thus eventually even the individ-

ual whom the school has stamped "failure" has, in the process, come to take this 

view of himself -- thus accepting the role assigned him as proper. 

As this suggests, some connected with alternative education would reject 

the conventional school view of the appropriate education-society connection on 

the grounds that it is exploitive of children and prepares them for a social-· 

political economic system which itself badly needs refOrming. Some of the earl-

iest alternatives obviously represented such a position. The Freedom Schools of 

Mississippi, for instance, stressed the rights of the Blacks who attended them, 

and the potential of these people for changing the unenviable circumstances of 

their own liv·es. The Street Academies which the Freedom Schools inspired in 

cities across the c~~try often had a similar focus: to improve the circum-

stances of the poor and politically powerless by equipping them for overcoming 
t 

these conditions. But some alternatives sought even more directly and explicitly 

t~o change SOCiety, not only by preparing new groups of indiyiduals for success 

. wi.thin it -- and to that extent, at least, changing the composition of the elite 

-- but by teaching so as to expose the need for more fundamental structural re-

forms. 

Jon~than Kozol is perhaps the best-known spokesperson for both of these 

views. His earlier books dealt with improving the lives of the oppressed through 
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an effective education. He was, in his book called ?ree Schools, scathingly 

critical of the kinds of free schools that stand for doing ooe's own thing-~d 

doing away with authority and adult innuence. "The true moral, political and 

semantic derivation of 'Free School, "' he insisted, "lies in 'Freedom Schocl.' 

It is to the liberation, to the. vision and to the potency of the oppressed that 

any school worth its derivation ••• must, in the long run, be accountable. ,,1 Sub-

sequently, however, Kozol has come to believe that much more extensive change is 

needed than enabling the oppressed to escape their poverty. Accordingly, he now 

wants the school to be educating children to a commitment to reform. He has 

lost hope in public schools for this reason, eXPlaining: 2 

The school that flies the flag and conscientiously serves 
the interests of that flag cannot serve those of justice. 
Schools cannot at once both socialize to the values of an op­
pressor and toil for the liberation and the potency of the op­
pressed. If innovation is profound, it is subversive. If it 
is subversive, it is-incompatible with the prime responsibili­
ties of public school. 

He is explicit about the task of his latest book, The Night Is ~ ~ ! ~ Far 

~ ~:"This book ••• is a,call ••• for tactics, plans, scenarios of clear an<i 

conscious and intentional subversion of the public schools. The object of this 

book is ••• sophisticated and prepared rebellion.,,3 Clearly', then, a major purpose 

of the education Kozol now espouses is major societal reform. 

Ned O'Gorman, who has run a storefront school in Manhattan, reflects a very 

similar position. He r~portshis school's purpose as offering the children of 

the poor -- the "dispossessed" "a vibrant chance to become ••• revolutionaries, 

that is people who will go out into the world armed ~~th love,·hope and the tre-
I. 

mendous desire to change the -lives of their :oppressed brothers and sisters. ,,'" 

For O'Gorman, then, as well as for Kozol, the school's appropriate function in 

relation to SOCiety is certainly not an adal'-ti ve one: the school is not to in­

duct the young into society; rather it must teach them to reject a great deal of 

that SOCiety and to commit themselves to its reform. 
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The Kozol and O'Gor:nan positions are probably, as Kozol suggests, incoltpat::'-

ble with public educatio~. An aWareness of soc~ ills and a con~ern to chan~e 

things probably at some pOint becomes sufficiently broad in extent and strong in 

intensity to arrive at such incompatibility. ~t not all reformists have 

reached such estranlement from contemporary society, and a number of people very 

much committed to sooial reform via education are found in both public and private 

school alternatives. In various ways they reflect the view that the desirable 

school-society relationship makes the school a contrib~r to societal reform. rna 

contribution may, in fact, be immediate and direct, in the form of social services 

donated to the community. A large number of alternative schools feature such se:-

vice vithin their programs, expecting stUdents to serve as volunteers over substan-

tial periods of time. 

Under the auspices of such programs alternatives students have worked in day 

care centers, functioned as co-therapists in mental hospitals and centers for "~e 

emotionally disturbed, t~tored children with aca~emic problems, organized games 

and crafts and otherwise aided those in nursing homes, helped with physical ther-

apy in rehabilitation hospitals. They have also made other kinds of contributi~s, 

such as lobbying for an ecology bill, assembling data for use by a family court 

judge, and helping consumers resolve their difficulties with local business es-

tablishments. Each of these activities puts stuc.ents in the position of perform-

ing a useful service and of improving the conditions of life for those affected. 

Now obviously, this is not the same kind of social reform for which Kozol wants 

youngsters prepared. For him reform is a matter of structural changes in instit~-

tions. But on another view of social change, reform can also result from the ac-

tions of individuals. On such a view, introducing positive changes in the lives 

of others constitutes small-scale or "mini_" reform. And the implicit curriculu.::: 

of such service programs is, of c"urse, that this kind of voluntarism is a desir-

able contribution, perhaps even the individual's obligation to societal betterme=t. 
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A second broad perspective on the proper school-society relation is re-

flected in many alternatives. It is the conviction that the school ought to 

prepare the young for life within a particular community -- rather than for 

adapting to the larger society. This.idea developed in response to two major 

features of our national life: the low societal and self-esteem in which 

Blacks and certain other minorities have been held, and the growing awareness 

of our pluralistic character as a nation. 

The struggle in New York City a decade ago, involving demands for decent-

ralization and local control of schools, grew out of Blacks' hopelessness that 

the city system would ever fulfill their children's educational needs. Schools 

geared to the community, and controlled by it, was the solution sought. It was 

argued that children of the inner city ghetto have unique knowledge needs and 

the need for instructional methods that will bring academic success to more of 

them. One of the kinds of content added in these schools was Black culture ma-

terial including the history of Blacks in this country and in Africa, and in-

struction in Swahili. Such a curriCUlum was intended to provide positive points 

of identification -- "roots" and pride -- for children whom the larger culture 

all too often taught to think little of themselves. And such ins.truction was 

perceived as a way of forging a stronger Black community, even while inducting 

youngsters into it. 

The assertion that the schools of the Black community ought to stress the 
I' 

Black subculture -- in preference to the national culture -- was soon picked up 

by a number of groups, and ethnic alternatives were launched all over the coun-

try. In each one, the aim was to give primacy to the community. The objectives, 

for example, of a high school started by native Americans in New Mexico were: 5 

The school is a model of Navajo self-determination. The 
primary objective is to provide students with basic aca-
demiC skills, with an.in-depth orientation to Navajo 
thought and ways, and to acquaint them with a liberal 
arts program. 
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Eventually, other kinds of groups also began to seek schools responsive to 

their worldviews. ~~y back-to-basics and fundamentalist alternatives are as 

much attempts to render children responsive to the values and beliefs of a par-

ticular subculture as they are efforts at maintainjng particular kinds of clas"s-

rooms. And parents in many parts of the country have become increasingly asser-

tive in claiming the right to have their children instructed according to their 

values and worldview, rather than in accord with beliefs of the larger society 

which they themselves reject. Parents urging the inclusion of Creationism, and 

opposing what they see as Secular Humanism, are Fr~~nent cases in poi~t. ~d-­

to mention a very different kind of alternative -- the Georgia school cited e?Xl-

. ier, that has produced the extraordinary Foxfire series has been hi6~y success-
. 6 

ful in preserving the Appalachian lore and Wlay of life. Surely the oral histo-

ries these books contain are one effective means of instructing students in a COID-

munity subculture -- even while it helps them develop the skilis for dealing in 

and with the larger society. 

But a third and larger group of alternative education advocates reject the 

conventional school view of the school-society relation on yet other grounds. 

For this group, the reason lies not SO much with the ills of cur society, or with 

the stronger claim of the community upon the child: the objection is to subor-

dinating the youngster's development to the interests of any sooial group, society 

~ community. This kind of perspective was represented in many of the early 
l' 

'Free Schools' which SO provoked Kozol: the largely white, middle class schools 

inspired by the • counterculture' of more than a decade ago. ]~he priD:acy such 

schools assigned to "doing one's thing" - a.::ld not having "someone else's trip 

laid on you" -- were clear statements of the individual's right to be what he or 

she wanted, unfettered by the claims of others representing either society or 

communi ty. Jerry F!!I'oer expressed it most vividly with his metaphor suggesting 

the role in which schools cast students: "The Student As Nigger." "SCHOOL IS 
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'''HERE YOU LET THE DYING SOC:r;,;TY PUT ITS TRIP ON YOU," he raged in capital let-

ters -- where "the society-that-lJas-been" fashions 1:he society of the futuL'e by 

molding its adults. "For students, as for black people," Farber concludes, 

"the hardest battle isn't with Mr. Charlie. It's ... -:ith what Mr. Charlie has 

done to your mind. ,,7 

Can schools avoid such exploitation of the young? A number of Free School 

advocates have thought so. A.S. Neill, the founder of Suremerhill and the ideo-

logical father of Free Schools, urged that children be left as free as possible 

to shape themselves: "The function of the child is to live his own life -- not 

the life that his anxious parents think he should live, nor a life according to 

the purpose of the educator who thinks he knows wilat is best." But it takes 

care to preserve ~ this sort of freedom for the child:8 

To give a child freedom is not easy. It means that we re­
fuse to teach him religion, or politics, or class conscious­
ness. A child cannot have real freedom wnan he hears his 
father thunder against some political group, or hears his 
mother storm against the servant class. It is well-nigh im­
possible to keep children from adopting our attitude to life ••• 

It is in acknowledgment of this difficulty that Paul Goodman -- another 

spiritual leader of the early Free Schools -- proposed the major function of ele­

mentary education to be simply "to counteract and delay socialization as' long as 

possible. II' "We must," he said, "stop trying to process the young according to 

our preconceptions and yet open our world for them.,,9 Only in such a way can we 

manage to avoid subordinating the child to the desires for self-preservation of 

society or community. 

Pacific High School in California wa~ one of the Free Schools which acted 
I!S c:m.lI... st~ ~.d·\<'..1'>~'9'" 'c\: I 

on such a view. Its guiding metaphor became "do for yourself because life is a 
1\ 

novelty." In partial explanation there appears a staff member's criticism of a 

previous educational reform: 10 

••• one of the problems ••• is that those who create it tend to 
be creating the world they wish they'd lived in. They create 
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schools for their own childhood, and that tends of make it 
like the haginot line; we're always a little behind. 

Not all Free Schools went quite as far as these quotes might reco~end. 

But on the part of many of them, and many alternatives advocates, there has 

been and continues a strong propensity ·to see the individual as belonging to 

himself or herself, with rights that should be asserted against any society or 

community which presses in too strongly to impinge upon the right to become ones-

self. 

By way of review, then, these are the several ways in which alternative 

schools differ from the conventional school on the question of the proper rela-

tionship linking school and society: Alternatives are agreed in rejecting the 

conventional school's focus on the larger society and its largely adaptive role 

in preparing youngsters to function within that society. On the other hand, al-

ternatives advocates disagree with one another as to what the proper co~ection 

should be tying the alternative school to the world outside it. For one group. 

the link should consist in helping and disposing the young toward societal re-

form. For a second group, alternatives ought be much more concerned ~~t~ estab-

lishing the connection of youngsters with the immediate community than ~th the 

larger SOCiety. And for a third group, the alternative ought to be helping 

youngsters to become themselves, while holding both community and society sorne-

what at bay. 
t 

1 Jonathan Kozol, ~ Schools (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1972), p. 50 

2 Jonathan Kozol, 
Mifflin, 1.975) , 

The ~ight Is ~ and 1. 2 Far From Home (Boston: Houghton 
p. 1 5 -

3 Ibid., p. 1.88 
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Defining Alternative Education - VIII 

LIFE AND FERSONHooD 

We come ~ow to a final set of substantive contrasts marking .he conven­

tional and the alternative school -- contrasts implicit in a great deal that 

has already been said. They are significantly contrasting views of what life 

is all about, and of what ideal human beings are like. These are the most fun­

damental values which guide any educational system. In light of the contrasts 

we have shown between the alternative and conventional schools on so many other 

matters, it is hardly surprising that fundamentally different value orientations 

guide and fuel the two kinds of programs. 

Not all educational programs work out careful goals statements -- let alone 

th~ logical justifications for choosing them in preference to some other goals. 

But if they did, such an exercise would lead fairly directly to ideas of the 

most ultimate sort: the. meaning and importance of life, and the way we should 

address it. £Ven without the explication of a full view of life, we neverthe­

less operate on such a view. However vague and hazy our conception of life's 

purpose remains, it guides a'number of our decisions. How to educate, and in 

what, are obvious sorts of examples. 

Any educational system must reflect a view of what individuals should be­

come, and of vhat the good life is like -- what we ought to commit ourselves to, 

expect and seek from life, and contribute to it. Nithout core conceptions on 

such matters it is hard to see how an educational system could be constructed 

at all -- or, indeed, why anyone might want to do so. Short of convictions on 

such matters, how could anyone be prompted to assist the young to develop par­

ticular skills, or to grow up in one way in preference to another? How could 

content be selected or activities chosen without-some kind of guiding notion of 

what people ought to know -- or what kinds of abilities and experiences are de­

sirable? 

An educa~on, then, selects from tbe numerous possibilities the feelings to 
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be cultivated, the values instilled. the understandings and beliefs to be encour­

aged. The choices made are likely to appear most explicitly in goals and aims 

statements, and to be reflected in curricular choices, learning activities, and 

the kind of environment the school constitutes. 

Many of the differences between alternative and conventional schools that we 

have noted earlier stem from these more fundamental differences on what life is 

all about. The conception projected by the conventional school remains strongly 

influenced by the collection of ideas known as the "Frotestant Ethic. ,,1 It holds 

life to be an essentially serious business that is obligations-laden and not ex­

pected to be pleasant at all times, or perhaps even at most times. 

The Protestant Ethic merged ideas essentially religious and ~oral .~th ideas 

more socio-economic in nature. wnat resulted was a broad-based and powerfully 

supported orientation toward life. It is, for instance,. heavily success":oriented. 

The pursuit of accomplishment is virtually a moral obligation. As columnist El­

len Goodman put it recently, "'lie live in such an achievement-orie!lted world that 

anyone who is not doing his ~r her best, breaking records, going onward and up­

ward, is somehow or other failing.,,2 And success is construed rather ::laI'rowly. 

It is not finding happiness as a hermit or aesthete. It is arriving at particu­

lar types of achievement generally recognized and a~owledged as such. 

Such an explicit view of the ends to which people ought to commit themselves 

leads quite smoothly in"'o a considerable amount of status consciousness: there 

is a one best way to be in the world, and those accorded greatest status are 

those who manage to approximate it best. At an earlier time, the model was more 

narrowly and explicitly the financially successful business man. For our time, 

it has seemed increasingly to be the individual who combines education with afflu­

ence and power -- perhaps the model professiOnal, the doctor or successful lawyer. 

A mobile status-conscious society such as ours does not stop, however, with the 

assignment to ~ status: others follow in a range extending to the lowest rungs 
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on the occupational ladder which are occupied by those departing furthest from 

the ideal or model. 

It should not be hard to see how these values permeate the conventional 

school. Youngsters are encouraged by every means at the school's command to 

pursue increasing accomplishment. An extensive system of rewards to encourage, 

and penalties to warn away from, seeks to render students achieve~ent-conscious. 

The particular way in which these rewards and penalties are dispensed creates the 

school's status system whereby "A" students and "B" students enjoy greater privi­

leges and esteem than do "D" and ifF" stUdents. It is not hard to see how compe­

tition becomes an accompaniment to status-consciousness. The prestige that comes 

with high status can typically be won only at others' expense. Status is a posi­

tional value high or low only in relation to the relative positions of others. 

For me to claim high status means that others must be assigned lower ones. 

Ivork occupies a pivotal place in the Protestant l:thic. Its i=lport is not 

limited to the status it brings -- although status is, of course, work-connected. 

work and working are viewed valuable in themselves, with more value attaching to 

some kinds than to others. . That which for our time is most prized is work that 

is SOCially significant, and personally ~?sorbing and challenging -- as well as 

materially rewarding. Thus, given this kind of bias in the Protestant Ethic, 

preparing students to qualify for this sort of work becomes an extremely impor­

tant task of the school ~- along with helping them acqUire the value orientation 

that disposes them to want to do so. Thus,· the essential seriousness of the con­

ventional school, and the extensive work orientation, are not surprisin~ in light 

of the underlying values. 

On the ather hand, the Protestant Ethic is notoriously sho~ on a pleasure 

orientation. One of the values most prominently associated with it is the idea 

of "d .. ferred gratification" -- a sacrificing of pleasure now, and a denial of 

the importance of the present in the interests of building for the future. In-
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deed, according to the Protestant Ethic, too much pleasure and gratification 

can be extremely harmful. As one grandmohterly formulation of the principle 

had it, "The devil makes work for idle hands." The deferred gratification 

idea makes sense, however, only in a world that is predictable --, that is mark­

ed by order, rationality, regularity, stability. Otherwise', there could be no 

assurance that the sacrifice of the moment was a good invest:ent. Thus, a gen­

eral valuing of order and rational regularity are important elements in the 

worldview of the Protestant Ethic. 

A final element of the Protestant Ethic that seems prominent in the value 

orientation of the conventional school is the strong praoccupation with the ~ 

1!£ as life's important dimension. rhe life of any adult can be divided into 

private and public aspects -- the former consisting of one's interactions with 

oneself, one's God, one's family and friends; the other, of interactions with 

impersonal agencies such as governmental and economic institutions. Now a major 

feature of the Protestant Ethic was the assignment of a moral dimension to con-

duct in the public sphere that had previously been viewed amoral to the idea, 

for instance, that material success is a ~ obligation. ,.eat is important 

for our purposes is the emphasis thus placed on the public sphere. And accord­

ingly, what the conventional school came to represent in this century -- in con­

trast to the public schools of previous centuries . was preparation for life in 

the public sphere. How ~o understand, deal with, and participate in governmental 

and economic institutions bec~e the particular province of what we have through­

out been calling the 'conventional ",,"hool' -- i.e;', the' school. as it has evolved 

in the past century. At the same time, the private sphere -- onesself, one's 

personal associations and religious beliefs -- came to occupy the conventional 

school less and less. Both tendencies seem clearly reflected in the conventional 

school's expectations, its curriculum and activities, and its standards of judg­

ment. 
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It should already be evident that the roots of the alternative schools' 

departure from the conventional lie in this most fundamental orientation toward 

the question of what life is all about. No single perspective has emerged com­

parable in influence to the Protestant Ethic's domination over the conventional 

school -- and perhaps it is in the nature of alternatives that there will be no 

comparable single perspective. The differences in emphasis among alternatives 

advocates that we have seen throughout -- associated with the difference between 

'Free' and 'Freedom' school advocates -- probably reflects an endurinJ division. 

But even so, some similar tendencies can be identified linking alternatives ad­

vocates. The perspective dubbed the 'counterculture' a decade ago has been one 

of the sources, and the 'New Left' has been another. But the alternatives world­

view is not exclusively anti-Establishment in flavor, deriving also from such 

'Establishment' figures as E. F. schumacher, Abraham Naslo''', ~bert Kennedy, and 

Existentialist philosophers. 

·:0 begin, alternatives people al.'e more likely to reflect a tolerance for di­

verse ways of life. In lieu ,of a commitment to a one best way, they incline to 

the view that a wide range of life styles can be appropriate. Instead of the cir­

cumstances created by the Protesta.;'lt Ethic -- in which a religious morality p·erm­

eated all one's choices -~ alternatives people incline more to the view that we 

generate our own convictions about the importance of work, family and friends,and 

the rest of life's compoflents. Thus it cannot be said that a particular career, 

or material success, are important per se, For some they undoubtedly will be, but 

not for all. It is we ou· -elves who supply the meanings for our lives, rather 

than learn that meaning as specified by God or society. 

~nis central tenet that we each create the meaning of life, rather than dis­

covering it, p·er-...its a tolerance of others' views that is incompatible ·.;ith the 

belief that tl:.ere is really only one best way to live. Sucil a pluralist commit­

ment has a nu:ber of consequences. One is that its advocates are not strongly 
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disposed to status-consciousness: if there is no best way, then how claire that 

one way is better than another? Although some ways of life are surely identifi­

able as undesirable, short of accepting a monolithic model, it is hard to rank 

the acceptable ways by finding one superior to another. And so far as schools 

are concerned, if multiple life styles are genuinely acceptable, then there is 

no need to try to press all students to pursue the ~ style. 

Relatedly, alternatives people tend to be open to a wider range of experi­

ences than do conventional school advocates. The Protestant Ethic's co~~itment 

to work and accomplishment, and its ambivalence toward leisure and pleasure, tend 

to render life a good deal narrower and more serious. Since alternatives people 

are not so explicitly uni-purposed, they can welcome experience that is not goal­

oriented and is simply to be enjoyed for its own sake. The Protestant Ethic 

seems to place no limits on the "extent to which work ought to absorb us. The 

recent notion of "workaholism" -- that working can be overdone, even to the point 

of addiction or disease -- is an idea quite compatible with the alternatives cri­

tique of the Protestant Ethia. The result has brought some unusual activities 

to alternative schools"and quite a different flavor even to activities borrowed 

from the conventional school. There are trips and 'happenings', time just to 

'beT and an alternative school is more likely to "urn to sports or games that 

involve everyone than to varsity teams. Because good football calls for turning 

play into work, an alternative school is more likely to indulge in frisbee festi­

vals ~han in football contests. The point is that the departure from the prin­

ciples of goal-direction and achievement permits a receptivity to a large variety 

of experience that would otherwise be excluded. 

Pursuing such experience is important in the alternative school because of 

its emphasis on process. The conventional school's commitment to achievement 

lends it a strong product orientation: it is interested in outcomes and results 

and effects of what goes on in classrooms. Alternative school people on the 
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other hand, are likely to place a strong emphasis on process, claiming that what 

happens within those classrooms -- and the nature an~ quality of experiences 

had there -- is important in its own ri~ht. even apart from its subsequent ef-

fects. ·rhe reason is that a school is viewed as a substantial piece of life, 

claiming a large amount of a youngster's time. Unless one is willing to proceed 

on the Protestant Ethic's "deferred gratification" principle, then life in tile 

present should provide pleasant, positive experiences. No arrangement at 

least not one claiming such a large amount of one's childhood -- ought to call 

for the systematic suspension of enjoyment as such a standard principle of pro-

cedure. The process focus is, then, an affirmation of the importance of the 

present and its quality. what this means, in turn, is that the attitude toward 

life reflected by the alternative school is less eXClusively work-oriented and a 

lot more· playful. To·stress the quality of the present -- of the processes and 

activities underway, quite apart from their eventual effects -- is to become a-

ware of the enjoyment they yield or fail to yield. The feelings the activities 

generate for participants beqomes, then, a relevant criterion for choosing and 

judging them. 

Alternatives folk also tend to view the relative importance of the public 

and the private differently from conventional school people. In fact, one of 

the alternative school's major exceptions to conventional school practice has 

been the relative exclusion of the private sphere. The Protestant Ethic of-, . 
fered an i~unction to make the public sphere a major focus of one's life. Al-

ternative school people areinr'ined to reject the notion that for most people 

it will or should be. The activi,ies and relationShips and reactions comprising 

one's daily life tend to become t~e important focus for alternatives people; SO 

alternatives are far more likely to emphasize knowledge and skills applicable to 

this private domain than are conventional schOOls. me tolerance for diverse 

life styles which makes the alternatives advocate hes~t about recommending 
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the public as the most important domain, co::;oines with his/her empnasis on P!'O­

cess, to elevate the importance of t~e private -- tne immediate rel~tionship5 

and circumstances of our lives. 

This emphasis on the private and personal is associated with a tendency 

to trust individuals more than institutions -- and to look more to private asso­

ciations than to official agencies and experts for help. It is this kind of 

fundamental tendency that accounts for the alternative school's stress on inter­

personal relationships noted in Chapter I, and on charismatic -- in preference 

to rational-legal -- grounds for accepting authority (as noted in ~hapter V). 

The stress on the personal -- on the requirement that relationships flo. 

from feelings rather than roles (one cannot assign the role of confidante or 

friend: that must emerge within a relationship) -- leads to still another facet 

of the alternatives view of life: Because feelings and relationships change, 

then living patterns and arrangements should change accordingly. The importance 

assigned subjective reactions makes, then, for less order and stability in 1!fe 

-- and places a lower value qn the qualities of regularity and predictability 

than does the conventional worldview. The practice of changing care~rs in mid­

life ~hat has developed within the last decade"is associated with this value 

which would recommend that if one no longer enjoys a vocation, then it makes 

sense to seek another. The value mi~t also help to explain why some early. 

private alternativescho\ills were shortlived: feelings and relationships may 

prove less durable than the institutionalized routine which keeps conventional 

schools going. Interestingly, the 'Establishment' response to the situation was 

to construe as a 'failure' the school that closed down. But a lesser valuji-g 

of order and stability need not find that a failure at all -- but simply a moving 

on of those involved, to other things. A school may quite adequately serve the 

needs of a group at one time without responding their needs subsequently or to 

the needs of others. Within the alternative worldview, the qualities of success 
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and failure are simply not so intimately tied to stability as within the conven-

tional. 

This attempt to present some of the seneral features of the alternative ~d 

conventional orientations toward life has anticipated a number of the attributes 

each finds desirable in human beings. aut a more direct look is in order, at 

what each thinks it is to be a "person." It seems safe to say at the outset that 

the alternative school view of "personhood" is far less cerebrally-oriented than 

the conventional view. The latter's view of the human being is more closely tied 

to the Greek view that what distinguishes human beings from other species, and is 

thus to be emphasized in their development, is reason. The alte·rnatives view 

tends to place equal emphasis on other human attributes -- such as cocsciousness, 

humor, compassion. It is not just incidental that a number of people associated 

~=~~s with alternative schools have been SO interested in the' of right-brain re-

search: The.vright(brain'·~hemiSPhere deals with spatial orientation, artistically 

related abilities, body awareness, and certain kinds of non-linguistic, non­

logical forms of knowledge,3 It is the left brain, with its control of language 
. 

and logical functions that conventional school programs have sought largely to 

develop. But alternative school people have also insisted that many character-

istics beyond the intellectual are important within the person -- and that school 

should help in the development of these as well. Emotional development is one 

prominent area, and body awaren~ss and development is another. 
I 

The alternatives view of personhood seems to concern itself more than does 

the conventional view with what is on the inside. Tne conventional view's em-

phasis on achievement and success within the public sphere, tends to place a pre-

mium on externals -- on what one does, has accomplished, can claim as plainly 

visible to all. By contrast, the alternatives view of human beings exbibits a 

great deal more interest in what one is, as apart from what one has done. Relat­

edly, self-acceptance and self-esteem are of greater import within the alterna-
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tives view, while by and large the conventional view is interested in such con-

siderations only as they may relate to external accomplishment and performance 

in the public sphere. 

The interest in what is inside the person is associated with a greater 

awareness and appreciation of human fragility within the alternatives views of 

personhood. Xhere seems a conviction that despite appearances to the contrary, 

all human beings are vulnerable creatures whose humanity needs to be kept fore-

most in our institutional arrangements and processes. It is this conviction 

that is responsible for the emphasis on interpersonal relationships in alterna-

tive schools -- and for the reservations of alternatives people about the compre-

hensive high school, despite its obvious advantages. rhe humanity and vulnera­

bility of those within them are too likely to be overlooked in large, hence im­

personal institutions. 

A part of human fragility lies, in the alternatives view, in the limits to 

wnich people can be shaped wi thou t harming them. rhrough much of this century, 

psychologists have stressed that it is environments whicn shape people, and any 

human being can, within limits, become all!lost any sort of person, depending on 

the environment in which s/he is placed. A positive, comfortable environment 

with the appropriate advantages and influence can mold one child into statesman, 

artist, or physiCian, while a reverse sort of environment can make another a dul­

lard or a delinquent. 4 the alternatives view departs from this now 'traditional' 

liberal outlook in inclining to emphasize instead the damage that can be done to 

human beings by trying to mold them into preconceived patterns. 'rhere,::i;s,' then, 

a tendency to place greater import on what is already present within theindivid-

us!, in deter=ining what s/he will become. And accordingly, there is a tendency 

to treat the child somewhat less prescriptively and to pay Jreater heed to his 

or her own inclinations. Xo impose too much pressure to become what one is not 

can inflict injury. 
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Finally, the alternatives vie'" of personilood recommends quite a different 

mood or tone for the individual t~ does the conventional view. :ne conven-

tional school rewards seriousness, dependability, earnestness, ra"ionality and 

seeks to develop these as personal traits. The alternatives view, on the other 
d=l~~~~ ~,~ 

hand, is likely to value those traits "picb Rl2J..i fi~ more lightheartedness or 

" even playfulness. Humor, spontaneity, flexibility, and a -"' relaxed manner 

-- in preference to a~ disciplined and controlled or 'uptight' one -- are 

all attributes that the alternatives view of human beings would prize. 

A final word might be of interest regarding the grounds for these claims. 

Since there is not yet a great deal of research on alternatives, not all of our 

assertions in this study can claim extensive solid support. iortun.ately, however, 

the claims in this chapter -- which is perhaps most abstract and open to chal-

lenge --~ received fairly direct support. Two recent studies comparing the 

values actually operating in alternative and conventional schools have found core 

values in the alternative to be "broadly humanistic. They describe a warm, in-

formal, lively egalitarian cltmate encouraging student freedom, responsioility, 

involvement, cooperation, individuality, and authenticity.,,5 ACCOrding to both 

teachers and students in both types of schools, the alternative schools ,are far 

more concerned with meeting what psychologist Abraham ~;aslow called "the higher 

human needs" -- for love and belong:ingness, esteem~ and seif-actuaLization. 6 

1 

2 

3 

I 

Originally stated by Max '''eber in The Protestant Zthic and',the 3::irit of Cati­
tal ism (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1958):--The~hic's influence~ 
not, of course, limited to Protestants. 

"Picasso, Surviving His Shadow," Newsday, July, 1, 1980 

Robert E. Ornstein, "Right and Left Thinking," Psychology Today, }!ay, 1973, p. 
87 
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5 

6 

~ote how in such a mentioning of positive and negative kinds of lives, the 
conventional school perspective identifyino the positive life in vocational 
terms crops up. A bit of thought will show how ~ifficult it is to come up 
with a crief characterization in any other te~s. 

Jerald R. Smith, Harion McCollum, George i;arclay, "Student and Teacher Fer­
ceptions of the Operative Values of Public Alternative Oigh Schools," ms. 
(undated) p. 9 

Gerald R. 5mi th, Thomas B. Gregory, ilichard C. ?ugh, "Final Report to Fartic­
ipating Schools of the Results of the School Climate Study." mimeo., i-,ay 23. 
1980 

I 



DefiDing Alternative Education - IX 

SELE~TED ORGANIZATIONAL FEATURES 

Throughout these pages we have been dealing largely with features of the al-

ternative school's program. An important supplement must now be added to that 

perspective. The structural characteristics of a school -- the way it is organ-

ized and constituted -- often have a great deal to do with the kind of sc;"ool it 

can become, and the limits of its effectiveness. Organizational features cannot 

assure the success of an alternative -- or of any other kind of school, for that 

matter. But clearly, they can greatly increase the ch~ces of its failure. Thus, 

there are important pitfalls to be avoided. And there are also distinct organiza-

tional characteristics marking alternative education off from conventional schools. 

Not all of these features are under the control of the alternative program, but for 

better or worse, they may nevertheless be predictive of its future. 

Not all of the features cited in the pages to follow are of comreensurate im-

portance. In fact, experience would suggest that they are of ascen~ing import as 

one goes down the list. Thus, numbers 1-3 name supporting conditions, while 4 is 

more central, and 5-10 seem crucial to success. Here as else~here in this study, 

however, it must be said that it is possible to point to counter-exs=ples -- to 

successful alternatives lacking many even of those features deemed crucial to suc-

cess. Even so, a decade's experience would strongly suggest that the more of the 

organizational features identified here that a new alternative can clai:, the 
I 

greater the chances for its survival and success in achieving the benefits alterna-

tives have elsewhere produced. 

(1) Existence within the district of multiple alternatives. The c:oances for 

success with any single new alternative school or ,program are increased if the 

district already has, or is interested in establishing, other such programs as 

well. Otherwise the new alternative may be viewed a drain-off or dumping ground 

for problem cases and treated accordingly. The exis"tence of several alternatives 
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within a district -- or of an options system assigning all programs the status 

of alternatives -- is the strongest possible evidence of rejection of the 'one 

best system' principle for education. Conventional education has long assumed 

that there is a one best way that is therefore best for all: a single set of 

educational goals, a single curriculum, and essentially a single set of learning 

activities -- all pursued in classrooms staffed by teachers similarly prepared, 

and in schools similarly structured and administered. The existence of multiple 

alternatives within a district is the best testimony to the rejection of the mono-

lithic principle in favor of educational pluralism. And the support which the 

pluralist principle provides is an important assist for starting and maintsining 

alternatives within the district. 

(2) The assumption of equal status. Chances for success are significantly 

improved if a new program is con~eived as a genuine alternative of·commensurate 

worth and respectability with existing programs in the district. Otherwise, it 

may soon achieve the reputation of the place for the 'dummies' or the 'hoods,' or 

the 'difficult' kids. In purSuit of the one best system principle mentioned above, 

programs differing from the 'regular' or 'standard' program have been viewed as 

inferior"to the conventional school, differing from it in order to accommodate 

students who by virtue of some deficiency cannot succeed in the conventional pro-

gram. Thus, according to conventional perspectives, an alternative is not ll..1<ely 

t 
to be accorded equal status. Its chances are enhanced when a different per spec-

tive prevails. 

(3) A claim to commensurate attractiveness. Obviously, we don't all like 

and want the same things -- which is one of the reasons for providing educational 

alternatives. Thus, there is no reason why a new alternative program must appeal 

to all stUdents or families, or even to most. But it must have genuine appeal 

for some -- its prospective population -- or it will soon be seen as one more 
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punitive measure. Detention centers, 'last chance' programs, and co=?arable ar­

rangements which some districts have devised to receive their worst ;roblem cases 

cannot be ·considered alternatives for this reason: their students (~d often 

their faculty as well) have been 'sentenced' to them. And it is very difficult 

to render such a situation attractive to any of those involved. 

(4) The chance to remain. It follows from (2) and (3) above ~t an alterna-

. tive program's chances for success are greater if it is perceived as a genuine !!= 

ternative to the conventional school rather than a place for 'beefing up' its stu­

dents academically and emotionally, for return to the 'regular' schoel. It is dif­

ficult for programs so conceived to ever arrive at equal status or to be viewed as 

truly uttractive by any group. They are likely to remain stigmatize~ if perceived 

as places for the somehow deficient; and it is difficult for the coterence des­

cribed below to develop under circumstances perceived as strictly te=porary by all 

concerned. 

(5) Openness to representative district populations. Programs established 

especially for slow students, for the disruptive, or for particular racial groups 

may offer some advantages -- but it. is rare that they can achieve the benefits of 

alternative education. And it is difficult to keep them from becomi::6 "tracking" 

systems and taking on all the status differentiations that bring stig=a to some 

programs. The reverse ud,ght also be claimed: Programs open only to the unusually 

talented or able have offered advantages to their students -- but by and large 

these are not the advantages generally associated with alte: 'ative er".:lcation. And 

it is difficult to reply to the c,harge that such schools are elitist. The surest 

way to avoid such difficulties is to open enrollment to all within te~ district 

and to assign individual choice the greatest weight in determining st:ldent assign­

ment to programs. 

(6) Choice. It is difficult to call a school an alternative if it does 



IX 

not represent a choice for those within it. The problems of tracking and stigma 
,.. 

and el~tism mentioned above are hard to avoid when people are assigned to dif-

ferentiated programs. This does not mean there is no place for counseling and 

.... 
recommending -- or for entrace requirements into particular programs. It does 

A 

mean, however, that no student should ever be forced to enter or remain in a pro-

gram that'he has rejected for himself. Many alternatives have selection programs 

which combine several processes in determining which stUdents are likely to work 

well and succeed within the program -- and this see<::s a good idea in maintaining 

program differentiation aimed at aiding particular kinds of students. The Learn-

-ing COfP ift Fairfield, Connecticut, for instance, combines (1) initial recommen-

dations from counselors in the feeder schools, with (2) Co-op faculty judgments 

after student visits and interviews, and (3) prospective-student choice. No stu-

dent could be assigned to the Co-op without choosing to go there; but faculty 

have the power to turn down an applicant who in their judgment would be a poor 

match for the program. 

Faculty judgment need no~ be excluded, then, in admissions decisions in al-

ternative schools. And of course the student's f~y must, have a voice in the 

decision as well. The precise student-parent weightings that are desirable are 

difficult to determine -- although it seems clear enough that the younger the 

child, the larger the parental voice should loom; and the older the youngster, 

the greater the weight hi? or her own preferences should receive. Most alterna­

tives for people of regular school age require both parental and student partici-

pation in the choosing process, and this seems both legally and psychologically 

important. Other considerations might have to override student and family choice 

-- such as counter-judgments from the faculty of an alternative, or insufficient 

room in the program that is a student's first choice. But an al ternati'(e educa-

tion cOmmitment would require that no student should ever be assigned or retained 

in a program to which he or his family is explicitly opposed. 
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(7) Staff choice too. As preceeding pages have sought to show, an altern-

ative school in action typically looks less like an institution th~ like a 

group of friends. Alternatives are very 'personalized' places. They usually 

take on a distinct personality of their OWll which makes each different even 

from any other alternative. It is obvious, then, that such a place is not one 

where teachers are interchangeable, and any competent professional eight be ex-

pected to fit in. The personalized character of alte~-atives puts a premium on 

personal attributes and feelings. Not every competent teacher -- even every com-

petent alternatives teacher -- is a good match for every alternative school. And 

in such a personalized setting, when the match is poor, it can set up reverber-

rations undermining the entire program. Thus, there are few decisions in an al-

ternative school as crucial as staffing. Existing staff need to be involved in 

the deCision, as must the prospective staff member. Usual conventional school 

procedure, where teachers are hired by administrators and assigned by them to 

schools and tasks, is i~cal to successful alternative school practice. 

(8) Home-grown programs. Alternatives need to be 'home grown' -- meaning 

that they cannot be developed elsewhere for export and si=ply assigned. for imple-

mentation by the alternative program staff. Studies tracing the innovations of 

the 60s have revealed that the 'top-down' strategy of program change and develop­

ment simply does not work: excellent programs will fade out very quickly, or 
~«>m ~ S~~ 

even simply go unimplemehted~ when assigned to teachers for them to execute. £he 

personalized nature of alternative education makes it even more imperative there 

that the prcQ~am be the creation of those who are to live and work with it day 

by day, This does not mean that program will take care of itself in an alterna-

tive school (it won't); or that no ideas can ·be ·imported f+om the outside world 

(they can and should). It does mean that the staff must feEH 'ownership' of the 

program -- that they had a hand in creating it and that t:l:.ey hiive the power to 
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change it as that see~ indicated. This can come from creating brand new pro-

grams or from adaptin6 what others have planned and used. The important point 

is that program, like interaction patterns, becomes an extension of the individ-

uals working in an alternative -- in contrast to standard conventional school 

practice whereby in many locales program is almost entirely developed by people 

other than the teacher who is to administer it (e.g., by state syllabus, depart-

ment outline, administrative deciSion). 

(9) Coherence. A number of the benefits associated with alternative edu-

cation come from a sense of group identification -- a feeling that the alterna-

tive and those associated with it form a cohesive unit. Several structural req-

uisites are necessary .to generating such feelings: 

(A) The alternative need not have its own separate building, but it 

does need its own separate space. ·rhis means that it need be assigned a contigu-

ous set of rooms not used by other groups -- in contrast to conventional high 

school practice whereby a teacher and a class might be assigned to any room meet-
. 

ing equipment needs, during a given period. Space, too, becomes personalized in 

an alternative program, and the alternative's quarters must be supportive of the 

·feeling that the alternative is a separate unit or entity in itself. 

(B) The alternative need not claim its students for the entire school 
~~ ~~ '5<lh.~\ 

day. Some or all of them maybe enrolled in classes in the parent school~ or may 
I' 

be out of school, for part of the day. But if the sense of community so strong 

in most successful alternatives is to be generated, students must remain together 

for a minimum of two or three ciasses a day. This continuity, and the coherence 

it builds, is what distinguishes alternative education from a number of the cur-

ricular innovations designed for single courses: - Such innovations look to changed 

content as the source of educational improvement; alternatives look instead to 

particular kinds of configurations of people as such a source. 

, 


